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In 1959, a young physical chemist by the name of Ralph Spitzer left Oregon State University, then Oregon State College.  Eleven years later, in 1970, another young chemist, John Froines, left the University of Oregon.  Both men were deeply involved in left-wing politics, and both lost their positions for political reasons.  But more than the passage of time separates these two men.  Spitzer was fired from his position; Froines resigned.  Between them was a philosophical gulf regarding the practice of science, the practice of politics, and how the two should be linked.

A Man Divided: Ralph Spitzer


Ralph Spitzer had been teaching chemistry at OSC for three years without tenure when he was told his contract for the following year would not be renewed.  When he asked a reason, college President August L. Strand replied that while his academic work had been satisfactory, it appeared that he “had become much more interested in other matters than he was in chemistry.”
 Spitzer felt unjustly terminated, he turned to the American Association of University Professors for help but was given none.  He then turned to the Appeals Committee of the OSC Faculty Council. When this failed as well, he turned to the public for support.  On campus, “most of the faculty took the president's side, and pictures of cheerleader candidates replaced the political headlines of the student newspaper, The Barometer, within a few weeks.”
  Community responses came from the Portland League of Women Voters and prestigious OSC alumnus Linus Pauling, at that time president of the American Chemical Society.
  Strand, often brusque and even rude in his replies, would not be moved.


While Strand was within his legal rights in ending the contract of a non-tenured professor at his discretion, Strand's dismissal drew fire because it was politically, not academically, motivated.  Spitzer and his wife had been involved with the Young Progressives group on campus and had been campaigning for Henry Wallace and but in the fallout from his termination Strand publicly called Spitzer a communist.  



President Strand also claimed that Spitzer's his scientific beliefs were being influenced by the communist party. Citing a letter from Spitzer to Chemical and Engineering News in defense of the widely discredited Soviet geneticist T.D. Lysenko, Strand claimed that this letter represented a small part of Spitzer's “constant activity on behalf of the Soviet Union” and adherence to the party line.
  


While Spitzer's defense of Lysenko's theory was certainly strange, the reasoning of this argument is informative.  He “compared the Soviet Communist Party's control over its scientific establishment as similar to that exercised by those who controlled the funding of research in the capitalist world.”
  At first glance, Spitzer appears to be simply defending the Soviet genetics dogma, an odd position in no small part because Spitzer himself had no training in genetics!  The other side of this argument, though, was Spitzer's statement about science-- that all science is controlled by non-scientific interests, whether it by by the funding mechanisms of capitalist science or the party mechanisms of Soviet Russia.  Therefore, simply because Lysenko was working under the Soviet system and his work was endorsed by Soviet officials was not sufficient reason to discount his work off-hand.  While any comparison of the United States and Russia in this period was unwelcome, this particular claim has more non-partisan merit than is evident at first glance.


Spitzer felt that as his work in the classroom and laboratory had been entirely satisfactory his politics ought not to affect his standing in academic employment.  Linus Pauling had described him as “in the upper group of able young physical chemists in the country” and Spitzer clearly was eager for the promising career in basic research that lay before him.  Spitzer held his politics in one hand and his science in the other, but was fired in spite of that.

Unambiguous Dissent: John Froines


John Froines came to the University of Oregon as a very young assistant professor with an already-prestigious pedigree both in academics and in activism.  He received his PhD. in 1967 from Yale University, specializing in toxicology and industrial hygiene, and then conducted postdoctoral research at the Royal Institution of Great Britain under Nobel Laureate Sir George Porter for a year.
  In 1964, the year he received his Masters' degree at Yale, he also chaired the group Students for Johnson.  Soon after, he joined the Students for a Democratic Society, and later founded the Radical Science Information Service.


In his first year at the University of Oregon, Froines became the SDS faculty adviser.
  At least as reflected in the student paper the Oregon Daily Emerald, his involvement was minimal: only once does his name appear in print in relationship to the group that year, in an article noting that he would be conducting a Free University class on “Colonialism and Imperialism” as part of SDS-sponsored U.S. Memorial Week activities.
  


More light is shed on Froines' role in the campus group by former University of Oregon SDS member Blaine Ackley.  Ackley describes Froines as “aligned with the national structure.. [Froines] wanted committees, position papers, speakers from national,” while the more homegrown Oregon group of which Ackley was a part was “more anarchist... inclusive, spontaneous, visceral.”  Ackley recalls a meeting where the more “visceral” faction used “high theater”, which included a military uniform, a helmet (dubbed the “helmet of power”), and a toilet, wherein the helmet was placed before being offered to Froines.  Froines declined.  Ackley recalls this meeting as taking place before 200-300 people in a large lecture hall.
  Froines, a new presence on campus at this time, must have been baffled.  Given his behavior upon arriving among the Oregon SDS and the time in which he was indoctrinated into the movement, it is clear that his beliefs resembled those of the founders of SDS, what Todd Gitlin refers to as the “Old Guard” or the “Old New Left.” While the Presidential Archive file on Froines has been closed and thus whatever documents regarding his principles are not available, these beliefs can be seen on display in the SDS' founding document, the Port Huron Statement.


The Port Huron Statement (PHS) was the product of several months’ worth of discussion, writing, and revising by the SDS’ founders.  Tom Hayden, a member of the Chicago Seven and now a California Senator, penned the majority of the Statement, which met with final approval at the SDS national convention in Port Huron, Michigan, June 11-15, 1962.


The purpose of the Statement was to officially document the concerns and purpose of the SDS, whose initial 60-some members found themselves “looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit.”  The SDS’ hopeful idealism is foreshadowed even in the Statement’s opening “introductory note.”  In contrast to the staunchly codified, red-tape regulations of the institutions the group desired to combat, the PHS’ malleability is stressed:  “... [it is] a living document open to change with our times and experiences.  It is a beginning.”


This open-ended flexibility is further manifested in the SDS’ foundational tenet of “participatory democracy.”  In many ways, this concept was at the root of all the SDS’ actions and all it hoped to accomplish.  The tenet essentially holds that individuals should take part in determining the social decisions that impact their lives, and that society should be organized so as to facilitate this participation.  The SDS endeavored to “wrest control” of their destinies, and held out the high hopes of eventually having an impact on the structure of our society as a whole.


But don’t we already live in a democracy?  Isn’t this a free country?  According to the SDS, no.  The PHS alludes strongly to the rampant apathy that its authors felt was overcoming the country’s youth.  “Apathy toward apathy,” even.  Politics are not profitable, and not worth the risk of failure; according to the Statement students are more concerned with study schedules and “two nights each week for beer,” than they are with the state of the world, which they see as “inevitable.”


These observations are not kind to the socially and politically listless fellow students that the original SDS members found themselves surrounded by.  But the kids themselves were not to blame.  The PHS points the finger at increasingly powerful, bureaucratic institutions, blaming them for the apathy of the masses.  Universities are singled out in particular--the authors of the PHS were college students, and state that they first began recognizing the ills of society while attending college.  They view the college campus as a microcosm of society as a whole.  


They cite “in loco parentis theory” as a major cause of student inaction.  The university acts as a “moral guardian,” preparing the student for citizenship by extracting the creative spirit of the individual.  Obviously, this is quite contrary to what the SDS believed the university ought to be doing, that is, assisting in the open cultivation of personal intellect.  The PHS goes so far as comparing the (then) modern college experience to watching a television set-- “passing on the stock truths of the day.”


The PHS criticizes the study-beer-class-study-girls rut that most students fall into as alienating, placing the student in his own little world, oblivious to more relevant concerns.  The Statement also accuses universities of selling out (perhaps necessarily, due to under-funding) to “huge foundations and other private financial interests”; this makes universities “more commercial, but less disposed to diagnose society critically, less open to dissent.”  Isolated and belittled by the powers that be, students “accept elite rule within the university, which prepares him to accept later forms of minority control.”  


Despite its disapproval of the general condition of the university, the PHS still holds out hope for its potential-- it compliments the scattered numbers of students who at the time had already begun demonstrating, breaking free from the grasp of apathy and alienation.  The Statement notes that “the university is in a permanent position of social influence,” that it is “a crucial institution in the formation of social attitudes,” and central in “organizing, evaluating, and transmitting knowledge.”  Together, these qualities make the university an ideal potential base from which to launch a “movement of social change.”


In the body of their statement, the composers of the PHS set incredibly high goals for themselves, and for society as a whole.  They not only complain about the current state of things, they adamantly advocate change.  “The United States’ principal goal should be creating a world where hunger, poverty, disease, ignorance, violence, and exploitation are replaced as central features by abundant reason, love, and international cooperation.”  They want the media to change, political parties to change, corporate accountability policies to change, allocation of resources to change, bigotry to change ... the list goes on.  How is all of this possible?  The writers describe “men as infinitely precious and possessed of unfulfilled capacities for reason, freedom, and love ... [they] have unrealized potential for self-cultivation, self-direction, self-understanding, and creativity.”


Even if the apparently enlightened men of the SDS could utilize a fraction of this amazing potential, would they be able to effect widespread structural and social change?  Refreshingly, the PHS is quick to address its seeming exaggerations.  Its authors realize that many may see the SDS’ lofty set of goals as “a juvenile hallucination,” but they insist that fear of failure is not a valid reason to never try in the first place.  Furthermore, the authors do not, in fact, expect a serious change to be completed via university activism alone.  The SDS’ more realistic hope is to “awaken its allies” throughout the country and outside of university campuses, and through “genuine cooperation, locally, nationally, and internationally,” break the “crust of apathy.”


“If we appear to seek the unattainable,” the Statement closes, “then let it be known that we do so to avoid the unimaginable.”  A sense of urgency and potential doom permeates the PHS.  At the time, the “unimaginable” future it speaks of was truly that-- unthinkable and impossible to calmly accept.  With the Cold War going strong, and policies of deterrence rather than disarmament remaining intact, members of the SDS openly considered the possibility of a nuclear shootout destroying mankind as we know it.  “Our work is guided by the sense that we may be the last generation in the experiment with living.”  


The PHS asserts “we find violence to be abhorrent.”  What the SDS and the rest of the New Left must do non-violently, then, is “start controversy across the land ... The ideal university is a community of controversy.”  The goal of this controversy is to “transform modern complexity into issues that can be understood and felt close-up by every human being.”  This is similar to the goals the PHS sets for the dominant political parties: undoing excessive party overlap and clarifying the menu of distinct party political agendas, thereby rousing people to participate in a democracy they can understand and relate to.


Given these principles, it is ironic that when he came to Oregon Froines was largely unpopular among the students.  He was seen as representing a voice of outside authority, the “academic approach” perceived as belonging to the national organization, but not to the taste of U of O activists.  


In the summer of 1969, Froines attended protests held at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago.  There he unwittingly met with undercover police agent Irwin Bock in a park and allegedly stated that “the demonstrators needed more ammunition to use against police,” discussing with a friend, Lee Weiner, how to gather materials for and build Molitov cocktails.  Froines, Weiner, and six others were arrested; Froines was charged with conspiracy and with “teaching and demonstrating the use of an incendiary device.”  Due to the trial proceedings, Froines took leave without pay from the University.  The trial lasted nearly six months, from September 24, 1969, through February 7, 1970.  Froines was acquitted of all charges, while five of his co-defendants were sentenced to five years in prison for charges of “having an intent to incite a riot while crossing state line,” a crime under the 1968 Civil Rights Act.  All charges were overturned by the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals on November 21, 1972.


During the trial, there were many activities on campus in support of him and the rest of the Chicago 7.  Paul Gratz told the Oregon Daily Emerald at a meeting: “Right now we are encouraging people to go to Chicago is they can.  At the same time there are people doing work here.  The people who do go to Chicago are going to come back to their schools and bring them the war back to every part of the United States.  There will be a great deal of militancy.”
  Another SDS student, Joseph Schoenfeld, was quoted as saying: “The Chicago 8 will be avenged on the fields of Vietnam by the V.L.F.”
  John Froines clearly had an uneasy relationship with the University of Oregon campus, becoming much more popular among students after his arrest than he was before it, and becoming a symbol for militancy and violence even though he had tried to impose reason upon the unruly group.


Froines submitted his formal resignation on September 21st, 1970.  He implied that he had been told he would have to “separate [his] political life from [his] professional life” in order to return to the University, but did not state that any formal action by the administration was forcing him to leave.  Rather, he left the university of his own volition in large part because he could no longer separate his politics from his scientific work.  Upon resignation, he released a lengthy statement detailing his reasons.  He wrote: 

We must recognize that a deformed society necessarily deforms the uses to which its scientific knowledge is put, and that a humane science exists only in a humane society.  Because our work is basic in no way removes us from being responsible for it.

His statement continued, indicting professors for training “the corporate technocrats, the industrial technologists and scientists, the makers of napalm, the creators of chemical-biological weapons.”
  For Froines, pursuing his scientific work in a society he could not trust to use it well was hypocritical. 

Conclusions and Epilogues 


It is interesting that both of these men went on to pursue more applied scientific work.  Spitzer went back to school to receive a medical degree and became a professor of medicine at the University of British Colombia.
  Froines went into public service as  Director of Toxic Substances at the Occupational Safety and Health Administration and then as Deputy Director of the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health.  He is now a professor at UCLA doing work on environmental toxins and is the director of the Center for Occupational and Environmental Health.
  Both men, whose careers were interrupted because of their deep concern for the state of society, turned their attention away from the socially unresponsive and coldly impersonal world of pure research toward a professional course that would tangibly and directly improve the lives of others.


The latter half of the twentieth century is filled with politically active scientists, beginning with the atomic scientists movement that followed World War II.  However, this long legacy can lose meaning if we presume that all activist scientists felt the same way about their activism.  Many-- I would say most-- felt that their scientific work and their political activities could be pursued side-by-side, although the universities that employed them or the organizations that funded their work sometimes disagreed.  Others, however, left science entirely-- in the case of Froines, returning only when he felt certain that his work would not be corrupted by the society in which he lives.
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