Immanuel Wallerstein

4. pedagogy and sCholarship
I’m here as Hopkins’s first student because, when I was a first-year
graduate student at Columbia University in 1953, he was a second-year
graduate student, and Goode’s assistant in a mandatory course that
we had to take called “Sociological Analysis.” I believe it was he who
corrected the papers and I have to say that he gave me a fairly good
mark.
As you know, we both came through Columbia and then we both
were appointed to the faculty of Columbia as assistant professors.
Shortly thereafter, Hopkins was placed in charge of the M.A. program.
The M.A. program was a rather peculiar thing at Columbia because
the department actively discouraged its students from taking the M.A.
All students were supposed to go for a Ph.D. If, however, at the end of
the first year, usually in April, the faculty in its wisdom deemed that
you weren’t going to make it, somebody broke the sad news that you
were going to be a terminal M.A. At which point they turned such
persons over to Terence K. Hopkins in order to help them complete
at least the M.A. thesis. He actually probably wrote half of the theses
but that doesn’t matter. That was his first experience as the supervisor
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of graduate students. It stood him in good stead I think.
As you know, in 1970 he came to Binghamton for the express
purpose of founding its program of graduate studies which had not
previously existed. Now that gave him a lot of leeway on the one
hand, but on the other hand he had to work with what faculty were
there, some of whom were more appropriate for what he had in mind
than others. He established the best program in graduate studies he
could under the circumstances. The rest of us came there later. And
whatever the merits of our graduate program, I give 99.9% of the
credit to Hopkins because I think that the particular merit of the
program that we established was its pedagogy which was extremely
unusual. I came to realize over the years that pedagogy has a lot to do
with substance.
This session is entitled “Graduate Education: The Formation of
Scholars.” And I have entitled my paper “Pedagogy and Scholarship.”
So let me talk about that a little bit.
Hopkins and I both came through the Columbia program.
He, however, was the quintessence of the Columbia program. The
Columbia program had a mode of forming graduate students which
was not at all unusual, but fairly standard. It was perhaps a little more
flexible than many others, but the model was the standard one in
American academia then and still now.
What a Ph.D. candidate had to do with Columbia was take a
certain number of courses, a number of which were required courses.
In particular, there were required courses in theory and there were
required courses in methods. There were no required courses in
anything substantive. We called everything that wasn’t designated
as theory or methodology substantive sociology, a sort of residual
category. After course work, came the crucial hurdle called “Orals,”
because they were oral examinations. The oral examination was fairly
standard in form. It was a two-hour session and there were four
professors, each of whom had a half hour for his subject. There was a
fifth professor from another department, an observer, who served as a
sort of moral control. The graduate student had to have different areas
for each of the four half-hour sessions. These areas were normally
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chosen from among a standard list which was in the university catalog.
In sociology, one of the sessions had to be “theory” and the student
could opt either “sociological analysis” or the “history of theory.”
For the other three, there was a list of about 16 or 18 fields, whose
names I no longer remember, but they constituted whatever was then
considered a standard field: political sociology, sociology of the family,
mass communications, organizations, etc. The student could pick any
three on the list. The student was required to find a professor who was
appropriate to that section. Since the exam was not written but oral, the
student was expected to develop a reading list of a reasonable number
of representative titles, and obtain the approval long in advance of the
examining professor for the list. Once such an agreement was made,
the professor was expected to limit his questions to ones that related
to this reading list. Of course such reading lists tended to be modified
replicas of the professor’s course list. The student then studied the
20-40 books and articles on that list, and in most cases the students
passed the exams. In effect, there was a body of knowledge which the
student had to acquire. Once one was an ABD, the student proceeded
to work on a dissertation, which was often the outgrowth of work on
a given professor’s research project.
When Hopkins came to Binghamton, he changed all that, radically.
First of all, the department did establish a series of quasi-required
courses. But the most important ones were what Columbia called
the substantive ones. And then there was something called “theories”
(plural) and something called “methodologies” (again plural). The
emphasis on the plural was itself an important innovation. Secondly,
all students spent a lot of time talking to him in his capacity as
director of graduate studies, and his primary concern was to find out
what the student’s interests were. Secondly, as the key person in the
graduate admissions process, he made great efforts to (a) ensure a very
international student body, and (b) make it possible for people who
were “mature” students to come back to graduate studies. Many of our
graduate students came to Binghamton after doing something else for
5, 10, 12 years. Here again, Hopkins expressed a different attitude.
He thought it was an actual advantage that a student had been doing
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something quite different for many years. When an incoming student
would talk to Hopkins about what he/she had to take, his response
was that the student could take more or less anything offered in the
university that he/she wanted, as long as he/she could make a persuasive
case for it. Hopkins was so liberal about the required courses that the
other professors, me included, never stopped complaining to the day
he left. But he argued that every student is different and that the job of
the Director of Graduate Studies was to figure out what’s appropriate
for a particular student. And the first clue to that is what the student
thinks might be appropriate.
Now that can be put down by saying that Hopkins was a sort of
softy or overliberal interpreter of the rules, but in fact he was quite the
opposite. He invented the idea that, instead of the oral examinations,
the department would require “demonstrations of competence.”
The very name itself was an innovation that has not been remarked
sufficiently outside of Binghamton. And I don’t know how many
people at Binghamton have remarked on it. The demonstration of
competence—a cumbersome name, I admit—involved a very different
set of assumptions than oral or even written exams. The student was
required to demonstrate his or her competence, a level of competence
that would assure the assembled professors that the student could
(a) engage in research and (b) teach. Now how do you demonstrate
competence? Well, the first way you demonstrate competence, and this
was the really original idea, is you invent a field, actually two fields.
There has never been a list of fields among which to choose in the
Binghamton department. There have been no names. You could, if
you wanted to, invent a field which was a standard field. We wouldn’t
object if you wanted to do political sociology, sociology of the family,
or any other in use elsewhere. But if you wanted to invent a field
that no one had ever heard of before, that was alright too. The only
constraint was that only one of the two fields could be geographically
or temporally specific. There was no other constraint on what you
could invent as a field.
The student, however, thereby assumed the obligation to prove
that it was a field. That was the whole point. What you were being
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tested on was your competence in demonstrating that the field which
you had invented was actually a field in which you and others could do
research over a long period of time and which you and others could
teach to future graduate students. The burden of proof was on the
student, and that was not at all easy. But it was marvelous pedagogy.
What is extremely important is that this system inverted the process
of graduate education. The student did not prove he knew the received
knowledge. He/she proved that he/ she had the capacity to be a scholar,
and that he/she had some sense on what problems he/she wished to
spend energy for a significant amount of time.
When it came to the dissertation, I would say Hopkins’s style
was that of sympathetic skepticism. Sympathetic skepticism is a
very hard style to deal with if you are a graduate student since, once
again, the burden is on the student. The student must overcome the
professor’s skepticism (although Hopkins was remarkably sympathetic
about the attempts, however faltering). But the student was writing
the dissertation, and discovering the problem to be tackled; he/she
was not doing a small corner of the professor’s research project. As
Hopkins practiced it, there came a moment when he ceased to be as
skeptical as he was when the student started. And that day he pressed
the student to defend, even if the student had now become skeptical
or fearful in turn.
I knew instinctively from the moment I came to Binghamton
that this whole system was right, but I couldn’t figure out why it
was right. I knew also that it was different. And it’s only over the
years that I came to realize what this has to do with world-systems
analysis. Basically, the concept is based on the assumption that all of
us—professors, graduate students, world-renowned scholars—are in
a beginning learning phase of our scholarly existence, collectively as
well as individually. This is precisely the opposite of the assumption
underlying standard oral/written exams, that the professors are in an
advanced phase of knowledge, and the graduate students have to be
taught what the professors already know. There is indeed a second
assumption, which is that graduate students have in fact something
to teach the professors even in their first year, certainly by the third,
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fourth, or fifth year. The students probably end up knowing a lot
more about the fields they invented than the people who were in fact
questioning them. The idea that graduate students had something to
teach was also linked, and I’ll come back to that, to world-systems
analysis. The third assumption is that what the student is doing is very
hard work. There should be no pretense that it’s easy. The student has
to spend endless amounts of energy doing an awful lot of reading and
thinking. There is no text metaphorically which one can just learn.
The putative scholar has to invent. What this really says and comes
back to our collective methodological concerns is that the scholar can’t
be nomothetic. There are no sets of accumulated laws which one can
digest and then proceed from that point. They don’t exist. And there
are no canons. There are no sort of aesthetic models or intellectual
models which the student just has to absorb.
Hopkins was attacking the idiographic-nomothetic distinction
through the pedagogy. The pedagogy assumed that the student had to
work hard as a student “inventing” and then had to continue inventing
forever after. Since we’re all in a beginning state of our collective
knowledge, then by the time the student is 93, he/she is likely to be
only one little step beyond where he/she was when 23. This may or
may not encourage you.
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