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The 1960s and 1970s were turbulent times all over the world.  The Cultural Revolution introduced freedom, rebellion, and protest into the minds of the young.  The war in Vietnam and civil rights issues provided the perfect opportunities for young people to practice the new freedoms that they were acquiring.  Civil rights protests and protests against the United States’ policy in Vietnam became commonplace.  College campuses were ideal locations for protests because they were full of young, idealistic, educated students.  Officials of higher education had to deal with a generational clash that involved parents who wanted an authoritarian college president and students who wanted more freedom.  Robert Clark had to deal with these conflicting interests when he was president of San Jose State College and the University of Oregon.  At both institutions, there were many trying issues that challenged Clark to please both the parents and the students.  In his five years at San Jose State, Clark dealt with three large issues: black student civil rights, the Dow Chemical protest, and the AFT strike.  At the University of Oregon, the three main problems that Clark dealt with were the Weyerhaeuser protest, the Johnson Hall sit-in, and the ROTC looting incidences.  Clark handled these situations at both schools similarly by listening and talking to students and by making changes in school policy when he deemed it necessary.  


Robert Clark became the president of San Jose State College in 1964 after twenty years as a professor and dean at the University of Oregon.  One of the first large problems that Clark had to handle was the Black student protests.  In September of 1967, Clark was hit with a student protest that caused him to cancel a football game because of threatened violence.  The protest was led by the United Black Student Association, who was asking for changes in San Jose State’s Greek system and athletic department.  The Black students alleged that the Greek system at San Jose State would not allow Black students to join sororities or fraternities and that the athletic department did not give equal treatment to its black and white players. Clark responded to these allegations with investigations into the Greek system and the athletic department.  What he found was disturbing.  Clark discovered that the Greek system and the athletic department were both guilty of discrimination and he made historic changes in San Jose State’s fraternal and athletic policies.


Clark ordered that the fraternities and sororities be placed on probation starting on September 22, 1967 and lasting until they presented an acceptable strategy to prevent discrimination in their chapter.  The plans had to “protect the right of minority groups to be treated as individuals and not to be rejected as a group” and they had to “provide assurance that priority for residence in the fraternity house will be governed by impartial regulations” (SJSC News, 9/21/67, 3).  The fraternities and sororities had to present their proposals before they could conduct Rush, and if they were found guilty of discrimination, the college would not support nor recognize them.  Clark handled discrimination in the athletic department by implementing four new policies.  The first policy stated that locker partners and roommates for trips must be assigned randomly by number.  The second policy stipulated that social gatherings and entertainment would be available to both Black and White students or to nobody at all.  Clark’s third policy asked the President of the Associated Students to form a committee with equal representation of Black and White students to advise the Athletic Director on student grievances.  The fourth policy said that Black athletes would receive assistance in finding housing from the Athletic Director (SJSC News, 9/21/67, 3).


In addition to answering the Black students’ protests against the Greek system and the athletic department, Clark also created a job for an ombudsman to help students with their complaints against the college and he suggested a program of admissions for minority students.  The job of the ombudsman was to “receive inquiries or complaints from students of minority groups, other students, faculty, or any other source” and to make sure that the administration heard these complaints (Position Resume of Ombudsman at SJSC, 1).  The ombudsman’s main areas of concern and regulation included the housing of students on and off-campus, the fraternities and sororities, curricular and co-curricular activities, and any other activities of the college community (Function of Ombudsman, 1).  In addition to the ombudsman, Clark supported a program that called for higher admission quotas for minority students.  This program provided students from a disadvantaged background with tutors to help them with their course work, and it helped them obtain a college education that they otherwise would not have been able to have (SJSC News, 9/21/67, 5).


   The plight of Black students was once again in the limelight in 1968.  Two Black students from San Jose State, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, wore black scarves, black socks with no shoes, and raised their black-gloved fists in a sign of Black power during the National Anthem at the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City.  Despite Smith’s gold medal in the 200 meter sprint and Carlos’s bronze medal in the same event, their act of protest got the two men kicked off the Olympic team (“Wrath and Rapture in the Cult of Athletics,” 8).  Clark vigorously supported Smith and Carlos in their protest, saying, “They do not return home in disgrace, but as the honorable young men that they are, dedicated to the cause of justice for the Black people in our society” (SJSC News, 10/18/68, 1).  Clark, among others, disagreed with the International Olympic Committee on its decision to oust Smith and Carlos from the team.  In a letter to the public, Clark quotes from the October 22, 1968 issue of the San Jose Mercury: “Smith and Carlos may have exhibited poor judgment in staging their demonstration precisely when and how they did, but the [Olympic Committee’s] error in judgment was considerably more gross” (Clark Letter, 10/22/68, 2).  Clark’s support of the Olympians garnered him respect from the San Jose State students and most, but certainly not all, of the surrounding community.  


The Dow Chemical protest was the most serious protest that San Jose State saw during Robert Clark’s presidency.  The protest occurred in November of 1967 when Dow Chemical had job interviews scheduled on the San Jose State campus.  Dow Chemical’s involvement in the manufacture of napalm for the Vietnam War caused many radical students to demand that Clark cancel the interviews.  Clark responded to them by saying that he could not forbid one company to hold interviews on campus without forbidding all companies to do so.  This sparked a petition, which 2500 students signed, saying that companies should be allowed to hold job interviews on campus (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 11).  Clark allowed the Dow Chemical job interviews to go on as planned.  Only about 50-60 students planned the protest for the first day of interviews.  During that first day, the small crowd that was gathered at the demonstration became unruly, and the police, who had been on standby, were called in with tear gas to contain the protesters.  The next day, a crowd of 2500 students, faculty and community members gathered to protest the interviews (SJSC Campus Digest, 1/2/68, 3).  Despite the large number of people at the protest, only $513 worth of damage was done to the school, and Dow held every one of its scheduled interviews (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 3).  


Few people in the San Jose vicinity remembered the protest as Robert Clark wanted it to be remembered.  For Clark, the protest represented his resolution not to yield to pressure from radical students.  For most of the San Jose community, the protest was an outrage and a sure sign that San Jose State was the next Berkeley.  Clark reiterated that the protest was a result of his unwillingness to negotiate with radical students: “Unhappily, we are damned for the [Dow Chemical] incident and few remember that it occurred because we refused to yield to coercion” (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 3).  Had he given into the demands of the small group of radicals, Dow Chemical, as well as any other company that students did not approve of, would not have been able to hold any kind of job interview on campus.  Although Clark dealt with the Dow incident in the best way that he could, the state of California and many citizens of California were worried that San Jose State would succumb to the problems that so many other universities faced in the sixties.  The Dow incident put Clark under even more pressure to keep San Jose State peaceful in a time of upheaval.   


One of the last protests that Clark had to deal with as president of San Jose State was the American Federation of Teachers strike.  The strike occurred in January of 1969 when striking faculty who were members of the AFT marched around the perimeter of the SJSC campus.  Students soon joined the demonstration and brought the total number of people marching to 250.  About 30-40 students broke off from the march and ran through some buildings, breaking two windows (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 4).  The press reported a grossly exaggerated story of the incident, saying that “Trophy cases were smashed, windows torn out by their frames, and the sprinkler system turned on…Water flooded some floors, including the gymnasium” (TWX News Release, 1/17/69, 2).  In fact, only two windows and a picture frame were damaged (TWX News Release, 1/17/69, 2).  

Clark was lambasted in the press for allowing the protest to escalate to such a high level and for his treatment of the striking and non-striking teachers.  Clark was accused of showing favoritism toward the striking teachers by reducing their teaching loads, by allowing them 90 days to appeal for reinstatement to the faculty, by recommending their reinstatement, and by praising them as effective teachers (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 6).  Clark admitted that many of these were true, but not in the context that they were presented.  Teaching loads had been reduced for some teachers, but long before the strike had even been suggested.  Additionally, only 27 of the 94 teachers that had received reduced teaching loads were on strike (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 5).  Clark allowed 90 days to appeal for reinstatement because that was the maximum amount of time allowed under state law.  Clark recommended reinstatement of the teachers because the American Association of University Professors demanded that no teacher be dismissed without due process.  Had Clark not supported the teachers in their appeal for reinstatement, he would have risked censure by the AAUP.  Prospective faculty members hesitate to seek employment at colleges on the AAUP censure list, which would have resulted in the loss of new and valuable teachers.  Clark’s praise of the striking teachers was not because they were striking but because many of them were “outstanding and highly valued teachers who we can ill afford to lose” (Statement on Problems of Faculty and Student Unrest at SJSC, 1969, 7).  Overall, the AFT strike had little to no effect on the operation of the college.  Robert Clark’s fair handling of the issue led to its containment with little loss to both the students and the faculty members.

Later in 1969, Robert Clark accepted the position of president of the University of Oregon.  Clark arrived in Oregon during an extremely turbulent time.  The acting president of the university, Charles Johnson, had just died, and students were wary of the new president.  The first issues that Clark faced had to do with the ROTC program.  He was welcomed to the University by 150 protesters marching on his front lawn and demanding that ROTC be removed from campus (Dorsch, 31). The Reserve Officer Training Corp program had been under attack by student protesters at the University of Oregon, as well as on other campuses throughout the country, because “the University, through its various ties with the military, contributes to the policy of oppression and destruction waged by the U.S. in Southeast Asia and throughout the world” (Student Strike Demands-Nine Demands).  The ROTC protests during Clark’s presidency began on campus on January 23, 1970, when 25 students entered the ROTC building and caused considerable damage by drawing on the walls, pulling down shelves, and scattering materials.  Because no participants were identified, nobody was punished (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 4).  Another ROTC incident occurred on February 15, 1970 when there was a fire in the men’s physical education building that had been started in the ROTC storage area.  Nobody was charged with arson in this incident (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 6).  

The ROTC protests culminated on April 15, 1970 when 50-100 protestors marched on the ROTC office after a faculty vote to keep ROTC on campus.  The protesters broke doors, windows, and machines and scattered books and materials (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 8).  The police were called, but they did not arrive until after the protesters had left the building.  About three hours later, a mob of about 400 protesters marched to the ROTC building and threw rocks, fruit, and torches at the building and then doused it with kerosene (Dorsch, 30).  The police came in and used tear gas to disperse the crowd.  A group of about 200 students then moved to Johnson Hall, where they threw rocks at the building and at some cars on the street, breaking half a dozen windows (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 8).  The police came to Johnson Hall and eventually quieted the crowd.  Police officers were assigned to watch the ROTC building overnight to ensure that no further disturbances would occur.  Several people were arrested for inciting a riot and at least three more were arrested for interfering with a police officer while he was arresting someone else ((Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 8).

Clark made his feelings about ROTC on campus clear to the University community, “I am in favor of ROTC on campuses…I think this country cannot afford to be without appropriate defenses.  I think secondly that civilians must always control the military.  I think the setting of ROTC on campus helps to accomplish both these ends” (Guernsey).  Although Clark’s position on ROTC appeared to be unpopular among the students, a student vote that was conducted in January of 1970 showed that students voted 2232-919 in favor of keeping ROTC on campus.  This seemingly ironic vote showed that only a minority of students really wanted ROTC removed.  Although Clark emphasized his position that ROTC should be kept on campus, he did agree that changes were necessary in the ROTC program.  He supported a resolution to form a committee that would review the ROTC contracts and suggest changes if necessary:  “The faculty has now legislated a committee to make recommendations on the contract and the Sprague resolution would create a committee charged with recommending changes in the contract” (ASUO Strike Demands to Clark, 5).  Clark showed the students his desire to negotiate on the topic of ROTC by recommending these changes in the contracts, but he did not budge on his belief that ROTC should remain on campus.  

There are similarities between the ROTC protests at the University of Oregon and the Dow Chemical protest at San Jose State.  In both instances, a minority of radical students wanted an organization removed from campus because they believed it compromised the school’s values.  In both cases, Clark refused to be coerced by the minority of students.  He stood firm in his beliefs that ROTC should remain on campus and that campuses should remain open to job recruiters.  

The Weyerhaeuser protest at the University of Oregon took place on February 3, 1970 when the company had scheduled Job interviews on campus (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 5).  A group of about 35-50 students were protesting against “Weyerhaeuser’s local polluting, international profiteering, and its making profits from the Vietnam War” (PR from Weyerhaeuser 17, 2/17/70).  Only seventeen students were organizers of the protest and they labeled themselves the Weyerhaeuser 17.  The protesters managed to prevent about 2/3 of the scheduled interviews from occurring by “clogging the office reception area with persons, packing interview rooms, banging on doors, and creating loud noises” (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 5).  The members of the Weyerhaeuser 17 were charged with misuse of University property, conduct which intentionally obstructed or disrupted the educational process, and disorderly conduct.  Their cases were referred to the Student Court, where many of the students were acquitted (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest, 6).

Clark responded to the Weyerhaeuser protest with a strong statement on the traditional freedoms of the University and his intentions to keep the campus open to all recruiters: “Basic to the character of the University is its open campus tradition – set forth in a classic statement on the right of inquiry, free discourse, and respect for privacy.  What happened [at the Weyerhaeuser protest] Tuesday appears to be in violation of both our tradition and our rules” (Clark, 2/6/70).  Clark went on to say that he would not tolerate disruptions of legitimate campus business because it prevented both students and recruiters from obtaining rightful information.  He also announced that any students involved in the Weyerhaeuser protest would be cited to appear before the Student Court.  In his statements about the protest, Clark does not deny that the students have every right to protest, but that they cannot physically disrupt legitimate University business.  In essence, Clark points out that the students are being hypocritical by asking for more freedom yet trying to take the freedom of inquiry away from other students. 

The Dow Chemical protest at San Jose State and the Weyerhaeuser protest at the University of Oregon were very similar.  Both protests involved students trying to prevent job interviews from occurring because the students believed that the companies conducting the job interviews were immoral for one reason or another.  In both instances, Clark stated the same reasoning for keeping the University open to campus recruiters.  He did not want students to receive job information from only certain companies and not from others.  Although the Weyerhaeuser protest resulted in students being punished and the Dow protest did not result in any punishment, Clark handled both situations in similar manners.  He did not want to prevent students from expressing their opinions at either event, and he believed that they had a right to know why he could not ban certain companies from campus.  In the end, Clark wanted to stop a few radical students from disrupting and preventing the majority of students from receiving job information.  Had the Dow protest resulted in job interviews being canceled, Clark most likely would have punished the offending students for the same reasons that he punished the Weyerhaeuser 17.  He did not want students to express their dissatisfaction with the school by using violent or coercive techniques.  In both the Dow protest and the Weyerhaeuser protest, Clark stood firm in his belief in an open campus for recruiters and he did not give in to a minority of radical students. 

By far the largest and longest student protest to occur at the University of Oregon was the April 22-23 Johnson Hall sit-in.  The sit-in began on the morning of Wednesday April 22, 1970, when a group of about fifty students entered Johnson Hall and presented their demands to the administration.  The demands were that all naval recruiters be banned from campus, that ROTC be removed from campus, amnesty for individuals arrested as a result of the April 15th ROTC event, and removal of all police from campus (Johnson Hall Sit-in Description and Causes, 2).  The students then proceeded to sit on the floor in the lobby outside the administrative offices and wait for Clark’s response.  The number of students eventually grew to about 200, filling the lower hall.  Around 5:00, President Clark asked the students to leave.  When it became apparent that they would not leave, Clark negotiated with the faculty senate and ASUO representatives and agreed to let the students stay overnight as long as they remained non-violent (Dorsch, 31).   By Thursday April 23, the students were becoming disruptive.  A group of about fifteen students attempted to enter the president’s outer office and tried to occupy the State System of Higher Education office, which was upstairs in Johnson Hall.  The employees working in Johnson Hall were having a difficult time doing their jobs.  At 4:30 in the afternoon, Clark sat in the lobby with students and talked to them.  He answered their questions and spoke with them about their demands (Lanier, 4/22/70).  He explained to the protesters that they had overstayed their welcome and that they must leave: “Your specific demands are beyond my power to grant and thus your stay can only be symbolic” (Clark’s Statement to Protesters).  By 5:15, Clark announced that the police had been called and that he was giving the students a 5 minute grace period to leave the building without being arrested.  Most of the SDS leaders decided that they could not afford to be arrested and left the building.  The sixty one remaining students were arrested, but only after linking their arms and legs together, forcing police to carry them out of the building (Dorsch, 32).  

The initially peaceful arrest of the protesters was made violent by the police using a mixture of tear gas and smoke to break up the crowd and by the uninvited National Guard entering Johnson Hall.  Governor Tom McCall had initially wanted to send in the National Guard, but Clark convinced him that they were not needed.  McCall put them on stand-by just in case the local authorities were not able to handle the situation.  Although the Eugene Police Department did have the situation under control when the National Guard entered the picture, a miscommunication had kept the National Guard from getting the message to stay away.  The combination of tear gas and the National Guard led to a violent reaction from some students.  Sixty one students were taken to jail and were eventually released on bail.  Later in the evening on April 23, a crowd of 1500-2000 gathered outside Emerald Hall after a rally.  A few windows were broken, but no major damage was done, and the crowd remained peaceful (Johnson Hall Sit-in Description and Causes, 2). 

In the days following the Johnson Hall sit-in, Clark released statements regarding the incident and the students’ demands.  Clark said that he had reluctantly and sadly called in the police and that he did so as a last resort: “If we are forced to take police action, we should take it reluctantly and in sorrow…But this community cannot willingly accept intimidation, coercive behavior, or destructive violence as a means of correcting the supposed or real ills of this society” (Clark Statement, 4/23/70).  Clark reiterated that he understood why the students were protesting, but that he did not agree with all of their methods.  He understood their frustration with the Vietnam War and with the social injustices present all around them.  He also believed that their voices should be heard and that they had valid reasons for being dissatisfied.  Clark felt that the students needed to understand that violent methods for initiating change would be largely ineffective.  

At both San Jose State and the University of Oregon, Clark stated his reluctance to call police to campus.  In a statement released after the Dow Chemical protest at San Jose State, Clark said, “The free discussion of ideas should take place without any suggestion of coercion or intimidation…However, when our own students or when outsiders coerce or intimidate, when they turn to vandalism, when they invade classroom buildings to disrupt classes…then we must call upon the police to help us restore order” (SJSC News, 11/27/68).  Clark’s reluctance to call the police at the Dow Chemical protest is similar to his reluctance at the Johnson Hall sit-in.  In both instances, Clark attempted to talk with the students about their ideas and their demands, but in the end, he found that the only way he could end the protests and restore order to campus was by calling the police. 

Clark’s actions at two San Jose State protests are similar to his actions at the Johnson Hall sit-in.  At the Dow Chemical protest, the United Black Student Association protest, and the Johnson Hall sit-in, Clark made a point to talk to the protesters.  He answered questions and admitted that there was room for negotiation on some of the students’ demands.  After the Johnson Hall sit-in, Clark responded to the students’ demands.  He suggested ways in which students could have more of a say in what happens at the University and he suggested ways of modifying the ROTC contracts at the University (ASUO Strike Demands to Clark, 3).  At the Dow Chemical protest, Clark did not give in to the student demand that Dow Chemical be banned from holding interviews on campus, but he did sit and talk with students through a bullhorn about why he would not give into their coercive techniques.  He openly stated that he was proud of the students for remaining mostly non-violent and for stating their opinions without stopping the job interviews.  In response to the UBSA protest, Clark launched an investigation into racism at SJSC and he subsequently proposed policies to fix the discriminatory policies.  In all of these instances, Clark showed his willingness to hear student opinions and to negotiate if possible.  

The media mistake regarding the AFT strike at San Jose State was similar to many instances at the University of Oregon.  At San Jose State, the TWX news release grossly exaggerated the occurrences at the AFT strike, causing Clark to have to reiterate over and over the true story, even though many newspapers had recounted the correct story.  Clark complained of similar incidents at the University of Oregon.  In a statement to the Newspaper Publishers Association, Clark cited examples of how he had been misquoted as saying that he did not believe in bring police on campus, when in reality he had said that he thought it sometimes necessary to call police to campus, but more importantly that it was necessary to form good communication with the police department to plan for appropriate action in case it was needed (Statement to Newspaper Publishers Association, 9/19/69).  In both cases, Clark cleared up the matter with the various newspapers, but both reports brought unnecessary criticism on Clark from parents and community members.  

 Clark’s actions at San Jose State College and at the University of Oregon proved that he was a fair and sympathetic leader.  In all of the incidents of student unrest at both schools, Clark listened to, talked with, and negotiated with students about the issues that they felt were important.  Throughout all of the campus unrest that Clark saw at San Jose State and at the University of Oregon, he always sympathized with their causes.  Clark recognized that the reasons for most of the student unrest were rooted in general dissatisfaction with social conditions in the United States.  He recognized that the Vietnam War had caused students to think of the U.S. as a hypocritical nation and he understood their desire to create change, although he deplored some of their violent and coercive measures.  Clark faced many volatile issues during his time as president, but he handled each one calmly and rationally.  Robert Clark smoothly navigated both San Jose State and the University of Oregon through one of the most difficult periods in American history.  
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