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THE FUNCTIONS OF INTELLECTUAL RUBBISH*
*Professor I. C. Jarvie of York University, Toronto, Professor Robert K. Merton, and Professor Yaffa Schlesinger of Hunter College have read the previous version of this paper and made extensive comments. I am grateful to them.

First Introduction: My Own Concern

Much emotional charge is involved with everything related to intellectual rubbish, and thus also to the intellectual standards which it falls short of. It is one thing to refuse to share my neighbor’s tastes, and a hard enough and alienating enough matter at that. It is much worse to declare intellectual rubbish what they highly approve of, what they devote much time and concern for, perhaps even what they are engaged in the production of. To say that what they are concerned with is intellectual rubbish is plainly to punch them in the nose. Admittedly, I may try to escape trouble: I may try to find out what are the tastes of my associates, and avoid talking about intellectual rubbish except in the company of those whose tastes are sufficiently close to mine. This will not do. First, word goes round, and one may hear from other associates or from friends' friends what others think about one's preferences and life work. Second, if two people agree about one thing and then their conversation shifts to talk about another, they may then find unexpected strong discrepancies. Most people I have met find in our cultural milieu more rubbish than things of value: they consider rubbish so much art, science, or whatever else cultural. This fact makes it hardly possible for anyone to express freely opinions about tastes without the fear of offending many people.

So be it. There are a number of suggestions for coping with this situation, for the avoidance of annoying associates by upholding high standards. One of them is the suggestion to be cautious, to limit one’s conversations with associates to one’s field of expertise; to talk only about what one is an acknowledged expert in. This is very limiting and a cause of a loss of the ability to learn form associates: learning requires free exchanges of ideas, and this requires the avoidance of diplomacy. Another suggestion is expressed in very interesting studies, especially of the mass media, aimed at the elimination through criticism of the ground for hostility for any expression of any view. (See Judith B. Agassi, "The Worker and the Media," European Journal of Sociology, Spring 1970.) This seems to me to be the right way. My concern here lies in a more limited social arena, as it centers on one situation, though it is rather widespread. In many countries and in diverse fields of the arts and the sciences, in philosophy and in journalism, both historical and contemporary, young people who try to find their own way in the world are severely hampered by people who speak in the defense of high intellectual standards and against intellectual rubbish.


The demand for high intellectual standards cripples every beginner's efforts. When one does not know how to speak – in any sense of the word – one cannot but stutter. Beginners cannot avoid stuttering, and the custodians of high standards prevent them from stuttering in public. They demand that the novices be better trained before they enter the public arena. It is a major concern of most training, in most fields, to train people to speak without giving them a chance to stutter. The way it is done is this: the trainer devises as simple and easy an exercise as possible, in the hope that even the utter novice who is not at all talented can execute it reasonably well – without a stutter. And the one exercise leads to the next, slightly harder, but still performable reasonably well. The name of the theory and practice of this idea is “didactics”.

Ironically, didactics is frankly rubbish. But it is well-constructed rubbish. The five-finger exercises of the Karl Czerny type are the paradigm for didactic rubbish. Claude Debussy hated such rubbish avidly, and tried to show that it is unnecessary torture; he has recently won the assent of an ever-increasing number of educators – in the arts and the sciences and even diverse sporting activities consider such rubbish deadly. Yet the majority of educators are unmoved.

There is a social function of didactics that makes it very objectionable. It divides newcomers to the field into insiders who have benefited from proper didactic training and outsiders who have not. Some outsiders may even have been properly trained, but still not sufficiently: they are ready to do things they were not trained to do. This means, at times, that insiders are allowed to do only what their teachers already did before, since the training they can supply is limited to what they are already practiced in. But this is not necessarily so. For, teachers, the old professionals who do things the old way, need not oppose new ways; they may merely insist that they train the young ones in the very new ways which the young ones themselves happen to choose. This will insure that the old professionals are in control, that the young innovators rise from the ranks, that they do the new things properly too, that continuity is preserved.

Continuity be damned, say I, and so be the old professionals. The young outsider innovators deserve all the breaks that they can get,  even though they still stutter. They may never learn to speak and they may only learn to speak crudely ugly. But they deserve the breaks anyway, at least the benefit of doubt. The standard objection to them is, I am reporting from a vast collection of experiences, that their stutter fills the world with rubbish, when we already have too much rubbish anyway. So, I wish to examine this claim.

But first I wish to eliminate from this study all emotional components, including the one I have just introduced, and offer an analysis of the situation instead.

Second Introduction: To Forgive is Presumptuous
It is, of course, not true that to understand is to forgive. If anyone ever under​stood Descartes, surely Pascal did, yet he said, in a monumental and oft-quoted passage, I cannot forgive Descartes. Pascal was a younger contemporary of Descartes, who improved upon him in the theory of method ("The Spirit of Geometry"), in mathematics (his invention of projective geometry), and in physics (his invention of barometry). Yet it was in his theological work (Pensées) that he showed the most penetrating and critical feel for Descartes. For, Descartes himself presented his philosophy as a Christian philosophy. Yet Pascal knew that by destroying Providence, by placing God outside our own ordinary everyday world, by putting the deity outside the space-time manifold, Descartes made the very question, does God exist? quite irrelevant to humans. And
for this, he said, he could not forgive Descartes. Thus, it is where Pascal under​stood Descartes best that he could not forgive him.

Perhaps, however, to forgive a shallow thinker is much different from forgiving a profound one like Descartes. I do not think so. When you read a page, an essay, or a tome of Martin Heidegger, you do not comprehend it and suspect that it is very deep indeed, and so you are prepared to admire it, to believe your friends' assurances that it is admirable. But suppose you do comprehend it, see through it, see that it contains a mixture of a little triviality, a little that is outrageous, and much that is mere pseudo-scholarly embellishment. So, as you fully understand Heidegger, one may vainly conclude, you may permit yourself to be indignant; you need not forgive him. Moreover, the content of Heidegger’s philosophy is almost all political, and it is to one degree or another a defense of the Nazi regime, perhaps in an improved version. A famous poet who [h]ad met him, and a famous philosopher who was his disciples, both victim of that regime, forgave him. But not in my name: I need not forgive him and I do not.

Now this discussion of mine is of little import. It was nothing to Descartes whether Pascal forgave him or not – he never asked him for judgment or for forgiveness or for any other favor. On the contrary, Descartes was offering his ideas to the general public and everyone was at liberty to take them seriously or not. And one the like of Heidegger is utterly and sincerely unmoved by any sincere contempt for his writings. To begin with, he was ignorant of it and planned to remain so; and further, had he ever heard about it, he would easily and lightly dismiss it, especially if it came from a liberal thinker or from a philosopher of science. And most of those who dismiss Heidegger’s output come from one or the other of these camps.

This is no display of an Olympian attitude toward intellectual rubbish. It is to have no use for indignation. Writing as a social reformer, I feel that social analysis is the best tool for social reform: unless reformers see the positive roles played by the institutions they wishes to abolish, they are going to cause hardship to those who benefit from them and thus push these beneficiaries into active opposition.

Now, of course, an institution which does only good and no harm is not in need of reform, much less of abolition. And no one ever said that there is any institution that does no harm. So the question that reformers face is not whether the institutions which they condemn do good or not; the question is, how can the harm that they cause be reduced without diminishing the good that they do? My concern here is with intellectual rubbish. I shall take it for granted that it is harmful, only hinting here and there what damage it causes people and how. I shall center instead on its positive functions, and on ways to transfer these to other parts of our intellectual sphere so as to be able, not to abolish rubbish, but to reduce it to more reasonable proportions.

My thesis will be, I am afraid, that the main positive role of intellectual rubbish is to protect the innocent, and the not so innocent but also not so able, from the wrath and indignation of our intellectual police force. The first victim of the anti-rubbish police is the young hopeful, the possible future pioneer. I shall therefore extend the paradoxical proposal that we should develop a higher level of toleration for intellectual rubbish, so as to permit our educational system to develop better tastes which will make the demand for rubbish much smaller which will make the supply of rubbish much smaller too.

Let me conclude this introduction by two examples – of the kind of reaction to intellectual rubbish that I dread most, namely, the indignation at the prevalence of heaps and heaps of intellectual rubbish. 

The first is a sincere and well-balanced paper about the research literature of the day. It contains hard evidence, serious statistics, and many references. It is "Peer Review: Quality Control of Applied Social Research," by John H. Noble, Jr., published in the very prestigious and highly influential  Science magazine (Science, 185, Sept. 14, 1974, pp. 916-925). It recommends peer review and quality control as cures to the ills it reports. There is no analysis of the reported situation in that paper and no attempt to explain the strange fact (cited on page 920) that "51 percent of projects . . . $45 to $50 million spent for evaluation research in . . . 1970 by Federal agencies – fell below 4.24 on a seven-point scale . . . (where "6" stood for the minimum standard . . . )", except to say that "it provokes outrage and demands strong corrective action". The author has no further comment and moves on to the making of a proposal for peer review and quality control. As it happens, peer review is common and useless. (See my "Peer Review: A Personal Report", Methodology and Science, 2, 1990,171-180.) And as to quality control, God knows how it can apply to research. But these are asides: I should denounce a priori these proposals as premature. I should have thought that a social scientist at least can understand my wish to have the sad situation explained, at least discussed a little, before a proposal for improvement can be seriously entertained. But the reader need not admit even this. I mention this paper here merely as token empirical evidence supporting my claim that intellectual rubbish abounds even in the highest echelons, and that the default response to it is that of indignation. 

My second example is a response to the most popular part of our culture, namely, the mass culture. The example is very painful to me. It is the suggestion of the great liberal philosopher Karl Popper, who was my admired and beloved teacher. He has suggested that the mass media should be placed under some sort of censorship, since it is a form of poisoning of our wells. The less said about this the better.

1. The Peculiarity of Intellectual Goods

Let me begin with the facts of the matter that should lead us straight to our present problem. We have a lot of intellectual rubbish – rubbish, for short – all over the place. And by (intellectual) rubbish I mean scientific, artistic, journalistic, philosophical, religious, technological and everything else. We also have much in circulation, and much more often, what is not pure rubbish with no redeeming qualities, but what is just poor quality commodities. (All economists accept what this paragraph states, except for a few old-fashioned liberal ones.) What is so peculiar to intellectual commodities, as opposed to other commodities, is their great availability, at least by comparison. However scarce books are, and their prices are, indeed, staggering, at least it is easy to notice that the best novels are not much harder to get than cheap novels, and that their prices are comparable. One may recognize the superiority of the expensive car or restaurant, yet opt for the cheap one for mere financial reasons. This consideration seldom holds for a book, for the simple reason that most people can easily afford good books but they prefer poor books and magazines. It is true that some cultural treats are rare, and so seats at the best theater or opera may be too expensive for the best customers, namely, for poor students (upper high-school levels and college). Yet, the comparative prices of excellent and poor entertainment, whether theatrical or operatic or such, are quite comparable; at times poor entertainment is more costly – a visit to a cabaret or a leg-show may be much costlier than an opera balcony tickets; a Tolstoy paperback is cheaper than a glossy magazine; and the best movies usually cost the same price as the worst.

All this, the basis of our problem, is superficial observation. It must be limited to the existing market. For, no doubt, this does not hold for com​modities that fail to reach the market: the demand for rubbish often makes the best commodities around scarce to the point of unavailability: it is a fact known in cinema circles that some excellent movies have never been released. I have read a number of manuscripts that are too good to get published, heard a number of excellent pieces of music too good to be cut into commercial records,
etc.; and I have come across some excellent doctoral dissertations, written by students of leading universities, and judged in need of some improvement or even simple, hopeless  failures. The problem at hand is that often rubbish and inferior stuff – rubbish, for short – is not imposed on the public by scarcity, that the public willingly and unerringly prefers rubbish to excellence, and that this holds for the least and the most acclaimed.

I shall discuss later the case of the good stuff that does not reach the market. Indeed, it is this that happens to be my chief concern in the sociology of science and that has brought me to this field in the first place. But when I tried to defend and support and help young – and the not so young – unrecognized hopefuls, my first obstacle was repeatedly the intellectual police force. We have too much rubbish, they said, and accused me of trying to bring in more. When I presented my standards for a good history of science (Towards an Historiography of Science, 1963, facsimile reprint, Wesleyan University Press, 1967, Conclusion), I observed that, as a matter of course, no historian of science can avoid making a few mistakes that could be eliminated with not much additional care and effort. I added that this is quite all right. Almost all my reviewers – and they were sympathetic – understood me to be an intellectual police officer  who, at the last moment, chickened out and lowered standards to the point of endangering the whole profession.

And so I am offering now a thorough examination of the position of the enemy, and I begin by conceding their major thesis: there is much too much intellectual rubbish about. The reader who does not share this thesis may find the present essay not very interesting. So be it. The reader may, on the contrary, find it self-evident that intellectual policing is unavoidable. He, too, may find the present essay uninteresting. I beseech him to pursue it and give me the opportunity to shake his opinion.

Suppose it is the case that intellectual rubbish abounds. Different thinkers agree about this and demand some action to change the situation. People so different in philosophy and mentality, yet who generally oppose censorship and constraints, such as Michael Polanyi and Karl Popper, agree on the necessity of some form of censorship or another within the commonwealth of learning.

Why? Why does the learned world feel more threatened by rubbish in the learned world than everybody else feels threatened by rubbish in the open market? The answer lies in the maxim of the learned world that could be followed, however lamely, centuries ago but not today. It is that a scholar should be familiar with everything published in his field. I. C. Jarvie ahs called this a thoroughness mentality. It is one of the main sources of the tendency scholars show this day towards ever narrowing the scope of their sub-sub-specialization. I think it is easier to combat thoroughness mentality than the demand for rubbish. So let us discuss that demand for a while.

My assumption then is that most members of the public willingly and unerringly prefer inferior material to available superior material. My question is, why? What function does the inferior material serve that the superior one fails to serve?

2. The Highbrow Attitude

Before offering an idea of what is the function of rubbish, we may have to present an idea, however crude, of what rubbish is. The first question to ask, then, is, what is rubbish? An economic definition of rubbish is straightforward: that which has no potential buyers, that which has no demand for, perhaps that which serves nobody (has no utility). Ecologically, rubbish is anything causing public disutility, anything that has a public nuisance value and so should be disposed of. Notice that the two definitions are not coextensive, that people may buy today what they will condemn as rubbish tomorrow, etc. Still, ecology is, after all, an open-eyed economic concern for what we do value. Therefore ecology and economics should not be in conflict. The difference between them is that ecologists pose the problem (what is rubbish?) in broader terms than economists usually do. They refer to the same situation as economists do, though in a broader context. Economists may find it difficult to broaden their context. It is not so much that in the market transactions are performed with too little concern for the long run and with too much attention to immediate concerns. It is that the concern for the ecosystem may force economists to transcend their traditional equilibrium models of nonintervention and make them recommend limited intervention instead. But this is a different matter that need not concern us here, since economists and ecologists do not clash in principle, or at least need not clash in principle.

The reason for this is also quite straightforward. Both economists and ecologists declare rubbish to be what has no utility value or, more so, what has negative utility value. Interventionist economists declare that there is no way from stopping the manufacture and consumption of com​modities  – i.e., commodities which have positive utility – even if these will in the long run turn into rubbish – i.e., they will have negative utility. There is no disagreement between economists and ecologists because they both assume that what the public purchases now is, thereby, not rubbish. Yet our initial question, at the end of the last section was, why do people purchase rubbish? Evidently, "rubbish" in this question cannot mean what economists mean by "rubbish", as what is rubbish to economists is that which nobody will purchase.

We can tentatively define rubbish in this sense, intellectual rubbish, to be intellectually inferior material. This, of course, has to be defined relative to a given standard. Which standard?

A number of thinkers – old-fashioned Whigs – chiefly economists, but also social and political thinkers with leanings toward classical economics, refuse to answer our question, why do people choose rubbish? This is so because they refuse to define a standard by which what some people purchase is rubbish. Rather, they dismiss the question by the rejection of its very presupposition, by the denial that people do, or even possibly can, freely purchase rubbish: whatever the public purchases is, eo ipso, not rubbish, they say: rubbish is forever what no one wishes to purchase. Those why deny this assertion are those highbrows who desire to impose their own values and tastes on others, who seek ways to prevent others from spending their own money anyway they wish.

There is a systematic vagueness of terminology here as to who is a highbrow, even when intolerance is totally ignored. If a highbrow is one who loves Shakespeare and Bach and Picasso, then I confess to being a highbrow; but if a highbrow is one who also despises detective novels and popular music and television, then I am afraid I fail to qualify. Let us distinguish between these two kinds of lovers of high culture: let us call them pure highbrows, and mixed-brows respectively; let me declare myself a mixed-brow, and let me use the label "highbrow" to designate the pure highbrow only. Let me also say I have no more objection to one who is a highbrow than to one who is a lowbrow. I find in each category, highbrow as well as lowbrow, even middle-brow (though admittedly I am reluctant to say anything good of anything middle-brow), products – of art, science, philosophy, etc. – which are good and products which are bad; but I do not quarrel with those who confine their tastes to high, middle, or low culture.

What I wish to condemn, off-hand, together with the old-fashioned Whigs, is the intolerant – highbrow not. I have nothing good to for any contempt, including the contempt for every cultural item not strictly purely highbrow. It seems clear to me that such highbrow intolerance is condemnable as immoral, unaesthetic, and asocial. More specifical​ly, it is misanthropic, snobbish, and יlitist. Now this judgment is the official verdict which almost all totalitarian governments today pass on highbrow art. But then, this is lowbrow intolerance, which is inverted highbrow intolerance, and so equally condemnable as misanthropy, as inverted snobbery, and as Gleichschaltung.

I must apologize for my off-handed dismissal, perhaps even for my high​handedness. I do two things here quite without any debate. First, I dismiss intolerance. Now I know that the question of the limits of tolerance is an open and a serious one. And I am well aware of Herbert Marcuse's argument (Critique of Pure Tolerance) that once tolerance is qualified then there is not a great difference, not a qualitative difference anyway, between my qualified tolerance and his qualified intolerance. I cannot enter here a debate into the question of the limits of tolerance, at the cost of not discussing the right or wrong of selling pornography to children. And without debate I declare Marcuse's argument sham, on the supposition that it is possible to limit sufficiently the intolerance towards the intolerant so as not to destroy democracy thereby.

My second dismissal, given my dismissal of intolerance, is of highbrow intolerance. I take my cue from Voltaire, who said there is no need to demand of anyone to tolerate the wise, so that tolerance is the demand to tolerate the fool. And of the uncultured and of the devoid of good taste. Highbrow intolerance is just plain intolerance as practiced by some highbrows.

Not only is there highbrow intolerance, then, but also lowbrow intolerance; they are attributes of narrow-minded philistines who refuse to notice that art and science and religion and any other intellectual undertaking have a great variety of social and aesthetic and intellectual functions and dimensions. Let me repeat that I am not here concerned with high standards; not only do I deny that only highbrows have standards. There are low standard and high standards to all sorts of works, artistic, scientific and whatever, in any category. This applies to all sorts of works, intellectual, artistic, scientific, moral, religious, etc., be they entertaining or serious, be they highbrow or middle-brow or lowbrow, be they good, fair-to-middling or bad. I put no objection to this fact. The question is, to repeat more clearly, why do most people unerringly prefer – in their own chosen category – the poor to the good?

3. The Uselessness of Indignation
That indignation is intolerant is obvious Hence, the old-fashioned Whig's indignation at the highbrow's indignation is quite understandable but it is erroneous: it is not immoral to be indignant. They are in error, but they are not immoral: it is not immoral to be indignant at indignation. Let me criticize here all indignation, including  that of the old-fashioned Whig. I wish to claim that any public exercise of indignation is inefficient and so unwise. Why are people indignant? Whigs have always agreed that indignation is a kind of lack of wisdom – an attitude that protects the indignant person's narrowness and ignorance. If so, then their indignation at the indignant is likewise unwise, even though not immoral. Of course, Whigs may reply that whereas indignant highbrows (or lowbrows) are unaware of the fact that their indignation is protective, the Whigs themselves understands this fact, and they protect toleration, and so they are not unwise. This is very obvious logical error which Whigs commit as regularly as highbrows: the highbrows fully understand  the indignation of lowbrows, but not their own indignation; Whigs fully understand the indignation of highbrows but not their own.

Now I do agree with the Whigs that (a) indignation is a manifestation of intolerance, (b) that it is protective, and (c) that it is a weapon, a means of pressure, of imposing the indignant people’s views on others, at the very least on their charges and students. I also agree with the Whigs that their indignation may be viewed as counter-pressure and so as not intolerant except of the intolerant and so as morally excusable. Yet I content that the social function of the indignation of Whigs as a weapon is the same as that of the highbrows or the lowbrows, and I wish to criticize its use as a weapon.

The point about this weapon is that it grossly misfires. Indeed, it is a part of the whole fabric of social interaction. Lowbrow television comedy hack-writers know this. They see in the defiance of the indignant a major part of the fun of any game they enact. It is a point made by the excellent lowbrow psychologist Eric Berne in his best-selling Games People Play, and repeated in diverse poor lowbrow imitations of this book.

The model is very simple. All folk wisdom tells us that the misers are fools, since they cannot take with them the money that they hoard. Freud tells us that misers are obsessive. Like everyone they want love; like many they are obsessive about it, and what is specific to their obsession is that they have learned early in life that love must be purchased. They fail, but they are afraid to revise their view drastically. They therefore modify it: they can buy love, but they need more money than they had thought. And so on, until hoarding becomes a habit. The mentality of preachers is identical: they hope to convert misers by scorn and indignation; they hoard scorn and indignation as means of winning misers. The status quo is thus maintained.

Suppose this is so. Why then should people use the poor weapons of indignation when better weapons are available to them? One possible answer is this: they do not wish to have a great and easy victory. The function of poor weapons is often precisely that of the maintenance of the status quo. If so, then a conclusion from this is that the function of indignation as a weapon is the same, that it is not meant to be very effective. Of course, this conclusion rests also on the premise that more effective means of fighting intolerance and of improving public taste and of propagating highbrow – or of lowbrow – tastes and material are possible. I shall presently discuss this premise.

On the basis of what was said thus far it may be concluded that not only the intolerant highbrows or lowbrows, but also the tolerant Whigs, are maintaining the status quo by condemning the intolerant instead of following their own enlightened policy of examining the function of the attitude of the intolerance. For, the true maxim of the Enlightenment is not "to understand is to forgive"; rather it is "it is not for us to judge, but it is for us to try to understand."

4. Why Retain the Status Quo?
Whigs insist on taking the market as it is; they demand that no government interference in the market be exercised. The interference of intolerant highbrows and intolerant lowbrows can also be taken as a part of the free market. And so Whigs can ask, what do indignation and scorn sell or buy? I say they maintain the status quo; they buy stability.

How and to what end?

I am discussing the market as a reasonably free market within a democratic society. I realize, of course, that all the problems which young aspirants face here are much more strongly felt in undemocratic societies, particularly those known as guided democracies. I also realize that even in democratic societies there are limitations that exclude certain potential customers from the market. Such are young potential buyers of pornography; students who might purchase good books instead of the dull ones prescribed to them (by professors, schools, or educational authorities); even people interested in Marxism during the McCarthy era when the exhibition of the mere interest in Marxist literature required more courage than most intellectuals possessed at the time.

My limiting myself to the case of a reasonably free market is rooted in the relative simplicity that this idealized case offers to an analyst and in the hope that the situation may be improved in today’s democratic societies, such as they are, through democratic means, such as they are. And my limiting myself to the material available in the market, and postponing the discussion of good material which is barred from the market. Is due to my hope that the result of the analysis of the existing market will lead to the improvement that should be precisely the increase of availability of material thus far not made available, particularly material that is valuable, potentially valuable and possibly valuable. (See L. A. Boland, "An Institutional Theory of Economic Technology and Change," Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 1971.)

To return to my hypothesis, the scorn that all sorts of people pour into the discussion at hand is a poor instrument that does net avail itself for crucial battles but is good enough for the maintenance of the status quo. To argue my case, I wish to examine first the various parties in the cultural market – the consumer, the producer, the creative intellectual, and the large national organizations that are involved.

To begin, let us consider the consumers. Generally consumers will prefer the status quo to loss, but not to gain. Yet, I contend, in the intellectual sphere this is highly questionable if not simply pointless. For, we remember, in a democratic society consumers are reasonably free to ignore whatever intellectual material they wishes to ignore, and purchase, among the available materials, whatever they wish to purchase. Therefore, still speaking within the framework of the reasonably free market, the complaint that there is so much rubbish in the market, i.e., that there is so much non-highbrow material on sale, is really neither here nor there. For, clearly, highbrow consumers are not limited by the existence of non-highbrow material, and so not limited by rubbish. Of course, the classic dog-in-the-manger argument points out that one person's happiness may be the cause for another person's change of preferences. To this unusual possible concern of some consumers of highbrow material we must also add the more straightforward economic concern of the producers of highbrow material. Given, that is, the limited budget for the consumption of culture, the producer of one kind of culture competes with the producer of another kind of culture that might possibly be its substitute even when it is far from being a good substitute. In this classical economic sense, then, it is not highbrow consumers who are concerned, but highbrow producers, who want to retain their shares in the market.

It is my extensive empirical observation – in agreement with observations made by book reviewers and their like – that a certain portion of sales of intellectual goods is effected by indignation and scorn – at times customers purchase the same commodity repeatedly in a vain hope to consume it. This explains the mass sales of unreadable comprehensive books, like histories of all political processes or of all the arts or sciences from antiquity to date. This sale is the result of the pious hope to read, a hope that is never realized. (I have discussed this point in the opening of my Towards an Historiography of Science.) Yet I do not mean to declare this empirical observation of much significance for the market; rather I think it is a regrettably significant encouragement to the generators of highbrow indignation and scorn.

Of course, the availability or otherwise of a given kind of material in the open market depends largely on its success or failure there, namely, the success or failure of its producer at marketing it. Yet the effect is here rather marginal for both consumers and producers – in that producers are much more concerned with selling more of the same, say more copies of a book, more seats for the same show, etc., rather than more masterpieces. As to creative intellectuals, they are also fighting for higher positions in the highbrow (or middlebrow or lowbrow) hierarchy, for better pay, for a grant; they are less concerned with the market as a whole. In order that someone should effectively influence the market as a whole, means for such influence must be created first, such as, for example, a lobby in Washington or in the private foundations, etc. In order to enable lobbying and such to take place, often new national organizations are created, no less. The organization of artists, scientists, inventors, journalists, rabbis, etc., fight for the group interest. flow does the group income get distributed. How does the national organization want to see it distributed?

My answer still is, more or less as things stand. The national and other large-scale organizations are the defenders of the status quo. How and why? Let us start with the motive.

Consumers are as likely to express indignation – regardless of whether the specific consumers' organization and specific market involved are dealing with products for highbrows or not – at the rest of the market which produces inferior, or different, substitutes. The indignation serves the function for a class of consumers of singling them out as consumers of whatever they consume, and as a co-consumers who can share experiences, of both delight and indignation.

Now, the coordination of co-consumers is important: consumers of one kind of detective novel may make sure that he only exchange views with consumers of the same kind of detective novel, or with consumers of detective novels: they may wish to avoid talking about books to anyone who does not share their taste, and they may use indignation both as a means of scaring off those with whom they wish to have no exchange and as a means of enhancing the pleasure of exchanges with people who share their tastes. They may meet in conventions or in support groups of all sorts.

This function of indignation, however, seems to be chiefly a part of a more important function of exchange among people who share taste: it is that of guidance of a public toward new products. In particular, indignation scares away those who might offer misleading counsel as to further purchases. It can be shown empirically, for highbrows and lowbrows alike, that the more assured they are of their way of going about finding new materials to purchase, the less indignant they feel toward those who do not share their tastes. This assuredness may be due to a strong independence or it may be due to familiarity with the authority which decides matters – the old pro, so-called. In other words, I contend, one significant and central function of indignation, in the absence of direct communication with the old pro, is the creation of an indirect communication with the old pro within the mass of consumers who share  tastes and some of whom have direct communication with the old pro. This is not to say, however, that indignant consumers are aware of the fact that their taste is coordinated and thus tampered with; rather they view their activity as that of consulting some reliable old pros. Let us take the old pros, then, whoever they are. 

The analysis of the old pros is a fascinating matter. A glimmer of the old pros in the movie world is offered by  Ian C. Jarvie (Movies and Society, 1970) who describes the old pros as manufacturers of gossip that is published together with denials of it. These manufacturers are at times a public-relations hack paid by studios, at times they are gossip columnists denounced by the studios. The gossip column, or the movie magazine, the fanzine, is not reading material for all who share tastes. It guides those who guide their peers. In matters of highbrow cultural commodities and the manufacture of popular tastes for them, I think the same story recurs, except that here the participants, the co-consumers who exchange a sense of indignation, feel obliged to get into the act and sincerely believe their own fabrications, which makes them pathetic specimens. Pathetic specimens who are also creative intellectuals of considerable size, are rendered pathetic by what often makes others miserable, and they are nonetheless forgiven and called prima donnas, regardless of whether they are sopranos or baritones or opera directors, painters or museum curators, leading scientists or world-famous philosophers.

I cannot go further here into this topic – I have a detailed study of it in a volume that is unfinished because of discouragement, which is not likely to find a publisher (Academic Agonies and How to Avoid Them: Advice to Young People on Their Way to Academic Careers, unpublished). Here let me cut things short and identify the old pros with the prima donnas. They are often public relations experts just like those in the movie world, except that in the intellectual world they often are stars who can and often do serve their own public relations.

The highbrow old pros, then, are intellectuals or administrators or both. They occupy high social or organizational positions, and these are constantly threatened by competition: the free market in commodities that scarcely ever undergo rapid fundamental alterations differ from the free market in fashionable commodities – and all intellectual products, high or low, artistic or scientific or religious, are at times given to very rapid alteration of tastes of their intended consumers. This is quite frightening and both the producers and the consumers need some insurance which the old pros tend to provide.

5. The Strain of Rapid Change
I have thus far discussed the highbrow intolerance of rubbish, and the force and function of his expression of highbrow indignation as the weapon that does not really oust rubbish but helps keep the status quo. I now wish to move to an offensive and say that usually highbrows do not really know what is rubbish, and that indeed they often defend rubbish as material of high quality. I do not mean to express hostility to highbrows. On the contrary, I think we can understand the conservatism and poor taste of so many established highbrow commodities at least as much as we can understand the fickleness and poor taste of high fashions in women's dresses. I only wish to argue that in ousting what we think is rubbish we may unintentionally oust the pearls that are hidden in the heap, or throw away the baby with the bath water.

There is one important difference, not reflected in economic theory, between fashions proper – dress fashions, hair-style fashions, and their likes – often known as mere fashions, and intellectual fashions, especially scientific and high-art fashions, which are alterable not by mere whims and unknown trends but in accord with very rational and objective and hard internal standards of excellence. Repeatedly, physicists find that they have to know a branch of mathematics which previously was not deemed important. This is something which physicists can easily explain by the fact that a new physical theory becomes fashionable which makes use of this branch of mathematics that was previously not necessary for fashionable physics. And the physical theories which gain popularity have to show merit by certain fairly clear standards of excellence before they enter the fashion.

Economically speaking, tastes are exogenous. That is to say, they are given and they are not subject to discussion within economic theoretical discourse. And so, economically, standards of change of tastes are neither here nor there. Fashion designers have no theory to follow, only hunches – they take great financial risks and their profession is geared to it. By contrast, the clergy of every religion and denomination except the newest ones can take it for granted that tastes will seldom change so rapidly as to create problems for them. This is less obvious than it seems, since speed is a relative matter: people do complain about the speed of change, say, in the Catholic Church, ever since the Vatican II Council, some say it is too fast, others that it is too slow. Perhaps speed is regulated just by the need to balance complaints about a change. Likewise, in the arts, hi​ghbrow and lowbrow alike, this problem looms large. Middle-brow art, including the old masters known as the old war horses, are perennially quite stable, of course. (Old war horses are, by definition, the well known, ever popular works of art, such as Beethoven's Fifth Symphony. It is a fact that they serve middle-brow tastes.) Moreover, slow or rapid, changes of taste have to be institutionalized: this regardless of whether they are rational. Indeed, national organizations have to recognize them and their degree of rationality, whatever it is, if they are to be rapidly effected on a large scale. It is in the interest of both producers and consumers to keep things in check to some extent. That is to say, the market does change, both producers and consumers may fall out, but not too many of them, or at least not too often. This calls for some regulation.

Looking back on the history of any major revolution, we see certain simple patterns. The giants who have made the revolution have effected – in the abstract – its major step and left a little for a clean-up operation and a lot of work ahead. What happens in the market need not reflect this. In the open market a large portion of the producers – of art or science, highbrow or lowbrow, but particularly middle-brow – usually engage in producing commodities of obvious bastard origins, halfway between the old and the new. They never meet high standards, as they fall between stools, but the demand for them is strong. Here then is a clear function for intellectual rubbish that comes in the wake of all sorts of revolutions: it serves as means for transition over the revolutionary hiatus.

Hindsight misleads. Hindsight almost entirely obliterates the multitude of these bastard works. Historians hardly notice them. They notice the explosion of the new, and at limes they make an honorable mention of the die-hard who hold the fort to the bitter end. But they systematically and cruelly ignore the halfway house, even though it is very substantial. Noticing the halfway houses is, indeed, the mark of the thorough historians. There are exceptions to this, the historians who advocate continuity. They have a wealth of material before them, and they often place the transition material before they present the revolutionary material, often insinuating that the transition material has paved the road to the revolutionary one, thus making it appear much less revolutionary that it was. (They also appear more thorough than they really are.) This is very intriguing since what they offer is fake history that contains no explicit lies. It is the kind of history that rests on the obviously false notion that continuity is always maintained. When continuity is maintained, establishments, not in the free market of the ideas, maintain it and even then it breaks down when new establishments compete with established ones and win. This too is often overlooked because of the confusion introduced by the verbal innovation of Karl Marx that reflects his view of revolutions, political or any other – since he saw all revolutions as rooted in political ones. Real revolutions, he said, are almost inevitably bloody; they are accompanied with civil wars. His usage of the word “revolution” suggest this false idea, and it caught on.

Let me mention a brief and glaring example of a historical presentation by continuity. The history of physics and/or astronomy of the century preceding Newton is dominated by Copernicus and the Copernicans, especially Kepler and Galileo. The fact that most physicists and/or astronomers at the rime did not follow Copernicus is seldom mentioned, and almost none of these except for Tycho Brahe is ever mentioned by historians of science. The decline of Copernicanism into the state of almost total oblivion during the half a century or so between the death of Copernicus and the telescopic discoveries of Galilee is never mentioned. If any student or young colleague were told, in the first third of the seventeenth century, that Kepler or Galileo was a leading man of science, he would be greatly surprised, no doubt. Yet this fact is totally ignored by modem historians of all sorts and their readers can all too easily receive the opposite impression.

A remarkable modem example of this kind of misleading historiography is the famous historian and philosopher of science, Thomas S. Kuhn. His still popular The Structure of Scientific Revolutions celebrates mediocrity by declaring normal scientists obedient people who toe the line. Kuhn recognizes the existence of the few die-hard, the few leaders, and the vast crowd of scientists who are followers. They are made to follow, says Kuhn, either by persuasion or by force. He has no room in his philosophy for the halfway. Yet he is a thorough historian and his study of multiple discovery, so-called, records the multitude of halfway studies around the period of scientific change. He says these all contribute to the change. It is not necessarily so.

I cannot go into this point here. Kuhn can easily call a bunch of near-contemporary papers on the same topic simultaneous discoveries (see my Faraday as a Natural Philosopher, 1971), since he bas offered no criterion of sameness. The reason he sees sameness ever so often is that he refuses to see that so many authors were half-hearted half-followers of the revolutionary physicists (Hans Christian Ørsted and Michael Faraday in some of the cases he discusses), whose works, thus, were redundant at best. For, Kuhn had no room for rubbish in his picture of science. This, it seems to me, is foolish. But I shall leave it at that.

Nor do I wish to offer the impression that rubbish is by now eliminated from science. Most textbooks of classical physics published these days are variants of Max Planck's texts. And in my judgment the variants are no improvement on the original. When we come to modern physics things are no better. One of the leading texts on the theory of relativity throughout the first half of the century was a halfway text between Newton and Einstein. Also, Nobel Prize laureates, the nazi physicists Phillip Lenard and Johannes Stark were halfway physicists as they could not admit that a Jew had effected a revolution in physics. Lorentz and Planck, and finally Einstein himself, turned conservative. No doubt, the great thinkers among these five Nobel prize laureates had intellectual reasons, perhaps even Lenard and Stark had some, despite the racist arguments for their hostility to Einstein; yet most science texts, professional, popular, and in between, are more often halfway than not. That this is so in music education bas been forcefully declared by Robert Cogan (in Perspectives of New Music, 1973). The fact that teaching is often from halfway and muddled texts is not a matter of purpose but of weakness: not everyone can cross the gap between the old and the new in one step and so they fumble and will not give way. Teachers are often mediocre, and their work is, thus, mediocre. All this holds for popular teachers whose texts often sell well. Why? Partly because the audiences too, professional and amateur scientists and artists, as well as lay people, are mediocre. Partly because the mediocre producers also have to make a living. This, I contend, is all there is to it. One may find it disappointing: facts are not always stranger than fiction.

Here the difference between discriminating markets and non-discriminating ones comes to fore. How producers respond to this difference is interesting. Briefly, the non-discriminating market caters to a lower common denominator of the customers and so is coarser than the market for the discriminating customers. This latter one is the more diverse, expensive, and demanding of the producers. And this difference, to repeat, can be found even in the lowest of lowbrow art and science and journalism and religion. Also the achievement of discrimination may require not only more investment of money and effort, but also of talent – more than can be expected. And so growth has to be impeded in order to protect the slow and the not so talented, especially if they occupy higher echelons.

This observation gains weight when it is noticed that professional organizations have to be administered by people who show some excellence as professionals. Such people are not, therefore, likely to be good administrators on top of being good artists or scientists or clerics. Also, the administrators of professional organizations are often poor all round or else they would not neglect their own avocation in favor of administrative positions. (The exceptions are administrators' professional organizations, of course.) The pressure on administrators is usually unjust and they usually meet it in part by the age-old bureaucrat technique of taking things slowly, of all-round, systematic procrastination. This holds particularly for administrators of professional bodies, especially all sorts of editors of professional learned journals.

Thus far, however, I have only spoken of the clear-cut cases, where the able know what is what but others are slow to catch up. The more frequent case is that of a lack of clarity in advance as to who is the professional who represents the new fashion that will soon become popular. (See my "Genius in Science," Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 5, 1975.) I was myself very impressed by reports made in the leading French Journal de Physique, Pure et Apliquée in the first decade of the twentieth century on Planck's progress then. Clearly, those in the know knew he was worth watching (most physicists did not, and the Philosophical Magazine was frankly hostile to him), but not that he was a winner. This became clear a few years later, which was soon enough. Many important physicists – including Sir James Jeans – tried first to play down his ideas, and for many more years they tried to dilute them.

It is difficult to see things clearly; at times things are unclear and only time and effort and talent and luck help clarify them. Here even the mediocre may help on occasion. At the very least it is the ability of the mediocre to comprehend that is the best meter for progress, the best evidence that the king's new clothes are really there and worth seeing. Hans Christian Andersen noticed that when bullied the mediocre – the vast majority – will rather declare the naked king well-clad than admit inability to see for themselves. Without denying his claim, I wish, somewhat paradoxically perhaps, to add to it the claim that the power of ideas is best tested by the mediocre people who are not bullied and who cannot follow subtleties or make allowance for subtleties that may turn out to be more fog than substance. An idea becomes popular when it is institutionalized, it has often been observed; it is also, thereby, much simplified and so its chief characteristics stand out.

There are two kinds of answers, finally, to my question, Why does the public prefer poor stuff over the good stuff? One of them is simple, one complex.

The simple answer is this. It takes education to develop good taste. Most people are not nearly as well educated as best possible. Hence, superior material either means nothing to them or no more than mediocre material. At times they purchase superior material – such as the Bible – and treat it as mediocre or less than mediocre, and at times they by-pass the superior material, hardly noticing it.

The complex answer does not contradict all that but adds the reason for preference of inferior material even when the superior material may be marketable. For, experience does show that often the market prefers inferior material even when some superior stuff is consumed to such an extent that it is available on the mass market.

The fairly complex picture that emerges seems to be this. The market is full of inferior material. It is bought by the poorly trained and by the badly trained, by those trained to prefer inferior material. There are producers of inferior materials who simply look for the lowest common denominators of the purchasing public and who thus have a vested interest in their poor education. These producers are in cahoots with the innovators’ professional organizations, and these protect their members at a cost. The cost is the permission to have poor creators appear as good ones. This cost is paid by the maintenance of backward, poor, and slightly terrorist educational professional systems. It is no accident that the most advanced individuals in our society, the intellectuals, the academics, the members of the free professions, are organized in semi-medieval guilds and educated in schools to which access is limited, and where entry to the guild is through its educational system. There are exceptions, to be sure: inventors are much less organized in a guild system than lawyers, accountants, or medical men. And the computer business on all of its many vast branches is still delightfully open.

And so the functions of poor intellectual productions are expressed in the educational system of the intellectuals who innovate, in their professional system, and in the interlocking of the two: the guild justifies the school by making schooling essential, and the school justifies the guild by pretending that its leaders produce superior material when it is rather clearly plain rubbish.

All this interlocks with one further function, which is the satisfaction of local demand, in all sorts of senses of “local”. There is always the local demand. This may be of the fashionable material in national garb, or the product of a mediocre innovator – artist or scientist or priest or journalist, etc. – of a regional origin, descent, or habitation, etc. It may be ethnic stuff, or non-ethnic stuff of "ethnic" artists. There is the need to adapt the general new ideas to local practices (local in many senses), there is the need for many illustrations of a new idea even if they are merely small variations on each other. These are done by the less able, of course. I shall not go further into this very important but quite obvious matter, except to say that it plays a particularly important role in education and in the gathering of the membership of a poor local branch of any organization. It is, again, backward in character – it is indeed quite obviously tribalist in character.

6. A Plea for Tolerance
There is one great oversimplification in all that I have said thus far, and it is time to dispose of it. I have divided the representatives of the public interest into two groups, the ideologues and the Establishment, so to speak. The ideologues are highbrow, middle-brow, lowbrow, or Whig, artists, scientists, journalists, spokespeople of culture, politicians, ecologists, etc. The Establishment is academic these days, and in addition national associations and guilds and foundations, and government agencies of all sorts. The ideologues pour scorn and indignation and try to raise the standard or at least keep it high. The Establishment goes for stability.

Now, as I said, the role of indignation is to maintain stability. Hence the two groups, the ideologues and the Establishment, are really one. Often the same person is both a representative of the Establishment and a guardian of high standards. In any case, the two respect each other. The two cooperate, as they must: the ideologues invent new techniques for maintaining and raising the standards and the Establishment tries to help – and as all reform, such reforms too are crowded by compromises, of course.

Who are the victims of high standards? Perhaps makers and producers of rubbish. I think the very question which this study concerns itself with – to wit, how come there is so much intellectual rubbish around? – makes it clear that makers and producers of rubbish are not doing too badly on the whole. Perhaps, then, the producers of good stuff are hurt, but there is no evidence for that. There remain, then, the innovators – in the arts and the sciences and their likes, good, bad, and indifferent, but particularly good. I think we need not worry about them either. It is, I think, the ambitious young hopeful, the one who is as yet neither good nor bad, but still indeterminate, that gets caught in the net first.

This solves another pet problem of mine. There are golden ages, we know. What produces them? Wealth and fame, said Hegel, attracts all the ambitious young people in the vicinity, those who are consumed by great passions, who are forced by passions to try and try and try again. What makes a place wealthy and famous? Military victory, said Hegel. This is false. The Florence which started the Renaissance was not more famed than Rome, which was the center of the arts and sciences. What creates golden ages is a proper attitude towards innovations, the attitude that encourages them. In all likelihood, young inspired people create mere rubbish. Yet, they need much encouragement and more tolerance. Florence had encouraging and tolerant people, because its traditions and institutions were encouraging and tolerant. At least there was more encouragement and toleration in Florence than in Rome. 

What makes for a Golden Age is encouragement, and what enables the old to encourage the young is not a good sense of discrimination and not a peculiar sense of kindness or generosity, but first and foremost toleration, and second, the understanding that young innovators do not threaten either accepted standards or conservative producers half as much as is normally feared. There is much less need to protect the mediocre against innovators than is generally assumed. Also, in Golden Ages incentives are produced, in the form of all sorts of rewards, to the encouragers of young upstarts whose output just may turn out to be significant.

This, then, is my plea for tolerance. My plea is for skepticism. We shall do better to remember that we do not know whether an odd young upstart is going to be good, poor, or indifferent. We swore that if we meet another Mozart, another Schubert, we will not let him die poor and neglected. Yet not long ago both Charles Ives and Béla Bartôk died rather neglected.

We just did not know. At least I, for one, did not know about them until after they died. Today, let us notice, innovators are not given the hemlock, but all obstacles possible are still put in their way by well-meaning people who have not enough intellectual self-doubt, yet too much psychological self-doubt. Institutions of professional ostracism encourage this psychological self-doubt. We shall do better to observe that if intellectual rubbish were as dangerous as physical pollutants are, we would have culturally suffocated long ago. So let us live and let live, and let us recognize and praise the ones who were quick to sport and encourage young hopefuls. Let us create incentives for talent scouting, for spotting and recognizing talent. To this end let us abolish penalties for having supported a promise that has not materialized. We should not fear boosting both toleration and active support to the limit. If we will have reached the limit and find that it is dangerous, then we may decide then what to do about it. Meanwhile we want incentives for creating incentives for encouraging young hopefuls.

