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Oregon’s Silent Majority v. their Children: Challenging the role of the University and widening the “Generation Gap”

Now there are times when a whole generation is caught . . . between two ages, two modes of life, with the consequence that it loses all power to understand itself and has no standards, no security, no simple acquiescence

Herman Hesse, Steppenwolf

Student unrest in 1970 at the University of Oregon and across the nation reflected the increasing tensions, frustrations and disillusionment that the younger generation of Americans felt toward their place in the global political drama.  They felt confused about their roles as citizens enrolled in institutions funded by a government and a military whose actions and ideology conflicted with their developing attitudes about the national and local power structures.  How did this enable them to be heard in the wake of the older generation?  The younger generation insisted that social, cultural and political movement and sentiment of the era was unprecedented.  Rather than imitating their parents, students and youth of the late 1960s were rebelling against them and creating something new—something radical.  Students threw the American dream to the wayside.  They went to college and many defied the morals and models their parents had established for them.  Instead of following in the footsteps of an earlier generation, the youth of America was trying to create a different path.  Students utilized their position as students and disputed the role of higher education.  They changed the concept of the university from that which their parents cherished as an almost sacred instrument of self-improvement, to a forum for their political expression.  They rebelled against both their parents and the in loco parentis role of the University.  The voices of radical minority were heard in spite of the wide generation gap and answered by gasps and hushes from the silent majority. 

 University and State administrations sought to build a bridge connecting these polarized groups, to mediate communication between them and to protect and recognize the rights and concerns of both groups.  Contentious students and concerned citizens wrote to the UO President and Governor’s offices expressing their anger, concern, frustration, approval and support for administrative action.  The security, health and institution of the University of Oregon were threatened because of student unrest and angry public response.   For University and State administrations, it seemed that defending the University from the student and public backlash that endangered the institution was in their hands.  The sound of the silent majority was, in many ways louder than the cries of the minority—regardless of their relative volumes, they both had to be listened to.


There were moments in spring 1970 when administrative bodies of both the University and the State of Oregon realized that in response to student demonstration, there was little recourse other than police involvement.  In several instances, the Eugene Police were brought in by the University administration and on another occasion the state got involved and sent in the National Guard.  There was a widespread apprehension about what the destructive action of a minority of the students could produce.  President Robert  Clark and Governor Tom McCall were inundated by letters from the Eugene/Springfield-Oregon community expressing its outrage about the highly politicized and potentially volatile campus culture at the University of Oregon.  Students demonstrated against the ROTC and military and corporate recruitment on campus.  There were sit-ins in the administration building.  The tensions and frustrations swelled when the United States invaded Cambodia and students were murdered at Jackson State and Kent State.  The University was shut down for two days and the community was tremendously affected.  Although she did not consider herself a “radical”, Stephanie Larsen, a Political Science major at the Clark Honor’s College, experienced extreme reactions from the community simply because she was a student at the University of Oregon.  

The community was extremely threatened by the violence on campus.  Some people would curse us as soon as they knew we were from the University of Oregon and wouldn’t even look at the petition . . . I did not have the conscience of a radical activist but was rapidly pressured into it.  Frightened people were not able to make the distinction between those who were working thought socially legitimate channels of authority to effect change and those who were rioting and throwing rocks.  

  
In 1972, Larsen wrote her senior thesis on the change she perceived in the shattering of the world from which she came to college.  In The Chronicle of A Student Activist,  Larsen gives testimony to her perceptions about the political activism of her peers, the reactions of her parents, her perception of the University administration and her own existential angst about what and who she is.  Her perceptions of the generation gap are describes as she explains escaping from the “imprisoning” morals, goals and dreams that her parents instilled in her and finding a political consciousness as she was swept up in the pressure and intensity of student radicalism.  Larsen, who was raised by a highly conservative, devoutly Catholic, working-class, Middle American minded family was, as many Oregon students, caught between the extreme conservatism of home and the new political and social radicalism of her college experience.  Her parents were among those who were fundamentally opposed to the radicalism on campus and identified themselves as members of the silent majority—those who believed that student activism was, in its very nature--in its disloyal criticism of government action—unpatriotic.  They were among those who cherished, apprehensively, a system of values that they saw assaulted and mocked on both coasts.  As the nation’s colleges and universities erupted with questions and demands, the Middle Americans saw their children questioning the principles that they had ingrained in them.  It seemed that the children of the nation were unsafe.  The only place that upheld the security of the nation seemed, to many Middle Americans, to be in Richard Nixon's Washington.  Like many students, Larsen was caught between the enthusiasm of the student movement and the pressure of her parents’ conservatism.  She feared the pressure from the radical left, but did not agree with the actions of the government or the lack of political awareness of her parents.  

I was very confused about what role I should play . . .  I felt compelled to do something but yet, because of my confusion and fears, could not join the students who were demonstrating for what I considered a just cause.  The very thought of going to jail petrified me. My parents . . .were very upset by what was happening on campus and condemned the students involved.  It was an issue of “law and order.” They repeatedly warned me to stay out of trouble and attributed the violence to “outside Communist agitators. . .

Larsen was acutely aware of the sharp break she had made, even in her relatively moderate political thought, from her parents’ generation.  Although she differed from many of her radical peers in her reluctance to go to jail for their shared cause, she also felt the pressure and enthusiasm of the generational revolution.  The 1962 Port Huron Statement of Students for a Democratic Society describes their generational distinctiveness: “We are people of this generation, bred in at least modest comfort, housed now in universities, looking uncomfortably at the world we inherit.”  While Larsen’s reflection on the birth of her political thought was authored almost a decade after the issuing of the Port Huron Statement, it is clearly reminiscent of the generational rebellion against conformity of consciousness of the 1960s.


In response to the community concern about the plight of Oregon and American Youth, Governor Tom McCall, specifically addressed the issue of the “Generation Gap” in convocation at Oregon State University.  Tom McCall recognized the importance of listening to the younger generation—that of the universities or rather, the students within universities.  “We have so much in common.  The ideals of age are not so different from the ideals of youth.”  While he felt much more support from the more conservative students at Oregon State University and expressed a great deal of frustration with the radicalism at the University of Oregon, his statements about the importance of the University, and the relationship between age and youth applied to all of Oregon’s students.  In many instances, Tom McCall expressed the responsibility he felt to protect the University and within that institution, the students.  “We are so truly concerned with your future—with your world—and with the ultimate awareness of mankind-- that we are willing to hazard your scorn.”  The older generation, according to McCall, seems to have an inherent responsibility over the younger as parents over children.  His assertion holds a certain “father knows best” tone—one that suggests that everything that the “we” he invokes is concerned with, is for the ultimate benefit of the students he addresses. 

For a moment, look at that decrepit generation over 40.  As a group it rattled the cage loudly enough to gain incredible depression inspired reforms, and without turning to Communism as a tool for social progress, it shattered history’s most massive totalitarian war machine; it shed more blood.  .  .

Through almost self-deprecating rhetoric, referring to his generation as “decrepit”, Tom McCall appeals to the younger generation by accrediting his generation with a certain social revolution.  Like the youth of the day, he seems to imply that his generation also had a cause and also affected progressive change.  


Tom McCall was, by most accounts, a good politician.  In her thesis, in reference to her position as ASUO President in 1971, Larsen describes a critical prerequisite for a successful politician as “a good understanding, not only of the issues, but also of human n nature.”   Tom McCall demonstrated his understanding of human nature as he alternated between appealing to a widely conservative Oregon and the frustrated students. His ability to adapt his rhetoric to appease his audience is demonstrated in his address to a Lion’s convention on May 22, 1970.  The Lions are a group that has made one of its objectives taking “an active interest in the civic, cultural, social and moral welfare of the community” and includes local business leaders and politicians—a club that probably included many UO alumnus and individuals who would have identified themselves as members “silent majority”. His speech, Governor McCall tries to ameliorate the situation on Oregon campuses by attributing the violence to a minority:

. . .A small but highly active group of students and nonstudents [sic] (that) is determined to . . . use any tactics it thinks may be successful to disrupt our universities.  I have stated publicly on many occasions what I am going to repeat now: No radical band of anarchists is going to stampede us into curtailing the operations of our universities, to the detriment of the great majority of students—the “silent majority” if you will—who are entitled to receive the education for which they have paid. 

Here, the loaded term, “silent majority” is inverted to describe the students.  By using “silent majority” to invoke both the public and the students, McCall polarizes the radical student group from the other students and unifies them with that group of Americans who support the government.  Whether or not McCall intentionally creates that alliance, he echoes President Richard Nixon’s rhetoric in his infamous “silent majority” speech of November 3,1969 in which he defends his decisions regarding the U.S. involvement in Viet Nam.  In the speech, Nixon invokes the “forgotten Americans.”  They were that patriotic portion of the population who continued to sing the National Anthem at football games, and continued to mean it.

For almost 200 years, the policy of this nation has been made under our Constitution by those leaders in the Congress and the White House elected by all of the people. If a vocal minority, however fervent its cause, prevails over reason and the will of the majority, this nation has no future as a free society. 

This rhetoric was highly palatable to the portion of the United States population, around 50% of the population, who supported the President’s position on the war.  They supported government action as a product of their fundamental belief in the concept of unquestioned patriotism in and of itself.  The “silent majority” was not the New Left.  It included very few African-Americans; it did not include many of the nation’s intellectuals.  The members of the “silent majority” were senior citizens living on fixed incomes, the lower middle class, including blue-collar workers, service employees and farm workers.  Members of the silent majority were called Middle Americans.  They were “middle” not by geography but by opinion.  They were very much in all corners of the United States, including, to a considerable degree, Oregon.  
While student protests around the country were often led by children of upper-middle class families with a new disdain for social class and the affluence with which they had been raised, many students at the University of Oregon were from working-class families in logging town communities.  In contrast to the student leaders from other areas, most of Oregon’s student activists were not the children of intellectuals.  They did not come from families with a legacy of Ivy League college graduates—many were, in fact, the first members of their family to pursue higher education at all.  In her thesis, Larsen notes this difference as it pertains to her own experience and the process of rebelling against a system that she was taught held the “golden opportunity”.  

The disorientation and ambiguities I feel are shared by many of my peers at the University.  A difference I have been sensitive to is that they, for the most part, are rebelling against a reality they have experienced while I will be rejecting only aspirations and dreams.  (Larsen, 4)

Perhaps a major component of the generation gap was the generational discontinuity regarding the behavioral expectations for economic achievement.  What was considered functional behavior for the older generation was no longer considered the norm for the younger generation.  This is to say that for the older generation, the parents of the rebellious baby-boomers, a moody-brooding-disobedient –adolescence was not permissible due to economic constraints.  By the age of sixteen, most young men were expected to be more or less self-sufficient.  According to Thacher Winslow in “Youth in Crisis,” “he was standing on his own feet and paying his own way; and he was already thinking of saving money so that he could get married.” (p.40.)  While there was certainly a great deal of variation in the aspirations and self-expectations from the student generation of the late 1960s-70s, their attitude toward these kind of ambitions had undoubtedly changed from those of their parents. This change was reflected in the way that they perceived and behaved within the University and exemplified in the changing perceptions of gender and “success” (at least among the younger generation at that time).  

In an honor’s college thesis written in 1968, Richard C. Ireland conveys his “disillusion[ment] with a system that does not seem to be providing particularly viable approaches to human problems.” In his assessment of the concept of learning, he writes that “Schools need to allow the creative self a chance to come to the surface instead of trying to make a product that fits into the societal mold. . .our educational institutions are . . . holding to traditional views which grind out the “educated” person.  However, that person has to be personally capable of political activity.”  In a section entitled “Problems and Limitations” Ireland asserts,

Change is a complex and painful process: I’m not sure I know very much about it yet.  Except I do know that the ability to change is a quality that helped man survive; this is going to be more true tomorrow than it is today.  I do not advocate change for the sake of change, we need to change in positive directions by dynamic personal action.  Our schools do not help people in this manner.  

In Larsen’s Honor’s College Thesis, published 4 years later, she provides an alternate image of the function of school as she empowers the educational system as an instrument of change.  

The most important intellectual “tool” that higher education can provide to students is flexibility of the mind to compete with rapid change and its resulting anxiety, which is a critical problem in our society.  

As students were forced to grapple with the cultural and social change that surrounded them, on a broader scale, they felt the confines of the conservatism of the older generation that seemed to have a relentless grip on the political situation. In this way, in spite of their declarations of freedom and happiness, they realized that the revolution they sought to begin was without obstacles.  James C. Davies, a professor of Political Science at the University of Oregon from 1963, described the framework for student rebellion in his book, The Family Role in Political Socialization.

Even the aged citizen who freely and secretly casts his ballot in an election that represents free alternatives to him is never quite free of those people who have influenced him—most particularly his childhood family.

The pressure to conform and to diverge—from parents and to peer group—was a primary source of the confusion, anxiety and frustration that marked this generation.  In 1966, four years before the peak of student protests at the University of Oregon, Ph.D. student Richard Haines, completed his thesis A Structural Analysis of Student Radical Activism in the United States.*  In his analysis, he surveyed a sample of 439 students— from two introductory level political science classes and one general social science class at the University Honors College. 39% of the students’ fathers worked in trades as farm owners/managers, machine operators, clerks and salesmen etc… The other occupation that represented a significant portion of the fathers of the students was proprietor/manager/official.  Only 20% of the students’ fathers were professionals.  85% of the student population identified their class as “upper-middle class” or “lower-middle class” while 10% identified their family as “working class”/ “lower class” and only 3% as upper class.  The students surveyed essentially fit the profile of the children of the “silent majority”.

Their manner of expressing their angst was, perhaps, the most outraging element of student protests to the older generation.  In a letter dated May 11, 1970, Kristi Jo Wilson, a “concerned citizen” wrote in regards to the “recent riots and outbreaks on the university campuses.”

I agree with our freedom and with our freedom to do so; but, if these “children” in our universities intend to continue expressing their views in their violent ways, they should expect and accept the consequences.  Why should they feel they are the “untouchables” and can do what they please without punishment. I am not advocating a police state but when the National Guard is called upon for the protection the public and for the public domain, then they should be given adequate protection for their lives.  I am in favor of the tactics used by the National Guard when it is deemed necessary.

This letter and numerous others from concerned citizens to Governor Tom McCall and to University of Oregon President Robert Clark, exemplify President Clark’s observation  in a commencement address to Gonzaga University on May 25, 1970, that communication between the polarized groups would help.

Accommodation can come only through communication.  It is a sad fact that radicals speak chiefly to radicals, students to student, adults to adults.  And so we polarize for explosion.  By and large the adult community has no perception of the depth of shock, despair and anguish that the students felt when they heard in the same weekend the news of the invasion of Cambodia and the death of the Kent State students.  Students are moving out into the community to discuss the issues with the older generation.  We should welcome them with outstretched hands.

Inasmuch as Dr. Clark encouraged communication and understanding between the polarized groups, students still felt disenfranchised by the influence that the “silent majority” ultimately had over decisions concerning the University and their prospects as young citizens.  While Robert Clark managed to bridge the generation gap to listen and be heard by students in spite of the hostile climate between the University and the greater community.  As evidenced by the incursion of the National Guard onto the University of Oregon campus, Dr. Clark did not have the final word.  In her thesis, Stephanie Larsen notes the disparate powers of the university administration and the business community leaders and other individuals who influenced the university’s institution and subsequently the students.

It was startling to discover that in a crisis situation, the University President was not so much a leader to the University Community but rather the mediator of many external forces and individuals, who in reality were the ones with the power to make the decisions.  I still maintained enough faith in the administration to believe that it was possible to adapt the institution to the values and principles of humanistic society.

Many may have shared Larsen’s attitude toward Clark’s administration.  Based upon some of the letters received by the Governor’s office during this time both from students and from the public, it seems that Clark played the role of the mediator in the way that he acquiesced to wishes of both sides—particularly to those of the students.  In spite of the incredible pressure of the moment, it seems that at least through his own administration, Dr. Clark managed to meld the in loco parentis policy of the University to one that incorporated some of the give-and-take mutual fallibility and loving tolerance of a parent.  Instead of reprimanding the students for their involvement in the protests of April 1970, Clark issued as statement, dated April 24, 1970, commending the great majority of students for their “poise and restraint in these trying circumstances.  The majority of you [students] have acted with moderation to events that might have provoked immoderate behavior.  I applaud and congratulate you.”  Clark’s attitude was markedly different from that held by many Oregonians.  Many Oregonians were fundamentally opposed any activism on the University of Oregon campus and wrote letters of concern and complaint about the “permissiveness” of the University of Oregon to Governor McCall. In a survey of 20 letters regarding McCall’s use of the National Guard in Eugene, 14 called for the use of more force and supported arming the National Guardsmen with rifles.  Clark, on the other hand, advocated communication between students and administration and a sharing of ideas between administration and local business leaders to achieve a greater understanding between the polarized groups.


On December 3, 1969, in a presentation entitled “The Campus is Restless: Who should govern what?  Why?”  Dr. Clark spoke about the contention over the influence of the trustees over the University.  In this presentation, he specifically responds to the issue cited by Larsen, of the individuals who ultimately make the decisions.

B. The Trustees.  As a byproduct of student unrest, trustees have been the subject of much criticism, some of it arising from among the trustees themselves. It is said that they are too narrowly representative of society, too closely tied to the industrial-military complex, too old, too remote to deal with the faculty and students, too prone to communicate with the details of management which they do not understand, too sensitive to public hysteria and legislative anxiety about student unrest, and hence too quick to issue authoritarian mandates . . .all partially true . . .but . . .they not only represent the public, they protect the university from and interpret it to the public.

Honor’s College Student Patricia Smith examined who tells the public what they know about the University of Oregon in her 1973 thesis.  In her assessment of the influence of the Eugene elite on the local local media channels, she determined that there were "an ever-increasing number of governmental and quasi-governmental agencies, as well as public and private organizations in Eugene that would appear to have a hand in formulating community policy.”  Based upon demographic surveys and interviews, she also found that “Eugene is a community where several elites in government and business and finance probably share decision making power in formulating public policy and community values—aimed at influencing elites, not the masses.”  The elite powers in Eugene during this time were composed largely of businessmen whose interests were primarily timber and farming—the very profile of the national “silent majority.”  For this, the media portrayal of campus activism was hardly sympathetic to the students.  It suggested an unpatriotic, anarchistic group of students who were intent on hindering the function of the University.  Old Oregon alumni magazines were filled with scathing editorials from outraged alumni.  In an article published in Old Oregon in 1970, then editor, Ken Metzler provides excerpts of various letters to the legislature about the situation at the University of Oregon.  He quotes:

When are we going to straighten out the terrible mess on the campuses? …  Why must my tax dollars go to support a school where the students and faculty flaunt the same laws that taxpayers have to obey? … What can we do to reverse the policy of appeasement and permissiveness? . . . I’ll not vote for any more taxes as long as hippies own the University of Oregon.  

The policy of appeasement and permissiveness being referred to is that of President Clark one that was widely commended in editorials published in Oregon Daily Emerald—a publication that was referred to by students on campus at that time as the voice of the administration.  Media coverage of the same event, Dr. Clark’s response to student demands on April 26, 1970 exemplifies the intended audience response from both publications.  The article, which describes a meeting in which students issued nine demands from Clark with an audience of 800-1000 supporters (depending on the account) and critics of Clark’s action. While both reports use the same format and both describe the event as “sometimes heated” the Register-Guard portrays the event as gradually dissembling and sporadically erupting with commotion.  According to the Register-Guard, it would seem that Robert Clark had simple answers to the demands though according to the Emerald article, Dr. Clark’s responses were lengthy and thorough.  Faculty and community members were quoted expressing their frustration with the student protesters in the Register-Guard article and students were portrayed as opposing forces to Robert Clark.  Bill Kerlee, a graduate student and part time teacher, was described criticizing Clark for inadequate response to student demands.  From the descriptions, the individuals and groups that express opposition to Clark’s response appear radical.  Bill Kerlee is described rallying the crowd.  

     Somewhere between one third and one half of the assembled group stood and cheered at one point when Bill Kerlee castigated Clark . . .he was joined by [people] identifying themselves only as faculty members—stating that they would support the student strike by refusing to teach classes. . .[Kerlee] appealed to protesters to carry their strike into the community. “There is no way in hell that we can ask the community why they don’t support us if we don’t go out and work with them . . .the majority of the people in this room ought to also go downtown and get their fingernails dirty.” 

The Register-Guard’s audience is probably not likely to be sympathetic to student protesters as they are portrayed in the article.  In the Emerald article, Clark is described giving credence to student concerns.  

     After the demands were read to Clark and to those present, the president was given a chance to respond to each in considerable length. .  . “I understand these demands to ask for a response where the University has the power,” Clark said “or with an attitude where the University hasn’t the power” . . .He criticized the demands for being “short and cryptic” but the issues “complex.”

Few members of the Eugene/Springfield community would have seen an alternative picture of the campus demonstrations or of President Clark’s position from that painted by Register-Guard.  Because of the lack of communication and the misunderstandings between the students and the public, many students felt they did not have the credibility to tackle the issues that needed to be raised for the survival of the University and many citizens felt that their tax dollars were being spent on an institution which they were in complete disagreement with.  A letter to Governor McCall from Mary Berwick expresses this certain contempt for activities and occurrences on the University of Oregon campus. 

 I am mad and have just about had it with what has been going on at the University    of Oregon in recent years. My emotion is encouraged I am sure by having written  two healthy checks yesterday, one to the Federal Government, one to the State of Oregon.  I don’t like being in a position of supporting an institution which I am in complete disagreement with.  I am a life long resident of Oregon, in Eugene since 1934.  Both my husband and I are alumnus of the University and have previously been strong supporters . . . I and many of my peers are no longer going to let the actions of today’s campus tyrants go unchallenged.  There will be a strong movement to demand that these people be expelled and not readmitted to any Oregon schools which are tax supported.

The “silent majority” was the audience for the disapproving articles about student protests.  The descriptions of student radicalism fit the widespread notion that the youth of the day was rowdy, radical and reckless and there was little recourse to refute these beliefs.  


The University of Oregon’s Knight Library contains a book, published in 1969 entitled The Silent Majority.  On the title page, in ballpoint pen the words “PURE SHIT” are scrawled in capital letters.  The preface explains that the book is a study of college students and their families.  “Its aim is to determine how emotional health is related to the organization of these students’ families.” (Westley &Epstein, vi) The title refers to the majority as the norm—the “healthy, father-lead, traditional, nuclear families that produce healthy, responsible children.  It supposes that the radical students that rebel from the power structures of their families are “disturbed.”  Also in 1969, Seymour Lipset published Rebellion in the University.  This book analyzes the causes and effects of politicizing American universities.  Both books examine, though from differing standpoints, the prevalent belief that the rebellious generation of the 60s was the product of upper-middle class “parents who did not discipline them strongly for fear of injuring their personalities” (Lipset, xiii).   Consequently producing students who rebelled and vocally expressed their discontent upon arriving to college. Whether or not The Silent Majority was vandalized 30 years ago or very recently, it is quite clear that the beliefs that circulated on the subject of sparing the rod and spoiling the child were just as contentious when these books were published as they are now.   However, each generation has its moments of rebellion and then suffers a generational amnesia of the youth specific tendency toward rebellion and affinity toward revolution.  The “idealism of youth”—to which Tom McCall referred-- is described in the following maxim cited by Lipset “He who is not a radical at twenty does not have a heart; he who still is one at forty does not have a head.”  This statement denotes a social expectation that the younger generation rebel and yet, there are times when youthful idealism, manifested by radicalism is not always deemed praiseworthy behavior by the older generation.  


In the 1960s the face of idealism took a serious turn and the expected generational rebellion did not conform to the expectations of the older generation.  It changed from simple acts of rebellion like driving fast, staying out late, wearing a skirt that was above the knees to challenging the moral foundation of the United States.  The events at the University of Oregon left things uncertain and shaky.  As Stephanie Larsen, student, activist and ASUO politician prepared to graduate, she witnessed her own transition from dependence upon her parents and protection from the university to a taking up her own role in society and finding a place for her political consciousness and intellect along with her confused peers.  

This time there is no role for me.  Shortly I become past history to the ASUO and to the University.  My feelings are mixed.  At times I feel estranged from my surroundings and the people in it.  On the other hand, I feel free.  I have the power to mold my life in whatever image I choose, and welcome the responsibility and challenge.  My year as a student at the University and as a political actor in the ASUO will influence my decisions and therefore, my future.  What will that future be? I wonder?

** Incidentally, the author does not know what has become of Stephanie Larsen, but she is very curious— She is also curious about what the future will hold for the author’s generation? She wonders…
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