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HIDDEN INTELLECTUALISM

[ searched my memories. In some ways the word “Holocaust” wasn't
wholly unfamiliar. Perhaps Mother had taught me about it, when we were
picking rosehips or tincturing hawthorn. I did seem to have a vague knowledge
that Jews had been Lilled somewhere, long ago. But I'd thought it was a small
conflict, like the Boston Massacre, which Dad talked about a lot, in which hE‘ﬂf
2 dozen people had been martyred by a tyrannical government. To have mis-
understood it on this scale—five versus six million—seemed impossible.

[ found Vanessa before the next lecture and apologized for the joke. I
Jdidn't explain, because I couldn't explain. I just said I was sorry and that I
wouldn’t do it again. To keep that promise, I didn’t raise my hand for the rest

of the semester.
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QUESTIONS

1. Tara Westover recounts an experience that revealed her lack of knowledge
about history. How did her professor respond to her question about the Holocaust?
What other ways might he have responded?

5. Westover describes reading terms that seem like “black holes, sucking all the
other words into them” (paragraph 2). Have there been any “black hole” words for
you in reading for your classes? What do you do when you encounter a word or
term you don't understand?

3. Most people have had the experience of being confused or realizing they don't

know something that others seem to know or understand. Write about an experience
you or someone you know has had in recognizing the limits of personal knowledge.

GERALD GRAFF

" Hidden Intellectualism

VERYONE KNOWS SOME YOUNG PERSON who is impressively “street

smart” but does poorly in school. What a waste, we think, that
one who is so intelligent about so many things in life seems

unable to apply that intelligence to academic work. What

doesn’t occur to us, though, is that schools and colleges might be

: at fault for missing the opportunity to tap into such street smarts
and channel them into good academic wor P T ——
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[ offer my own adolescent experience as a case in point. Until I entered

college, I hated books and cared only for sports. The only reading I cared to do
or could do was sports magazines, on which I became hooked, becoming a regu-
lar reader of Sport magazine in the late forties, Sports Ilustrated when it began
publishing in 1954, and the annual magazine guides to professional baseball,
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ass>” as a leather-jacketed youth once said to me as he relieved me of my pocket
change along with my self-respect.

| grew up torn, then, between the need to prove I was smart and the fear
of a beating if I proved it too well; between the need not to jeopardize my
respectable future and the need to impress the hoods. As | lived it, the conflict
came down to a choice between being physically tough and being verbal. For a
boy in my neighborhood and elementary school, only being “tough” earned you
complete legitimacy. I still recall endless, complicated debates in this period
with my closest pals over who was “the toughest guy in the school.” If you were
less than negligible as a fighter, as I was, you settled for the next best thing,
which was to be inarticulate, carefully hiding telltale marks of literacy like
correct grammar and pronunciation.

In one way, then, it would be hard to imagine an adolescence more thor-
oughly anti-intellectual than mine. Yet in retrospect, I see that it's more com-
plicated, that I and the 1950s themselves were not simply hostile toward
intellectualism, but divided and ambivalent. When Marilyn Monroe? married
the playwright Arthur Miller in 1956 after divorcing the retired baseball star
Joe DiMaggio, the symbolic triumph of geek over jock suggested the way the
wind was blowing. Even Elvis, according to his biographer Peter Guralnick,
turns out to have supported Adlai over Ike in the presidential election of 1956.°
“I don't dig the intellectual bit,” he told reporters. “But I'm telling you, man, he
knows the most.”

Though I too thought I did not “dig the intellectual bit,” I see now that I was
unwittingly in training for it. The germs had actually been planted in the seem-
ingly philistine debates about which boys were the toughest. I see now that in the
interminable analysis of sports teams, movies, and toughness that my friends and
I engaged in—a type of analysis, needless to say, that the real toughs would never
- have stooped to—I was already betraying an allegiance to the egghead world.
- I was practicing being an intellectual before I knew that was what I wanted to be.
: It was in these discussions with friends about toughness and sports, I think, 10
~ and in my reading of sports books and magazines, that I began to learn the rudi-
- ments of the intellectual life: how to make an argument, weigh different kinds of
~ evidence, move between particulars and generalizations, summarize the views of
- others, and enter a conversation about ideas. It was in reading and arguing about
- sports and toughness that I experienced what it felt like to propose a generaliza-
~ tion, restate and respond to a counterargument, and perform other intellectual-
~ izing operations, including composing the kind of sentences I am writing now.

; Only much later did it dawn on me that the sports world was more

- compelling than school because it was more intellectual than school, not less.

~ Sports after all was full of challenging arguments, debates, problems for analy-

~ sis, and intricate statistics that you 'coulld care about, }as school conspicuously |
ORI SR Qe 6 S

VATNEREED

B LR IS Py 1t

2 American movie star and belebl‘il_'t}; (1926~ "%iﬁ"k’f'%‘!?i'i EALE
Elvis Presley (1935-1977), American rock- b
ight D, “Ike”
urth pr :




' R

15

- will often write as poorly and unref]

GERA| y
ok ("h\n
200

(s beat out book smarts in our cujyy,. Nop
ol . as we generally suppose, byt becayg, &
. -
horoughly than school culture, “’hic}‘: 1

was not, | believe that street it
because street smarts are nonintellec ;
they satisfy an intellectual thirst more

seems pale and unreal. ity. When you entere
Thpey also satisfy the thirst for community ) d

: ot limited to your f, .

munity that was n : amjl,

debates, you became part of a com i \{/hereas schoolwork isolated you fro 4
and friends, but was national and public. Wh 4 ‘ m

< Williams's .400 batting average was SOme., |

others, the pennant race or Ted Willi S _ e 3

; : le you had never met. Sports introdygeq

thing you could talk about with people y ik ]
d in argument, but to a public argument ¢y -

you not only to a culture steeped in 8! ool ot -
ture that transcended the personal. I can't blame ml)d ity ?% fl_make '.
intellectual culture resemble the Super BO“:I, but I do fdu 5 m hOl' al[lng to
learn anything from the sports and entertainment worlds about how to grg, 8
nize and represent intellectual culture, how to exploit its gamelike elemen; and
turn it into arresting public spectacle that might have competed more success.
fully for my youthful attention. SR :
For here is another thing that never dawned on me and is still kept hidden ]

from students, with tragic results: that the real intellectual world, the one that 3
existed in the big world beyond school, is organized very much like the world
of team sports, with rival texts, rival interpretations and evaluations of texts, -
rival theories of why they should be read and taught, and elaborate team com- 1
petitions in which “fans” of writers, intellectual systems, methodologies, and
-isms contend against each other, '
To be sure, school contained plenty of competition, which became more -
invidious as one moved up the ladder (and has become even more so today with -
the advent of high-stakes testing). In this competition, points were scored not 1
by making arguments, but by a show of information or vast reading, by grade-
grubbing, or other forms of one-upmanship. School competition, in short, repro-
duced the less attractive features of Sports culture without those that create
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" I£1 am right, then schools and colleges are missing an opportunity when

do not encourage students to take their nonacademic interests as objects

f academic study. It is self-defeating to decline to introduce any text or sub-
et that figures to engage students who will otherwise tune out academic
ork entirely. If a student cannot get interested in Mill’s On Liberty* but will
Sports Illustrated or Vogue or the hip-hop magazine Source with absorp-
on, this is a strong argument for assigning the magazines over the classic. It's

bet that if students get hooked on reading and writing by doing term

ould be otherwise. So it makes pedagogical sense to develop classroom units
ports, cars, fashions, rap music, and other such topics. Give me the stu-
ent anytime who writes a sharply argued, sociologically acute ahalysis of an

ue in Source over the student who writes a lifeless explication of Hamlet or
crates’ Apology. PRI oo
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