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Times of Turmoil: Is an unbiased, neutral position achievable?


When “the shit hits the fan” life can be as burdensome as a chronic migraine headache.  The jobs of administrators, namely the president, at college campuses across the country in the late 1960’s and early 70’s was this excruciating.  The University of Oregon was no exception.  Engulfed in discord it was on the verge of dissolution.  A bitter separation of groups over sensitive political issues along with the manner, in which feuding bodies acted, was sufficient to label the scene chaotic.  Arguably the 1969-70 school year in Eugene was the point when the disarray reached its peak, which coincided with the arrival of new president Dr. Robert D. Clark.


To infer that Dr. Clark’s inaugural year as the acting president was hectic is an understatement.  He was greeted by radical student protests, both peaceful and violent, and subsequent criticism from the community’s conservative citizens and alumni.  With relentless pressure from both of these groups, any stance taken was met with hostility from some, if not all, sides.  A man not as well-equipped to handle the stress would have surely crumbled or resigned.  Though from all accounts he was an exceptional person, Dr. Clark’s predecessor, Charles Johnson, was eaten alive by the job and unable to make the many arduous decisions he was faced with. 


As the president of a university, one faces the unenviable task of making tough calls on controversial matters.  Inevitably it results in the displeasure of some, but it is impossible to satisfy everyone, which is why we need strong-willed leaders who are unafraid to do the right thing even if it may cause uproar.  It is unrealistic to be completely neutral, as neutrality involves stagnation and no movement in one direction or another.  As Dr. Clark told me in an interview from November 6, 2003, “Sometimes a president needs to take a stand and be responsible.”  The university as a whole should attempt to remain neutral, but as a leader, it is necessary to take deliberate action in some cases. 


While neutrality is not always desirable, an unbiased perspective is.  Whether or not unbiased positions are attainable is totally different because everyone possesses preconceived notions and ideas, and it is very difficult to separate bias from related concerns.  President Clark was exquisite at eliminating bias and outside influence from affecting his resolution to do what he thought right.  When he believed that student protests were justified and appropriate he allowed for their course.  However when he saw their actions as interfering with the rights of other students or visitors at the university, he stepped in to prevent the disruption.  Dr. Clark’s actions in these instances were based on the well-being of the institution and providing an open and educational forum; they were not related to his own ideals about the subject at hand or prejudiced by the desires of an ardent party.  The president cannot always be neutral, but he can remove his bias and act in favor of the university’s greater good.  Through examining how President Clark handled events on the University of Oregon’s campus during this period, it will be shown that he did just that. 


Robert Clark expressed his personal views on a number of occasions, but managed to adequately separate these beliefs from his ability to perform as the president at the University of Oregon in an unbiased fashion.  He was particularly clear in his opposition to the war in Vietnam.  In a May 13, 1970 statement presented to the student-faculty coalition, Dr. Clark was blunt on the issue, saying, “I am opposed to the war in Vietnam; I believe that we ought to end it as quickly as possible,” (Clark, May 13, 1970, “Report on Student Unrest”).  Dr. Clark went on to admonish the deplorable costs of the war, including the many lives lost (both young Americans and Vietnamese), condemn the nation’s disregard for the power of congress, whom had yet to declare war on North Vietnam, and criticize the war as an unjust, faulty means for halting the spread of communism.  

Later in the same address President Clark gave his approval of peaceful and appropriate student protest to the Vietnam War.  He stated, “I support the student effort to secure petitions that present congress with the alternatives of stopping appropriations for the war in Vietnam, or of declaring war,” (Clark, May 13, 1970, “Report on Student Unrest”).  The president supported these forms of protest due to his firm convictions in the first amendment and believed that whether or not others agreed with the protestors, they should stand behind their constitutional right.  

Clark also strongly agreed with the presence of ROTC at colleges, although he acknowledged that reformation of its policies was needed.  This is not to say that he was in favor of military proceedings, but that he considered the university setting as an ideal atmosphere for any form of learning, even militaristic education.  In the interview the November 6, 2003 interview with Dr. Clark, he told me that any academic unit on campus is subjected to the views of that university.  Accordingly, President Clark contended that the University of Oregon possessed superior views to those displayed in an exclusively military environment.  The objective setting of a liberal arts college offered a far more informed perspective than what is provided under biased military conditions.  Proof of this assertion is given by the example of Honors College graduate and former ROTC member, Ival McMaines.  His liberal education sufficiently supplied him with the background to question and oppose the army’s unjust practices and teachings.  After discussing some of Dr. Clark’s relevant opinions, we can analyze how he was able to ignore them and successfully operate the University of Oregon from an unbiased position.

Dr. Clark was a strong proponent of self-governing in the university setting, meaning that the university should handle turmoil from the inside and issue due punishment on its own, resorting to outside agencies (such as police) for assistance only as a last resort to violence or a dangerous and unmanageable disruption.  He made these beliefs, and other methods for handling unrest, clear to the public at his December 8, 1969 address to the WICHE conference.  Although Dr. Clark was adamant about his desire for the university solely to handle its own problems, he was also quite clear in recognizing that some occurrences may prove too hazardous to forsake outside interference, “…action to prevent or stop violence must be taken in context, at a time and in a manner and under conditions that will not escalate the crisis,” (Clark, WICHE conference), but he felt that it should not be applied hastily.  These standards keep the good of the university clearly in mind.  They allow for students to demonstrate without fear of reprimand as long as they do not endanger others or pose a threat of vandalism.  Dr. Clark realized that the premature deployment of police would simply lead to further outrage and division on the campus, and he also showed a strong concern for student rights.  Whether or not President Clark would adhere to these guidelines remained to be seen.   


The first significant demonstration that necessitated a response from Clark came early on in the winter term.  Multiple student groups merged to form what was known as the “People’s Trial Coalition.”  This conglomeration sought to put the University of Oregon and its administrators on trial.  They were charged by these radical students with a number of crimes and referred to as, “an essential and integral part of the imperialist and racist system operated by the corporate elite of this country,” (Lanier, January 13, 1970).  The accusations were as follows: the university trains and recruits for government and military purposes as well as private corporations and individual agencies; the university has a strong economic stake in the groups involved and ignores humanitarian consequences that may occur; it submits to the State Board of Higher Education, which is influenced by the sway of these large corporations; it accepts grants from both public and private agencies to further destructive research and benefit the empire; and the university’s curriculum is designed to indoctrinate students to serve the needs of the ruling class.  Members of the administration and faculty were subpoenaed to the court in order to defend their actions, but none appeared at the “Trial.”  These details come from the “Report of Student Unrest by Robert Clark” file in the archives.  

President Clark presumed that the “trial” was biased and pre-judged and he referred to it as “nothing but theater.”  He went on to issue this statement in response to the charges of the trial, “the format of the “People’s Trial”- with verdict already rendered- does not lend itself to better understanding of the problems or resolution of the issues,” (Lanier, January 13, 1970).  It was clearly unworthy of the president’s time to attend as nothing substantial would be accomplished, other than admonishment of the university’s practices and authorities, in an arena such as this one.  But, nonetheless, Dr. Clark allowed for the students to proceed with their mock trial.  They were conducting a creative peaceful protest, which they had a right to do.  Since in doing so the students were not interfering with the academic process or the rights of other students in anyway there was no real adequate reason to prevent the “trial.”  Whether he personally agreed with their reasons for protesting was irrelevant, because they had a right to demonstrate.  Some outside onlookers may have viewed it as an instance of the university losing further control of students, but since President Clark respected their methods, he did not take preventive action. 


As a direct result of the “People’s Trial”, students involved in the “hearing” marched into the faculty meeting already in progress later the same day of January 14, 1970.  They had found the university guilty of all the aforementioned crimes of aggression against humanity and demanded that their verdicts be heard.  There were some 30-50 demonstrators who came, refusing to sit in the visitors’ gallery in favor of remaining among faculty members and standing amidst the aisles.  President Clark denied them the opportunity to speak here and they proceeded to heckle and disrupt the meeting, (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest).  Dr. Clark responded with the following statement, “I understand and sympathize with the students who may wonder why they cannot address the faculty in an open meeting.  They do not perceive that the faculty, at its regular meeting, is a legislative body, and that, if it is to do business, both its members and its visitors must observe the procedural rules.  A member of the faculty must speak to the motion that is before the house; he cannot discourse at will on any topic, however much it concerns him, unless he speaks to a motion,” (Clark, February 6, 1970 Emerald).  

In this incident Clark opposed the revolutionary radical desire to be heard at all costs in favor of traditional rules, because he considered the methodology intricate to the university’s functioning.  Here the protestors were interfering with the academic process and therefore were not given the floor.  Had the students been allowed to speak, it would have opened the door to chaos in a controlled setting dictated by formal procedures.  If an exception had been made because of the threatening nature of the protestors’ behavior, Dr. Clark and the university’s integrity would have compromised as there would be nothing to prevent a future recurrence of the same thing, and those who demanded attention through intimidation would dominate.  In order to pacify the situation, President Clark simply adjourned the meeting preemptively, rather than call in police assistance.  Since there was no threat of violence or vandalism at this point, it was better to let the situation defuse itself, as opposed to possible escalation.


Following these related events President Clark responded to the student demands stemming from the “People’s Trial.”  In his response the president tried to be as unbiased as possible, which meant neither disregarding nor conforming to the wants of the protestors.  Information about this statement comes from the “Report on Student Unrest by Robert Clark” file in the archives.  The first issue Dr. Clark tackled was the desire for ROTC to be eliminated from the University of Oregon.  President Clark enacted a vote in order to get the fairest assessment of how the majority felt about its presence on the university’s grounds.  The faculty voted to keep ROTC and furthermore the students voted 2232-919 in favor of retaining it as well.  Although the protestors were perhaps more visible in their opposition to the ROTC, clearly most of the people saw value in its occupation of the campus.  The second demand he replied to called for an end to corporate and military recruiting on campus.  Dr. Clark may have actually agreed in some respects with the radicals here (although I found no definitive evidence), but he did not allow for a bias to come into play.  Both corporations and the military were groups with a legitimate right to recruit future employees.  He compared them in structure and essence, not ideals, to the SDS and other minority groups and declared that they were subject to the same protective rights.  The third demand was for an immediate end to the purchasing of all grapes.  This issue was enduring and a touchy one as Governor Tom McCall attests to, “Jesus, what a bum idea.  You count the grapes and if you’re eating them faster than you were last year you’re supporting the farmers, and if you’re eating them slower you’re supporting Cesar Chavez, so you try to eat them at the same level that you did the year before.  That sounds awfully Mickey Mouse,” (Metzler, p. 136).  It was very hard to take a stance on this dilemma without siding with one group or another.  So President Clark did what he thought would be the most neutral and unbiased by simply not taking any action and advising people to boycott the grapes themselves if they do not agree with their presence.  If enough people participate, the number of grapes at the U of O will decline.  These were the most controversial demands that Dr. Clark addressed.


The next test of student unrest that President Clark faced would be less than three weeks later.  On February 3, 1970, the protestors were at it again, this time disrupting employment interviews of the Weyerhaeuser Company.  Students were appalled by the presence of a company that generated profits from the Vietnam War and produced harmful pollution and chemicals at the university and sought to intervene in their processes of recruitment.  A group of around 35-50 demonstrators blocked the halls and clogged interview rooms to prevent the company from meeting with prospective employees.  President Clark had put aside his personal beliefs at this time, as he was strongly opposed to the war and the Weyerhaeuser Company essentially supported the war, and upheld the overall well-being of the university.  One cannot pick and choose what groups are allowed to be on campus or it would not be a university open to education and diversity.  Clark issued the following statement after the protest, “What happened in and around the placement office in Susan Campbell Hall yesterday appears to be clearly in violation both of our tradition and of our rules.  Students legitimately seeking information about possible employment and career opportunities allegedly were denied access to that information, while at the same time visitors to the campus, here on legitimate business and at the university’s invitation, were harassed and deprived of their rightful opportunity to carry out their assignment,” (“President’s Office Student Unrest, Emerald Clippings “student unrest” 11/70 file).  

The protestors hindered the opportunity and right to educational advancement of others on the university’s campus, and accordingly Dr. Clark strongly opposed their methods, without regard to whatever their motives may have been.  This course of action was the best that he could take as the president, since it benefits the university and ignores any personal bias that Dr. Clark may have possessed.  Although no punishment was issued to students who invaded the faculty meeting in January, this time violators were cited and punished for their misdeeds as their action directly harmed the rights of fellow students and university guests, he further asserted that “disruption cannot be tolerated,” (Clark, February 6, 1970, Emerald).  The police were not called, as no violent acts beyond the formation of blockades took place, but they were put on standby for this volatile situation.  It seems that Dr. Clark made the right decision again to not call in outside assistance as the situation eventually diffused and could have become much more explosive had cops arrived.


The campus remained relatively calm with only a few smaller disturbances until April rolled around and the university’s volatile aura began to escalate severely.  The first major incident occurred on the 15th.  An angry mob of some 50-100 people proceeded to march on the ROTC facilities and engage in riotous behavior.  They first arrived at Cheney Hall at approximately 5:30 p.m. and caused extensive damage to the facilities and its equipment.  Police agencies were called in but failed to arrive until looters had already dispersed.  Three hours later protestors returned now with around 300-400 participants.  They began to vandalize the building, pelting it with rocks and torches.  Again police were summoned and this time they arrived in time to take preventative measures.  Demonstrators promptly received tear-gas from the cops, which was likely substantiated based on descriptions of the protestors’ behavior (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest).  Many people at this point left for Johnson Hall to continue the disruption but the police responded fast enough to reduce the threatening nature of the situation.  Some individuals were arrested for “inciting riotous behavior,” (Report on Recent Episodes of Student Unrest).


Dr. Clark did not want to call in police, as evidenced by his restraint in past situations of unrest, but the violent actions of students left him no other choice.  He resented outside assistance at anytime, but explained, “when faced with violence and disruption, the university has no recourse except the calling of police agencies,” (Caldwell, January 21, 1970, Register-Guard).  Ideally the university would solve such problems without outside interference, but it is not realistic.  Had President Clark neglected to request police, the campus could have erupted in chaos.  It is one of the very difficult predicaments that a leader is placed in.  If he calls in the police, the students view him as copping out to elitist pressure, but if he does not the campus explodes in turmoil and may possibly shut down because of the danger.  He had to take the course of action that was most beneficial for the university and not be swayed by outside influences, which in this case he did.


The police presence, however, further alienated Dr. Clark from radical students.  In light of the leniency he showed in the past, this phenomenon is somewhat ludicrous.  There had been multiple ROTC protests earlier in the year that went largely unpunished.  Viewing their actions as unfocused and without a clear purpose, Clark simply responded to ROTC demonstrators as follows, “You have not made it clear where you stand in relation to the country as a whole.” (“Report on Student Unrest by Robert Clark”).  It was unclear what they intended to accomplish.  Obviously they wanted to abolish the ROTC on campus, but this resolution was resoundingly voted down in the poll that President Clark allowed.  Nonetheless, Dr. Clark remained supportive of students’ rights to passive protest.


The subsequent event following the ROTC riot was the infamous sit-in at Johnson Hall.  On April 22, 1970, an initial group of demonstrators ranging from 50-100 filtered into and occupied Johnson Hall.  President Clark asked these protestors to leave Wednesday afternoon and informed them that their occupation of the premises was unlawful, but when it became evident that they would not disperse that evening, he relented.  Dr. Clark conceded that as long as they remained peaceful, he would not call the police that night in an effort to reduce the situation’s potential for trouble.  Though he would have been justified in calling for outside assistance on the night of the 22nd, he hoped that by submitting this victory the protestors would perceive his desire to help them and head out the following day.  Of course it did not happen quite this way.


The protestors stayed into the next day and consequently began to disrupt the educational processes of the university.  They attempted to gain entry into offices and prevented clerks, secretaries and the president from working effectively.  Dr. Clark and other administrators met with the students for an extended period and tried to dissuade them to leave, but it was clear that the protestors were not going to leave voluntarily.  It was only at this point after 5:00 p.m. on April 23, 1970 that President Clark requested outside assistance.  There had not been any violent acts up to this time, which contradicted Dr. Clark’s original declaration to only call police to prevent violence, but this was an occurrence that began to prove hazardous to the daily functioning of the university.  Individuals were peacefully removed from the building by policemen until the National Guard arrived and began spraying tear-gas into the crowd, which quickly escalated the situation from a peaceful protest to a near riot (“Report on Student Unrest”).


Dr. Clark was stuck in a lose-lose situation.  He recognized the potential strife that may ensue as a result of police presence on campus, “Premature calling of police agencies creates an uncontrollable response (on students’ part) in a confrontation situation,” (Caldwell, January 21, 1970, Register-Guard).  However there was really no other course of action he could take.  The students were not going to relent, and he could not relinquish control of the campus to them.  Though this kind of protest may be effective, it is not a legitimate way to get a policy enacted.  If the students’ demands were met as a form of acquiescence, it would encourage future deviant behavior as a means to get what one wants.  


The students were protesting for a number of reasons, and they issued four demands as the reasoning for the sit-in.  The first of these was for the removal of all naval recruiters from the campus.  Demand number two was for an end to the ROTC.  Thirdly, the protestors requested amnesty for the individuals arrested during the April 15 protest, which was likely responsible for the April 22 demonstration.  Finally they wanted a removal of all police from the university’s campus.  All of these revolved around a fervent desire to halt the Vietnam War.  Three of there demands had either been previously addressed by President Clark or remained out of his control.  Already he had discussed why military recruitment was allowed at the University of Oregon; just like any other group their rights were protected.  And furthermore he had authorized a student vote on whether to keep the ROTC, which resoundingly favored its presence.  As to providing amnesty for persons arrested at the April 15 incident, he explained that it was a legal matter and not up to him.  Dr. Clark was sympathetic to some of their demands, especially to their opposition of the War in Vietnam, but mainly he valued their right to protest peacefully and be heard.  He clearly opposed the illegal nature of the sit-in, though, and supported the use of law enforcement.


The president gave a statement to the students on April 24, 1970.  He offered the suggestion of a meeting between students and faculty to discuss what changes should be made, perceiving it as the best alternative for the university as a whole.  A more intimate environment would lend itself better to an efficient possibility for advancement, “Such meetings would provide a setting in which rational and thorough discussion of the issues could take place between students and faculty,” (Clark, April 24, 1970, “Report on Student Unrest”).  Dr. Clark contended that the large gatherings, characteristic of protests, enabled little progress to be made.  There were too many bickering bodies and viewpoints being wildly hurled around to effectively accomplish anything.  The students, however, were not very open to the possibility of this meeting and preferred to the avenue of demonstration.  

This situation was doomed for strife between demonstrators and authorities.  President Clark held out on requesting outside assistance for as long as he could, and possibly even longer.  Had he waited until the 24th to summon police, another school day would have been lost.  Besides, it seems very likely that the protestors would have stayed as long as they were allowed.  President Clark resisted the pressure from Governor Tom McCall to issue arrests earlier, and eventually he made his decision based on what would be best for the university as a whole, and not what powerful authorities or radical coalitions dictated.  It would have been impossible to take a neutral position in this situation.  Neutrality involves doing nothing, but to do nothing here would have essentially supported the students as they would have remained present for an extended period and quite possibly shut the school down completely.  So President Clark had to take some kind of action, as not doing anything would have been taking a stance in itself, and he did what he thought right for the university.

Sometimes, even when possible, neutrality is not always the best action to take, as Dr. Clark described to me in the November 6, 2003 interview.  On certain matters, he asserted, it is the president’s duty to take a stand and be held responsible for repercussions, whether positive or negative.  There were three issues that President Clark recalled being intentionally in support of.  He first chose to actively participate in the case of John Froins, who he fervently supported in the right to academic freedom.  The second and third issues were related to each other as both dealt with potential cut-backs.  It was voted to eliminate the herbarium from the campus, and Dr. Clark opposed the sanction. The university had been making huge gains in the field of organic science, and he believed that it would greatly hinder advancement of the university.  Finally Dr. Clark supported the newly founded Honors College in the face of adversity.  Shortly after he had first implemented the school, budget cuts threatened elimination.  Obviously President Clark won that bout as the HC persevered and is prosperous today.

The obligations of the president at a major university are immense and his tasks are more than formidable.  He has to appease a multitude of people who usually differ in an abundance of ways.  Of course it is impossible to please everyone, so the president has to consider what is best for the college as a whole and not individual groups.  He has to view matters from an objective perspective and not pay undue attention to hostile responses or criticism as they come with the territory.  Perhaps the best measurement of a good president is that everyone is mad at him, indicating that he has not catered to anyone in particular.  

It takes a special person with strong enough self-esteem to not be derailed in the process of performing this job.  He must be able to ignore harsh comments and pressure from intimidating factions to enable the proper functioning and advancement of the university without outside influences.  Dr. Clark’s reign at the University of Oregon was quite probably during its most tumultuous era.  Acknowledging the point to which it has developed today, and the progress he enabled without compromising himself is remarkable.  President Clark’s tenure was a resounding success.  He handled student unrest in an appropriate manner virtually every time, exerting the precise amount of leniency and discipline while erasing his personal prejudice from the issues at hand and failing to cave to demands from either student radicals or conservative citizens when they were unfounded.  A president cannot always be neutral, but as Dr. Clark was able to do, he can remove his own bias and act in favor the university’s advancement and greater good.     
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