PAGE  
14

The University Student: Scholar, Citizen, and Protester

Rose E. Connolly

Prof. S. Clark, Prof. D. Frank

H.C. 421, War and University

10 December 2003

The 1960s brought about a remarkable time of change for universities as institutions.  Relations between administration, faculty, and students changed dramatically.  Student life took on a new form of liberal living and students began questioning student rights and authority.  Confronted daily in their lives with questions about the unjust war, civil rights and freedom of speech, students had the time and personal concern to work for change.  Across the country, students were in violent opposition about the war, both with each other and with an older, more conservative generation.  The question of the university’s role in society came under great scrutiny by students, administrations and communities, especially that of a public university.  Did the purpose of a university being a forum for question and debate give students the right, as a part of the university, to host protests and make administrative demands on campuses?  As an institution, should a university take a side on political issues?  To what extent should the administration listen to both students and taxpayers?  

At the University of Oregon, President Robert D. Clark thoroughly believed in the purpose of a university as a place of questioning and learning and recognized its role as a host for debate of controversial matters.  In one of President Clark’s responses to a concerned citizen lies Clark’s most eloquent tribute to the purpose of a university:

The goals of a University are quite different from those of a College or a high school.  The University is a place set aside by society to seek truth and knowledge; to investigate, to question, and even to add new concepts to what is already known.  We teach young people how to think.  We offer a potpourri of views and attitudes and we protect our American right to hold different views.

Being a public and publicly funded university, the University of Oregon carefully balanced its allegiance to state officials and taxpayers with the loud voice of students and faculty.  The remarkable amount of formal correspondence between President Clark, Governor Tom McCall and concerned citizens carefully follows the many sides of the different issues confronting the University community.  W.J. Darm, an earnestly conservative businessman from Portland, is one very prevalent example of the taxpayer’s active voice within the President’s office.  The records of correspondence mark the sometimes threatening and ever changing pressures facing Clark and the administration.



To look back at this era, two fundamental ideas need to be considered: the previously conservative state of student life and the underlying pressures of the Vietnam War on all members of society.  The student rebellion of the late 1960s came from a more regulated and oppressed state.  Students left their parents for college as adults going on to higher education, to live like children under the mercy of the deans of student life.  Also, the underlying stress that war brings to any society was clearly evident on all college campuses.  Especially for students, whose own generation were the ones out on the front lines dying.  Sixty one percent of the 58,000 Americans killed in the Vietnam War were 21 years of age or younger.
  The constant vulnerability to the draft and having loved ones shipped overseas cemented the fear and anxiety within communities.  Tensions were high as society grappled to find the level of student rights and activism that was protected under the different interpretations of the purpose of a university.


Unique to President Clark was that he not only believed in his set forth principles of a university, but he fully participated as a part of the University, sharing some of his views publicly.  Clark’s quite frequent, open conversations with students and faculty gave him a first hand understanding of the current issues, and why students and faculty felt as they did.  At the time, this often-informal communication between university administration, faculty and students was a new concept for all parties.  This forum gave Clark the opportunity to gain the student’s trust as an informed representative of their beliefs to the administration and government.  In this forum he openly agreed with students that the war in Vietnam was unjust and that the draft should be ended.


In a statement on anti-war demonstrations, Clark wrote, “The divisiveness that the war in Vietnam has brought to our country is bitter indeed.  I deplore the loss of human life, soldier and civilian, American and Vietnamese, and I mourn with the grieving families of this war’s victims.”
  Even though Clark was in agreement with many of the students concerning the war, he firmly argued which means were appropriate to protest the war.  Clark encouraged “peaceful dissent” as set forth by the President’s Commission on Campus Unrest- a document by the commission President Nixon ordered to investigate the issues surrounding the incidents at Kent State University, Ohio, and Jackson State College, Mississippi.  In one address to students, Clark quotes the Commission:

Peaceful dissent, in sharp contrast to all forms of disorder, is altogether permissible on a university campus.  Because there seems to be so much confusion on this point, we cannot emphasize too strongly that dissent and orderly protest on campus are permissible and desirable.  American students are American citizens, and a campus…is essentially a public place…universities must staunchly preserve and defend an atmosphere in which all points of view may be freely expressed.

Clark would actively open the faculty and administrative ears to student voices that were peacefully organized and that possessed initiative for positive change.  


Governor McCall also had an open-door policy for the citizens of Oregon, including the students.  He presented an often conservative, but rational view in his response to students and their varying demands.  Like Clark, McCall recognized the purpose of the university, but with greater restrictions.  In a State Address in July 1970, he emphasized his willingness to listen to the students.  In response to an unpopular speech he wrote:


On reflection, however, I would do it again--because it was an opportunity 

for me to make it clear to these students that even though I am not 



prepared to agree with them, I am prepared to hear their opinions when 


they express them in orderly and legitimate fashion.  It is when people  


stop listening that the bricks start flying.
 

McCall walked a fine line between the demands of students and older citizens.  For as many letters that he received from students, just as many arrived from concerned taxpayers that did not understand the student’s radical behavior.  In their eyes, the students were too young to make rationale decisions.  Ironically, the voting age was not changed from 21 to 18 years of age until 1971, even though society deemed the students old enough to die for their country at the age of 18.  McCall was a “vocal and steady supporter of the war effort in Vietnam.”
  Despite great efforts of open communication, McCall would never be an ally to the students protesting the war.


From his many conversations and interactions with students, Clark had a first hand understanding of the pressures mounting on students and felt the passion they had for their causes.  Through his unbiased ear, Clark crossed over the generation gap and clearly understood the differences between his own generation and that of the students.  In one speech, he addressed the causes of his own generation’s numbness to fear and tragedy by listing the many acts of war they have witnessed.  He calls his generation to remember:

We have forgotten the sense of guilt the post-World War I generation felt over America’s participation in that war; we have forgotten the dramatic anti-war sermons of Harry Emerson Fosdick and John Haynes Holes, and hundreds of others, we have forgotten the anti-war talk of college students, the Oxford pledge never again to bear arms…We must remember if we are to understand the impassioned concern, the anguish, of the young.

This understanding gave Clark the foundation to relate with both generations and their demands as he worked in the best interests of the University.

This generation gap between students and vocal taxpayers is evident within the correspondence.  From his discussions with students, Clark understood the background influences and growing angst of the student’s concerns.  He protected the students from criticism that many of them did not want to be students, nor appreciated the opportunities they had.  Perhaps for a portion of students, college was not their first choice.  Some of this criticism came from the disagreement between generations about the protection that students did or did not have under the set forth objective of a university.  

On the student’s behalf, Clark argued three points in return: the draft forced eligible candidates to be students, parents were determined for their children to have better lives with a college degree, and that the labor market had no jobs for the younger generation anyway.  In a speech on October 14, 1970, Clark asserted his thoughts on the issues:

I am pleased by President Nixon’s publicly declared intent to end the draft but dismayed by his recent announcement that the end will not come before 1973.  That means three more years of coerced attendance and consequent discontent for many young men.  But there are other more subtle forms of coercion than the draft.

After recognizing the prepared but stalled action of the government, Clark goes on to argue his second two points.  He also addresses the student’s concern that the democratic society will not be able to support the societal evolution: 

If we are going to improve the system for the dissatisfied young, the place to begin is to give high school graduates alternate choices, and so long as the draft is in effect, one as free from or subject to the draft as others.
  

The proposed alternate choices of Peace Corps. related programs and business internships may not have been the optimal answer.  However, it reflected an effort to find a solution, an effort that was perhaps more important than the perfect answer.  Clark stressed this idea to both generations; the driving goal for both groups was one in the same, a better United States of America.  He concluded his October 14th address with the proposal, “Let us plan big—not for the young, but with the young, and for our state and country.”

Yet without the awareness of the separate generation’s own common goal, critics continued to lack tolerance for protesting students who they believed hid under the shield of university protected debate while avoiding the draft.  Fortunately, on behalf of the administration that worked directly with the student body, Clark believed that regardless of a student's reasoning for higher education, "Students are people and must be responded to as people, but with a sensitivity to their peculiar values and perceptions."
  Members of an older generation, who did not have regular interaction with the students, did not accept the liberal but rational change in administrative policy towards students and student life. 


Overwhelmed by the stories of radicals taking over campuses, the self-proclaimed “silent generation” took on an active letter writing campaign to state officials and university administrators.  In one letter to Gov. McCall, Mrs. Deanna Hansen announces her withdrawal of a recent donation to her alma mater, the University of Oregon, and questions about student activities, “Why tolerate such destructive activities?  Only ten years ago if students acted in such a destructive manner they would have been dismissed from the university with out delay.”
  Mrs. Hansen’s letter only focuses on the few violent radicals, and fails to accept the vast majority of students as adults practicing their civil rights through protest.  

Society is irrational to think of college students as children when they are actually educated adults discussing world issues as they learn about historical events and consider different viewpoints, all the while holding draft cards.  Fortunately, the administrators recognized this and rewarded the maturity of the majority of the students with a less conservative student code of conduct in the early 1960s.  President Clark acknowledged this generalization in his response to Mrs. Hansen:

I regret to learn that you plan to withdraw your support of the overwhelming majority of our conscientious students as a form of reprisal against the militant few.  Your decision, although it may not have occurred to you in this light, plays into the hands of the radical few who seek to destroy the institution.
  

For many active taxpayers, not the students, but the faculty was to blame for inciting heated protests.  


W.J. Darm was a particularly active representative of the older generation, as well as a parent of a University of Oregon student, who held great fear of a politically active faculty.  In one of his many letters to Clark, Darm suggests that the president, “take advantage of this summer to weed out the troublemakers.”
  After visiting the University of Oregon campus on parent’s weekend, he wrote to Gov. McCall with his impressions of the problems plaguing the university:

A.  The presence of a very small highly dedicated group of leaders with a fanatical determination to have their own way.

B.  A very substantial percentage of the faculty, particularly in the younger segment, who fail to maintain anything resembling an impartial attitude, are strongly partisan and actually serve to incite the demonstrations and unrest rather than acting to calm things down.

The idea that “a very substantial percentage of the faculty” taught politics in the classroom instead of course material is clearly a considerable exaggeration.  Some members of the faculty brought political ideas into the classroom.  However, the extremity of world politics’ involvement in the most pressing current issue, the war, could not keep daily conversations apolitical.  The political faculty was in fact facilitating part of the purpose of the university as outlined by Clark, “We offer a potpourri of views and attitudes and we protect our American right to hold different views.”
  Darm did however publicly disagree with Clark’s ideas about a university’s purpose.  At the end of his letter to McCall, Darm went to the extreme of proposing that, “legislation should be prepared for the next session, making it a criminal offense for any public school instructor to indulge in or promote any political activism which in any way takes advantage of his position as an instructor.”
  If Darm is an example of the parental influence on the students, then clearly they were exposed to conservative viewpoints already.  Thus the students were learning the other side of issues that they not only faced, but on which many of them voted as citizens.  


An interesting note is that as the movement progressed at the University of Oregon, many of the protesting students felt in opposition of the faculty, while the outside citizens continued to group them altogether as radical liberals.
  Many of the taxpayers who actively fought to rid the University of politically active faculty, also supported the drastic measure to let police regulate protests. 


The President’s Commission on Campus Unrest, composed after the devastating events of military brutality on college campuses, outlines the university’s role in society:



Academic institutions must be free -- free from outside interference, and 


free from internal intimidation. Far too many people who should know 


better -- both within university communities and outside them -- have 


forgotten this first principle of academic freedom. The pursuit of 



knowledge cannot continue without the free exchange of ideas.

To what extent can the governor's ideas and taxpayer's voice be considered "outside interference?"  Does a public university’s administration work under the “internal intimidation” of its state government’s authority and decisions?  Or does the threat of suspension or expulsion for participating in protests infer "internal intimidation?"  If a university cannot govern itself without using internal intimidation, but should not bring on the outside interference of police, then a very open ended and liberal definition of a university's rights and immunity can be interpreted from the Commission.  Clearly the government did not endorse the conclusion of its own Commission when National Guardsmen were supplied to Oregon in the spring of 1970.

The presence of military forces on a university campus is in itself a complete contradiction to the purpose of a university.  However, did the illegal means of the students which brought such forces to campus, overstep the rights of students within the set forth principles of a university?  This sacred purpose encourages students to exercise their rights as citizens, questioning the norm and peacefully protesting in the interest of their beliefs.  However, this purpose does not grant immunity.  The Commission supports, “Students who bomb and burn are criminals.  Police and National Guardsmen who needlessly shoot or assault students are criminals.  All who applaud these criminal acts share in their evil.”
  The President’s Commission on Student Unrest was an extraordinarily thorough and fairly unbiased analysis of issues and their underlying backgrounds on college campuses in 1970 and the years surrounding.  


The Commission separates the situation into two divisions, the crisis of violence and the crisis of understanding.  The later looks into the issues between generations that Clark referred to as a numbness and a lost memory of youthful ambition.  The crisis of violence outlines the rights of students as citizens and analyzes the increasing threats of national division:

The Constitution protects the freedom of all citizens to dissent and to engage in non-violent protest. Dissent is a healthy sign of freedom and a protection against stagnation. But the right to dissent is not the right to resort to violence.  Equally, to respond to peaceful protest with repression and brutal tactics is dangerously unwise. It makes extremists of moderates, deepens the divisions in the nation, and increases the chances that future protest will be violent.

The line of citizen rights is quite clear.  Groups like The Weather Underground broke the law when they destroyed public areas.  Students clearly broke the law when they bombed the ROTC building, PLC, and attempted Johnson Hall.  Bringing police onto campus broke the unwritten law that protects the University as a place, “set aside by society to seek truth and knowledge; to investigate, to question, and even to add new concepts to what is already known.”
  However, even the presence of the National Guard on campus did not break any state laws.  

The administration brought police onto campus for the safety of students and University property because laws were being broken.  President Clark and the administration successfully governed the University for the majority of these radical times.  In his sincere address to students after police presence on campus, Clark wrote:

I want to commend the great majority of you for your poise and restraint in these trying circumstances…Nonetheless, I understand why some students were aggrieved and agitated by the presence of police on campus.  I regret that inability to govern ourselves made it necessary to call for assistance from the police.  We must not forget that the precipitating factor was the determination of a small number of students to settle the issues by violence and force.

The need for police presence is understandable.  However, the brutality of the National Guard’s actions coming onto any campus, Oregon’s or Kent State’s, is humanely inexcusable.  

What occurred is in the past.  As active participants in the University, the students had the full right to openly debate radical ideas and to peacefully protest.  However, did the purpose of their protest have a morale value that rationalizes their illegal means of protest?  The students, despite their numbers, must have felt so weak in opposition to the government, generation, and capitalist traditions they were fighting.  How could they affect change in a system that is so powerful, so wealthy, and so corporate?  Their generation was in Vietnam dying by the thousands; there was no immediately tangible success in legislation and voting.  The students wanted action, not just to be heard.  The government agreed to listen, but did not understand.  For if they did understand, not just the students but the 70% of Americans who opposed the war in 1970, the military would have been pulled out of Vietnam.
  


No, the student’s moral causes did not justify illegal actions.  Morality cannot be an argument.  In the film, A Weather Underground, thirty years after the group’s radical actions, a former Underground member recognizes the extraordinary danger of anytime one person or group can rationalize to themselves that their morals are above another’s.  And can from there, rationalize their actions.
  However, perhaps more than peaceful dissent was called for because of the severity of the issue.  Ending the war was the objective, not proving the moral inferiority of war supporters.  Perhaps the actions of some of the protestors that went beyond peaceful protest can be justified because of the issues.  People were dying by the thousands on both sides of the unjust war.  The issue was urgent.  The need for action was urgent.  Peaceful protest was not delivering action from the national government nor making headlines in the media.  Perhaps the deliberate actions of the student protestors to break the law can be justified.  The answer may lie in the retrospective opinions of those individual protestors, those who paid for their beliefs in prison time, arrests, suspension, etc., who can decide if their illegal actions were justified or not. 

At the University of Oregon, in addition to the separation of violent and peaceful demonstrators, a division can be made between protestors who wanted the United States out of Vietnam, and those who also wanted the University to take a public stance on the war.  A public university not only represents itself, every single student and teacher, but also the larger community and state in which it resides.  Rational analysis would then conclude that when representing a body so large and diverse, a university should not take a political side.  Yet did an issue as severe as the unjust war in Vietnam, an issue that needed immediate action, overrule the before mentioned unwritten law not to generalize?  The answer is debatable.  For if it did claim an antiwar position, the University would not only be alienating the veterans of the community and veteran alums of the school, but alienating those for whom they were fighting- plaguing returned Vietnam soldiers with guilt, who were originally drafted against their own will.  However, the reality was that the demand of these radical student’s for the government to end the war actually represented the majority of the country, over 70%.  Therefore even if the University’s decision did reflect the majority’s opinion, should it take a side?  Also, what power or impact does the University taking a stance actually have on the government’s decision?  

Regardless of the correct answer whether or not to take a side, the events at the University of Oregon in the late 1960s and early 1970s appropriately reflected the purpose of a University.  The student’s voices and ideas were heard.  This is evident in the University’s national notability in comparison with the University of California at Berkeley and the University of Wisconsin at Madison.  As a public university, the forum was open to and included the rationale and influences of the outside community, including those of the government, parents and taxpayers.  However, the University did not neglect its duty to protect student’s ideas and beliefs, as radical as they may have been, from outside regulation and censorship.  The purpose does not shelter students from the legal consequences of their actions.  President Clark made this quite apparent in one speech:

The University Code of Conduct…has made it clear that students will not be protected by the University if they are guilty of breaking the laws of the state or municipality.  This is not a matter of indifference or lack of compassion, but of equity in relation to non-university students and of the students’ responsibility to the community at large.

With the exception of the National Guard coming onto campus, the student protestors at the University of Oregon were fairly treated in respect to President Clark’s purpose of a university.  The level of tolerance exhibited by Clark and the administration toward student protestors throughout the times of tension was not only appropriate, but commendable.
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