
THE NEUTRALITY ISSUE 

I \vrite as a niimber of colleges, my own included, 
;ire in  po1itic:il recess. I t  is obvious that student 
enthusiasm has waned considerably since last spring 
\vlien emotions ran high and momentous crises 
shook c;inlpiiscs across the I i i l ~ d .  Only ii minority of 
institutions ;ire in  recess; :in even smaller minority of 
students are ;ictually engaged in campaign work, and 
they aren’t likely to make much difference one way 
or the otlicr. Shall we then put the whole matter out 
of mind (as many educntors are doing) and look 
forward to ;I return of normalcy, to smooth sailing in 
tlie placid ;academic jvaters of yore? This, I submit, 
\vouId lie a mistake. For the political recess is bound 
up \vitli the larger question of the role of universities 
i n  contemporary society, nnd more specifically with 
the qiicstion of \vhetlier or not they should take a 
collective stand on pressing issues of tlie day such as 
the Vietnam 1v;ir. 

widely debated topic in academic circles 
at the present time. Those who defend the high 
gro~iiid of academic +reedom argue that no educa- 
tional association (including faculty members ) should 
take official positions on political or moral issues. 
\\’inton Solberg stated this position clearly in a recent 
issue of the AAUP Bulletin: 

This is 

’I’he principle of institutional neutrality requires the 
university to provide a setting for the study of vcrious 
ideas, however controversial, but not to espouse any 
kind of orthodoxy whatsoever. It obligates the univer- 
sity as a corporate body to refrain from official 
pronouncements on disputed political, moral, philo- 
sophical, and scientific issues. This principle has flour- 
ished liccause it is essential to tlie proper functioning 
ol a genuine university, and if not destroyed out of 
transient or mistaken zeal it will continue to benefit 
society in the future as in the past. 

The heart of the purist argument is that neutrality 
is essential if academic freedom is to be safeguarded. 
Eyxessions of collective opinions on debated social 
issues would tend to introduce n kind of institutional 
orthodoxy that would he very unhealthy for the free 
eschnnge of ideas and even dangerous for those 
espressing dissenting opinions. As the former presi- 
dent of Brandeis University, Morris Abrams, put i t  
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versity in Delaware, Ohio, where he is a member of 
the pliilosopliy faculty. 

bluntly: “A universit). politicized, compelled to take 
stnnds and support politicid factions, radical or con- 
servative, is a university doomed.” And he goes on 
to explain: 

A politically programmed university can destroy the 
very procedures-freedom of expression and the free 
cxclinnge of ideas-that make innovation possible; 
ccrtninly it becomes an inhospitable place for men of 
\vide and divergent views. The consequences of a 
decision to politicize the university are simply not 
defensible on educational grounds. 

I t  is often pointed out that while pressure for 
abandoning institutional neutrality comes primarily 
from the leftist groups, if they succeeded in their 
aim the political right would, de facto, be  more 
successful in manipulating colleges and universities 
to their own purposes. Another point frequently made 
is that, while internal matters relating to the climate 
of tlie campus may be the object of collective faculty 
concern, any real power the latter has disappears in 
the larger civil community where matters are  usually 
much more complex and in which educators, ut sic, 
have no specid competence. It is worth pointing out 
too that those who defend this position frequently 
remind their audience of Hitler’s Germany, where 
universities were forcibly subjugated to the political 
ends of the Nazi Party, a situation that ediibited the 
tic plus ultra of non-neutrality. 

Those who reject the purist position are quick to 
point out that the analogy with Hitlerian Germany is 
esscntially false. Hitler saw it was precisely neu- 
trality itself that was dangerous. The  fact that he  
forced unix’ersities into support of his policies meant 
that neutrality was merely a state of wishy-washy 
indecisiveness. For, it is asked, had German faculties 
becn committed in a vocal and organized manner to 
the traditional ideals of humanism, might not the 
Nazi tide have been stemmed? Non-neutralists ad- 
vnnce a twofold argument. First of all, universities 
are not, as a matter of fact, neutral. They are in 
and of society, deeply involved with society’s needs. 
The most blatant instance of this is the “service 
station” type university that defines its raison d&tre 
:is service to the community in the form of training 
professionals and furnishing the results of research 
to government, business, etc. Secondly, it is not 
desirable that universities be neutral, especially in 
critical times like these when it is difficult to  abstract 
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educational policy from urgent political and moral 
issues. The underlying principle here is that institu- 
tions of higher learning esist for the “common 
good.” There is a further principle, what might be  
called the existential imperative, that man is a whole 
and not fragmented being who must express himself 
as a whole, in his professional capacity as well as in 
less significant forms of behavior. As Siirtre put it: 
“There is not a taste, a mannerism or a human act 
which is not reoealing.” 

I t  is well to remind ourselves of the close link 
between institutional neutrality nnd the dominant 
method of the natural sciences, the former being in 
large measure the outgrowth of the latter. TO state 
the ideology of scientific method as briefly as possible, 
we may say that science wishes to disassociate itself 
from making value judgments; it discerns no values 
in the world it investigates. The latter-whether 
religious, esthetic, or ethical-are shunted onto the 
non-cognitive sidings of the intellectual enterprise. 
Scientific method is committed to a cerebral mode of 
thought, bent in favor of the quantifiable ancl 
measurable. In  the heyday of positivist optimism, it 
was assumed that the benefits of scientific inquiry 
were inevitably good. Ends would take care of 
themselves so long as we remained faithful to the 
methods and spirit of the natural sciences. Today we 
know that is not the case. Value-neutral research can 
lead to environmental decay, social alienation, indeed 
to nuclear holocaust. Scientists are now confronted 
with the consequences of their activities in a par- 
ticularly dramatic fashion; circumstances have made 
it clear that there is no escaping the “good” or “bad’ 
effects of research, that there is no escaping the 
tangled net of ethics. This has been true all along, of 
course. Value neutrality \vas the expression of a 
cultural bias of a scientific age iind therefore an 
(implied, a t  least) moral judgment about what things 
would count as moral. 

There is a parallel sense in which institutional 
neutrality on the part of universities is, as students 
often point out, a kind of moral cop-out. At its worst, 
it is a kind of fake neutrality that, in effect, supports 
the sfntus quo. I remember a university president 
saying last spring that the Vietnam war was a moral 
issue and that universities had no business speaking 
out on moral matters. \Vhy not? What is the rationale 
of such purity? One detects an other-worldly note 
here that simply cannot be justified in the name of 
academic freedom. On the other hand, this freedom 
must exist and it must be defended as a necessary 
condition of effective teaching and research. The 

danger of the non-neutralist position, with its em- 
phasis on choice, relevance, and commitment to ends, 
is that it may sweep all education into the market 
place of “popular” ideas, making of it a pawn of the 
sfattrs quo in a different but equally dangerous way. 
We then become corrupted, as Kalman Gnldberg of 
Bradley University has noted, 

in the sense that we identify not only with the 
techniques of the receiving institutions but also with 
their values and their survival. We thus are in danger 
of depriving our society nncl oiir college graduates of 
an intellectual and osthctic dimension that both need 
for survival and 61m. 
The dilemma is a real one and cannot be reduced 

to the relatively simple matter of evaluating the 
merits of the purist and non-neutralist positions. 
\Vhat we ure talking about is the question of what 
educiltion should be in our day. It is common now to 
begin discussions of this question with a confession 
of ignorance: we don’t really know; we are caught up 
in n widespread failure of nerve (an  identity crisis, as 
some like to cilll i t )  that so far has made it impossible 
for iinyone to put forth a convincing and generally 
acceptable philosophy of education. The recent 
Presidential report on education made the startling 
statement tliat “we know very little about learning” 
(let alone how to finance i t ) .  But we do know that 
the “bigness” characteristic of most campuses today 
is one reason why students are not learning, why they 
are bored, disenchanted and restive. This suggests 
that a first step might be to break the larger units 
into smaller, esperimental units. Professor Trow of 
Berkeley suggests that the successors to the present 
multi-universities mill be “ a  congeries of much smaller 
units [200-300 students with 10 to 90 f i ~ c ~ l t y  mem- 
bers] marked by a high degree of voluntarism in 
their membership and a higher degree of agreement 
on 1vhat they are about. These will be the building 
blocks of any larger educational enterprise.” I might 
add that I ani willing to lay my money on this 
eventuality. 

I t  is thus not entirely true to say that we don’t 
know what education is or ought to be. We know 
that it has to do with freeing the intellect from 
igfiornnce; we know it Iias to do with cultivating a 
critical and moriilly sensitive intelligence; we know 
that education is a function of the good life. \Ire know, 
in fact, a good deal even though it  is hard to get it 
all together in the confusion of the times. Newman is 
still relevant. He had part of the answer to the frag- 
mentation of knowledge that is a result of our 
bigness. Or Socrates. He was the first to see that 
the great hope for man’s redemption was to awaken 
lifs critical sense. He saw that it was all too easy to 
free float in a value-less ivory tower, and all too easy 
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to merge oneself in the stream of mass values. The 
city state could only flourish on condition that justice 
and right were forged OQ the smithy of critical reason. 
Or  Dewey. So close to us and yet so far, urging upon 
us the conviction that education has to do with the 
cjudity of esperience. I t  will not d o  to exacerbate 
our ignorance by assuming that nothing important 

has ever been said about the problems we face. 
I myself would like to see the debate about neu- 

trality continue because this is one way of carrying 
on a dialogue about the larger question of what 
education is and ought to be for our times. Both 
purists and non-neutralists and all their colleagues in 
between stand to gain in this dialogue. 

correspondence 

“RECKLESS RHETORIC AND 
New Brunswick, N.J. 

Dear Sir: I find Ernest Lefever’s article, “Reckless Rhet- 
oric and Foreign Policy” ( worlduiew, November), both 
11:iIlling and troubling. I am baf%d because I find it 
difkult to believe that anyone who has been alive in this 
corintry over the last five years could manage to intel- 
Icchidly elude most of the forces and ideas abroed in the 
land. I am troubled because we are told that the life and 
career of an important American is reducible to a single 
speech, the importance of which is by no means demon- 
strated by die author. 

The daastating and dehumanizing effects of the Viet- 
nam war on both combatants and civilians was a reality 
nhich I thought had been internalized by most people. 
nut perhaps, in the instant case, it bears repeating. Any- 
one who has followed the Calley and MitchelI trials will 
notice the parade of pathetic, freaked-out former riflemen 
and machine-gunners from Charlie Company. With their 
long hair and beads and their reticent anger they are a 
walking repudiation of what they witnessed and enacted 
at h ly  Lai and places like it. Listen to poor Paul Meadlo 
\vlio cried as he fired into a ditch full of old people. 
Listen to hlaples and Thompson as they tell of the dreams 
of death that come bnck nightly to haunt them. These 
drerims, no doubt, afflict the Viet Cong soldier as well, 
but he, thankfully, is not our immediate pioblem. He is 
not part of the grim array of walking wounded and moral 
cripples \vho join \Veatherman as soon as they can get 
out of their uniforms or who join the drop-outs who can- 
not keep the aggressive traits they leamed in Vietnam 
under control. He is :ilso not the black veteran who is 
now wise in the ways of the M-16 and whose society has 
trained him, first on the streets of the ghetto and then in 
the paddies of the Delta and the hills of I Corps, to be an 
nccomplished revolutionary and sociopath. 

If Martin Luther King and seven complete synods of 
left-wing Protestant clergymen had willfully concocted, 
exaggerated, and falsified, they would still have fallen far 
short of describing the monstrous domestic effects of the 
war. 

Perhaps, as ?vir. Lefever has pointed out, the word 
“violence” has been debased. On the other hand, maybe it 
is our vocabulary that is inadequate to describe with suffi- 
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cient exactitude the death of a 13-year-old junkie who 
overdosed with heroin in a tenement bathroom. Perhaps 
our  definitions are not up to characterizing the malnutri- 
tion and parasites which afflict the black kids of Beaufort, 
S.C. or the Chicano kids of El Paso, or the white kids of 
Clay County, Ky. If we debase the term “violence” by 
using it in these contexts, what words do you use? Do you 
call them accidents, perhaps, or maybe “benign neglect”? 
How about national absent-mindedness? 

I think I stand with the mainstream of modem social 
science when I say that systemic violence is perceived 
by its victims as being every bit as illegitimate as extra- 
systemic violence is by its victims. How relevant was the 
“civility and fair play” of our system of justice at  Kent 
State? Even if the tendentious verdict of the state grand 
jury had been different, it could not have raised the dead. 
Should the students at Jackson State have obtained an 
injunction or a writ of mandamus to stop the Sheriff of 
Hinds County or the Police Chief of Jackson from firing 
into the girls’ dormitory? Why this unalloyed halo of 
sanctity over the head of constituted authority? 

There are indeed many elements of our system that are 
worthy of praise and veneration, but there are others 
which are piebald and rotten. Is one required to have the 
same reverence for the judicial system of corrupt Hudson 
County, N.J., as he does for such models of municipal 
rectitude as Montgomery County, Md.? I trust that 
h4r. Lefever is aware of the fact that in most large cities in 
this country, the judicial system has completely broken 
down. These are places in which jail is a surrogate for 
trial. People confronted with this alternative are not dis- 
posed to wait for the mills of justice to grind exceedingly 
fine. I might add that the inequities in our legal system 
do not fall heaviest on Senior Staff Members of the Brook- 
ings Institution. 

As to the question of rectitude in the dialogue on Viet- 
nam, let us speak about Secretary Laird‘s testimony re- 
cently before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
where the Secretary failed to link the “protective reaction” 
raids against North Vietnam with our raids on the P.O.W. 
camps because “no one asked” him. I question whether, 
to use Mr. Lefever’s terms, this was part of a n  “honor- 
able” dialogue. 
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