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When I matriculated at age eighteen into the local Agricultural and 
Mechanical College, shortly before it became the rather more grand­
sounding "Colorado State University," I was eager to learn. I wanted to 
read and to think, to break out of everything small and parochial about 
my way of seeing the world. As a freshman, I took a course in Western 
Civilization and fell in love with the Middle Ages, in part because of my 
enthusiastic instructor, one of that remarkable group of American men 
who had fought World War II, who had gone to college on the GI Bill, 
and who were then beginning to fill the ranks of the professoriat. These 
were men who, at one time, could have conjured no such possibility for 
themselves. Many of those who survived the war were liberated by the 
aspiration for higher learning, and many went for it with gusto. 

I became enamored of all things medieval. This, I learned, was part of 
my world as the daughter of a great civilization, but a part that was alien 
as well-strange, foreign, "other," as we now say. I read Helen Waddell's 
wonderful book on The Goliardi, wandering student poets and trouble­
makers. Charles Homer Haskins's Renaissance if the Twelfth Century 
gripped me altogether. It seemed that those lofty souls who later saw 
themselves leap-frogging over a thousand years of monkish superstition, 
as if all had been dark before they brought in the light, were making 
rather too much of themselves. Others had been there before them. 

What must it have been like to follow Peter Lombard around Paris? 
(Of course, women were not then able to matriculate in the great cen­
ters of scholastic learning, but one's imagination and aspirations are not 
thus constrained!) To engage in disputation with Abelard? Or perhaps to 
wander to Bologna to attend its famous law school? James Westfall 
Thompson's labor of love on The Medieval Library offered an enthralling 
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account of the growth of libraries-what sorts of libraries emerged, 
where, and how many. Medieval Germany had at least a thousand li­
braries. I was touched by a poignant discussion of "The Wanderings of 
Manuscripts," documents found, then lost, then found again miraculous­
ly, resurfacing in some other library in a place thousands of miles away. 
Codices told fascinating tales of cultural transmission and, sadly, of cul­
tural loss as manuscripts disappeared never to be found again. Westphall 
concludes that it ill becomes those who came later to cast stones at the 
Middle Ages, "for the destruction of precious books that was most ap­
palling came later when secular power made war against the church, dis­
solving monasteries, scattering and destroying tens of thousands of 
medieval books-the accumulation of eight hundred years of intellectu­
al life." The process of modern state making was particularly destructive 
in this regard. And yet so much remains, warranting so many centuries 
later St. Bernard of Clairvaux's poignant reminder that we "stand on the 
shoulders of giants." 

But we have arrived at a time and a place-our own-where we do 
not want to be reminded of this indebtedness, of the gifts others have 
given us. Hubristic arrogance toward the past thrives in many quarters. 
We have become puffed up with self-pride and have fallen low as a re-

· sult. Michael Nelson and his Rhodes College colleagues, by contrast, 
work from a stance of gratitude for much that has gone before, for brave 
men and women dedicated to life and learning, to letters and theology, 
to philosophy and the arts. They remain dedicated-in a lively, not a dour 
way-to what John Henry Cardinal Newman called "the university as an 
ethical idea." 

To all, like myself, who worry that we may be squandering much of 
our rich inheritance rather than nurturing it, contesting it, and thereby 
adding to it as a deposit of cultural faith to pass on to generations to fol­
low, the complex story of the Search course at Rhodes College offers an 
example of the way a robust but resilient engagement with the past in the 
present can be sustained. Nelson and his colleagues remind us that a criti­
cal education helps students to engage in debate with interlocutors long 
dead or protagonists who never lived save on the page and, in that en­
gagement, to elaborate rich concepts through which to understand our 
world. That is the way a living culture, and the education continuously 
defined and imperfectly realized within it, works. 

In his great work, The Idea of the University, Newman warned against 
any single-minded approach to education, any reductionist account of 
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human meaning, purpose, and motivation. He knew things were more 
complicated. He understood that if you begin from impoverished as­
sumptiOns, your view of education is itself bound to be impoverished­
It cannot help but be-and you lose thereby education as "action upon 
our mental nature ... the formation of character" In Cel b ( h H 
manities a d rfi 11 . . . e ra tng t e u-
. . ' won e u y conceived and engagmgly executed book, the 
dedicated keepers of the Search course flame at Rhodes C 11 

1' h · o ege accom-
p IS somethmg remarkable. They offer solid grounds c:0 r h 
b · dd · · 11 ope-not, to 
he sure, gi y opturusm, but hope, nonetheless-that our culture may yet 

ave the resources with which to renew itself and to go on creating gen­
eratiOns of scholars, seekers, and citizens. 

Jean Bethke Elshtain 



I had a good idea in 1992 and a better one two years later. The good 
idea was to write a book marking the fiftieth anniversary of the "Search" 
course (formally titled The Search for Values in the Light ofWestern His­
tory and Religion) at Rhodes College, a Presbyterian-affiliated college in 
Memphis. The course, which was created for entering freshmen in 
1945-1946 under the name Man in the Light of History and Religion, 
is a two-year, colloquium-intensive study of the literature, philosophy, re­
ligion, and history of the West from Gilgarnesh to the present. Its catalog 
listings are Humanities 101, 102, 201, and 202, and it constitutes more 
than 10 percent of a student's total credits toward graduation. 

My motivation for writing such a book in the early 1990s was that, 
at a time when similar courses were being attacked at some colleges and 
universities as the dark vestiges of "Eurocentric patriarchy," arrogantly 
presented at others under the banner of"our Judea-Christian heritage," 
and, at all too many institutions of higher education, indifferently taught 
in large lecture sections by resentful junior faculty, the Search course at 
Rhodes seemed evergreen. Its faculty were united in their commitment 
to the course but diverse in almost every other way, ranging from staunch 
traditionalists to feminists and postmodernists and including representa­
tives from nearly a dozen academic departments. Its students com.Prised a 
substantial majority of the first-year class, and almost all of them elected 
to enroll in the course's second year. Faculty and students alike took pride 
in how the students' writing, critical thinking, verbal expression, and gen­
eral education improved because of the course. Clearly the story of the 
Search course-how it began, how it developed, and how it has contin­
ued to thrive in a constantly changing intellectual and cultural environ­
ment-was worth recovering and recording. 

Xlll 



XIV PREFACE 

If telling the Search story was the good idea, the better one was to 
share the research and writing of the book with several other participants 
in the course, including longtime faculty, recent faculty, men, women, his­
torians, philosophers, political scientists, linguists, classicists, religious stud­
ies scholars, even (or perhaps especially) students. Bringing in others 
made the book better in ways that for half a century have made the 
course better, augmenting it with a large number of excellent voices, tal­
ents, and perspectives, all of them working together with just the right 
mix of individuality and collaboration. 

The opening chapters of Celebrating the Humanities tell the history of 
the Search course from its origins at the end of World War II through its 
fiftieth year. In chapter 1, I introduce the course's founders-----:John Henry 
Davis, Alexander P Kelso, Laurence F Kinney, W Raymond Cooper, and 
John Osman-and describe how they and President Charles E. Diehl in­
fluenced and were influenced by prevailing currents in humanistic and 
Christian higher education in the 1940s and 1950s. Douglas W Hatfield 
picks up the narrative torch in chapter 2 and carries it through the 1960s, 
when the course was beset by many of the challenges of that tumultuous 
decade, up to 1975. In chapter 3, Robert R. Llewellyn chronicles the 
course from 1975 to 1985, equally stormy years because of obstacles that 
arose within the college itself. Then, in chapter 4, James M. Vest and 
Daniel E. Cullen bring the story of the Search course into the present, 
describing a decade in which the change in name from "Man" to 
"Search" neatly symbolized the turbulent academic waters that the 
course, like "Western civ" and "great books" courses everywhere, had to 
navigate. Vest and Cullen also analyze how Search has been able to sur­
vive and flourish, undamaged but not unaltered by the experience. 

The remaining chapters offer a more eclectic mix of perspectives on 
the Search course. In chapter 5, Vest describes the spread of the course, or 
variants of it, from Rhodes to Davidson, Millsaps, Eckerd, Hampden-Syd­
ney, the University of the South, and other distinguished liberal arts col­
leges. Chapter 6, written by Rhodes students David Welch Suggs, Jr., and 
James W Turner, with assistance from a number of other student re­
porters, presents Search as a living institution by recording a week in the 
life of the course during the spring 1995 semester. Finally, in chapter 7, I 
speculate on the future of the Search course at Rhodes and of similar 
courses at other colleges and universities. In doing so, I take into account 
numerous trends in the humanities and higher education, ranging from 
the ongoing war over the "canon" to changes in educational technology. 

Sprinkled throughout the book are a number of brief "perspectives" 
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essays, each written by a member of the Search faculty: Ellen T. Armour, 
Daniel Cullen, James Jobes, Larry Lacy, Kenneth Morrell, Fred W Neal, 
Gail Corrington Streete, and me. These essays vary widely, in keeping 
with the spirit of the course. As its name implies, one of Search's pur­
poses IS to encourage students in their personal guests for meaning. Stu­
dents differ greatly in the destinations to which their searches carry them. 
Why should it surprise anyone that professors do, too? 

My colleagues and I have written Celebrating the Humanities in the 
hope that it will interest a wide range of readers. To those in the hu­
manities and in higher education generally, the issue of how to treat the 
intellectual and moral legacy of the West within the college curriculum 
IS a constant, significant, and often stormy one. There has been no short­
age of books and essays on this subject in recent years. Nearly all of them, 
however, have been polemics of one sort or another. My colleagues and 
I hope that our book will offer a reflective, devoted, yet critical account 
of what one college actually has been doing for the past half-century. 
Perhaps others will see something of their own experiences and aspira­
tions in this account. 

Of course, another important audience for this book is the Rhodes 
community, wonderfully enumerated in all its diversity by Robert 
Llewellyn as comprising "housekeepers, teachers and coaches, students, 
alumni, parents, secretaries and staff assistants, retirees and saints, chaplains 
and counselors, benefactors, administrators and executives and deans 
groundskeepers, trustees, librarians, maintenance technicians, friends." T~ 
all of them-past, present, and future-Celebrating the Humanities is our 
lovesong for the college and the course with which we have cast our lot. 

Many hands, hearts, and heads have helped me and my colleagues in 
the writing, editing, and publishing of this book. Several of the authors 
have used the notes to their chapters to thank individuals who were of 
particular assistance to them. B~lt all of us are grateful to Elizabeth Gates 
K~sler, the college archivist, .for her tireless and able help in gathering 
pnmary documents, to Jean Bethke Elshtain for her gracious foreword, 
and to all of the good people at Vanderbilt University Press who worked 
so .hard and well to make our manuscript a book: Bard Young, for copy 
edrtmg and composition; Gary Gore, for the book's design; and the di­
rector and staff of the press for the enormous care lavished on our book 
at every stage of its existence. My own debt, in this as in all things, is to 
my Wife Linda Ezell Nelson (a 1993 adult alumnus of the Search course) 
and my sons Michael and Sam. 

Michael Nelson 



1 
The Founding Era 

1945-1958 

MICHAEL NELSON 

Te h"dhne in the Augu" 1, 1945, 
edition of the Memphis Commercial Appeal must have intrigued careful 
readers: 

SOUTHWESTERN TO TURN BACK 
TO GREAT BASIC BOOKS 

ADOPTING REVOLUTIONARY PLAN , MEMPHIS C OLLEGE 

WILL FOUND TEACHING ON ROCK OF CLASSICISM 

Their attention caught by the incongruous idea of"turning back" to 
a "revolutionary plan," readers would have learned that Southwestern at 
Memphis was about to begin its fall 1945 semester by doing something 
that Harvard University was only talking about-namely, offering "a 
course designed to acquaint students with the sources of the civilization 
they live in, and to make them familiar with the great writings which 
have influenced Western culture." 1 

The twelve-credit-hour course (six hours per semester) would be of­
fered to all freshmen, the article continued, under the name Man in the 
Light of History and Religion. According to Southwestern President 
Charles E. Diehl, five professors would teach in the course-two histori­
ans, two philosophers, and a biblical scholar. They would take turns lec­
turing to the students ("all five professors will be present at all formal 
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4 CELEBRATING THE HUMANITIES 

lectures, four listening while the other speaks," the reporter marveled), 
then break up the class into small groups for discussions of the week's 
reading assignments. 

Those assignments, drawn overwhelmingly from primary sources, 
would span the millennia of recorded Western history and thought. Dur­
ing the first semester, students would read widely in the literature of the 
ancient and early medieval world: the Epic of Gilgamesh, most of the Bible, 
Homer, Hesiod, Herodotus, Plato, Aristotle, Aristophanes, Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, Euripides, Josephus, Livy, Sallust, Tacitus, Suetonius, Polybius, 
Plutarch, Terence, Plautus, Juvenal, Horace, Ovid, Lucretius, Epictetus, 
Seneca, Cicero, Tertullian, Augustine, Dante, Maimonides, Anselm, and 
Aquinas. The second semester would carry them forward to the present, 
concluding in a unit called The Two World Wars: Dictatorship and 
Democracy. The spring reading list included Chaucer, Machiavelli, Pe­
trarch, More, Erasmus, Montaigne, Rabelais, Calvin, Luther, Shakespeare, 
Marlowe, Sidney, Bacon, Galileo, Newton, Hobbes, Moliere, Racine, 
Donne, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibnitz, Locke, Bunyan, Milton, Voltaire, 
Hume, Rousseau, Montesquieu, Goethe, Swift, Burke, Smith, Franklin, 
Malthus, Ricardo, Mill, Metternich, Kant, Marx, Emerson, Byron, Shel­
ley, Wordsworth, Goethe, de Tocqueville, Nietzsche, Darwin, Spencer, 
Huxley, James, Einstein, Planck-even Stalin, Mussolini, and Hitler. 

The Commercial Appeal quoted one of the new course's instructors, 
philosophy professor John Osman, as admitting that the reading load 
would be difficult for anyone to manage, much less a student fresh from 
high school. "But," Osman added, "the benefits from such a course will 
vastly outweigh the effort required to complete it." Osman's confidence 
in the importance of the endeavor was shared by his faculty colleagues: 
philosopher Alexander P. Kelso, biblical scholar Laurence F Kinney, and 
historians W Raymond Cooper and John Henry Davis. One of their 
main goals, they told the newspaper, was to overcome the growing "ten­
dency of education to divide the body of human knowledge into many 
different fields .... Such a program has led to the fragmentation which 
marks our thinking. The consequence has been that students majoring in 
particular fields have learned their subject in isolation from the rest of that 
body of knowledge which is our Western cultural heritage." Another im­
portant goal of the course was to recover the understanding, exemplified 
by Socrates' "know thyself" and Jesus' "perfect thyself," that man "is a ra­
tional animal with a spark of the divine in him. Whenever Western civ­
ilization has ignored this heritage, it has fallen into low estate." 
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to professors as an outlet for their patriotism," the historian Carol Gruber 
found, "the War Issues Course was praised for having demonstrated the 
desirability and feasibility of educational reform to breach the walls sep­
arating the disciplines, to introduce some order in the chaos of the elec­
tive system."5 Some scholars, notably Columbia University English 
professor John Erskine, President Robert M. Hutchins of the University 
of Chicago, and Mortimer Adler, who was Erskine's student at Columbia 
and, later, Hutchins's assistant at Chicago-were inspired to promote a 
broadly liberal general-education curriculum that was grounded in the 
great books of the West. 

The General Honors course that Adler took from Erskine in the early 
1920s was the prototype for general education-it had grown indirectly 
out of Columbia's War Issues Course. 6 General Honors consisted of sixty 
two-hour seminars spread over two years, each serninar devoted to a great 
book. Erskine believed that the mark of a great book was that it contin­
ued to speak to successive generations of readers. A number of curricular 
innovations flowed from this understanding. Because great books were 
timeless, students would read only primary texts, unencumbered by criti­
cism or scholarship that would ground each work in its historical and cul­
tural context. Because the books would shed light on the students' own 
lives (or so Erskine hoped), the class would discuss them, not hear lectures 
from the professor. And because the books were universally illuminating, 
leadership of the class would not rotate from specialist to specialist in lit­
erature, philosophy, classics, and so on, but would remain with one in­
structor, an amateur in the best sense of the word, who would be the 
students' fellow seeker as well as their docent in the search for truth. 

Adler was evangelistic in his zeal for the great books approach. His 
most important convert was Hutchins, who in 1929, at age thirty, became 
president of the University of Chicago. Hutchins hired Adler as his assis­
tant in 1930, and for the next twelve years they worked to infuse the uni­
versity's undergraduate curriculum with great-books courses. (They even 
taught one together, modeled almost exactly on the course that Adler had 
taken from Erskine at Columbia.) In 1936, Hutchins published The High­
er Education in America, which decried the trend toward specialization and 
professionalization in the curricula of most colleges and universities and 
urged that students be offered only general education courses during 
their freshman and sophomore years.7 Hutchins's book was the most 
widely read and discussed work on higher education in the country for 
at least the next decade. 
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bers typically were resistant; as one study found, younger professors, anx­
ious about their careers, "often feel that promotion can be better secured 
by faithfully discharging departmental duties than those in a course 
which has no administrative status."12 

World War II 
The academic soul-searching that World War I had provoked was as 

nothing compared with that inspired by World War II. The rise of fascism 
in Hitler's Germany and Mussolini's Italy, and its early alliance with So­
viet communism, both rekindled fears that Western civilization's noblest 
traditions were imperiled and awakened hopes that a more widespread 
study of those traditions would be a safeguard for the future. When, on 
December 17, 1942, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson and Secretary of 
the Navy Frank Knox announced that colleges and universities must set 
aside liberal education for military training, Hutchins responded that the 
government was wrong to believe that "the only education useful in 
wartime is education designed to produce large quantities of low-grade 
mechanics and small quantities of high-grade ones .. . . I do not believe 
the technically-trained robots will be effective in time of war. I am cer­
tain that they will be a full-grown menace to their fellow citizens in time 
of peace."13 

Some shared Hutchins's concern, asking, should not America cling all 
the more strongly to the liberal traditions that had so far spared it from a 
European-style collapse of democracy? As Wendell Willkie said in a Janu­
ary 14, 1943, address at Duke University, "The destruction of the tradi­
tion of the liberal arts, at this crisis in our history, when freedom is more 
than ever at stake . . . would be a crime, comparable, in my opinion, with 
the burning ofbooks by the Nazis. And it would have approximately the 
same results. Burn your books-or, what amounts to the same thing, ne­
glect your books-and you will lose freedom, as surely as if you were to 
invite Hitler and his henchmen to rule over you."14 Hutchins's book on 
higher education received a new round of attention in the wartime en­
viromnent. 

Charles Diehl's Southwestern 
More, perhaps, than any other person in the South, Charles Diehl was 

absorbed by the national debate about general education. 15 But initially 
his ability to act on his interest was confined to a remote precinct of ac­
ademe. The college whose presidency Diehl assumed in 1917 was not 
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Southwestern at Memphis but S h 
Cl k . out western Presb t . U . 

ar sville, Tennessee The h 1' h. y enan mversity in 
. . · sc oo s rstory h d b . 

founding m 1848-thre h a een turbulent smce its 
e name c anges (fr M . 

gomery Masonic College in 1851 th om asomc College to Mont-
.d ' en to Stewart Coil · h presr ent and major patron Willi. M . ege m on or of its 

' am . Stewart 1855 d 
western Presbyterian University in 1874) an 'm 'an. to South-
In affiliation (from the M . G d four corresponding changes 

asomc rand Lod fTc 
Lodge of Clarksville to th h ge o ennessee to the Masonic 

e sout ern Presbyt . Ch , 
synod to several southern synod ) Of . enan urch s Nashville 
lege's buildings were deteriorat· s . . modre rmmedrate concern, the col-

lli mg, rts en owment h . ki 
enro nent consisted of onl fift fi 11 . was s nn ng, and its 

D · hl . Y 1 ty u -trme students 
Ie ' a natrve of Charles Town West v· . . 0 

year-old pastor of Clarksville's First p rrgmra, was the forty-two-
lege's board of directors recruited h. resb~tenan Church when the col­
been much influenced b Wi d I~ to ecome president. His life had 
son, had by coinciden:e h~o dr~wSWil~n, whose father,Joseph R. Wil­
school in the 1880s L 'k Wi a de ou~ western Presbyterian's divinity 

• 0 I e 00 row Wrls n· hll 0 

Hopkins University, earning his B A . 1;;, re lad studred at Johns 
where he took classes from p r . .wm· 6. He went on to Princeton 

rotessor ilson d ' 
graduated from the univer·sr.ty's . (b an earned an M.A.; he also 

senunary y th h . 
son-style pince-nez) and w d . d en e was weanng Wil-
w. as or ame as a Pre b t . . . 

rison became president f p . . s y enan numster. When 
o nnceton m 1902 he o«e d . . ' uc re a new vrsron 

Charles E . Diehl, oil portrait by john H enry Davis. 
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. . . heartil endorsed: an Oxford-Cambridge 
for the umversity that Diehl y . 1 method of small-group 

. d d in the preceptona . 
style of education, groun e b .d tyle of architecture.Indeed,Wil-

. d Oxford-Cam n ge s · instructiOn, an an all b .ld. gs constructed at Pnnceton 
son decreed that thenceforth new m m 

would be in the Gothic style. . . a strong one was Diehl's im-
. d · ll e not 1mprovmg ' 

Revivmg a ymg co eg ' . h . ted as boldly as he could: 
. Cl ksville But e mnova 

mediate challenge m ar . . 18 the admission of women in 1920, 
an honor code for stud.ents ~~1 :d-t~ained scholars, including one of the 
and a strategy of recrmtmg 0 oR d Cooper to the faculty. Coop-

M se W aymon • . . 
founders of the an cour . ' : -he had rown up on a plantatiOn m 
er was a widely-traveled histonan dg Lee Harvard Oxford, and 

d d t Washmgton an ' ' . 
Alabama, earne egrees a h 1 d served in the British army m 
the University of Alabama law sc oo 'an. .fi nt after Diehl and his 

. d India Most sigm Ica ' 
Egypt, Mesopotarma, an ld t fulfill their ambitions for the col-
board concluded that they cou dno 1 d . to the large metropolis the 

ill hi h had not eve ope m . . 
lege in Clarksv e, w c . . h d .d d to move the institutiOn 

d h d nvlSloned t ey eCI e 
college's foun ers a ; . ' ll d out not just the red carpet for 
to Memphis. The states largest City ro 1 e n one· Memphians raised 
Diehl, his faculty, and his students but a so a gree . 

$500 000 for their new college. hi h Diehl could paint his 
' . d b blank canvas on w c 

Memphis prove to e a h ted in his effort to rename 
ll liege He was t war 

portrait of an exce ent co . . . . all . the board of directors preferred 
it the College of the MisSISSlppl V. ey' h way Diehl succeeded. "De-

M h. But m every ot er 
Southwestern at emp IS. .fi 

1 
· n the South if not the en-

. £ h. he most beaut! u campus 1 ' 
terrmned to as IOn t d d 1 00-acre site near Overton 

. d S " h purchased a woo e • tire Umte tates, e .d ·a1 16 He secured the ser-
. . ' . eastern resl entl area. . 

Park m the City s growmg hil d 1 h. the leading Gothic architect 
Ch 1 z Klauder ofP a e P Ia, f 

vices of ar es . . f 1 Princeton buildings, and o a 
d th designer o severa 

in the country an e . . C Rbb who had designed Scar-
Klauder protege, the Nashvilli~n Harry Al~n:ni ~emorial Hall and Neely 
ritt College and Vanderbilt Umversl~ s d buildings. He even 

. . 1 S uthwestern s campus an 
Auditonum, to p an o . Bald Knob, Arkansas, so that the college 
bought a limestone quar.ry . m fi h me stone. During the summer 

. all f. b ildmgs rom t e sa 
could fashiOn o ItS u . S b 1925 Diehl sent Coop-

ll d its doors m eptem er ' 
before the co ege opene h d Memphis to oversee fmal prepa-
er, who was the dean of men, a ea tothe only person living on campus . 

ths Cooper was . · 
rations. For two mon ' . 1 t torial system of educatiOn, m 

Diehl instituted an Oxbndge-sty e b :cts in individual sessions with 
which students would study certam su ~ 
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their professors. (Southwestern and Harvard were the only two colleges 
in the United States then employing such a system.) In addition, he re­
doubled his efforts to recruit faculty from the ranks of Oxford-educated 
Rhodes Scholars. More than a dozen Rhodes and other Oxford scholars 
joined the faculty during the Memphis phase of Diehl's tenure as presi­
dent, including John Henry Davis and Alexander Kelso, two of the other 
founders of the Man course. 

Kelso, the son of missionaries who were serving in India when he was 
born, was a philosopher and a Presbyterian minister. His two degrees 
from Oxford were a B.A. in ethics and an M .A. in theology, and at South­
western he held the R. A. Webb Chair of Philosophy and Christian 
Ethics. Kelso was the sort of crusty, dramatic, impassioned, inspiring, un­
predictable teacher whom students discuss constantly while they are in 
school and swap stories about at class reunions. One student penned a 
three-word tribute: "Socrates, Erasmus, Kelso." Another, Anne Howard 
Bailey, later wrote a National Christopher Award-winning television play 
about him for a 1951 episode of the "Armstrong Circle Theatre." The 
Kelso character in the play (Professor Kelsey) keeps students constantly 
off balance-he says things like "Exams are farcical .... And I enjoy farce!" 
and provokes a senior to describe him as someone who "loves to hang 
you on tenterhooks. Says it strengthens moral fibre!" But, as with the real 
Kelso, Kelsey's wisdom is what proves to be of enduring influence on his 
students. Mter an honor student cheats on an exam, he guiltily remem­
bers Kelsey's discussion of Socrates: "Professor Kelsey put it this way. He 
said failure is sometimes worth more than success-and a man's got to 
know his true worth."17 

Davis was equally fabled for his force of personality. A Kentuckian, he 
absorbed Oxford through every pore as a Rhodes Scholar studying his­
tory at Exeter College-by the time Davis returned home to teach at 
Davenport College in Lenoir, North Carolina, he wrote, "My English 
clothes, and accent, were quite a curiosity." After leaving Davenport to 
earn his doctorate at the University of Chicago, Davis turned down an 
offer from Vanderbilt and accepted one from Southwestern, whose facul­
ty he joined in 1926. Davis got on wonderfully with Kelso-indeed, he 
lived with the Kelsos during his first year in Memphis-and tolerably 
with his fellow historian Cooper, "a misogynist . . . who always took the 
'brighter' boys sections and left me the girls section and the 'dumb' sec­
tion of boys." Davis was a famously affable and energetic professor; a col­
league described him as "Leonardo-like" in his breadth of talents and 
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interests. He founded the Nitist Club at Southwestern, a group of facul­
ty and students who wrote and read philosophical papers to each other. 
(Abraham Fortas, Class of 1930, was an early president). He also painted, 
including portraits of Robert Penn Warren and Allen Tate, each of whom 
taught briefly at Southwestern; played second bassoon in the Memphis 
Symphony Orchestra; and served as an ordained deacon at St. Mary's 
Episcopal Cathedral, whose centennial history he wrote. Davis was as 
Democratic as Kelso was Republican. Once, after losing an election bet 
over which party would carry Tennessee in a presidential election, Davis 
rolled a peanut down a campus sidewalk with his nose. Grandly (Davis 
was "a Falstaff without the vice or volume," one friend observed), he put 
the peanut in a little wagon, taped a band-aid to his nose, and briskly 
pushed it along. 18 

The mainline Protestant commitments that Cooper, Kelso, and Davis 
shared were no less important to Diehl than their Oxford pedigrees. 
Diehl's educational philosophy was Christian as well as British but in a 
way that resisted both of the leading educational trends of his time. Many 
colleges and universities, originally established as religious institutions, 
were abandoning their explicitly Christian identity for one grounded in 
science and professionalism. 19 Vanderbilt, for example, founded by Bishop 
Holland N. McTyeire in 1875, had cast off its Methodism in 1914. In re­
sponse, a fundamentalist counteroffensive was underway. Conservative 
Christians founded hundreds of Bible colleges, mostly in the South, to 
offer students an alternative to the increasingly secular established colleges 
and universities. The 1925 Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee, accelerated 
this development. 

Diehl wanted Southwestern to open a third way: education that was 
liberal and general, not professional and specialized, and avowedly Chris­
tian, but not narrow or sectarian. With regard to liberal education, his 
main goals were to produce a "self-reliant and physically sound individ­
ual, with a high sense of honor, and an appreciation of real values; a re­
sponsible human being; ... one who is mentally alert, has a disciplined 
intelligence, who has the capacity for critical analysis, ability to recognize 
and organize sets of facts, and to interpret them correctly; ... one who 
has a cultivated taste, the ability to understand and appreciate the great 
documents of art, morals, and religion, and to evaluate them wisely; ... 
one who is socially enlightened-kindly and courteous."20 

As to Christian education, Diehl often bragged (inaccurately) that 
Southwestern was the first college in the country to require study of the 
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Bible in English. Freshmen had to take 
and New Testament then compl t h a_ two-semester sequence of Old 
S · . ' e e t err educat · · h h 
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D . re t e entrre colle · 
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' , course m addrtw t h · . . 
ough scholar in his chosen field f' d "21 n 0 IS trammg as a thor-
. o stu y But Ch . . r: 
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. . re rgwn, so had to be h. ahl . ll . 
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real studies, and modern b 'bl . al h 1 . en I rc met od, archeolog-

1 rc sc o arshrp n t · · . . 
based on isolated passages f . ' o rmpartmg ngrd dogma 

. . o scnpture. Althou h S h 
offer Chnstranity to its st d . g out western would 

u ents as a senous alt . . 
doctrinate them. 22 ernatrve, rt would not in-

Diehl had to defend his commitment to Ch . . . 
agamst critics on more tha fr nstran liberal education 

n one ont Some £( lt h h . 
outdated and unrealistic Dr.ehl' " fi al. e t at IS approach was 

. . s re us to sub t" t h 
vocatwnal studies of the d £( M h . s l ute t e more popular 
was deemed old-fashioned~~ or Cat ematrcs, the Classics, and History 
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1 
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outhwestern. 23 (Stude t h d h s centenma hrstory of 
. n s a to c oose from a r . d 
m mathematics, Latin or Greek E I. nmte range of courses 
Iosophy, and science, in additio~ t:g~:~ea) r;od~n language, history, phi­
curacy of the label The . I . re did not dispute the ac-

. curncu um he admi d 
had prevailed in American hr'gh d . re most was the one that 

er e ucatwn from th 
ry through the late nineteenth· fi d e seventeenth centu-

.ll . . · a lXe course of stud · . PI ars of Chnstianity and th 1 . 24 y restmg on the twm 
ecassics. Inab · . h. al 

ten around 1950 Dr.ehl t wgrap rc statement writ-
. , rumpeted "The ro . . 

steadrly increased [at S h ' . p gram of rehgwus studies has 
out western] . m the 1920 h 

position to it by the Babbits of th: da s t ere was strenuous op-
revenue for the colleae b t D D h y, who wanted more rah-rah and 

Fundamental. o ' u . r. . eld his ground stoutly."zs 
b rsts took a. drfferent tack in . . . . . 

er 1930, at the instigation ofW S Lac h cntrcrz_mg DreW. In Septem-
ly as Southwestern's exe t. . y, w o had JUSt resrgned unhappi-

. . cu rve secretary a f 1 numsters filed charges with th ll ', group o ocal Presbyterian 
may be called Sound in the F :h :~. ege s board that Diehl "is not what 
the historical or scientific acc~~a~ m part because "he did not believe in 
unorthodox view . y of the first part of Genesis" and held 
h s concermng hell 0 F b 
~aring of the board presided over b. n e ~uary 3, 1931' at a public 

Drehl responded "W'th d y Memphrs mayor Watkins Overton 
' I regar to the first chapter of Genesis, I said I did 
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not think it was a scientific treatise." He added that "it was hard for me 
to think about (Plato] in an undying hell." But the burden of Diehl's tes­
timony was to affirm his faith that "Christ alone is' the Word of God,' that 
He alone is the perfect revelation of God, and that everything is to be 
judged and measured by His teachings and life." The board exonerated 
Diehl completely, to the joy of a widely supportive student body and fac­
ulty; so did his home presbytery in Nashville, where conservative Presby-

terians had filed similar charges.
26 

World War II only confirmed Diehl in his commitment to Christian 

liberal education. In a 1943 speech to the Egyptians, a Memphis philo­
sophical society, he argued that "one of the prime causes" of the current 
world crisis is the joining of the professionalization of education to 

the secularization of education that has brought us to our present plight . .. . The 

religious aim was supplanted by the modern god efficiency, and the emphasis 

came to be laid on means rather than ends .. .. Technology, whether in the cre­

ation of new explosives or a new method of super-salesmanship, stands outside 

and disclaims the moral results of its acts. This war shows that the education of 

the past few decades has trained a fme group of technicians. It shows also that 

we might well turn back to the older theory of a liberal education for free men, 

which is concerned with convictions and consciences, with ultimate values.Z

7 

Early Efforts 

As concerned as Diehl was about what secularization and profession­

alism had been doing to higher education before World War II, he was 
even more concerned about the future . "The question we want to ask is, 
what about the postwar period as it relates to liberal education?" he said 
in his 1943 speech. "Are the humanities outmoded, or are they-philos­

ophy, history, literature, and the arts-still to be depended upon to give 
perspective, poise, insights, conviction and a right sense of values? ... W ill 
there be a renewed effort to make our young men and women familiar 
with our history, more appreciative of our heritage, and more responsible 
for carrying forward our democratic way of life? ... Will those in au­
thority realize that education cannot be divorced from religion except at 
the peril of both, and the consequent impairment of our civilization?"

28 

Diehl's fmt effort to have Southwestern address these questions ended 
in disappointment. On October 28, 1943, he appointed the twelve-facul­
ty-member Committee on Post-War Liberal Education, with political 
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and his visit was a great success. As a speaker he was, in the words of one 
observer, "limber and nice"-the front-page headline in the Sou'wester 
after his vesper talk was a mildly astonished, "Dr. Osman Proves to Be In­
teresting." (His theme was that the students should be worthy of the sac­
rifice made once and for all time by Jesus Christ and those made 
currently by American soldiers.) More important, Diehl discovered that 
Osman's views on Christian liberal education resembled his own­
Osman believed strongly that one should study the great books and that 
the Bible was "the classic of classics."32 Soon after Osman's visit, Diehl in­
vited him to join the Southwestern faculty. He accepted with alacrity and 
arrived on campus in July 1944. Osman's position required him to teach 
philosophy, to serve as a wide-ranging assistant to Diehl, and, above all, to 
create the new adult education program that the college wanted to offer 

in anticipation of large numbers of returning veterans. 
Osman's fmt act as adult education director was to organize a sym.-

posium for the Memphis and campus communities on The Great Cen­
turies during the 1944-1945 academic year. Every Friday night for 
sixteen weeks, townspeople and students were invited to Southwestern's 
Hardie Auditorium to hear ninety minutes of lectures from various fac­
ulty members and (if the lecturers fmished in time--they often did not) 
to ask thirty minutes of questions. The titles of each week's programs 
tended toward the celebratory-The Greek Miracle (5th Century B.C.), 
The Greatness That Was Rome (1st Century A.D.),The Century of Hope 
(19th Century), and so on. As the program booklet indicated, two of the 
main premises of the symposium were that, intellectually and spiritually, 
the past was better than the present and that the way to make things bet­
ter in the future would be to recover the best ideas and beliefs of the past: 

The world is intellectually and spiritually adrift. Long established standards oflife 

and conduct are being swept away in a torrent of fluid history. There are absence 

of direction and confusion everywhere . . .. Perhaps if we can trace our heritage 

back to Israel, Greece, and Rome, we shall fmd those "ftrst principles" which 

order our lives.
33 

One additional premise underlay the Great Centuries symposium: the 
importance of Christianity in sorting out the wheat in the Western tra­
dition from the chaff. As Osman wrote, "The cultural materials of a Nazi, 
a Dane, or an American do not essentially differ. It is in the arrangement 
of these materials and the emphasis placed upon certain ones of them that 
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by the 'One World' of the future; or will we be willing to study t~e laws 
and institutions of all nations, and assist in developmg legal mstitutwns 
and a legal system based on the ideas of justice and equality common to 
all nations?"36 

The Great Centuries symposium crystallized some of the faculty par­
ticipants' thinking about the kind of higher education that must follow 
the war if the future was to be better than the present. "The fate of the 
world is in the hands of the Democracies," Kelso said in one lecture, "and, 
in the last resort, of the people of the United States . . .. The fate of 
democracy in this land depends on education which reaches deep into a 
man's soul, leading to spiritual growth and development and, ultimately, 
spiritual freedom."37 Osman drew the issue more ~lai~y:, "We tried to sell 
the boys the war on a materialistic baSIS ... and It didn t work. No man 
is willing to go out and die for a mechanical refrigerator. But a man IS 
willing to die for an ideal or a great spiritual . concept, and. the only ~~Js 
we can judge what is worth dying for IS by usmg the yardstick of time. 
Diehl, impressed by all that he had heard during the precedmg ,?fteen ses­
sions, ended the symposium approvingly on Apnl 6, 1945. Our only 
hope for the future is to return to the life of the spirit," he urged; "to re­
alize that the problems we face today and in the future can be solved only 
by those who are intellectually disciplined and morally enlighte_ned, that 
that which is economic and social and political must be subordmated to 
that which is spiritual."39 

Consultants and Planning 
The Great Centuries symposium laid a strong foundation on which 

to build the kind of curriculum innovations for the postwar period that 
Diehl had been wanting. Because the lectures had been so successful, fac­
ulty participants such as Cooper and Davis made the obvious suggestion: 
Why not do something like this for our students? Kinney and Osman, 
before corning to Southwestern, had already spent many hours together 
in Richmond sharing their passion for interdisciplinary education.40 They 
and some other faculty members, including Kelso, were especially eager 
to bring a version of the symposium into the curriculum: they had in­
vested a great deal of time preparing lectures and had enjoyed the expe­
rience of working and teaching together in a common endeavor. The 
combination of Osman's energy, Kinney's irenic calmness ("He had a way 
of being a kind of central spirit without exercising any kind of authori­
ty," said one observer),41 Kelso's dramatic flair, Davis's breadth, courtliness, 
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and confidence, and Cooper's commitment to the college gave the group 
team-like coherence. All stood, unselfconsciously, on the traditional liber­
al arts side of the prevailing divide in the humanities that separated wide­
ranging "men ofletters" from the specialized philologists who had come 
to dominate the universities. As the literary scholar Gerald Graff has ob­
served, "Literature for them was about spiritual and social values, not the 
pedantic etymologies, linguistic laws, and antiquarian facts that seemed to 
be the only thing the research scholars could find in it."42 Most impor­
tant, the five of them had developed whatever inchoate ideas they previ­
ously may have had about the importance of Christian general education 
into a mature educational philosophy. 

Diehl was excited about the prospects for curriculum reform. On 
January 15, 1945, he praised the Great Centuries series at a faculty meet­
ing and, according to the minutes, "raised the question of whether or not 
such a course should be required of all Southwestern freshmen." 43 The 
next day he wrote to Theodore Greene, who finally had been able to take 
time off from Princeton and was scheduled to visit Southwestern on 
January 27. In his letter, Diehl mentioned the idea (which he attributed 
to Cooper) of introducing a Great Centuries-style course into the cur­
riculum, then asked Greene to broach the following topics when he met 
with Southwestern's faculty: "Indoctrination in ideals and values, reli­
gious, moral, esthetic, social, ofWestern World for citizenship and inter­
national mindedness. General reading of great books to be required of all 
students?"44 

Greene was more than receptive to Diehl's suggestion. A Christian 
philosopher-"one of the few Christian philosophers in the country," 
Diehl had said of Greene when seeking the directors' approval to invite 
him

45

-and a passionate advocate of liberal education, Greene was a 
friend of Diehl's and an old friend of Cooper's. (While Cooper was with 
the British army in India during World War I, Greene was serving as sec­
retary ofindia's YMCA and teaching at Forman Christian College of the 
Umversity ofPunjab.) In 1940, the American Council of Learned Socie­
ties ha~ commissioned Greene to study how liberal education was faring 
m the m:reasingly hostile environment of specialization and profession­
alizatiOn m higher education. In the course of his research Greene had 
visited forty-five colleges around the country, including S~uthwestern, 
where he gave the 1941 commencement address . The theme of his ad­
dress-that World War II had come about because "the acids of moder­
nity have eaten away, or at least gravely weakened, our cultural and 
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spiritual foundations" and that "[t]he cure, and the only one, is liberal e~­
ucation"- was music to Diehl's ears.46 When Green's ACLS r~port, Ltb­
eral Education Re-Examined: Its Role in a Democracy, was pubhshe~ as a 
book in 1943, Diehl sang its praises in a review for the Commeraal Ap-

pea/.47 . . 
Greene's book contained, among other thmgs, his proposal_ for the 

ideal humanities curriculum. This curriculum set history and .philosophy 
apart from and, implicitly, above th~ rest o~ the human_ities: arts, lette~s~ 
and religion. According to Greene, The pnmary functiOn o~ b_oth [his 
tory and philosophy] ... is to provide integratiOn and synoptl~ mt~rpre­
tation. So conceived, they have no distinct subject matter. Thei~ prn~a~y 
task is to relate the specialized activities of the less comprehensive disci­
plines . . . . Parts acquire new meaning when they are set in a larger con-
text."48 . 

During Greene's visit, Southwestern's faculty seemed to embrac~ his 
vision of the humanities curriculum and considered how to adapt It to 
the college's distinctly Christian view ofliber~ education. They discus~ed 
with him in an evening session, the "desirability of a course combmmg 
religion/Bible, philosophy, history in freshman year." After Greene's de­
parture, in the section of the report on their conference with him that 
dealt with the goal of infusing values and coherenc~ mto the curnculum, 
the faculty secretary wrote, "History, philosophy, religiOn are syntheslZlng 
disciplines touching all. These are basic axes of all knowledge."49 The 
three disciplinary building blocks of what soon woul~ become the Man 
course-not just history and philosophy, but also rehgwn-were now m 
place. 

The Man Course, 1945-1958 

Institutional inertia and departmental narrowness are powerful forces 
in academe. The momentum behind Diehl's ideas for, in general,. a re­
newal of Christian liberal education in the postwar era, and, m particular, 
an interdisciplinary humanities course for Southwestern's freshmen that 
would serve as the basis for such an education seemed to slacken as soon 
as the glow of Greene's visit wore off. On March 3, 1945, Diehl proposed 
at a faculty meeting that the college "consider the Idea of gi~mg the 
Great Centuries course next year to freshmen and sophomores. No re­
sponse is recorded in the minutes. 50 When he renewed his plea two d~:S~ 
later, the faculty "moved and passed that this suggestiOn be tabled. 
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Diehl quickly arranged for Greene to return to Southwestern on May 21. 
He preceded Greene's arrival with a May 14 letter that revealed his frus­
tration: 

As you well know it is very difficult to get members of a faculty, nearly all of 

whom are individualists, who think well of themselves and their departments, to 

be openminded about the matter of making changes. The idea of paying less at­

tention to departments than to fields or divisions is not heartily welcomed, and 

yet this is one matter that must be seriously faced. I wish that you would exer­
cise your persuasive ingenuity in connection with the problem. 52 

Diehl was not alone in wanting to bring about change, however. Mter 
the faculty voted to table his March 5 motion, the proposal for a Great 
Centuries-style course ended up in the hands of a committee that was 
dominated by Davis, Kelso, Cooper, and, as chair, Osman. One week be­
fore Greene returned to Southwestern, the committee issued a report 
whose stated purpose was "To construct a course in Western Civilization 
offering a new intellectual adventure to the student who seeks a liberal 

. education." Tentatively titled Humanities or The Cultural Heritage, the 
course was "proposed for next year and constructed around the general 
plan set forth in 'The Great Centuries Lectures."' It would be two se­
mesters long, interdepartmental ("or nondepartmental"), chronologically 
arranged, and "concerned with the effects of events upon human attitudes 
and relationships." The readings would come from primary sources, and 
nonliterary "great works of art" also would be included. One-fourth of 
the course would be spent on each of four units: The Classical Heritage 
(to 500A.D.), The Medieval Scene (500-1550) ,The Culture ofModern 
Europe (1550-1815), and Our American Heritage (1815-present). 53 

Greene's May visit,joined to Diehl's steady pressure and the commit­
tee's recommendation, turned the faculty tide in favor of the new fresh­
man humanities course. On May 21 and 22, Greene and the committee 
Worked to refine the proposal, addressing questions such as: How many 
people would be involved in teaching the course?; how many credit 
~ours would it receive?; would it be a required or an elective course?; 

ow . would religwn, history, and philosophy be mtermixed? The next 
evenmg, with Greene present as a "special guest," the faculty voted to ap­
prove the still unnamed course and charged the committee to spend the summ · · 

er gettmg It ready for the freshman class that would arrive in Sep­tember. 54 
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The First Year, 1945-1946 
With Osman as chair, Davis, Kelso, Kinney, and Cooper as members, 

and Diehl frequently in attendance, the Committee on the Course-now 
the staff of the course-met frequently during the late spring and early 
summer of 1945. Because they were people who generally liked andre­
spected each other, shared a common educational philosophy, and had 
worked together before, they resolved the major issues of the course With 
remarkable speed and congeniality. They chose the name Man in the 
Light of History and Religion because it embodied the course's union of 
history, religion, and philosophy. The purposes they defined for the 
course, as stated in their jointly authored introduction to the bound syl­
labus (actually a full-blown study guide) that they distributed to all stu­
dents , were threefold: first, to learn about "our cultural heritage by study 
of the historical movements and institutions and the philosophical and re­
ligious ideas which have produced Western man"; second, to help stu­
dents grow personally ("Students need such an h1stonc-rehgwus 
framework into which they can fit their own lives and times"); and third, 
to lay an intellectual foundation for college study. Ruing "the tendency 
of education to divide the body of human knowledge into many differ­
ent fields, such as history, art, economics, politics, religion, philosophy, and 

Founders of the Search course. (Left to right): W Raymond Cooper (inset), Lawrence F 

Kinney, john Osman, john Henry Davis, Alexander P. Kelso. 
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the. various physical sciences," as well as the consequent "fragmentation 
which marks our thinking," the Man staff committed itself to offering 
students a "cultural synthesis" so that their entire college education "will 
be fashioned into an organic whole."55 

Not all the challenges of constructing the course were so stimulating; 
many were s1mply logistical. The staff needed a large lecture hall with 
maps, a slide projector, a screen, and windows that could be darkened­
room 101 in Science Hall (now Kennedy Hall) was secured. A daily hour, 
SIX days a week, on the schedule needed to be cleared-the registrar 
pushed aside other freshman classes so that the new course could meet at 
nine o'clock in the morning. A massive amount of assigned reading ma­
tenal had to be gathered and made available to students-the library pro­
vided a room (soon dubbed the "Man room") on the third floor of 
Palmer Hall, and Mary Osman, the assistant librarian, placed thirty or 
more copes of each text on reserve, along with works of visual art and 
music. (A $10 fee was assessed students in the course to help pay for the 
purchase of these materials, a substantial sum considering that the col­
lege 's annual tuition was $300.) In addition, the staff strongly advised stu­
dents to purchase Helen Gardner's Art Through the Ages and required them 
to buy Western Civiliz ations: Their History and Culture, a 1941 text by the 
Rutgers Umversity historian Edward McNail Burns that avowed to em­
body " the N ew History," in which "factual material" is mostly "present­
ed as the groundwork of great cultural movements."56 

The major question that faced the staff during the summer of 1945 
was pedagogical: How best to organize and teach the course? They de­
Cided to arrange the academic year into thirty weekly units: the first se­
mester would cover the Hebrews, Greeks, Romans, early Christians, and 
part of the Middle Ages; the second semester would move forward from 
the medieval period to the present. Each week would begin with four 
days of lectures by some combination of Cooper, Davis, Kelso, Kinney, 
and Osman (the load was distributed fairly evenly among them), then 
end . on Fnday and Saturday in small-group discussions of the week's 
readmg assignments, with each group led by a member of the course 
staff. Every staff member ple'dged to attend every lecture. Davis described 
one good effect of this practice in a 1949 progress report on the course-
namely th t " h 1 · h · , a t e ecturer IS [t us] put on his mettle and is less inclined 
to trust t · · · · . . . o msp1ratwn or to the d1gress1ons or diversions which are some-
tunes mdulged . h . . . 
fi 

_ m w en one IS not under the cntical scrutiny of con-
reres.""7 
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The Man course embodied the general-education ideal that the best 
instruction is by broadly curious, fiercely dedicated amateurs. Although 
the lecture assignments tended to accommodate each instructor's area of 
specialization, the comprehensiveness of the course meant that each also 
had to stretch beyond his discipline. The philosophers Kelso and Osman 
lectured on Homeric Greece and Canaanite Culture, respectively. Kinney, 
a biblical scholar, handled Dante. The historian Cooper talked about The 
Jew in the Roman Empire and his colleague Davis about Copernicus and 
Galileo. The requirements ofleading discussion sections were even more 
demanding. "The historian or the philosopher must be prepared to dis­
cuss with his section the assigned books of the Bible," Davis noted, "and 
on predominantly historical or philosophical readings the Bible instruc­
tors must be prepared to conduct discussions in what formerly may have 
been considered alien subjects."58 To assure that every student would have 
every professor for part of the year, each group of students rotated peri­
odically from professor to professor. 

The load on the students was formidable. One hundred five freshmen, 
or 40 percent of the entering class, enrolled in the Man course in Sep­
tember 1945, attracted in part by the publicity the course had received in 
the local press (most Southwestern students at this time were from Mem­
phis or its environs) and in part by the college's willingness to accept the 
Man course as a substitute for freshman Bible and history in the list of 
degree requirements. The shock that many of them felt during their first 
week in the course, which was also their first week in college, must have 
been acute. Lectures on subjects like The Nature and Origins of Civi­
lization and The Hebrew Cosmogony, a list of discussion topics that in­
cluded "What is the origin of art?" "Creation: ultimate explanation and 
proximate causes," and "The meaning of history" were complemented by 
reading assignments that covered 98 pages in the Burns textbook, 101 
pages in Gardner, all of Genesis, the Epic if Gilgamesh, selections from 
Herodotus, and a variety of other primary texts. 

The pace never slackened, especially because each week brought ei­
ther a paper or a quiz. A weeklong spring semester unit on The Puritans, 
for example, required students to read Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, Milton's 
Areopagitica, and selections from Locke, Harrington, Jonathan Edwards, 
and others. Sometimes the course's assignments were farfetched, as when 
the staff told the students to read Buddha and Lao-Tse alongside several 
Hebrew prophets but gave no guidance about how to connect them with 
each other. Often the assignments were brilliant, as when the Old Testa-
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ment book of Esther was paired with Homer and "The ancient woman: 
Helen, Penelope, and Esther" was offered for discussion. 

During the summer, Diehl had warned the staff that it was wildly 
overestimating the amount of work that freshman students could handle 
but 'John Davis and one or two others thought I was a pessimist."s9 Mid~ 
way through the fall semester, however, even as class attendance remained 
so reliab~e that the staff did not bother to take roll, many students were 
floundenng. One student quipped to Cooper, "If it takes five learned 
professors to teach this course, I don't see how one poor freshman can be 
expected to pass it."

60 
Gloria Ash Minor later recalled, "I could not read 

all the assignments, much less understand them ali-I was so at sea in the 
freshman year."

61 
The staff, which met weekly over lunch to discuss how 

thin.gs were going in the course and how they could be improved, began 
editmg assignments out of the syllabus even as the course proceeded. 

The Course Evolves, 1946-1958 

After a relentlessly busy first year, the summer of 1946 offered Coop­
er, D avis, Diehl, Kelso, Kinney, and Osman an occasion to assess what had 
work:d in the Man course and what needed repair or replacement. 
Davis s notes from that summer's deliberations, scribbled on a copy of the 
1945-1946 syllabus, are revealing. The basic structure of the course--the 
thirty weekly units, the chronological design, most of the readings, the 
blendmg of history, religion, and philosophy, the emphasis on primary 
sources, and other essential elements-was to remain unaltered in the 
1946-194 7 version. But incremental changes (noted by Davis in pencil in 
the margms) and deletions (boldly crossed out) were to be made in near­
ly every unit. 

. Mode;,ating the load on the students "from unimaginable to merely 
unpossible (as one professor put it) was one reform. The Gardner text­
book on art was abandoned, along with most references in the course to 
;rchrtecture, music, painting, and sculpture. (The thinking seemed to be 
hat su:ce they could not do art well, it would be better not to do it at 

all.) Nips and tucks were made in the remaining weekly reading assign­
ments-Herodotus was removed fi:om the first week's list for example 
and Ed d d ' ' 
. war s an much ofBunyan were excised from the unit on the Pu-

ntans Wed d a: d · 
. · nes ays now ouere , 111 place of a fourth lecture, a third dis-

cussion session to 'd h k' · · 
consi er t e wee s reading assignments-the result of 

another "I t ld " fi . 
h 

0 
you so rom Diehl, who had thought from the beginning 

t at the course was l t h 6' F. ll h 
ec ure eavy. - ma y, t e weekly discussion ques-
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tions listed in the syllabus were focused directly on the reading assign-
b . 63 ments themselves, instead of on broad and a stract topics. 

More dramatic than the changes in the syllabus were the changes that 
were taking place in Southwestern's student body. Wartime enrollments 
had been small (382 in 1944-1945), overwhelmingly female (80 percent), 
and of traditional college age. Now, as the armed services demobihzed, 
older male veterans flooded back to college; indeed, the 801-member 
freshman class that enrolled in September 1946 consisted mostly of men. 
Initially, Southwestern greeted the veterans with some tr~pidation-the 
relieved tone of a 194 7 report by Peyton Rhodes, the chair of the Facul­
ty Committee on Veterans' Counseling and Education, is revealing in this 
regard: "I think most of the fears we had about the adjustment of ex-ser­
vice personnel to college life were groundless. In general, and In fact al­
most without exception, I have found them pleasant, cooperative, and 
uniformly courteous."64 TomJolly, an early student in the Man cour~e and 
later a classics professor at Rhodes, recalls, "All of us were hvmg m the 
shadows of the depression and the war and were serious about our edu­
cation. Then when the veterans came it intensified. They were dead se­
rious about getting an education."65 Another fear-that the veterans 
would reject the liberal arts and demand professional and vo,catwnal pro­
grams-also was quickly allayed: they embraced the colleges curnculum 
and impressed the faculty as more intellectually cunous than most of the 
younger students. In fact, the only significant change that South':este~n 
had to make to accommodate the newcomers was to purchase thirty-six 
trailers from a wartime base in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, and establish a small 
village north of the football field to house the married veterans ~nd thei,: 
families. Soon "diapers waving like banners among the veterans trailers 
became a familiar sight.66 

Other veterans and their spouses were among the intended audience 
for the new Division of Adult Education that Osman had been hired to 
create at Southwestern. During the Man course's first year, Osman of­
fered a noncredit course called The Great Tradition, in which adults met 
weekly for a two-hour evening discussion of twenty classic works from 
East and West. In 1946-194 7, the adult education division offered a full­
blown great-books program-a new version ofThe Great Tradition; The 
Great Books Theatre (professional readings of plays by Aeschylus, Sopho­
cles, Euripides, and others); and The Soul of Russia, a study of Russian 
literature. Osman previewed these offerings in a manifesto that embodied 
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the same mix of crisis warnings and exhortations for general education 
that had produced the Man course: 

We waged a war with fear and in victory find defeat .... 

Everywhere there is fear-fear of the atomic bomb, fear of Russia, fear of the 

Negro, fear of seemingly impossible economic problems, fear that the world of 

men has at last reached the end of a cycle and that civilization is on the wane .... 

We have arrived at a time when man must fulfill his nature as a rational 
being. Ignorance is a crime against the state .... 

The materials for this edu~ation are found today, as they were in Plato's day, 
in the Great Books. 67 

Planning the third year of the Man course brought further revisions in 
the syllabus. In September 194 7 Osman took a leave of absence to pursue 
a doctorate at the University of Chicago, leaving Kinney, Davis, Cooper, 
and Kelso, the new chair of the course, to carry the load by themselves. 
(Kinney took over the adult education program.) The effort that had 
begun the previous year to tie the students' reading assignments to what 
was actually covered in class was intensified: the staff jettisoned the Burns 
textbook in favor of staff-authored one- to two-thousand-word essays 
that introduced each of the thirty units by setting the historical stage and 
previewing the assigned readings. The essays were uniformly literate and 
erudite. As one would expect from this group of writers, the tone of the 
introductions was respectful of Western civilization and, in particular, of 
the assigned authors and their works-not iconoclastic but not gushy ei­
ther. The Christian perspective did not dominate the essays, nor was it 
concealed. For example, Kinney's introduction to the first of two units on 
Jesus began, "The lines of the Bible converge in the person of Jesus," and 
the final unit's essay (by Kelso) claimed that "only the spirit that makes 
man conscious of God as his Father can create [democracy]." In addi­
tiOn, the postwar domestic and international turmoil that Osman had 
described in his adult education brochure replaced the war itself as the 
dark force that was seen to be shadowing the times. Kelso's preface to 
the third edition of the syllabus asserted, "Today we are in what may well 
prove to be the greatest of world crises." Two new concluding units to 
the course were devoted to Our American Heritage and Our American 
Destiny. 68 

Southwestern's Class of 1950 was the first to approach graduation 
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with the Man course under many of its members' belts, and Dean A. 
Theodore Johnson used the occasion to survey student reaction to the 
course. He asked 139 students from all four classes to fill out a question­
naire. The results were encouraging. Ninety percent said that the Man 
course was "more valuable" than "other elementary courses, and as a basic 
orientation for college work;" only one student checked "less valuable." 
Sixty- three percent answered "much more meaningful" when asked, "Did 
it succeed in making clearer your concept of the role of religion in life?"; 
again, only one dissented. Sixty-four percent liked the balance oflectures 
and discussions, and of those who did not, almost as many wanted more 
lectures as more discussions. Yet seventy-one percent said that "the dis­
cussion sections aided [me] in understanding the reading material," far 
outnumbering the two students who said that the colloquia had been of 
no help.69 Sununarizing the results,Johnson wrote, "A number of students 
said it was the best course they had ever taken."70 

To be sure, Johnson had surveyed a select group-namely, those who 
chose the Man course instead of going the traditional freshman-Bible, 
freshman-history route. As Davis noted a few years later, because Man 
"has the reputation of being more difficult than the separated study of 
Bible and history, I must report that enrollment has tended to diminish 
rather than expand." (The course bottomed out at eighty students.) The 
staff consoled itself with the thought that "like Gideon, we are attracting 
a larger proportion of the brave and the strong." 71 Indeed, students who 
enrolled in the Man course were widely regarded- by fellow students as 
well as by themselves-as an elite band. Richard C. Wood, who later 
joined the Southwestern faculty as an English professor and taught in the 
Man course, recalls that as a student, "Those of us who took the alterna­
tive program sometimes felt benighted, such was the reputation of 
'Man."'72 An annual award, named for retired Bible professor William 0. 
Shewmaker, was established by donors to honor the freshman who at­
tained the "highest distinction" in the Man course. And it is the barely 
concealed pride of the boot camp survivor, not the overt complaints, that 
shines through this Sou'wester column by Eugene Botsford: 

And that Man course! Imagine my joy when I open the syllabus and find that 

the professors have neatly arranged for me to read for tomorrow's lecture the fol­

lowing: 1) The Old Testament, 2) Ancient Hebrew Relics and their Origins, 

pages 10-898, and 3) The Encyclopedia Britannica, Volumes A-M.
73 
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The word of mouth among students about the Man course consisted 
of more than just "great course, real hard." Some of those who had been 
raised in conservative Christian homes and churches also spread the alarm 
that the course was a threat to students' faith. To be sure, all of the facul­
ty members were avowed Christians-a student's notes from the course, 
for example, record the title of one lecture ("The Risen Lord") and the 
professor's conclusion that there are "more facts for than against the res­
urrection." But they were clustered in the liberal Protestant band of the 
theological spectrum, and students also could expect to hear in lecture 
statements like this from Professor (and Reverend) Kinney about the first 
two chapters of Genesis: "If the object of the writers of these chapters 
was to convey physical information, then certainly it is imperfectly ful­
filled." Kinney went on to say, quoting Marcus Dods, that "if their object 
was to give an intelligible account of God's relation to the world and to 
man, then it must be owned that they have been successful in the high­
est degree." He and his colleagues no doubt hoped that students would 
focus on the second of these two sentences. But conservative Christians 
often found the first, with its suggestions that the six-day chronology of 
creation is inaccurate and that "imperfectly" is a word one can properly 
use in connection with the Bible, to be the more arresting. 74 

The 1950s maintained the pattern of change within a basic frame­
work of continuity in the Man course. The syllabus continued to be re­
vised, but less frequently than during the first few years. The major 
change-to reduce the thirty weekly units to ten longer ones, each with 
the word man somehow infused into the unit titles in the 1956 sixth edi­
tion of the syllabus-was more organizational than substantive, although 
science-laden lectures on the origins of the universe and the origins of 
life were added to the opening unit. As for the faculty, Cooper had 
dropped out to concentrate on his history courses in the late 1940s, and 
Osman left Southwestern in 1952 to accept a position with the Ford 
Foundation. But Kinney, Kelso, and Davis continued to teach in the 
course, along with new colleagues who shared their and Diehl's commit­
ment to Christian general education. In 1952, W Taylor Reveley, a Pres­
byterian minister who had been the college's chaplain from 1946 to 
1949, returned from doctoral studies at Duke University to join the fac ­
ulty as a professor of Bible and teach in the Man course. Daniel D. 
Rhodes, also a Presbyterian minister with a Duke Ph.D., began teaching 
philosophy and Man at Southwestern in 1956. Although neither re-
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mained at the college-Rhodes accepted a teaching position at Davidson 
in 1960 and Reveley was named president of his alma mater, Hampden­
Sydney College, in 1963-each took the Man course to his new institu­
tion. Indeed, Rhodes was recruited for the specific purpose of creating a 
Man-style program at Davidson (see chapter 5.) 

The logistical challenges of the 1950s proved to be more substantial 
than the curricular ones. To accommodate its swelling postwar enroll­
ment, Southwestern had purchased some old army hospital buildings 
from Camp Forrest in Tullahoma, Tennessee, and replanted them on the 
north side of the campus. One of these thinly-walled, erratically heated 
"G.I. shacks," as they came to be called, became the Man building, the 
home of the course's reading room, lecture hall, and faculty offices. "The 
heater was old and rickety," recalls Marcia Calmer Beard, a student in the 
course, "and when it was on, the fan would drown out the lecturer's 
voice. We usually asked for the heater to be turned off, preferring to hear 
the lecturer even though freezing with our coats on."75 

Conclusion 

By 1958, Man in the Light of History and Religion had evolved from 
a glimmer in Charles Diehl's eye to the flagship course of Southwestern 
at Memphis. Enrollment had climbed to 150 students-more than two­
thirds of the freshman class-as the course's "reputation spread from grad­
uates to entering freshmen."76 Diehl had distributed the syllabus widely 
among his fellow educators, and to good effect. Theodore Greene spoke 
for many when he hailed the course as "one of the most significant edu­
cational projects in America.'m In 1949, U.S. Commissioner of Education 
Earl]. McGrath, who was compiling a national study of general educa­
tion in the humanities, invited John Henry Davis to submit a chapter 
about the Man course, joining authors from Harvard, Haverford, Wis­
consin, Cal Tech, Chicago, Reed, Wesleyan, and other distinguished col­
leges and universities. Davis was later invited to write a similar chapter for 
a subsequent volume in 1960.78 

For a number of reasons, the 1960s would usher in an era of contro­
versy about "great books" education in general and the Man course in 
particular. But on the eve of that decade, the main challenge at South­
western seemed to be to spread the concept more widely across the cur­
riculum. Kelso, in his preface to the 1947-1948 Man syllabus, had thrown 
down the gauntlet to the disciplines of psychology and sociology, which 
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he and his colleagues regarded as the humanities" 'academic competitors" 
m the effort "of awakening the mind of the scholar." The social sciences 
Kelso charged, are ahistorical and prone "to the folly of a purely secular: 
that 1s, contemporary view of man." Similarly, Peyton Rhodes, who be­
came Southwestern's president when Diehl stepped down in 1949 af­
firmed Diehl's commitment to Christian liberal education in ' his 
inaugural address; in 1958, he renewed efforts, first undertaken by Diehl 
m 1947, to persuade the college's social science and natural science fac­
ulties to develop general-education courses in their divisions that would 
be comp~rable to the Man course. 79 Those efforts failed, leaving Man's 
pnmacy m the Southwestern curriculum unchallenged. 



On Faith and the Critical Method 

L A R R Y L A C Y 

A
s best I can tell, I am the only person to have both taken the Search 
course and taught in it. As both student and instructor, I have sensed 

a strong relationship between my involvement in the course and my 

Christian faith. 
What was it like for me to be a student in the Search course (then the 

"Man" course) in the late 1950s and, a few years later, fresh from three 
years of graduate study in philosophy at the University ofVirginia, to be­
come a member of the course staff, working with most of the professors 
under whom I had studied? In one way nothing changed-it seemed to 
me when I was a student, when I was a new faculty member, and now, as 
someone looking back more than thirty years later, that in those days 
"there were giants in the land." Two of these giants especially stand out 
in my mind-Charlie Bigger and Larry Kinney. Both were philosophers; 
Kinney was also a New Testament scholar. Both were committed to 
philosophical reflection but also open to the claims of revealed truth. 
Both were grounded in Greek philosophy, especially Plato, but they were 
also passionately interested in every area of the life of the mind, such as 
the latest scientific theory about the origin of the universe and oflife. Al­
though they delighted in the dialectic of philosophi~al reflection, they 
loved literature, music, and art. Because of their breadth of interest, Big­
ger could easily relate Plato's Republic to Veblen's Theory of the Leisure Class 
to Koestler's Darkness at Noon; and Kinney could draw illuminating con-
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nections between Augustine and Kierkegaard and between each of these 
and the Gospel ofJohn or Paul's Epistle to the Romans. 

Working with these men as colleagues on the Search staff was, there­
fore, both exciting and vastly intimidating. Among the most valuable as­
pects of teaching in the course in those early years, and one that gradually 
helped me to feel comfortable in my new role, was the weekly staff lun­
cheon. These were not just administrative meetings, but gatherings at 
which the staff probed the issues in the assigned readings from many dif­
ferent angles. 

If the subject for the week was the Epic of Gilgamesh, a meeting might 
go as follows-Granville Davis would suggest a question like, "How did 
realizing that he was not immortal influence the behavior of Gilgamesh?" 
to open the class discussion; he called them his "sparkplug" questions. 
Charlie Bigger would then show how the myth at the end of the Repub­
lic reveals some implications of a belief in immortality for the way one 
lives one's life; Fred Neal would explain how the concern for immortal­
ity in Gilgamesh is similar to, yet in important ways different from, the sig­
mficance of resurrection to Paul; and Larry Kinney would probe the 
existential meaning of the idea of immortality, perhaps drawing on 
Kierkegaard. Generous of spirit, my former teachers would bring me into 
such discussions. Their interest in and response to my halting contribu­
tions created the kind of atmosphere in which I could grow both in un­
derstanding of the issues and in confidence as a teacher and colleague. 
Such meetings were not only exhilarating, but also a great preparation for 
a novice Search teacher anxious about the next colloquium meeting with 
his students and about his place at the table. 

Because the course has always included so much biblical, theological, 
and philosophical material, it has called on its participants, students and 
faculty alike, to consider issues of personal religious belief and conviction. 
When I enrolled in the course in 195 7 as a junior transfer student, I was 
in the process of reexamining my Christian faith, which had been called 
into question during my freshmen and sophomore years at Georgia Tech 
by a worldview sh~ped primarily by science and technology. Although I 
~ever completely lost faith in the reality of God, I was plagued by ques­
tiOns and doubts. After that fundamental issue was settled in my mind, I 
then had to wrestle with issues specific to Christianity: Was Jesus God in­
carnate? How should one understand the atonement? What is the nature 
of biblical inspiration? One of the things that strengthened my faith and 
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encouraged me to continue grappling with such issues was to see people 
like Bigger and Kinney, with their intellectual gifts and their erudition, 
taking the Bible seriously. 

When I returned to the college as an instructor, one of my concerns 
was to help students work through struggles they might be having relat­
ing their faith to the new ideas they were encountering. I was happy to 
be asked to teach in the Search course in part because that gave me an 
opportunity to read the Bible from a critical perspective with my students. 
I found in doing so that I was still in the process of forming and reform­
ing my own theology, a process that continues to this day. 

One of the great challenges in teaching Search to first-year students 
is helping them come to grips with the critical method of studying the 
Bible without assaulting their faith. Many people experience a tension 
between belief in the divine inspiration of the Bible and acceptance of 
the critical approach to biblical studies. Through teaching in the Search 
course, I found that the attempt to resolve this tension sometimes re­
quired that I be as critical of the critical method as of the Bible itself. For 
example, some New Testament critics proceed from the naturalistic as­
sumption that miracles do not occur-or at least that miracles cannot be 
acknowledged by the critical method. Here the instructor's task is the 
philosophical one of examining the reasonableness of this version of the 
critical stance. On the other hand, sometimes it . was my preconceived 
theory of inspiration that needed to be modified in light of the Bible as 
it is revealed by critical study. I have found myself working back and forth 
between these two strategies, seeking what one philosopher (in a differ­
ent context) has called a position of"reflective equilibrium." Perhaps one 
of the best things we can do for our students is to allow them to see us 
wrestling with such issues as we engage with them in the critical study of 
the Bible. 

In all, my involvement with the first-year units on the Old Testament 
and the New Testament, both as student and as teacher, has strengthened 
my faith as well as challenged it. Perhaps, however, the contrast between 
strengthening and challenging is misleading. One of the important ways 
in which I have found my faith strengthened is precisely through my at­
tempt to respond to the challenges my faith has faced. An important fa­
cilitator of this challenging and strengthening has been the Search course. 

2 
Curriculun1 Innovation 

1958-1975 

DOUGLAS W. 
HATFIELD 

its creation, the Man course had bByblithhe mid-1950s, a decade after 
. een esta s ed both al fc 
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was described as " . . e s o I eral education. Man 
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fied understanding possi~l I'~ v;~ous college courses and to make uni-

Southwestern's tradition as a eChristi: course .~lso "harmonizes with 
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in hu~nanities eac~ s~:1rectou~se, it offered three credits in Bible and three 
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" I e epartment as Bible 3-4 I d fi 
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· e ongms and devel f Ch · · 
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