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The Aims of Education Address

“Liberation and the Liberal Arts: The Aims of Education”

By Robert Pippin

September 19, 2000

L.

Itis a great privilege to be invited to give this
annual talk to the incomingclass. The “Aims
of Education” speech has become a ritual at
the University of Chicago for the last thirty-
eight years, and I am honored to be able to
deliver the address to the first class of the
new millennium, and in the presence of our
new President, Don Randel, whom I wel-
come most enthusiastically and gratefully
to this truly ungovernable place. However
much a great honor, though, it is also very
intimidating. It is intimidating not only
because, with a topic so sweeping and com-
plicated, avoiding clichés is hard, but for
another, obvious reason. This choice of
yours about where to go to college is one of
the three or four “big ones” in your life,
right up there with the choice of a career and
aspouse. Youall no doubt took advice from
parents and relatives and friends, and prob-
ably, for some of you, your decision was
affected as much by where you weren’t
accepted as by where you were. But all of
you decided to apply here, and the decision
to come here was, for many of you, the first
major life decision that you yourselves, as
adults determining your own fate, have
made. It will shape so much in your future
that many of you are no doubt starting to
think: Well, why did 1 come here? This place
seems so intense and serious; what in the
world have 1 gotten myself into? And you
might be expecting me to tell you, and that
is what is so intimidating.

After all, yoursis a unique and extremely
privileged situation, and that always calls
for reflection of some sort. Only an infini-
tesimally small percentage of people in the
world your age get four years like this, and
only a minority of those privileged few, I am
sorry to have to say, really take advantage of
such an opportunity. Unless we can start a
conversation about what this unique struc-
ture and rare opportunity is all for, and can
settle together on some common aspira-
tions, we might as well drop the pretense of
great seriousness that events like this are
supposed to imply, import the fraternities
and sororities from Florida State and USC,
build the engineering schools, drop the Com-
mon Core, and “vocationalize” away. As
already noted, this is the period of your lives
when you start to take over the active man-
agement of your own affairs, when you
begin to “lead” those lives, as we say, and in
North America (almost alone in the world,
apart from the Oxbridge system in En-
gland), we have settled on the residential
liberal arts college as an ideal way to help
you do so, to make part of this transition.
Why is that?

11.

Let me start with the truisms often uttered in
contexts like this. Truisms are, after all,
occasionally true, and they can thus be a
good beginning guide. The chief aim of
education at the University of Chicago is a
successful “liberal arts” education. (To
avoid the confusing suggestion that you
might be here to learn only painting and
music and dance, the “arts” bitis now often
dropped and this phrase is shortened to a
“liberal education.” But that can be confus-
ing too, since it suggests that you are here to
learn to be more like Ted Kennedy or Mario

2

Cuomo. So I might as well stick with the
old-fashioned term, according to which bi-
ology and economics, just as much as litera-
ture and philosophy, can be studied as a
liberal art if studied in a certain way.) Per-
haps no other university in the country
takes such an ideal so seriously or asks itself
so interminably what exactly a liberal arts
education is, and whether it is so all-fired
important. The topic usually arises here in
discussions about general education and the
Core. (This is the place after all that once
had a four-year common core requirement!)
But it also describes an ideal to which we all
aspire throughout the student’s time here
and that general ideal already evinces the
root meaning in the ideal of a “liberality of
mind,” that is, the realization of a certain
sort of freedom. The Latin root, liber, means
“free” (it is also the Latin noun for “book,”
an odd coincidence that supports the point
Iam trying to make), and the very first use of
the word “liberal” in Englishin 1375 was as
an adjective in “the liberal arts” and desig-
nated “the objects of study worthy of a free
person.” And that is what we are supposed
toteach you: to enable you to become a freer
person and this by showing you (so goes
that truism) how to “think for yourself,” to
be able to reflect critically on what you have
heretofore just taken for granted; and to
learn to do this by an acquaintance with the
best that has been thought and written by
human beings. Similarly, as you all have
also probably heard, here you should not
just learn the facts and methodologies of
modern mathematics and science; you
should learn how a mathematician and a
scientist think, so that you too can go forth
and design your own experiments and proofs
(or appreciate that form of discovery and
reasoning when you encounter it “in the
real world”), just as you can learn to think
your own thoughts and write your own
elegant, persuasive English prose.

In a university setting, such a liberality of
mind means attention to “knowledge for its
own sake” and so a certain kind of freedom
from the compulsion of the requirements of
biological life, from the satisfaction of un-
avoidable needs, the press of the passions,
the everyday and the practically necessary.
(This understanding of freedom, which is
obviously connected with a kind of leisure
and privilege, was first formulated and de-
fended over 2,000 years ago by Aristotle
and has influenced the notion of an “ideal”
education ever since.) You all know the
caricature of such an “impractical” atti-
tude: the absent-minded professor, who is
so indifferent to the practical that he forgets
to change clothes and to eat and so forth.
That is a figure of ridicule, of course, but it
is also, oddly, an expression of envy and, in
its latent hostility, a kind of suspicion that
such a type really can exist with such indif-
ference to the practical world, that he or she
really is so liberated from such cares and can
lead a life dedicated to something believed
to be of intrinsic value. The opposite of the
liberal arts stance or sensibility is then not
just dogmatism and prejudice, but also any
kind of over-specialized technical instruc-
tion, or vocationalism, a slavish devotion to
the means necessary for mere surviving or
existing comfortably, rather than a devo-
tion to inquiry about the good or the best
life, and to the value of knowledge itself, for
its own sake. Or at least that was the older

controversy when our most famous former
president, Robert Maynard Hutchins, strode
through these hallowed halls; and it is a
debate that is still very relevant.

More recently the suspicion about such a
claim to freedom has come from the charge
that the traditional humanistic liberal arts
ideal that comes down to us from the Re-
naissance, the general ideal that I have just
summarized, is itself not liberating but in
the service of some political goal, and rather
than foster liberation, actually “serves
power” in some way (a class, a gender, an
imperial power), reproduces an enslave-
ment to an elite or to a restrictive, exclusion-
ary self-understanding. But this last charge
is of course not really an objection to the
liberal arts ideal, but an attempt to formu-
late and pursue it more rigorously, even
more “purely.”

1.

As this simple summary already indicates,
any formulation of such a liberal arts ideal
(the view that a certain sort of learning and
knowledge might enable one to lead a freer
life, even if a learning and knowledge not
directly connected with practical results or
technical power) is an ideal often formu-
lated in response to and as a defense against
a perceived threat or attack (such as that
pursuit of such an ideal is a waste of time).
The very beginning of this series of lectures
at the University of Chicago was under-
stood as a “response” to such a “threat”
when the then Dean of the College, Alan
Simpson, wrote to the Ford Foundation in
1961 requesting funds for a lecture series on
the aims of education because, he claimed,
the ideal of a liberal education was “under
pressure everywhere.” Many of the talks
presented in this series have that same tone,
responding to various intellectual, economic,
professional, and practical “attacks” on the
attempt to achieve this liberality of mind
through reading books and learning sci-
ence.

There are lots and lots of reasons for this
frequent siege mentality and “man the bar-
ricades” rhetoric. For one thing, suspicion
of the humanistic university ideal might go
very deep in the modern world we live in.
The university, after all, is like the Roman
Catholic Church or the military. Together
with these, it was one of the very, very few
pre-modern or feudal institutions to make it
through the wrenching process of European
modernization and to survive in some rec-
ognizable form into the modern world. (For
all such institutions, even the funny, medi-
eval way that we sometimes dress, with
robes and gowns and medals and sashes,
somehow survived, not to mention all this
Gotbhic architecture.) But even though uni-
versities survived, the tone of suspicion and
anxiety about such old institutions in a
much altered modern world can be felt
everywhere when the very words “scholas-
tic” or “academic” or “ivory tower” and so
forth are mentioned as obvious disparage-
ments. And so here we will all sit one day
soon, with biotechnology professors on the
“cutting”—even Frankensteinean—edge of
modern research, dressed at graduation in
the same thirteenth-century robes as the
Latin professor and theologian. It’s an odd
place indeed.

That problem of a “fit” in modernity is

even worse in the humanities and interpre-
tive social sciences, where an internal crisis
of legitimacy has been going on for a couple
of hundred years now. Such disciplines, of
course, like philosophy and literature and
history, purport to know something about
human beings and the human world that is
worth knowing. Because of this we even
insist here that you can’t get a degree with-
out grappling for a while with what they
claim. But everybody also knows that the
seats of power and influence in the modern
university are the natural and life sciences.
(The exception is economics, but its prestige
is largely a result of its mathematical com-
plexity—it certainly doesn’t stem from its
predictive power—and its ever growing
“market share” of undergraduate audi-
ences.) The sciences have an accepted
method for resolving debate and moving
on; what they know works, and they have
given human beings a kind of power not
even imagined in ancient mythologies. Prior
to World War II, the tone and aura of
medieval universities could still be felt at the
elite institutions. University presidents were
often classicists (perhaps musicologists);
English and history were often the most
popular majors; studying science was a bit
plebeian, common, even, I was once told,
“smelly.” After the war, and especially after
the cold war and sputnik and the cost of Big
Science and the war on cancer and the
breakthroughs of molecular biology and
now neurology, everything has changed.
And it would be odd indeed if the “liberal
arts ideal” did not look and feel different to
new generations of students and educators.
So besides these general considerations
about the status of the liberal arts ideal in
modern history, perhaps the first thing we
need to talk about is the relation between
this ideal and the various specific pressures
that have come to challenge, even threaten
it, and especially those historical pressures
that have emerged in the last fifty years or
s0. We often understand this ideal best, in
other words, in terms of what opposes it,
offers itself as an alternative, and there is a
lot more to say about this history. What I’d
like to do then, after a brief survey of the
recent history of American universities, is to
talk then a little bit about the ideal itself in
that context, and so to return to this ques-
tion of the free, or at least the freer, life that
we have promised you.

IV.

We need first to understand what a different
sort of place this is, in the context of con-
temporary “post-secondary” or “higher”
education. There are now 12.3 million un-
dergraduate students in such post-second-
ary schools. (I heard a fine talk a year and a
half ago about this subject by a literature
professor at the City University of New
York, Louis Menand, and I refer here to
some of the statistics that he compiled. The
figures are now a bit out of date, but the
corresponding percentages have stayed the
same.) Almost half of these attend two-year
community colleges, some 5.5 million. So
there are 6.8 million of you in bachelor
degree programs. The vast majority of these,
some 4.6 million, are enrolled in public
colleges and universities. So thatleaves about
2 million of you (out of this 12.3 million)
enrolled in private, non-profit, four-year
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colleges. But there are all sorts of such
colleges, ranging from Bob Jones University
to Bennington, and if we look at the truly
exclusive, very hard to get into, very expen-
sive liberal arts colleges (that is, those that
charge over $20,000 tuition), there are only
about 100,000 students, or less than 1 per-
cent of students now in college or univer-
sity.

Now Chicago is hard to characterize in
this group. Like a very few other top univer-
sities, we have taken the liberal arts college
idea from medieval British universities like
Oxford and Cambridge, and combined it
with the idea of the research university,
pioneered in Germany in the early nine-
teenth century. And again, we are not talk-
ing about very many such universities: the
Ivy League, Chicago, Stanford, Duke, Johns
Hopkins, Rochester, Washington Univer-
sity, and a couple more. But even if we look
atallthe major research universities, includ-
ing the majority which do not have a liberal
arts college, only about half of the students
who go there major in a liberal art and get a
bachelor’s degree in such a humanities or in
a pure, research-oriented social or natural
science. Twenty percent of all B.A.s in the
U.S. are now awarded in business; 10 per-
cent in education; 7 percent in the health
professions. When I taught at the University
of California, by far the biggest under-
graduate major, and growing every year,
was “communications,” whatever thatis. It
has been reported that there are almost
twice as many undergraduate degrees con-
ferred every year in a field that calls itself
“protective services” as in all foreign lan-
guages and literatures combined.

So the category of “higher education” is
a huge tent, with all kinds of various beasts
in it, so much so that there may be no such
thing as “#he American higher education
system.” Moreover, if we also look histori-
cally just at the study of the liberal arts,
apart from the institutional question, then
we can note another motive for the siege
mentality. The proportion of undergradu-
ate degrees awarded annually in the liberal
arts has been declining for a hundred years
now (apart from a brief increase between
1955 and 1970). And this slide is all greatly
complicated by one development: the fact
that we are now living, or have been living
since around 1975 or so, in a period of a
massive, unstable, nervous reaction to the
greatest expansionary period in the history
of education anywhere. Between 1945 and
1975, the number of American undergradu-
ates increased by almost 500 percent, and
the number of graduate students (and this is
truly an amazing figure) increased by nearly
900 percent. More professors were hired in
the 1960s alone than had been hired in the
325-year history of American higher educa-
tion to that point.

What happened then, after and in reac-
tion to this great expansion, is complicated,
but it is at least obvious that in this super-
heated period, colleges and universities had
overexpanded and a period of retrenchment
and cutback was in order. The draft and the
Vietnam war ended; so did the baby-boomer
surge in the demographics, and a very seri-
ous recession, mysteriously accompanied
by runaway inflation, set in. Universities
and colleges, facing rapidly declining appli-
cations and declining admissions had to
compete ferociously for students, and stu-
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dents themselves faced post-college pros-
pects far more uncertain and competitive
than at any time in the history of the Repub-
lic. Said in a simple formula, the liberal
arts—study, reflection, and learning for its
own liberating sake—require a certain sort
of leisure, security, and peace. In a situation
of anxiety, uncertainty, and competition,
such a climate can be ever rarer. Obviously,
all these pressures since 1975 have changed
the atmosphere of higher education, bring-
ing with it some healthy forms of skepticism
and doubt about some of the old liberal art
verities, but also a great uncertainty and
anxiety among, and a great pressure on, the
liberal arts faculty. This sometimes led to a
furious and near suicidal self-criticism, or
an attempt at a kind of populism, a populist
attack on the high culture/low culture dis-
tinction, or an odd, dizzying, nervous sus-
ceptibility to academic fads (or market
trends), new ones year in and year out. (And
actually the effects of such anxiety and
uncertainty about exactly what “college is
for” can be charted even before 1975. In the
period between 1962 and 1983, the per-
centage of students who majored in foreign
languages and literatures declined by 58
percent; in philosophy they declined by 60
percent; in English by 72 percent; and in
mathematics by 67 percent. Where did they
all go? Well, in that same period, the num-
ber of business majors increased 87 per-
cent.) So while intuitively one might think
that a place like the University of Chicago
has the resources and the reputation and
clout and faculty to think of itself as simply
doing better what all universities aspire to
do, that we represent a kind of peak, the
Platonic Ideal or perfection of what univer-
sities should be and what other places can-
not afford to be, in a situation like
this—where we look so different from what
goes on in the rest of the 99 percent of
postsecondary education—it is not hard to
imagine why this system might feel under
threat and why they and we might feel that
we have become an anachronism, hardly a
perfection.

In other words, overexpansion, market
uncertainties, economic anxiety, and the
need to justify the expense of a college
education in terms of a good rate of return
in future employment have all made that 99
to 1 percent ratio even more significant,
have increased the pressure on places like
Chicago to move to the norm, and can make
the ideal of a certain sort of freedom from
practical concerns seem so unrealistic, when
the jockeying for position in the practical
world is so intense. The idea, in this climate,
of concentrating on Elizabethan literature
or linguistics or astrophysics or Greek phi-
losophy can look a little like playing soli-
taire on the deck of a sinking Titanic. (And,
by the way, we are about to look even more
different in the years ahead. The experts say
that the next waves in higher education will
be for-profit universities and online or dis-
tance learning—very likely some combina-
tion of both of these—and if those catch on
and start to dominate the market, then
residential liberal arts colleges with merit-
based, need-blind admissions and some sort
of education in a core curriculum might
begin to look to the general public like fox-
hunting clubs or monasteries.)

V.

So that was (by and large anyway) the
original hope for the liberal arts, and those
are the pressures that seem to be squeezing
it. In the face of that pressure, what can be
said for the liberal arts ideal?

In terms of the practical survival of that
ideal and such colleges, the right response is
probably, “Who knows?” My guess is that
there is no great danger that Chicago will be
turning out sanitation engineers, disc jock-
eys, and industrial arts majors anytime soon.
There will always be people who find a
home in books and research, and always be
those who are smart enough to know that
there is much of intrinsic value for the rest of
their lives in wrestling for a while with
difficultideas and in appreciating the beauty
of mathematics or science. Remember that
we probably need, all of us in this small
boat, only a couple of hundred thousand
recruits a year or so, and it’s a big country.
The ultimate fate of the ideal, the strength of
belief in it, commitment to it, its persever-
ance over the next century or two centuries,
is another matter. That depends on what we
believe about it and how we believe it. I
would like to spend the second half of this
talk discussing that.

VL

Imagine that the question is whether you are
here at the University of Chicago freely, of
your own free will; whether your coming
here reflects or expresses you; whether you
can see yourself in this kind of role. Obvi-
ously, the first condition that has to be
satisfied for you to be able to answer “yes”
is that no one coerced or forced or tricked
you into coming here. If your parents told
you that you had gotten into Brown, drove
you here and dropped you off, you would
have a clear case that you did not come here
freely; this was not your doing. Likewise
with being coerced or threatened to come
here, and I certainly hope none of you has
any such stories to tell.

These are all fairly obvious, external
conditions. No one or nothing from “the
outside” should be constraining or coercing
or unduly pushing or pulling. But there are
also clearly “internal” conditions that have
to be satisfied. You have to be able to stand
in the right relation to your own life for your
being here to be the result of a free choice.
No one may have coerced or forced or
tricked you to be here, but, for example, if
you have felt absolutely obsessed since your
were six years old with the idea of going to
the University of Chicago, and have no idea
why, then you also did not come here freely,
even though nobody else, just you, is re-
sponsible for your coming here. Compul-
sions like this are rare and the example is
fanciful of course, but the possibility al-
ready illuminates one of the oldest ideas
about freedom in the Western tradition.
This is that the only real form of genuine
unfreedom or true slavery is ignorance; the
only true form of freedom is wisdom, ulti-
mately knowledge of what is best. In this
fanciful case, unless you have some idea of
why itis better for you to be here rather than
anywhere else or at any other university or
whatever, then you did not come here freely.
There is an element of alienation or strange-
ness to you in your presence here. Some

crucial part of your life, while it was in fact
produced by you, does not truly reflect the
“you” that you understand yourself to be
and identify with, and so this decision can-
not in the deepest sense be yours.
Andthissort of intuition represents some-
thing essential to the notion of liberation,
liberality of mind, or freedom, promised by
a liberal arts education. Now this idea,
some of you may have begun to wonder,
already may sound a bit suspect. (“Is this
guy telling us that the main reason to come
here is to be able to find out later why we
really came here and whether it was really a
good idea?”) Well, yes, that is what I am
trying to say, and T hope it does not sound as
strange as that formulation makes it. There
are a very great many elements, terms, val-
ues, aspirations, that have gone into the
decisions you have made and will make that
are so opaque and mysterious to you, to all
of us, that we cannot really be said to be
masters of decisions that rely on them.

VIL

Think of it this way. In one of his many
hilarious novels about modern campus life,
the British novelist David Lodge depicts a
game played by particularly brave (and
quite drunk) professors. The point of this
game is to admit something even more
embarrassing than the professor who went
before you, to try to trump your predecessor
and ultimately to trump everyone else by
revealing the most truly embarrassing, hu-
miliating fact about yourself. What each of
them is trying to do is to name a book that,
given his or her academic specialty, it would
be taken for granted that he or she had read
several times, but which they had in fact
never read. So if a professor of Elizabethan
literature admits that he has never read
Hamlet, the next person—say a philosophy
professor—must try to top that, by admit-
ting, say, that she had never read anything
by Plato. And then the German professor
would have to admit that he couldn’t read
anything by Thomas Mann because the
German was too difficult, and then the
history professor would have to admit that
even though he was a leading expert in
modern German history, he couldn’t read
German books at all. And so on.

It is not too difficult to imagine all of us
playing a version of the game where we try
to name an idea crucial to our understand-
ing of ourselves and of the modern world,
and which has played a critical role in some
of our decisions, some of the policies we
have formulated, and many of the judg-
ments and even condemnations we have
formulated about others, but which we
have no clue how to define and, no matter
how much we have relied on it, no clue at all
how to defend the idea from objections.
Examples come easily to mind to all of us.
What, after all, is a “right”? What does the
notion of a natural or human right mean to
delineate? What other kinds are there? Why
are we said to have them? How many do we
have? Dowe havearighttointeresting jobs?
To a cool pair of shoes? To own and eat
animals? Why or why not? What do we
mean when we say something is beautiful?
If we claim that that term “means some-
thing different to each person,” what is it
that means something different to each per-
son? How important is the beautiful? More
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important than the creation of more jobs?
How much more or less important? Why do
groups of strangers like to gather together in
the dark and watch a small group of other
people pretend to be people who they are
not, doing absolutely horrible things to each
other, while also pretending that they are
not observed? Why do you do this, or what
is the point of theater? When did we start to
do this in our civilization, and what might
explain this origin? Why did people just like
us, perhaps in some sense, better than us,
like George Washington and Thomas
Jefferson, own slaves? Could you explain
what a nuclear reaction really is? What it
really means to be genetically disposed to
something? And so on. The point of the
game would be to admit something even
more obviously important to you and some
decision or judgment of yours than your
predecessor’s example, and which you
would in principle have to defend in order to
explain some action or opinion of yours,
but which you could not claim to under-
stand.

Being better able to do all that explaining
and defending is clearly a kind of liberation
because the more of such understanding
you possess the more you are able to stand
behind what you do, acknowledge it as your
own, especially when challenged by others,
because you can stand behind it, explain i,
and defend it to some degree, to yourself
and others. Of course, there are writers and
thinkers who believe that this is all a mis-
taken way to look at it. They believe that
what you do more genuinely expresses you
and is freely done only if we get rid of all this
reflection and self-consciousness and opin-
ions and theories which are very likely just
views of others to which we have become
subject, and that we should strive to achieve
a state of ever more intense emotional im-
mediacy, or spontaneity and direct expres-
sion, not filtered through theories and
thoughts.

Well, pursuing these issues could take us
pretty far afield. My version of the David
Lodge game was only meant to illuminate in
a very broad way why a better form of self-
understanding might make it possible to say
thatyouled alife more “your own.” Around
the sixteenth and seventeenth century or so,
when it began to seem to many people that
a life belonged essentially to the finite indi-
vidual him- (and eventually her-) self, not to
God, or to one’s master or lord or father-
land or husband or father, the question of
how we could come to acknowledge our
deeds as truly our own, and the roles of self-
consciousness and expanded knowledge in
that possibility, loomed as large items on
the agenda, and we are here, in the kind of
university we have, partly because of all
that.

VIIL

But I want to close with a final consider-
ation about the role of books, research
science, history, art, music—the academic
enterprise—in this liberationist ideal. One
way of understanding the possibility of a
free life—“your own life”—is to consider
which of your past decisions you could truly
be said to be able to “stand behind,” where
that means being able to defend or justify
them when challenged, or even which you
could claim to understand. “Having rea-
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sons” in this sense for what you did, having
something to say about “why,” is a general
condition for some event being considered
an action of yours at all, and not having any
reasons means it is very hard to understand
any link between you and what conduct you
engage in. If the question is why you came to
the University of Chicago, or are concen-
trating in chemistry, or why you stopped
speaking to a friend, and you replied, “I
don’t know, I just felt like it,” it is very hard
to see concentrating in chemistry or not
speaking to a friend as any sort of deed
performed by you. It really does look like
something that happened to you rather than
like something you did.

But if this is true, what is it to have such
reasons, and when are they satisfying enough
for the deeds to count as “claimed” by you,
as yours? The issues that I have just been
talking about assume that a deeper aware-
ness of the possible options, a broader sense
of the sorts of relevant justifications, a bet-
ter familiarity with the most crucial possible
positions and objections, and so forth, can
be understood as “liberating,” making such
evaluations freer by in essence increasing
the quality of the reasons you can give. The
same can be said for understanding histori-
cal change and coming to understand why
options are framed for us now as they are,
why things used to seem so different, and for
understanding other great civilizations and
their histories. Such reasons become forms
of thought that you do not just inherit, but
can take up knowingly as your own. If this
transition happens at all, it has to happen
some time, and this is the time set aside for
it to happen for a small group of young
people; i.e., you and your colleagues in
liberal arts colleges. If all this works well,
where once one might have seen before one
only a small, narrow path of decision with
very few options, might look broader and
more various, surrounded by less darkness
and uncertainty; much that seemed neces-
sary and fated, we could now understand,
could have been otherwise, and might be
otherwise in the future, and that is all cer-
tainly “liberating.”

But it might also seem a bit unrealistic,
even utopian. And so it would, if we think of
all this as occurring simply because certain
books are assigned in general education
courses and certain courses are required. Ifa
university prides itself simply on having
assigned such books, and prides itself on
insisting that students have a look at them,
then most of what I have been saying would
indeed be very hard to connect with such a
self-satisfied and superficial notion of a
“liberal arts education.” It matters of course
which books or themes make up a
university’s idea of itself, how much and
what sort of math and science the university
requires of its students. But what matters
much more is the way in which faculty and
students engage those books, or other books,
or various ideas. And that essentially means
the way they engage each other. Let me close
with a remark about that.

IX.

Since almost everything of importance and
controversy in human life involves some
sort of normative question, a choice that
demands evaluation and a decision about
what ought to be or ought to be done, the

issue of what sorts of reasons are appropri-
ate, what it would be to be confidently in
charge of one’s existence is a vast, unman-
ageable topic here. But there is something
peculiar about the nature of these reasons
worth mentioning in a discussion about the
liberal arts.

These evaluative questions, and the ar-
guments about them, have special charac-
teristics. On the one hand, the issues thatare
raised are unavoidable and as serious and
important as one can imagine. On the other
hand, there has hardly been the kind of
convergence in our civilization about such
evaluative issues that there has been about
matters of fact. Most of you are intelligent
enough to begin finding things to disagree
with already in what I’ve said today. There
is no decision procedure for any of this. In
any such attempt to improve the quality of
the reasons we give each other or are willing
to accept, there is no equivalent to the test
tube changing color if we get the right
answer or the bacteria dying if we find the
rightdrug. Our odds on being better warned
against false leads, dead ends, and so forth
go up if we can find a way of learning from
what the best minds ever had to say about
all of this. But of course, the question of
what Aristotle or Dante or Karl Marx really
meant is just as disputed as any possible
“answer” to such questions.

What then can we rely on for guidance in
the pursuit of such issues; how could we
hope for any sort of even small progress in
such endeavors? Well, the answer embod-
ied in these liberal arts colleges is very
simple. We depend on each other. After all,
what it is to have a reason for what you
believe, to be able to acknowledge it as
yours, is to have something to offer to
someone whom your action affects or in-
jures or provokes to question you. And part
of what it is for the reason to be adequate is
for that offering to be accepted, at least
ideally, in conditions where it is the pro-
posed reason itself that is doing the persuad-
ing. Of course, in deciding whether to accept
what someone proposes, we are always
looking to what, independent of us, might
make the reason a good one, but that too is
often in dispute, and the conversation then
goes another round.

Put another way: I expect you’ll discover
shortly that a great deal of what goes on
here is arguing: sometimes friendly, some-
times heated, and it can sometimes look like
egotism, grandstanding, envy, or just plain
bullying. Butat bottom, this endless conver-
sation we have invited you to join is a kind
of “liberal arts research.” We are always
trying to find out what sort of reason will
pass muster, among colleagues in the pro-
fession and here on campus, among profes-
sors and graduate students and among
graduate students, and certainly and most
frequently between professors and you, and
among yourselves. By means of these con-
versations, we are both trying to hold each
other in check, and to help each other see
what sort of account or justification or
interpretation might be adequate, might be
enough. For this to work at all, we have to
be able to hear you out; hence the emphasis
on discussion seminars; you have to get to
know each other relatively well; hence the
idea of residential campuses; and we all
have to approach this with the right attitude
and openness; hence talks like this one.

Someone out to convert people, to enlighten
the ignorant, or even someone a little too
quick and eager to think of himself as a
radical critic, as “speaking truth to power”
distorts and impedes this conversation. With
the kinds of questions, of the magnitude and
seriousness, that we all will discuss here, we
have to depend pretty heavily on each other
for any clarity and even partial satisfaction
in addressing them, and none of that will
work if you play the part of the timid, or the
too-cool, or the angry, alienated student,
and I play the part of the know-it-all, or the
bored, aloof, arrogant professor, or the
stand-up comic or ironic cynic. You will
find, I think, that most of us will do our part,
and it remains true every year that the
University’s traditions and the wise judg-
ments of our admissions office ensure that it
is very likely that most of you will, too.
Better conversations about great things make
for better reasons, and better reasons make
for freer lives. And as one of my favorite
writers, Henry James, put it simply: “With-
out your life, what have you got?”

You only get one college experience in
your life, and my colleagues and I are not so
modest that we can’t say: we think that you
have all chosen wisely in coming here. [urge
you to enter this conversation rather than
just listen to it, and, I hope I’'ve made clear,
I urge that not just for your sake, but for
mine. Thank you for your attention on this
warm afternoon, and, once again this week,
welcome to the University of Chicago.

Robert Pippin is the Raymond W. and
Martha Hilpert Gruner Distinguished Ser-
vice Professor in the Committee on Social
Thought, the Department of Philosophy,
and the College.
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Introduction

A warm welcome to the new academic year.
In remembering the year just past, let me
begin with some of the most important
members of our College community, our
students. Over the past several years many
colleagues have remarked to me about the
continuing and outstanding quality of our
students, their energy, their intelligence,
their intellectual fearlessness, and their so-
cial engagement. Such students are worthy
of the great traditions of this College, and
we must be worthy of them. We have many
ways to measure the achievements of our
students. An important way, and one which
is always a matter of great pride for us, our
students, and their families, is the number
and the quality of the national scholarships
they win. We had an especially strong co-
hortin 1999-2000, including three Marshall
Scholarships, a Rhodes Scholarship, four
Goldwater Scholarships, four Mellon Fel-
lowships in the Humanities, four Medical
Scientist Training Program Fellowships
(MSTP), two Fulbright Grants, and a U.S.
Department of Defense Graduate Fellow-
ship. I could extend this list of famous and
not-so-famous prizes, but my larger point is
that we continue to have a student body of
extraordinary intelligence and ambition.

And that will continue to be true in the
future, for the Class of 2004, which began
its College career last month, is truly re-
markable. Applications for the Class of
2004 increased over the previous year, from
6,849 to 7,396. Our admissions rate for the
entering class, which was 61 percent in
1998 and as high as 71 percent a few years
before, declined again from 48 percent in
1999 to 44 percent this year. This increase
in selectivity is also reflected in the fact that
63 percent of the new students ranked in the
top 5 percent of their high school classes, up
from 55 percent in 1999 and 43 percent in
1998. The average combined SAT Verbal
Plus Math has increased from 1349 in 1998
to 1384 in 2000. The class also includes a
record number of students of color, ninety-
one Hispanic students and fifty-six African-
American students. Both numbers are about
50 percent higher than those of the most
recent past.

It is worth remembering that the original
goal of our commitment of substantial addi-
tional resources for Admissions was to as-
sure that an increase in the size of the
entering classes would not lead to a lower-
ing of standards. Happily, just the opposite
has happened, for the increase in applica-
tions and in selectivity has been so substan-
tial that we have both increased the size of
our entering classes and raised the stan-
dards for admission to the College. I am
extremely grateful to Michael Behnke, Ted
O’Neill, and their staff for the hard and
creative work that has made this extraordi-
nary achievement possible.

I am pleased to report that we have seen
improvement in graduation rates as well.
The graduating Class of 1994 constituted
only 71 percent of its incoming cohort; the
same figure for the Class of 2000 is a much
more favorable 81 percent. Similar improve-
ments can be seen in retention rates. For
example, 91 percent of the students entering
as first-years in 1990 returned for their
second year; the same figure for students
entering in 1998 was 95 percent. We should
continue to devote serious efforts to im-

NOVEMBER 2, 2000

proving these numbers still further. Indeed,
much of the work we have done recently
and plan to do in the future is designed to
sustain and improve these results, that is, to
bring better students to the College, to
retain them, and to graduate them within
four years.

Last year was the first year of the imple-
mentation of the new curriculum. In gen-
eral, some bumps along the way
notwithstanding, the implementation went
smoothly and effectively. This was owing to
the hard work of a host of colleagues, above
all the five Collegiate Masters—Bill Brown,
John Lucy, Dennis Hutchinson, Sid Nagel,
and Jose Quintans—and the Chairs of the
various Core staffs, as well as the members
of the Curriculum Committee, the Commit-
tee of the College Council, and the College
Council itself. I thank all of these colleagues
for their strong and creative leadership in
the College.

This past year a new Core sequence was
created in Biology and another new se-
quence, on integrative biology, will be added
this year, developed with the support of the
Howard Hughes Medical Institute. These
courses are designed to present a more
complex and integrated view of biological
science for students who do not plan to
major in a life science. Last year also saw the
creation of a new Natural Science sequence,
Environmental Sciences, which is designed
for prospective humanities and social sci-
ence majors and incorporates mathematics,
biology, and physical science into a single,
integrated six-quarter program. A new Civi-
lization sequence, Music in Western Civili-
zation, began this year, and other
Civilization courses, notably The Ancient
Mediterranean World, have been revised.
Several colleagues in the humanities will
introduce a new three-quarter general edu-
cation sequence this year, entitled Media
Aesthetics: Image, Sound, Text.

To sustain, but also to continually re-
new, our venerable tradition of general edu-
cation in the College will require ongoing
professional and personal commitments by
the regular faculty. Historically, this has
been a community in which specialists are
willing to interact with each other in plan-
ning and teaching general-education courses
that integrate disciplinary knowledge in in-
ter- and cross-disciplinary frameworks, and
to understand what others are doing. Such
leadership by the regular faculty in teaching
first- and second-year general-education
courses, rather than pushing such responsi-
bilities off on graduate students, is a pre-
cious heritage of our past and present, and it
sets us apart from the conditions under
which many other private universities oper-
ate. I strongly urge that we make every
effort to protect and enrich that heritage.
Indeed, the College is eager to support in a
substantial and material way colleagues who
wish to plan new or re-newed general-edu-
cation courses or sequences in all areas of
the curriculum.

In the wake of our recent efforts on
behalf of the general-education curriculum,
I asked the College’s Curriculum Commit-
tee, working with the directors of our vari-
ous concentrations and with other concerned
colleagues, to begin a study of the College’s
concentrations during the 1999-2000 aca-
demic year. This project will conclude dur-
ing the current academic year, but we have

already learned from students that a sense
of community with their fellow concentra-
tors is very important to themy; it is valued
greatly by those who have it and wished for
by those who do not. This review has also
led us to confront the fact, known infor-
mally to many of us for years, that too many
of our College students still feel like orphans
in the graduate-student—-dominated culture
of many of the departments, and these in-
clude some of our best students. As a histo-
rian, I must confess that this finding puts the
great constitutional and curricular struggles
of the 1950s in a slightly ironic perspective.
Having confronted (and, in the long run,
undermined) the Hutchins College to gain
space for their specializations, have our
departmental faculties—you and me with
our other hats on—utilized the curricular
space that we gained in the most optimal
way? Certainly our students would benefit
from greater efforts within our departments
to create and nurture an academic commu-
nity thatactively encourages undergraduate
participation, systematic efforts to increase
interaction between students and faculty,
and an increase in the number of course
offerings for juniors and seniors designed
for the intellectual and pedagogical needs of
our more advanced students. The Masters
and I look forward to working with our
colleagues in the departments in achieving
those ends.

Last year the College faculty approved a
new concentration in Religious Studies
which will begin this fall. This is the first
concentration in thirty years to be spon-
sored and staffed by a professional school,
and the College is grateful to the faculty of
the Divinity School for its willingness to
bring its considerable teaching skills and
scholarly excellence to the College. The
Religious Studies concentration will be a
part of the New Collegiate Division.

The Big Problems program is now enter-
ing its third year. This program began as a
result of the curriculum review of 1995-98,
which saw the suggestion emerge that the
College develop general-education courses
for fourth-year students that would cut
across disciplines and bring students and
faculty from different disciplinary back-
grounds together around single large themes.
The Big Problems program, chaired again
by J. Paul Hunter and Bill Wimsatt, is
offering five team-taught courses this year,
including Science and Religion, The Orga-
nization of Knowledge, and Is Development
Sustainable?

The College’s offerings in writing also
continue to grow. Along with the continued
success of the Little Red Schoolhouse pro-
gram, I am pleased to report that several
advanced writing courses were offered in
1999-2000: Writing Criticism (offered
twice), Writing Biography, Writing Argu-
ment, Play Writing, Fiction Writing, and
Poetry Writing. Similar plans are in place
for 2000-01. But these courses are oversub-
scribed and we ought to do more, both in
traditional creative writing courses and the
less conventional courses like the first three
listed above. This year we will add a course
in the writing of nonfiction, taught by Simon
Winchester, the distinguished author of The
Professor and the Madman. This nonfiction
writing course will be possible thanks to the
generous support of an alumnus of the
College, Robert Vare, who is now an editor

of the Atlantic Monthly. Robert has estab-
lished the Robert Vare Visiting Professor-
ship in Nonfiction Writing which will allow
us to bring a distinguished practitioner to
campus each year for at least the next five
years.

International and second-language edu-
cation are also flourishing. For example,
enrollments in Spanish and French 202 and
203, well beyond the language requirement,
have seen dramatic growth over the last five
years. Our new Foreign Language Profi-
ciency Certificate program, createdin 1998,
is also growing. In 2000-01, Proficiency
Certificate examinations will be available
to students in French, German, Spanish,
Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, Japanese, Korean,
Polish, and Russian. The steady growth
shown in the number of Foreign Language
Acquisition Grants (FLA Gs)—sixty-five this
past summer, up from forty-four in 1999—
makes it clear that we are on the way to our
long-term goal of offering two hundred
such grants each summer. These grants are
designed to make advanced language study
on a total immersion basis more attractive
to our students. Students from nearly every
modern language offered at the College
applied for FLAGs in 2000.

There has also been healthy growth in
the program of Civilization Studies abroad.
Another new program that will begin in
Winter Quarter 2001 is an African Civiliza-
tion course based in Cape Town, South
Africa, and sponsored by our Committee on
African Studies. The Department of East
Asian Languages & Civilizations will also
launch an intensive program of intermedi-
ate Chinese language study in Beijing during
the Autumn Quarter of 2001. I should also
emphasize that these initiatives enjoy the
support of and direct participation by the
senior faculty of these programs, support
which T consider essential to maintaining
rigorous academic standards in all such
programs.

Thanks to more than a year of intensive
effort led by Associate Dean of Students in
the College Ann Harvilla and Marti Packer
of NSIT, the College (along with several of
the graduate divisions and professional
schools) has launched a new registration
system. The new system, currently known
as Exeter (the name of the firm which de-
signed and installed the software in collabo-
ration with the Chicago team), was first
used for College pre-registration in the spring
of 2000, and then for all College registra-
tion this fall. There have been rough spots in
these early stages, but these will be resolved
in an expeditious manner. I am confident
that with Exeter we have installed a much
more useful and efficient system for both
faculty and students than we have ever had
available to us in the past.

Finally, there is much continued good
news on the fund-raising front. During the
administrations of Presidents Hanna H.
Gray and Hugo F. Sonnenschein, the Col-
lege became a major partner in the fund-
raising programs of the University. We look
forward to continuing this partnership un-
der the administration of President Don M.
Randel. Our experience over the past eight
years indicates that the alumni of the Col-
lege are eager to support educational and
co-curricular initiatives which directly ben-
efit students and faculty and which help to
sustain Chicago’s historic reputation as an
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innovative leader in liberal-arts education.
Accordingly, College fund-raising priorities
focus specifically on strengthening faculty
teaching in the College and on enriching
student life, and we very much hope that
these will become signature goals for the
upcoming capital campaign as it relates to
the College and undergraduate education.
In the same way, I am pleased to report that
during the past academic year the College
received several notable gifts from younger
and mid-career alumni, including $1 mil-
lion from Andy Alper, Class of 1980; $1.5
million from Gary Hoover, Class of 1973;
and $2.5 million from Peter May, Class of
1964. Their gifts will go to support Houses
in the new residential commons, to create
need-based and merit-based scholarships,
and to help to create the new University of
Chicago Paris Center.

Over the past twenty years a large num-
ber of colleagues have worked very hard to
make the College a richer, more sympa-
thetic, and supportive place for our stu-
dents, and it has been my personal experience
over the past eight years that our alumni
deeply appreciate and support such efforts.
We not only want our students to be able to
undertake their academic work in ways that
encourage the highest levels of personal
intellectual discovery, but we want our stu-
dents to be able to explore more fully oppor-
tunities for a creative engagement with and
service to the world, including the world
beyond the boundaries of Hyde Park. After
all, the kind of learning we foster is the best
guarantee of creativity, and the century
looming ahead of us is likely to prize indi-
vidual creativity above all else.

The College thus remains a place dedi-
cated to nurturing extraordinary creativity
in young and old alike and to fostering
among our students a life-long love of learn-
ing. Those are its fundamental, core values,
and they are values that bring great honor to
the wider University enterprise. It is a very
special College, with great, if often highly
contested, traditions. I think we can all take
great pride in the consistency of educational
purpose and in the continuity of intellectual
identity that has marked the College’s his-
tory since the 1930s. True, some parts of the
work of the College have changed over the
decades, and (in my judgment) generally for
the better, but I believe that more than ever
itremains a unique place in American higher
education, one that our alumni admire and
cherish.

Building for a Long Future: Governance
and Philanthropy in the Early
University'

At the conclusion of last academic year, the
University of Chicago received one of the
largest single gifts in its history, a gift of $20
million from Max Palevsky to create the
Max Palevsky Residential Commons. This
magnificent gift—certainly the largest the
College has ever received since its formal
constitution as a faculty in 1930—was given
not only by a College alumnus, but also by
a former member of the Board of Trustees.
Of course, Max Palevsky has been extremely
generous in the past—the Palevsky Cinema
in Ida Noyes Hall and the Palevsky Profes-
sorship in the College, now held by our
colleague William Sewell of the Department
of Political Science and the College—were
past, powerful signs of his devotion to Chi-
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cago. But the extraordinary size and the
propitious timing of this new gift affords us
an occasion to recall once again the impor-
tance of our Trustees—present and past—
in defending, enriching, and sustaining our
great University. The recent selection of a
new President, Don M. Randel, under the
leadership of the Trustees, also reminds us
that the Trustees have important roles in
our governance structure beyond providing
for the material support of the University,
roles that are complex, subtle, and in many
respects decisive for our ongoing success.

As I considered the theme of this year’s
report, I thought that it might be useful to
recall the origins of those dual relationships,
that is, the extraordinary generosity pro-
vided by individual past members of the
Board to help constitute and create the
University, and also the role that the Board
has played in the larger governance struc-
ture of the University.

I shall try to demonstrate below that it
was during the first two decades of the
Board’s history when we not only gained
significant and substantial traction as a
great university, with great buildings, li-
braries, faculties, and students, but when
the Board also developed modes of dealing
with and supporting the faculty, the stu-
dents, and the University community at
large, folkways and precedents thatin many
respects have continued to survive and, so I
will suggest at the end of my report, serve us
well in the present and the future.

Little systematic scholarly work has been
done on the early Trustees and especially on
those men who were prominent both as
donors and policy leaders. Indeed, perhaps
the single most notable commentary on our
Board was an early but also harshly nega-
tive evaluation, generated in a semi-con-
cealed way by Thorstein Veblen, the
controversial social scientist who taught at
the University of Chicago from 1892 to
1906. Veblen’s book, The Higher Learning
in America. A Memorandum on the Con-
duct of Universities by Business Men, was
and still is one of the most strident critiques
of the governance structure and policy di-
rections of the early American research uni-
versities ever undertaken. The book owed a
great debt to the University of Chicago,
since its basic agenda and many of its most
notable arguments were conceived here in
Hyde Park before Veblen was forced to
resign from the faculty over a matter of
personal indiscretion in 1906. Although it
was only published in 1918, the genesis of
this work is thus keyed to and reflecting of
Veblen’s unhappy experiences and profes-
sional and intellectual discontentat Harper’s
University.?

In The Higher Learning, Veblen was
concerned with a double dilemma. On the
one hand the new universities were allowing
themselves to become all things to all men,
dabbling in community service, social work,
and extension education that dispensed eru-
dition “by mailorder” (a clear digat Harper),
whereas they ought to be devoted solely to
idle curiosity and “the disinterested pursuit
of knowledge.” On the other hand, this
involvement in the world had come with
great costs, since it encouraged universities
to emulate the values of modern business.
Not only had the faculty been tempted in
imprudent, if socially “useful” directions,
but the governing boards of the universities

had been taken over by businessmen. Veblen
minced no words in his views of the useless-
ness and possible danger of boards filled
with businessmen:

So far asregards its pecuniary affairs
and their due administration, the
typical modern university is in a po-
sition, without loss or detriment, to
dispense with the services of any
board of trustees, regents, curators,
or what not. Except for the insuper-
able difficulty for getting a hearing
for such an extraordinary proposal,
it should be no difficult matter to
show that these governing boards of
businessmen commonly are quite
useless to the university for any busi-
nesslike purpose. Indeed . . . the fact
should be readily seen that the boards
are of no material use in any connec-
tion; their sole effectual function be-
ing to interfere with the academic
management in matters that are not
of the nature of business, and that lie
outside their competence and out-
side the range of their habitual inter-
est.’

For Veblen, such boards were inevitably
potential sites of nefarious meddling by
conservative businessmen who might be
tempted to undercut the intellectual au-
tonomy and pure academic virtue of the
new secular research universities.* They were
a source of “quietism, caution, compro-
mise, collusion, and chicane,” and thus it
was particularly unfortunate that “[t]he
final discretion in the affairs of the seats of
learning is entrusted to men who have proved
their capacity for work that has nothing in
common with the higher learning.”’
Veblen’s critique was thus double centered—
against businessmen as guardians of the
new universities and their propensity to
meddle in the autonomy of universities, and
against the larger direction of social utili-
tarianism and cultural conservatism that
their influence was bound to engender
among the faculty.

Not surprisingly, the initial response of
University leaders to Veblen’s characteriza-
tions was profoundly unsympathetic. Im-
mediately after the book’s publication in
1918, then-President Harry Pratt Judson
would observe acidly to Abraham Flexner
that Veblen’s departure from Chicago in
1906 had been a case of good riddance.¢

Still, not everyone subsequently con-
nected with the University of Chicago was
unsympathetic with Veblen’s arguments
about higher education. For example,
Veblen’s book seems likely to have played
some role in inspiring the next book by a
Chicago faculty member published with the
same title, to wit, Robert Hutchins’s The
Higher Learning in America, published in
1936, seven years after Veblen’s death.
Hutchins’s exact views about Veblen are
difficult to ascertain, although it seems clear
that Hutchins had some familiarity with
Veblen’s work. One of Hutchins’s best apho-
risms—”football has the same relation to
education that bull fighting has to agricul-
ture”—seems to have been a direct appro-
priation from Veblen. Benjamin McArthur
has gone so far as to assert, probably with
justification, that Hutchins saw his tract “as
a companion to Veblen’s revolutionary

manifesto.” To be sure there were substan-
tial differences—whereas Hutchins sought
to recuperate and defend an older ideal of
liberal culture on the collegiate level as one of
the proper missions of the university, Veblen
envisioned the true university having a pure
research function, criticizing the effect of the
incorporation of collegiate work in the uni-
versities on the grounds that the goals and
objectives of the former were incompatible
with the intrinsic mission and professional
abilities of the faculty of the latter.®

Yet, there were also parallels, for while
Hutchins refused to eliminate the College—
as William Dodd urged him to do in the early
1930s—he did separate its functions and,
eventually, its faculty from the rest of the
University, actions which would have been
consonant with Veblen’s larger image of
what the research university was about.
Moreover, both men sought to imagine a
university that was profoundly non-utilitar-
ian and even anti-utilitarian, and thus both
were writing against those features of the
socially engaged university with strong occu-
pational and quasi-vocational functions that
Harper and his erstwhile pragmatist allies in
the first generation of faculty had articu-
lated. Most important, both Hutchins and
Veblen decried the notion of undergraduate
education as an education for social gentil-
ity, privileged with non-educational cul-
tural interventions, such as vocational
training, student activities, and mass athlet-
ics.” As a University president, Hutchins
had to avoid the anti-business cast and tone
that Veblen easily adopted, but in the end
both imagined the University as a self-suffi-
cient, ideal type that existed primarily unto
itself and for itself, devoted to the advance-
ment of pure learning for its own sake.™

Such an image not only challenged a key
component of the social utilitarian logic
behind Harper’s rationale for the University
of Chicago, but it also called into question
the range of vocationalist teaching pro-
grams and the remarkable student cultural
practices that Harper himself was willing to
associate with an undergraduate educa-
tion.'"" Moreover, Veblen’s arguments also
challenged the legitimacy of the responsi-
bilities that our Trustees had already se-
cured for themselves by the first decade of
this century. Against Veblen’s critique of
the boards of American universities in gen-
eral, and, by implication, of our university
in particular, perhaps the most eloquent
respondent was William Rainey Harper him-
self. Writing in the long, detailed report that
he prepared on the occasion of the Decen-
nial celebration of the University in 1901-
02, Harper devoted considerable space to
the activities of the Board. He asserted that

[t]he history of the growth of the
University is in itself the best testi-
mony of the largeness of view taken
by the Board of Trustees. With a
body of Trustees less intelligent or
less able, such progress would have
been impossible. It is fair to say that
in the breadth of view which has
characterized the work of the Trust-
ees there is to be seen an expression
of the spirit of the city of Chicago—
a spirit to which the University is
indebted for many of the important
elements that have entered into its
constitution. '?
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Harper’s rhetoric could easily be seen as
self-serving and accommodating, but there
is considerable evidence that most senior
faculty members before 1914 shared
Harper’s high estimation of the work of the
Board. Why was this the case? Harper’s
conception of the University was original
not only in its vision and boldness, but also
in its capaciousness. It is customary in our
institutional memory about Harper to dwell
on his interest in creating a research univer-
sity, but we often forget that this notion of
research was bound up with an equally
powerful, late-nineteenth-century concep-
tion of science as a solvent or even solution
to many current social and cultural prob-
lems. Universities, for Harper, existed not
only to generate new knowledge, but ulti-
mately toundergird the very edifice of Ameri-
candemocracy. Moreover, asrecent scholars
like Barry Karl and Steven Diner have ar-
gued, many senior faculty members at Chi-
cago shared Harper’s (and as we shall see,
the Trustees’) views about the service role of
the University in society, and thus it was not
surprising that they would also have views
rather different from those of Veblen about
the relations between the larger civic com-
munity and the educational enterprise on
our campus.'3

Thus, a “fit” between the motivations of
key business and civic leaders eager to see a
prestigious and pragmatically influential
University and a faculty of distinguished
scholars eager to showcase their scholarly
research was fully plausible at the new
University, especially in view of the fact that
the President himself articulated and de-
fended so forcefully an ideology of scientific
engagement with the world. Indeed, Diner
and others have demonstrated that a pow-
erful commitment to using science to im-
prove society characterized the activities as
well as the publications of an unusually
large number of Chicago scholars in the first
two decades of our history. For scholars like
Albion W. Small, James H. Tufts, Charles
R. Henderson, Ernst Freund, Edwin O.
Jordan, John M. Coulter, Charles E.
Merriam, and many others, Veblen’s con-
cern for “idle curiosity” was largely irrel-
evant in the face of their own multifaceted
beliefs in the power of a great research
university not only to generate new knowl-
edge and to engender new levels of exper-
tise, but also to make that knowledge and
thatexpertise available to the world, includ-
ing the world of modern business.'*

This relationship was perhaps made
easier because the early Trustees did not
seek to meddle in the academic work of the
faculty as such. Harper proudly asserted in
his Decennial report of 1903 that “it is a
firmly established policy of the Trustees
that the responsibility for the settlement of
educational questions rests with the Facul-
ties, and although in some instances the
request of a Faculty has not been granted for
lack of funds required, in no instance has the
action of a Faculty on educational questions
been disapproved.”'s This pattern of defer-
ence is confirmed by James H. Tufts, a
professor of philosophy who served as Dean
and eventually as Vice-President at the Uni-
versity, who insisted in his (unpublished)
memoirs that the Board had no interest in
trying to control educational issues.' More-
over, the documentary record of Board ac-
tivities seems to support these assertions.
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The Board’s primary concerns were with
financial, logistical, and planning issues,
some large and capacious but many small
and petty, the latter necessary because of the
lack of a formal central bureaucracy at the
University. For the most part, relations be-
tween the Board and the senior faculty were
occasional, individualist, and ad hoc in na-
ture. The few senior faculty who did have
personal contacts with Board members were
not shy about approaching them, occasion-
ally as lobbyists for a particular cause. And
individual Trustees were sometimes pre-
vailed upon to support faculty research
projects, although this was often through
the mediation of the President’s office.!”
Nor were the connections between promi-
nent Trustees and senior faculty only pro-
grammatic. The autobiographies of
Elizabeth Wallace and Robert Lovett make
clear that some social and cultural interac-
tions did occur between and among faculty
and Trustees. Senior faculty and Trustees
certainly did not live in the same social
worlds, but theirs were not wholly distant
worlds either.!®

The Board of Trustees and Early
Philanthropy at Chicago
The early history of the University and the
history of its Board are in fact inextricably
intertwined. Upon the collapse of the old
University of Chicago in June, 1886, a com-
mittee of Baptist leaders constituted them-
selves under the leadership of Thomas
Goodspeed, then the Secretary of the Bap-
tist Union Theological Seminary, to try to
recreate a new University of Chicago. The
collapse of the old college was critical to the
success of the new, since the death of the
modest institution founded by the Baptists
of Chicago with a gift of land from Stephen
A. Douglas in 1856 allowed its successor to
escape from the former’s mid-nineteenth-
century educational ethos. Through the
mediation of Frederick Taylor Gates, the
Secretary of the American Baptist Educa-
tion Society, the Chicago group was able to
gain the initial, tentative support of a promi-
nent East Coast Baptist, John D. Rockefeller,
who in 1889 was already one of the wealthi-
est individuals in the United States. Upon
Rockefeller’s agreeing in May 1889 to pro-
vide an initial $600,000 if the Baptist com-
munity, soon supplemented by local Chicago
business leaders, could match this sum with
another $400,000, the possibility of a new
University of Chicago was at least plausible.
In the summer of 1890 the necessary legal
instruments of incorporation were com-
pleted and approved, and a new Board of
Trustees constituted to undertake the all
important tasks of selecting a first President
(accomplished in September 1890), plan-
ning the new campus and its first buildings,
and launching fund drives to secure ongo-
ing support from wealthy individuals in
Chicago. Although Rockefeller’s generosity
proved ongoing, there was from the outset a
profound sense that the new University
would not succeed unless it merited sub-
stantial support from prominent Chicago
leaders, especially on the front of building
construction, since most of Rockefeller’s
early benefactions were explicitly designated
for programmatic and endowment support
and not for buildings.

The decision regarding the new Presi-
dent was perhaps the Board’s easiest task,

since William Rainey Harper was in fact the
first and only plausible choice from the
earliest days of the work of Goodspeed’s
group. When Harper finally accepted the
new Board’s offer in February 1891, after
six months of deliberation, a profound step
forward had been taken. Harper’s vision of
a comprehensive university, rather than a
mere liberal-arts college, was to prove a
powerful device that immediately defined
future fund-raising and budgetary priori-
ties.

By occupation, the first Board was di-
verse, and probably not untypical of other
university boards of the era, consisting
mainly of businessmen, journalists, law-
yers, and judges, with one clergyman
(Alonzo K. Parker) on the margins. A subse-
quent analysis in 1931 of the occupational
background of the Trustees appointed be-
tween 1890 and 1930 by J. Spencer
Dickerson found four bankers, two leaders
of insurance companies, eight lawyers, six
judges, twelve manufacturers, four minis-
ters, three real estate brokers, five publish-
ers, three engineers, four university
presidents, one medical doctor, and four
whom he only categorized as “capitalists.”!”
For Dickerson they were a “cross section of
the better element of the life of Middle
West.” Chicagoans dominated the Board,
but other cities—Detroit, Milwaukee, Min-
neapolis, Sioux City, lowa, as well as New
York and Washington D.C.—were also rep-
resented.

At the time, the role that boards of
trustees would play in the governance of the
new research universities was still open to
question. After all, the private research uni-
versities were hybrid creatures—emulating
German and other continental educational
institutions that were closely regulated by,
but also generously funded by the state and
thus by taxpayer revenues. In the American
context, there was no “state” and hence no
taxpayers, but rather a formal, but clearly
private deputation of civil society—the
“board of trustees”—administering bud-
gets comprised of student fee revenues and
philanthropic contributions from wealthy
private individuals. What had begun as
(typically confessional) advisory bodies for
the small, private liberal-arts colleges of our
earlier tradition now evolved into a money-
generating but also policy-supervising mo-
dalities for direction and control. How were
these boards to relate to the new research-
oriented professoriate, with their code of
independent scholarly values and their ex-
pectations of freedom to write and speak as
they would? How much power would these
boards assemble? What was to be their role
vis a vis the powerful conception of the
university as an autonomous but also pri-
vate community dedicated to independent-
minded research and teaching? In 1890 or
even 1900, much remained to be thought
through and worked out, and the great
public European universities had little to
offer their American emulators in the way
of instruction about how governance could
take place.

In our own case, these structural uncer-
tainties were compounded by two addi-
tional factors. First, the riskiness of the
enterprise itself. It is all too easy, from the
vantage point of a hundred-plus years of
success, to see the University of Chicago as
destined to succeed. Yet the founders must

have lived in great uncertainty, and the
desperate financial negotiations that oc-
curred in 1890-91 were merely the begin-
ning of years of doubt and occasional
dismay. Thomas Goodspeed would later
recall in his unpublished memoirs that

I have never changed my mind as to
the fearful risk we ran of failure. If
we had entered on that great adven-
ture with the lighthearted confidence
all others felt we should certainly
have failed. Fortunately, I succeeded
in impressing my associates with a
sense of the almost impossible great-
ness of our task and we won out. But
we only succeeded after incredible
difficulty and many months in which
we faced almost certain defeat.?’

The first University of Chicago had gone
bankrupt in 1886, after years of almost
pitiful underfunding and sectarian squab-
bling. Who could promise that the second
iteration would be any more successful?
That the University would be built from
scratch in a vacant field in the recently
annexed suburb of Hyde Park symbolized
the ad hoc quality of the new enterprise.
Harper might advocate his plans for the
University in the fall of 1890 as being of
revolutionary quality, but that made them
no less chimerical.?! The unpredictability
surrounding the decision to refound the
University in 1890, and on terms so as-
toundingly ambitious, makes the courage of
Harper, Goodspeed, and their closest allies
on the Board of Trustees all the more im-
pressive.

Second, the Board of Trustees was in a
most peculiar position, since real financial
power lay in New York, not in Chicago,
while real intellectual power, as well as a
considerable share of budgetary cunning,
lay in the mind and soul of William Rainey
Harper. Initially, Rockefeller was adamant
about not wanting a formal role on the
Board of Trustees, preferring local officers
to accept and maintain responsibility.
Frederick Gates, Rockefeller’s de facto agent
during the early years of the University, but
also a man with a strong sense of purpose
and himself basically sympathetic to
Harper’s vision, reported to Harper that
Rockefeller had no intention of controlling
the Board directly:

[he] would prefer in general not to
take active part in the counsels of the
management. He prefers to rest the
whole weight of the management on
the shoulders of the proper officers.
Donors can be certain that their gifts
will be preserved and made continu-
ously and largely useful, after their
own voices can no longer be heard,
only in so far as they see wisdom and
skill in the management, quite inde-
pendently of themselves, now. No
management can gain skill except as
it exercises its functions indepen-
dently, with the privilege of making
errors and the authority to correct
them. The only way to assure a wise
management during the whole fu-
ture of the institution is to continue
the method employed hitherto, in
the selection of members of the
board, which is to make the most



careful, the nicest possible choice of
new men to fill necessary vacancies,
as they shall from time to time occur,
and so to keep the board at all times
up to the highest point of skill and
efficiency.?

Of course, no amount of rhetoric could
mask the fact that Rockefeller retained enor-
mous power over the future of the fledging
University, simply because Chicago re-
mained until after 1910 deeply dependent
on Rockefeller’s largesse. And after 1896
this power was formalized by the fact that
Frederick Gates and John D. Rockefeller, Jr.
joined the Board as agents of John D.
Rockefeller, Sr., thus creating a geographi-
cally dualistic governance structure, partly
determined in Chicago and partly in New
York City. Moreover, John D. Rockefeller,
Sr.’s personal influence was felt in numer-
ous ways, largely expressed by his ongoing
frustration over Harper’s propensity to en-
gage in huge levels of deficit spending. Be-
tween 1894 and 1903 for example, annual
deficits in the operating budget of the Uni-
versity averaged $215,000 a year.?® This
meant that between 26 and 31 percent of
each annual budget between 1894 and 1903
was defacto covered by John D. Rockefeller,
but covered only by after-the-fact petition-
ing and occasional scheming on the part of
Harper and Goodspeed that was clearly
tolerated, if not sanctioned, by the Board.
Only Rockefeller was in a realistic position
to cover such deficits, even though he re-
sented having to do so.

This ambivalent—but (as I will argue) in
the long run advantageous—situation, put
the members of the Board of Trustees in a
strange intermediary relationship, creating
a “hinge position” for the Board, which
found itself constantly mediating between
an overenthusiastic Harper and a nervous
and skeptical Rockefeller. This relationship
both authorized and enhanced the media-
tory roles of those key Chicago leaders, like
Martin A. Ryerson and Charles L.
Hutchinson, who had the professional and
personal respect of Rockefeller. But this
hinge position also produced tensions. These
tensions were perhaps most graphically ana-
lyzed in two fascinating reports by Starr J.
Murphy, a lawyer who worked for
Rockefeller and who was sent to Chicago in
late 1903 on a investigative mission to un-
dertake an “exhaustive inquiry” into the
University’s operations and especially its
finances. As Frederick Gates discreetly in-
formed Harper, Murphy was “to spend
some time at the University, looking into all
its various affairs with such eyes as Mr.
Rockefeller and myself would hope to use
were the time available.”?*

Murphy’s first attempt to assay the struc-
ture of the University resulted in a long,
detailed, and insightful report in early 1904
that was generally complimentary, but
which also commented on the strange, nei-
ther-nor governance situation in which the
Board of Trustees found itself:

The President [Harper] is a man of
the widest optimism. This is a qual-
ity of firstimportance provided, only,
[that] it can be restrained by a cool
and deliberate judgment. . . . The
President is a man of great persua-
siveness, and it is easy for him to

present to his Trustees, in a very
convincing way, the importance and
necessity of the things which he de-
sires to see accomplished. Being sub-
jected as they are to this pressure,
and realizing the value and the need
of the various things recommended,
it is not surprising that the Trustees
should be disposed to acquiesce in
his plans, so far as the resources of
the institution will permit; and to be
optimistic with regard to the possi-
bility of increasing those resources.
Thesituationis unusual. The founder
is well known to be a man of great
resources and of great liberality, and
the Trustees are justified in believing
that he has a profound interest in the
institution. Year after year he has
added princely sums to its endow-
ment, and year after year as the
annual budgets have been presented
to him and his immediate represen-
tatives, the annual deficit has been
provided for. . ..

But this situation, Murphy continued, must
not be allowed to continue, and he left no
doubt who was responsible:

The existing financial situation, and
the course of financial administra-
tion for the past few years is intoler-
able and must be altered. While it is
desirable and necessary that the
Trustees should be men of broad
intellectual sympathy and of keen
appreciation of educational needs
and possibilities, it is also necessary
that they should be men of iron
resolution, capable, notwithstand-
ing their full appreciation of these
things, of appreciating, with equal
force, the limitations imposed by
financial considerations. This is
where they have proved themselves
lacking, and itis in this direction that
a change must be sought.?’

As the deficit continued to trouble
Rockefeller and his advisers, Starr Murphy
submitted a second, more negative report in
February 19035, laying the blame on the
officers of the University, by whom he most
certainly meant the local Chicago trustees
as well as Harper and Goodspeed, for the
“constant and alarming increase in the bud-
get deficits.” For Murphy, the University’s
budget estimates were characterized by “ut-
ter worthlessness” which offered Rockefeller
“no protection whatever.” Indeed, they were
“purely a matter of form, as the University
authorities do not consider themselves in
any way bound by them.”?® The outraged
reactions of Goodspeed and several Trust-
ees protesting against Murphy’s “offensive
expressions” (Goodspeed) could not mask
the fact that Murphy had not only called a
fiscal spade a spade, but had also dared to
express openly what others had only been
willing to ponder silently.?” Still, we are left
with a puzzle, for the early Trustees in their
own business careers were well known as
men of steadfast resolution. How are we to
explain this seeming disjunction between
their tough-minded worldliness in the af-
fairs of their own businesses and their ap-
parent toleration or at least sufferance of
the free-spending ways of their designated

educational leader, William Rainey Harper?
Was their support for Harper an example of
conflict avoidance, or was it perhaps more a
case of deftand deliberate Machiavellianism,
a charge that Murphy out of politeness
consciously dismissed in his first report, but
which he came very close to imputing in his
second report.?

Perhaps we can begin to answer these
questions—or at least provide a more suit-
able interpretive context for posing them—
if we first look at the kinds of activities and
cultural values represented by key leaders of
the first Board of Trustees. As we shall see,
not only did these men give generously of
their time, but they also gave generously of
their money to the new University. They did
so with caution and deliberation, but also
with great pride and confidence. Why did
they support the University with their own
money, and, equally important, what kind
of an institution did they want the Univer-
sity to become?

Two Key Leaders on the Early Board:
Martin A. Ryerson and Charles L.
Hutchinson

Thomas Goodspeed had hoped that the
new Board, which he proudly described to
Harperin June 1890 as constituting a “noble
list,” would provide strong advisory leader-
ship and also serve as a source of consider-
able wealth.?” Several of the early Trustees
were unable or unwilling to play either role
and soon disappeared from the membership
of the Board.** But the majority of the early
Trustees did devote a substantial amount of
their personal time to the work of the Board,
and several emerged as major benefactors in
their own right. The two most active and
influential Trustees in the first two decades
of the University’s history were without
doubt Martin Ryerson and Charles
Hutchinson. Close personal friends, part of
the same circle of social and business inter-
ests, they dominated many of the key delib-
erations of the Board during both Harper’s
and Judson’s presidencies. Indeed, it is little
exaggeration to suggest that few if any
important policy decisions were taken with-
out their consultation, and in many cases
their opinions shaped the outcome of de-
bates. Hutchinson once referred to Ryerson
and himself as the “two bugbears of the
Board”—and their interconnected lives dem-
onstrated the qualities they valued in the
University and in the city.>!

In the context of the history of the city of
Chicago, Martin Ryerson and Charles
Hutchinson are usually seen as part of a
small group of progressive businessmen who
sought to impose a genteel, cultured veneer
onto the huge metropolis that Chicago con-
stituted by 1890, the second largest city in
America, the sixth largest in Europe and
America combined. James Gilbert has ar-
gued that these men “aimed to impose a
moral order that would, like a map, guide
the resident to the proper places and into the
proper attitudes.”3? Other scholars have
seen these men as advocating an “urban
imperialism” in Chicago to show to the
outside world and particularly to critics in
New York that Chicago was capable of
generating cultural institutions on par with
those of great European cities or the Ameri-
can East Coast.*® In this sense, their willing-
ness to help Harper and his Baptist
compatriots might be seen as a convergent

and timely meeting of virtue and necessity—
they would help create a great university,
and it would be a distinguished university,
but it would be their university and not that
of a modest Baptist community. Harper’s
large-scale visions thus ran parallel with the
ambitions of these representatives of the
urban elite.

Yet, neither Ryerson nor Hutchinson
were typical, cardboard copies of a late-
nineteenth-century arriviste bourgeoisie.
That Ryerson spent so much of his early life
in Europe—he had lived in Paris and in
Geneva for several years to attend private
secondary schools—made his knowledge of
European culture rich and textured. Like
the professors whom Harper recruited who
had lived and studied in Germany and Aus-
tria, Ryerson thus had a first-hand under-
standing of the high culture of major
European cities. Hutchinson too gradually
gained a first-hand, if more self-taught ap-
preciation of the major institutional em-
blems of European art and architecture,
prowling museums like the South
Kensington in London, the Prado in Madrid,
and the Louvre in Paris.>*

They were close and connected members
of a common civic elite: each represented
considerable second-generation wealth, each
took great pride in their home town, and
each defined the future prosperity of the
University as being essential to the future
greatness of the city of Chicago. It was also
critical that they were relatively young men:
in 1890 Hutchinson was 36 and Ryerson
34, working with a young president, Will-
iam Rainey Harper, who was himself only
34. They were not part of that famous
generation of Chicago business leaders who
obtained and exercised great wealth and
who had been born in the 1830s—men like
George Pullman, Marshall Field, Richard
Crane, Potter Palmer, and Philip Armour—
whom James Gilbert and other scholars
have represented as constituting the found-
ing generation of Chicago capitalists.’’ In-
stead, their youthfulness as heirs of wealthy
men (Ryerson’s father had been born in
1818, Hutchinson’sin 1829) put themin the
unique position to devote as much time as
they might wish to cultivating civic projects
and supporting worthy cultural and educa-
tional causes. Equally important, they both
had extensive networks of friends and busi-
ness partners, some of whom they “inher-
ited” from their fathers. These elements of
useful leisure, business acumen, large wealth,
and a close personal understanding of the
elite social networks of the burgeoning me-
tropolis were critical in the work that both
of them accomplished, at the University and
for other major civic institutions like the Art
Institute of Chicago.

Both became involved with the Univer-
sity in 1890, during the early stages of the
appeal by the American Baptist Educational
Society to obtain $400,000 to match the
initial offer by John D. Rockefeller of
$600,000. When the solicitation seemed to
founder for want of support, Goodspeed
and Gates made a critical decision to go
beyond the Baptist churches to the civic and
business community of Chicago at large.3¢
As Gates put it to Harper in November
1890, the canvass of Baptists and of former
alumni of the old University notwithstand-

ing,
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our largest hope is from the rich,
outside men. . . . We have been
promised by Mr. Charles
Hutchinson, the President of the
Commercial Club, a hearing before
that venerable body on the last
evening of this month. Mr. Blake has
been chosen to deliver the speech,
and he is now preparing it. . . .
Immediately thereafter we shall seek
to get the positive pledges of our
chief friends among the outside no-
bility, and from that moment we
expect fine weather and clear sail-
ing.%’

This was a critical turning point in the
history of the University, perhaps even on
par with Harper’s appointment as Presi-
dent, for the wealth that these members of
the Chicago “outside nobility” represented
was not only valuable in and of itself, but it
was critical to persuading a nervous and
uncertain John D. Rockefeller that the citi-
zens of Chicago would indeed take up the
cause and not leave him with the sole re-
sponsibility for the new college.*®

Charles Hutchinson was the first non-
Baptist civic leader approached by Thomas
Goodspeed on behalf of the committee so-
liciting support from the Chicago business
elite to match Rockefeller’s offer of
$600,000. Hutchinson agreed to support
the cause with a modest subscription of
$1,000 and, more importantly, with the
offer of his time and social connections.
Thereafter, Gates and Goodspeed used
Hutchinson’s good offices in their interview
with Marshall Field, which led to Field’s
donation of ten acres of land between 56th
and 57th Streets worth $125,000 to launch
the new University.* Field, in turn, urged
that Hutchinson be named a Trustee.
Hutchinson assented, but argued that his
friend Martin Ryerson also be appointed to
the Board, perhaps with a sense of Ryerson’s
greater financial capacity.*® Ryerson then
agreed to serve.

The new Board held its first meeting in
July 1890. Initially, the Board selected a
Baptist businessman and community leader,
E. Nelson Blake, as its President. An active
participant in the affairs of the first Univer-
sity of Chicago and a local merchant of
some reputation (he committed $25,000 to
the 1889-90 subscription), Blake had re-
cently moved to Massachusetts and both he
and his wife were in ill health. At the same
meeting Ryerson was named as Vice-Presi-
dent of the Board, with Hutchinson elected
as Treasurer of the University. There is good
reason to think that Ryerson’s appointment
as Vice-President was a deliberate, symbolic
move to place a non-Baptist within the
University’s leadership. So effective was
Ryerson’s leadership—his fellow Board
members even passed a special resolution in
June 1891 thanking him for his effective-
ness—that Blake himself offered in October
1890 to step aside to permit Ryerson to take
charge.*! Blake’s suggestion was strongly
seconded by Thomas Goodspeed, the Secre-
tary of the Board and close adviser to Harper.
Goodspeed realized both the substantive
advantages and symbolic significance of
replacing Blake with Ryerson. He wrote to
Harper in early October 1890 that

Mr. Ryerson charmed me. He is a
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quiet, but genial liberal, level headed
and in every way fine man. He is
without business practically, and
worth $3,000,000 or $4,000,000.
He is very near all the ablest men in
the city. He seems much interested.
Mr. Kohlsaat and the others [the
other Trustees] feel that we cannot
do so well as to make him President
of the Board. They think it will do
more than anything else we could do
to help us in our coming appeal for
the building fund. There is no doubt
but that our funds for that purpose
must come from the businessmen of
Chicago. Our own people [the Bap-
tists] will not furnish one dollar in
five of it. Mr. Ryerson being the Vice
President would naturally succeed
M. Blake. To pass him over would
be perhaps discourteous. To name
him as President will give us a Presi-
dent universally respected, with
plenty of leisure, with great wealth,
liberal, very close to the wealthiest
and most liberal citizens. The union
with the Sem[inary] has emphasized
the Baptistic character of the institu-
tion. Would it not now be good
policy, the best thing we could do to
emphasize the liberal spirit in which
our own work is to be carried on. I
can see no reason why we should not
do this and I think it may in the great
campaign we must make for money
during the next five yearslead usto a
victory we cannot otherwise win.*?

A week later Goodspeed reiterated his
urgings to Harper—alfter insisting that Blake
should not stay on, he continued that
“Ryerson it seems to me is the man. He is
worth $4,000,000. He is himself liberal and
very near to all the wealthiest men here. His
standing is A 1. He is a level-headed and
capable man. He has abundant leisure. [ do
not see why he should not be worth half a
million to us during the next five years.”*

Perhaps most notable about Blake’s and
Goodspeed’ssuggestions was that they were
offered in the first place. Reflecting the new
University’s old denominational ground-
ings, the first charter of the Board specified
that two-thirds of its members must be
Baptists, but the charter said nothing about
the confessional standing of the leadership
of the Board. Still, Ryerson was not a Bap-
tist—his religious views seem to have been
vaguely liberal Protestant, bordering on the
agnostic—and making him the leader of the
new Board of Trustees would be a politi-
cally significant decision.

For reasons which are unclear based on
the surviving correspondence, Ryerson did
not formally succeed to the Presidency until
June 1892. The delay very likely had to do
with tensions among the Baptists over the
denominational identity of the new Univer-
sity, forcing Harper to move slowly in con-
solidating the leadership of the Board.*
Blake’s own gracious letter after his resigna-
tion suggests this fact when he observed to
Harper that “[i]t was only due to Mr.
Ryerson from every point of view that he
should be selected for the place, and I trust
that the denominational friends will fully
understand the case.”* During these crucial
months Harper himself pondered his own
confessional standing within the Baptist

community, having been accused of heresy
for his modernist textual analysis of the
Bible, and the delay concerning Ryerson
may well have been a rather rare case of
Harper proceeding with undue delibera-
tion.*¢ Still, Chicago businessmen like
Hutchinson and Ryerson had offered their
initial support to re-found the University of
Chicago in 1890 with the clear understand-
ing that the new institution was not be a re-
run of the first University of Chicago, which
meant that it would assume a non-sectarian
identity in regard to its educational policies
and research programs.*” That Ryerson was
confirmed as President in June 1892 should
be viewed as a quiet but notable step in
confirming the secular identity of the new
University.*

Personally, Ryerson was a calm, deliber-
ate, and thoughtful person, who later com-
mentators would remember for his
discernment, aesthetic taste, and shrewd
business sense. The son of a first-generation
capitalist of the same name who made a
fortune in timber and real estate, Ryerson
was educated in Paris and Geneva and then
attended Harvard Law School.* Upon his
father’s death in 1887, he became one of the
wealthiest men in the city, but chose to use
his wealth to pursue cultural and artistic
interests. His knowledge of art was on the
level of a connoisseur. His collection of art
grew slowly and carefully, and upon his
death in 1932 the Art Institute, which he
served for many years as vice-president,
received a breathtaking collection. It is thus
no exaggeration to say that the Institute is
enormously indebted to Ryerson and his
wife, not only for a spectacular collection of
French Impressionists—including five paint-
ings by Renoir and sixteen paintings by
Monet—butalso for an extraordinary group
of Old Master paintings as well, all of which
originally hung in his mansion at 4851
South Drexel Boulevard (this is still extant,
now owned by the Franciscan Fathers Mon-
astery).>

Ryerson immediately made his influence
felt at the University in several important
policy issues, including the choice of an
architect to plan the new campus, and the
size and domain of the territory on which
the campus would be located. It was Ryerson
who guided the deliberations of the Com-
mittee on Buildings and Grounds in its
choice of Henry Ives Cobb and the design of
the first campus master plan, and perhaps
equally importantly, it was Ryerson, work-
ing in tandem with Hutchinson, who urged
that the original conception of the spatial
grid of the campus be expanded by acquir-
ing additional territory owned by Marshall
Field.*' Ryerson even put up $25,000 in
cash in 1891 as the major component of the
down payment needed to acquire this addi-
tional property. At the time other Trustees
felt that this expansion was too ambitious
and risky, but Ryerson and Hutchinson
believed that a larger and more cohesive site
would better serve the long-term interests of
the University. Similarly, Ryerson was also
the key figure in Harper’s successful cam-
paign to acquire the Berlin Collection, pro-
viding almost half of the money that was
pledged and paid for the collection owned
by S. Calvary and Company in Berlin in
1891. Overnight this collection transformed
our fledgling library into a major research
collection, with the University of Chicago

coming to have the second largest university
library collection in the United States by
1896.

But Ryerson’s most significant dona-
tions lay ahead. As Harper and Goodspeed
urgently sought major gifts from local Chi-
cagoans in the spring of 1892 to actually
build the first set of buildings, in a cable
from Paris in June 1892 Ryerson notified
Harper that he would pledge $150,000
towards the construction of a building in
memory of his father, as part of a million-
dollar building drive. Several months later
Ryerson decided that his gift would be used
to create a physics laboratory.’? A year later
he intervened at an even more critical junc-
ture, offering to provide $100,000 in cash if
other Chicagoans would come up with an-
other $400,000, a matching fund that, in
turn, merited an additional $.5 million from
John D. Rockefeller.’® Ryerson’s interven-
tion was successful—the million was even-
tually raised. In July 1910, he then
contributed an additional $200,000 to ex-
pand and refit the physics building to meet
the changing needs of the faculty and gradu-
ate students of the department.

Having funded the Ryerson Physical
Laboratory, Ryerson also became familiar
with the work of its leading scientist and
eventual Nobel Prize winner, Albert
Michelson. In 1898, Ryerson even invited
Michelson to provide him with a list of the
sums needed for Michelson’s research, and
then informed the Board that he would
personally cover these costs.>* He later pro-
vided additional gifts to support Michelson’s
workin 1904,1907,and 1924. Not surpris-
ingly, Michelson’s daughter later recalled
that Ryerson took a personal pride in her
father’s research achievements.”> Albert
Einstein observed in 1952 of Albert
Michelson that “Ialways think of Michelson
as the artist in Science. His greatest joy
seemed to come from the beauty of the
experiment itself and the elegance of the
method employed.” Does Einstein’s ap-
praisal of Michelson help to illuminate why
Ryerson, who had the eye of a connoisseur
in evaluating artistic achievement, was im-
pressed with the work of this great scientist?
Reciprocally, one of Michelson’s most pow-
erful avocations was as a painter, so much
so that his daughter would later argue that
“Michelson’s technique of painting a wa-
tercolor was illustrative of his method of
attacking a scientific problem.” Art and
physics—two fields of human creativity that
have the capacity to pay special recognition
to the powerful pleasures of color and light.*¢

Ryerson’s subsequent investments after
the start of the First World War were equally
critical: a gift of $250,000 in 1917-18 to
help launch the Medical School; and, fi-
nally, an additional $200,000 to create the
first endowed chair in the history of the
University, which, predictably, was awarded
to Albert A. Michelson. That Ryerson’s last
gifts went to long-term endowment, as op-
posed to buildings, reflected the all-impor-
tant fact that by the 1920s the University
was finally moving out from under the
shadow of Rockefeller’s beneficence and
seeking independent sources for its long-
term operational capital.

Nor was Martin Ryerson’s cultural phi-
lanthropy on our campus restricted only to
the physical sciences, for he also worked to
strengthen our library collections and to
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support the research work of distinguished
scholars in the humanities. Beyond his ini-
tial support for the acquisition of the Berlin
Collection, Ryerson’s interest in rare books
and manuscripts found continued expres-
sion in his acquisition of the famous Sir
Nicholas Bacon Collection of early English
manuscripts in 1924 and by his purchase of
a mid-fifteenth-century codex (the
“McCormick Manuscript”) of Chaucer’s
Canterbury Talesin 1930, both acquired on
the basis of personal interventions with
Ryerson by Professor John Matthews Manly
of the Department of English.’”

Perhapsasimportantas Ryerson’s finan-
cial largesse—his total gifts to the Univer-
sity amounted to well over $2 million, far
surpassing Goodspeed’s hoped-for
$500,000—was his acute understanding of
Harper’s educational vision and of the spe-
cial needs of a university that would devote
much of its individual and collective re-
sources to sponsoring original research. This
is clear from several speeches that Ryerson
gave on various public occasions in the
1890s. On the occasion of the dedication by
the University of the Yerkes Astronomical
Observatory in October 1897, he argued
that the astronomical observatory would
demonstrate a “continuing and increasing
usefulness.” How so? Not only would the
new facility serve powerful instrumental
purposes, but it would also enhance the
analytic ideals of science as well: “In an age
when so much of the ability and energy of
the community is devoted to the advance-
ment and the improvement of material con-
ditions each new agency for upholding the
ideals of life through the cultivation of
science for its own sake has a usefulness of
the highest order.” Ryerson thought this
reconciliation of the two forces—practical
and ideal—possible and necessary: “Let us
by all means be practical if we can, at the
same time [let us] broaden our conception
of the meaning of the word, so that it may
include that development of the intellectual
side of life, without which any improvement
of material conditions is absolutely vain.”s®
Similarly, on the occasion of the Decennial
celebration in June 1901, he insisted that
the progress of the University in moral and
intellectual domains was part of a larger
sweep of progress that characterized mod-
ern life itself, and he took pleasure in the fact
that “the world is as ready to respond to
earnest and devoted work in moral and
intellectual fields as it is to efforts put forth
for material gain.”*

At the same time, in defending the intrin-
sic value of research, Ryerson was opposed
to a conception of the University as isolated
from society. On the occasion of the dinner
meeting of the University congregation in
February 1897, Ryerson spoke on behalf of
the Trustees. The audience included alumni
of the University, and the occasion called
for what might nowadays be called out-
reach. Ryerson argued that the new kind of
education that was now called “higher”
must penetrate every stratum of society,
where it should shape and prepare mankind
for the “duties, the trials, and the pleasures
of life.” Having posited a link between the
intrinsic power of higher education and the
improvement of human life, he then argued
that the University community would do
well to continually engage the world:
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It follows from this measuring of
methods by results that while the
problems of education must be solved
by educators, those problems must
be stated and the solutions verified
by life itself, not alone the life of the
scholar, nor that of any class of a
community, but human life in its
broadest sense.®

He then argued that this dialogic process
made it imperative for the University to stay
in touch with the world around it:

the experiences and educational
needs of all should be brought to the
knowledge of educators, the practi-
cal as well as the intellectual and
spiritual requirements of mankind
should be made known by contact
with the world which will test theo-
ries by practice and direct educa-
tional energies in useful channels. . .
. The value and influence of a univer-
sity are therefore dependent upon a
reaction upon it of the life of the
community.

Speaking explicitly on behalf of the Trust-
ees, Ryerson placed special importance on
the University remaining open to outside
criticism and information:

A close succession of business and
academic control will promote the
continuous and systematic progress
of an institution, but that control
can only retain its vitality and useful-
ness by keeping in contact not only
with the progress of modern thought,
but also with the changes in modern
life, and that very continuity and
that concentration of management
make it the more necessary that such
management should be kept open to
outside advice and criticism. We shall
welcome through this body, which
we hope will contain a constantly
increasing circle of men and women
who have gone forth from The Uni-
versity into the different walks of
life, such advice and criticism.

If Martin Ryerson was the quiet, deliber-
ate man with great leisure and with the
financial resources to dedicate himself to his
passions, Ryerson’s regular dinner com-
panion, close friend, and ally Charles
Hutchinson, was a perpetual motion ma-
chine of civic leadership activities. Like
Ryerson, Hutchinson was the son of an
early Chicago capitalist, Benjamin
Hutchinson, who made a fortune in the
stockyards and grain trade. The friendship
of the two men, which was further strength-
ened by the parallel friendship of their wives,
took on remarkable forms of social and
philanthropic tourism. Hutchinson’s pri-
vate diary, which is on deposit at the
Newberry Library, provides a charming if
cursory record of some of the world excur-
sions the two couples took together. Just as
they traveled together, they collected art
together as well.

Yet, if Hutchinson’s life shared parallels
with Ryerson’s, there were differences. He
was a joiner, an enthusiast, and an advo-
cate, involved in a hundred different causes,
although he was no closer to the tycoon

mentality that Veblen thought was charac-
teristic of the typical Board member than
was Ryerson. He was also self-educated—a
recent biographer has described him in his
youth as a “sensitive, intelligent, bookish,
deeply religious boy who wanted to go to
college but acceded to his father’s wishes
and went into the family business instead.”®!
Hutchinson’s social causes were as varied
and numerous as his contacts and causes in
Chicago society: the Commercial Club, the
World’s Columbian Exposition, the Relief
and Aid Society, Hull House, the Chicago
Orphan Asylum, and the Chicago Public
Library. He also found time to support
Harriet Monroe’s efforts to found Poetry
magazine. His greatest civic role was to
serve as the President of the Art Institute, to
which Ryerson became a principal patron.
Named President of the Art Institute in
April 1882, Hutchinson’s credentials as a
civic booster of the arts were well estab-
lished when the appeal for the new Univer-
sity started later in the decade. Hutchinson
played a foundational role toward the Art
Institute not unlike that he subsequently
provided to the University. From a small,
orphan-like establishment in 1882, upon
Hutchinson’s death in 1924 the institute
had alreadyjoined the front ranks of Ameri-
can art museums.

Hutchinson’s theories about the impor-
tance of art in society paralleled Ryerson’s
views on the social utility of science. An
ardent social progressive, Hutchinson be-
lieved that the Art Institute had a responsi-
bility to elevate the taste and sensibilities of
the masses. In an early lecture, “Art. Its
Influence and Excellence in Modern Times,”
Hutchinson appealed to the socially thera-
peutic power of art by suggesting that

[a]rtawakens the imagination, quick-
ens the conscience. . . . Art has to do
directly with morality. The beautiful
refines. Perfect art suggests perfect
conduct. We need not destroy our
passions and desires, but to master
and refine them. . . . But above all let
us urge the claim of art to a place
among us, if for no other reason than
this: That in the midst of this busy
material life of our day, she may call
upon us to halt, and turn our
thoughts away from so much that is
of the earth earthy, and lead us to
contemplate those eternal truths
which after all most concern the
children of God.®

Eager to spread this gospel of aesthetic
revival, Hutchinson pushed the board of the
Art Institute to open its doors with free
admissions on Sundays and supported the
idea that the museum building be located in
the middle of the city, not in an isolated
park. As Kathleen McCarthy has pointed
out, it was also owing to Hutchinson that
the Art Institute developed a socially inclu-
sive, outward-looking notion of who should
be its proper audience. She writes that

[a]rtisans, blue- and white-collar
workers, visitors from the country,
and wealthy art patrons all appeared
in the museum’s halls, a fact which
delighted Hutchinson, who made
daily visits and constantly kept tabs
on attendance records. With his usual

ebullience, he declared that the Art
Institute was overactive,
overhospitable, overcrowded with
passing exhibitions and students, but
at least it was alive.®

Hutchinson’s personal philosophy was
happily untypical of most business leaders
of the late Progressive Era. Hutchinson once
quipped that “[t]he state has a right to
demand from a man not only part of his
money, but also a tithe of his thought, his
time, and his life. Everybody should putinto
the city in which he lives as much as he gets
out of it.”¢*

Commuting between the Art Institute
and the University, Martin Ryerson and
Charles Hutchinson exchanged roles, or,
perhaps more accurately, adopted roles most
appropriate to their personalities and the
needs of the time. At the Art Institute,
Hutchinson was president and Ryerson
nominally the vice-president but, in fact,
one of its chief artistic patrons. At the
University, Ryerson was the President, with
Hutchinson serving as Treasurer and as
Chairman of the Committee on Buildings
and Grounds, a standing committee of the
Board. In this latter capacity he exerted
strong, vigilant guidance over the quality of
the architectural proposals for new build-
ings. Hutchinson’s enthusiastic jottings to
Harper in April 1900, as he toured Oxford
University looking for “great ideas” for the
cluster of buildings that would be built at
the corner of 57th and University (including
the new commons, which he financed and
which is heavily indebted to the great hall at
Christ Church, Oxford), confirmed hisearly
conviction that

[t]his city of ours would be richer,
filled with a higher intellectual life,
had we more beautiful surround-
ings, monuments of art, buildings
stored with books and paintings and
sculpture. So that on every hand
something should suggest high and
noble thoughts.®

As President Ernest Burton later remem-

bered,

[a]s each of the forty buildings of the
University was planned, and finally
built, Mr. Hutchinson gave pro-
longed and intelligent attention to
the plans, considering carefully not
only the larger matters of style and
general structure, but even the mi-
nutest of details of arrangement, or-
namentation, and furniture. Through
personal association with him in this
work, I learned how accurate was
his judgment, how inexhaustible his
patience. He had a keen sense of the
influence of architecture on the for-
mation of taste, and a strong desire,
happily shared by many of his asso-
ciates, that what the University built
should be so built that it would stand
and be worthy to last. He built for a
long future.®

Ultimately, the greatest service that
Ryerson and Hutchinson provided to the
new University was as intellectual and cul-
tural leaders of the Board. As the President
of the fledging Board of Trustees, Ryerson
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especially exercised two great virtues. First,
Ryerson’s own substantial philanthropy,
combined with his personal prestige and
civic legitimacy, set a powerful example for
other influential and wealthy Chicagoans to
do likewise. But he also exercised a second
role as well, one that was intimately related
to what I have described as the hinge func-
tion of the Board. Ryerson’s steady hand as
President of the Board was manifested lo-
cally in his governance style—low key, con-
ciliatory, deeply respectful of Harper and
the senior professoriate. By necessity
Ryerson also became a kind of personal
ambassador for Harper and thus one of the
latter’s agents to Rockefeller in New York.
That Rockefeller both trusted and had great
respect for Ryerson’s steadiness and pru-
dent judgment may be one of the modest yet
vital elements in our early history that has
not been sufficiently acknowledged.

AsPresident of the Board, Ryerson’s role
was thus crucial in steering a cautious path
though Harper’s endless craving for money
and Rockefeller’s endless worries about that
craving. Officially, and for the record,
Ryerson never failed to emphasize to Harper
that the University had to live within its
means. In February 1894, Ryerson cau-
tioned Harper that “I hope there will be no
delay in the effort to raise money for the
University, it is the most pressing matter
which the Trustees have to consider at the
present. I think we shall all experience con-
siderable relief when the institution is out of
debt.”®” When Gates wrote a frustrated,
angry letter to Goodspeed about the recur-
ring deficits in early 1897, Ryerson care-
fully associated himself with the former’s
position, chiding Harper that “I am very
glad that Mr. Rockefeller is to keep so
clearly in touch with the work of the Univer-
sity and shall welcome any restraint that our
financial condition renders wise. . . . In my
opinion we have progressed so far towards
the beginning of the new year that we must
avail ourselves of Mr. Rockefeller’s offer to
loan money to meet the deficit but I think
that we should not contemplate a continu-
ance of a policy of borrowing for that
purpose and should at an early date trim our
sails to meet the situation, unless we have
very good assurances that Mr. Rockefeller
intends to place us in a position to continue
onthe presentscale.”*® He also urged Harper
to maintain simplicity in university organi-
zation—Ryerson was suspicious of too many
specialized ruling bodies and administrative
layers that might encourage political strife
in the University.*” Moreover, the general
policy of the Board under Ryerson’s leader-
ship after the first several years of radical
expansion was to exercise more careful
supervision over new expenditures, espe-
cially after 1898.

At the same time, the Board under
Ryerson was loath to undertake fundamen-
tal retrenchment strategies, and as Frederick
Gates himself was forced to point out in a
confidential memo to Rockefeller in 1897,
there was in fact a sound rationale for not
engaging in capricious amputations. Gates
ruminated that

Most universities are the result of
growth begun with a central germ or
nucleus, they have developed year by
year, gradually taking on new fea-
tures as means have commanded and
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the times demanded. The history of
the University of Chicago is alto-
gether different. It is more like the
erection of a building. Ground plans
were laid on a scale scarcely less than
the ideals of the architect of what the
perfected building should be, and
that perhaps, without being deterred
by a close question of economies and
expenses. The building has gone up
from the foundations to the roof on
this general scale. What we have
now may be fairly estimated to be
the cost of a fairly complete Univer-
sity—excluding the applied sciences,
law, medicine, and technology.
When you come to the question,
therefore, of retrenchment, you are
confronted with the idea of tearing
down your building, with reference
to saving heat, light, and service, and
after all comparatively minor expen-
ditures. You may take the budget
and scrutinize it from beginning to
end, and the moment you attempt to
retrench you will find that you can-
not doitatall, or atleast do it to any
appreciable extent, without simply
dismembering the institution. . . . In
other words, the expenses of the
institution as to-day organized are
not only imperative, but it is also,
and likewise, utterly impossible with-
out practically destroying the insti-
tution to make any such material
increase as will save this deficit. How-
ever unpalatable this fact may be, it
is nevertheless the cold truth. The
institution simply cannot retrench.
It can close, it can go out of business
but to retrench within the limits of
this enormous deficit is simply to
shut up shop. The fact is that the
University is one whole. Every partis
dependent on the other parts. It is
like a living organism and any at-
tempt at change of its present basis,
involves all of the frightful wastes of
amputation and disease.”

If the University’s financial structure was
overextended, it was thus because of the
massive initial growth of the institution,
especially in the years 1892 to 1898.
Frederick Gates acknowledged as much in
1897 when he observed that the deficit had
arisen “in part on ground of inadvertence
and in part on the ground that policy of
erecting beautiful and costly buildings and
of securing numerous and expensive corps
of instructors.””!

Nor were the members of the Board of
Trustees unaware of what they had done
and how and why they had done it. During
a crucial conference on the annual budget
with Gates in February 1897, Goodspeed
sought to defuse the Trustees’ and Harper’s
responsibility by arguing that the whole
problem was one of good, indeed great
intentions coupled with faulty planning: “I
am speaking of the original plans upon
which the University was organized, these
plans having involved all that the University
now costs for its current expenditures. I
mean, for example, that when the President
[Harper] conceived the idea of the Biologi-
cal Department and added it to the original
plan of the University, he, himself, had no
conception of what it would cost, nor did

the Trustees have any conception of it as
they were in charge of a wholly new enter-
prise, whose origination and history is en-
tirely without a parallel.””?

Yet in his private, unpublished memoirs
Goodspeed offered a more nuanced and far
less generous interpretation, confessing that
he too had felt ambivalent about his friend’s
budgetary tactics, but had gone along out of
loyalty to Harper:

It sometimes seemed as though Dr.
Harper was deliberately forcing the
Founder’s hand and had adapted
this as a thoroughly considered and
permanent policy. It led to very un-
happy consequences for Dr. Harper,
as will appear later in this narrative,
but I do not think the question can
ever be decided. The matter made
something of a breach between Dr.
Harper and me. But I would not like
to say that he consciously adopted
the policy of rapid expansion with
the deliberate purpose of forcing the
Founder’s hand and extorting from
him ever increasing millions, al-
though this was in fact the result of
the policy pursued. . . . Did Dr.
Harper pursue the really wise course?
Was the method of extorting gifts
from the Founder by what seemed
like compulsion the best method?
Was this the only way in which the
great immediate success and growth
of the University could have been
attained?”

We also know from Ryerson’s and
Hutchinson’s own correspondence with
Harper that they were keenly aware of their
leader’s spending habits: In January 1896,
Hutchinson cautioned Harper, “Don’t let
all this good fortune lead you astray. Go
slow.”7* Similarly, in March 1900 Ryerson
warned Harper against the temptation to
construct new buildings on the basis of
“inadequate gifts,” urging instead patience
and the construction of temporary facilities
“outside of the Quadrangles” that might
later be used for other purposes.”

Ryerson was also aware of Rockefeller’s
and Gates’ expectations that new gifts go
toward eliminating the deficits rather than
continued expansion. At a budget confer-
ence in New York in December 1898,
Ryerson made a firm commitment to use
new, locally generated funds to try to elimi-
nate deficits, and not to expand programs:
“So far as there is any opportunity of direct-
ing the application of the gifts to the Univer-
sity, the policy of the Board now is to
provide for work already being done by the
University rather than for any expansion of
the work.” But he went on to assert that this
journey to the promised land of budgetary
equilibrium was not likely to occur in the
near future: “I think the Board has in mind
the importance of that fact and any delay in
making efforts has been caused by the hope-
lessness of doing anything [on the fund-
raising front] rather than through [the]
forgetfulness of the Board. Itis now planned
to renew the efforts at an early date.””®
Ambition, not deception, was ultimately at
work here.

Still, in spite of these forthright and well-
meaning commitments, there is no evi-
dence—pace Starr Murphy’s suspicions—

that Ryerson and his colleagues seriously
sought to curb Harper’s proclivity to envis-
age new programs and to seek new opportu-
nities. [t was not until the summit meeting of
late December 1903, where a decision was
taken in Rockefeller’s personal offices in
New York that the deficit must be curbed,
that Harper was finally called up short.””
Even then Ryerson defended Harper to
Gates, suggesting that “[i]tis difficult. . . to
keep Dr. Harper from interesting himself in
all the details of affairs at the University and
in cases where he thinks an emergency ex-
ists, from exceeding his authority in connec-
tion with them.” Ryerson then added, in a
cautionary observation to Gates, “[it] may
not be expedient to run the risk of discredit-
ing his proper authority by making it pos-
sible and even necessary for employees to
question its extent.””®

Perhaps Ryerson’s willingness to play a
kind of middleman between Harper’s buoy-
ant ambition and Rockefeller’s and Gates’s
ongoing worries about money reflected the
fact that he appreciated and took pride in
Harper’s compelling, if all-too-expensive
educational vision. His and Hutchinson’s
extensive correspondence with Harper re-
veal a profound interest in the intrinsic and
unique quality of the University—in one of
his earliest letters to Harper, Ryerson urged
that “we cannot set our aims too high nor
plan too broadly the future of the Univer-
sity.””? Similarly, Hutchinson would write
proudly to Harper in January 1892, con-
gratulating him on having recruited both J.
Laurence Laughlin and William G. Hale
from Cornell: “Do not see how we could
have done better. Indeed, we are to be
congratulated in securing two such men as
Hale and Laughlin. I have no fears of the
future of the University. Listen to my ‘fa-
therly’ advice and go right on in the lines
already adopted and success will attend
your efforts.”®® Ryerson also understood
that Rockefeller and Gates had allowed
themselves to become profoundly impli-
cated in the success of that vision, all pro-
tests at annual budget meetings
notwithstanding. For a patrician like
Ryerson, the protestations of a legal hired
gun like Starr Murphy were ultimately irrel-
evant unless they reflected a profound and
lasting alienation on the part of Rockefeller,
which was not likely to take place. Indeed, if
anyone played the role of a Veblen-like
“businessman” in these transactions, it was
Starr Murphy, not Harper and his business
friends on the Board of Trustees.®! Given the
fact that their own natural and professional
instincts were to follow the straight and
narrow path of budgetary probity, it was all
the more remarkable that Ryerson and
Hutchinson were willing to accord to Harper
an unusually broad range of flexibility and
trust.

Indeed, Ryerson, Hutchinson, and their
fellow Trustees served the University well
by being discreetly and stubbornly caughtin
the middle. These were able, tough-minded
businessmen and civic leaders, but either
from personal commitment to Harper’s vi-
sion of the wonder of a new, major univer-
sity in the West or from a deep civic pride
that wanted to get Chicago as much Univer-
sity as Rockefeller could be lobbied into
paying for, they served the University by not
doing what Starr Murphy argued they
should have done, namely, clamp down on
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their enthusiastic, fast-talking President.
According to Goodspeed, Gates insisted
that Rockefeller would have given as much,
if not more, money and would have done so
“not only more happily, but more freely,
more rapidly, and more largely” if Harper
(and the Trustees) had only been forthright
by consulting him beforehand about their
expansionist plans.? Harper clearly felt oth-
erwise, and acted accordingly. In the end, it
was Rockefeller who had to solve the deficit
problem with several massive additional
gifts to the endowment between 1906 and
1910, concluding with Rockefeller’s final
donation of $10 million in December 1910.
These gifts essentially capitalized the struc-
tural deficit and allowed the University to
bring order to its financial affairs without
compromise to its scholarly reputation or
educational quality.®®> T would argue that
Rockefeller’s final gift was a logical, al-
though certainly not inevitable, outcome of
the Board’s neither-nor strategy. Having
started the University with Rockefeller’s
money, having then contributed sizable sums
of their own, and having further prevailed
on Rockefeller for still more massive annual
contributions to cover the structural deficit
along the way, the Founder’s final gift rep-
resented, from the perspective of the Trust-
ees, both a confession of the need for fiscal
penitence and the reception of the good
grace of a friendly providence. Rather like
the great Dominican preacher Johann Tetzel,
who awarded the famous plenary indul-
gence of 1517 and thus merited Luther’s
wrath, the great man at 26 Broadway now
pronounced to the Trustees: having sol-
emnly repented, your sins are forgiven; go
forth now and live in budgetary probity and
sanctity.?

Conclusion

The preceding narrative suggests that
Thorstein Veblen was, in fact, wrong.
Whereas Veblen expected businessmen to
interfere with the autonomy of the univer-
sity and to impose commercial values to the
detriment of pure learning, in fact Ryerson
and Hutchinson tried to do just the oppo-
site, by breaking down the forces that might
lay behind these oppositions. Still, lest my
final set of comments be seen as an invita-
tion to us to resume the pattern of deficit
financing that was a chronically happy fea-
ture of the first fifteen years of the
University’s history, let me say that this is
not a tale for the future, since John D.
Rockefellers are rather rare birds, perhaps
the kind who come once in a millennium.
Nor, in fact, do we really need a second John
D. Rockefeller. Because of the resilient insti-
tutional and scholarly base that the early
Trustees had helped to put in place by
1906-07, and by virtue of their cooperation
and mediation, the University not only mer-
ited Rockefeller’s final gift of $10 million,
but that gift in turn launched an astonishing
subsequent growth in the endowment over
the next twenty years, from $15 million in
1910 to almost $60 million by 1930. The
“final” in Rockefeller’s 1910 gift signified
Rockefeller’s intention that he was conclud-
ing his support, but the word also expressed
his profound hope (and expectation) that
“this great institution, being the property of
the people, should be controlled, conducted,
and supported by the people, in whose
generous efforts for its upbuilding I have
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been permitted simply to cooperate.”?

The late-nineteenth-century Chicago
civic elite represented on the Trustees—the
University’s “outside nobility,” in the apt
phrase of Frederick Gates—thus played a
critical, constitutive role in the foundation
and formation of the University, so much so
that it is difficult to imagine the success of
Harper’s daring venture without their pa-
tient leadership and careful mediation. If
that leadership appeared to outsiders like
Starr Murphy as rather too subdued and too
deferential toward Harper, perhaps that
made it all the more effective, combining as
it did an ardent civic boosterism, a belief in
the pragmatic values of scientific research,
great generosity with their own fortunes,
and an unusual capacity to accept risk and,
at the same time, exercise political common
sense.

Moreover, if Harperin 1902 could praise
his first Board of Trustees, led by Martin
Ryerson, for having had the wisdom to
leave the academic affairs of the University
to the sole and exclusive control of the
faculty, later generations of Trustees have
continued to affirm that wise and necessary
tradition. Temptations to the contrary have
clearly been evident, and not always at the
instigation of the Trustees. For example,
internecine feuding between the College
and Divisional Faculties over the abolition
of the Ph.B. in 1946 resulted in the highly
problematic decision of the Council of the
Senate to lodge a formal appeal to the Board
of Trustees in March of that year. Luckily,
cooler heads soon prevailed and a compro-
mise was crafted among the faculty itself. In
the end, most Trustees have adhered to the
position taken by former Chairman of the
Board Laird Bell, who suggested in 1956
that

Trustees had best bear in mind that
they could not be a college faculty,
and thatthey should keep their hands
off education. This is a sound doc-
trine but it must be asserted with
discretion. Every man thinks he is an
educator. By hypothesis your trustee
joined the Board because he thought
he was interested in education. He
will resent being told to keep his
hands off the most interesting part of
the activity. . . . Trustees cannot
abdicate all concern with educational
matters. Logically the Trustees as
the controlling body have the right—
in fact the duty—to determine what
kind of education shall be offered.
As custodians of the property and
the funds, they are bound to see that
these are devoted to the purposes for
which they were given. . . . But once
overall policy is determined it ought
to be true that the educational ex-
perts should determine how the
policy is to be implemented.%

Such a view, which suggests that Trust-
ees can share fully in the purposes and
values of the University, but also respect a
crucial “division of labor” that serves those
larger purposes well, was amply demon-
strated and valorized by the work of Ryerson
and Hutchinson.

Burton’s wonderful line about Charles
Hutchinson is worth repeating—"he built
for a long future.” Such might be said of all

the leaders of the founding generation, and
the University they created—dedicated to
collegiate liberal education, distinguished
scientific research, and service toward soci-
ety—was so well built that it brilliantly
exploited the many challenges that we en-
countered in our exciting, but also stormy,
twentieth century. I cannot help but think
that Ryerson and Hutchinson, McLeish and
Walker, and all their colleagues would think
very well of the generosity of alumni like
MaxPalevsky, Andrew Alper, Gary Hoover,
and Peter May. For they too are building for
a long future.

May we enter our third century with
equal boldness, with the same vibrant con-
viction of the value of new knowledge, and
with the same unbending dedication to our
venerable mission of educating young and
old alike in the many virtues and pleasures
of liberal learning.

I wish you an exciting and auspicious
academic year, and, as always, I thank you
for your wonderful work on behalf of the
College.
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1910, as it related to the structural deficit per se and
not to incidental expenses, was owing to
Rockefeller’s continued largesse. Hence, plausible
budgetary security only came in the aftermath of the
final, magnificent gift of 1910. Moreover, by the
early 1920s Judson’s conservative fiscal propensi-
ties may have harmed the University’s capacity to
sustain a first-rate research enterprise. See Meyer,
“The Chicago Faculty and the University Ideal,” pp.
392-93, 396, and Jones, Harold Swift, p. 24.

85. So too did the Trustees, both as a matter of
general policy and as a bow to the conditions for
future successful fund raising. The University’s busi-
ness manager, Wallace Heckman, observed in 1924
that “[a]s to incurring a deficit, it would be contrary
to the fixed policy of the Board, and would it not
also be unfortunate, in view of the proposed cam-
paign, to have to admit that our request [for new
money] is in part for money already spent?”
Heckman to Thomas Donnelley, April 9, 1924, PP,
Box 10, folder 16.

86. Laird Bell, “Excerpts from the Trustees’
Corner,” Association of American Colleges Bulle-
tin, October, 1956, quoted in Donald R. Belcher,
The Board of Trustees of the University of Pennsyl-
vania (Philadelphia, 1960), p. 26.

Jobn W. Boyer is the Martin A. Ryerson
Distinguished Service Professor in the De-
partment of History and the College, and
Dean of the College.
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Report of the Panel on Sexual Harassment

January 25, 2000

he Policy and Procedures concern-

ing Sexual Harassment (adopted by

the Council of the University Sen-
ate, May 8, 1990) require that an annual
report be made to the council (1) describing
the University’s program to prevent sexual
harassment and (2) reviewing the incidents
brought to the attention of the Sexual Ha-
rassment Complaint Advisors or the Panel
on Sexual Harassment. This is the report for
the year 1998-99.

Prevention and Education

The Sexual Harassment Complaint Advi-
sors made eleven presentations on the sub-
ject of sexual harassment to groups of
faculty, students, and staff. Complaint Ad-
visors gave presentations at many fall orien-
tation programs for entering graduate
students, tutors, and teaching assistants.
Increased efforts were made to go beyond
the Provost’s annual pamphlet distribution
to reach faculty and academic staff on this
topic. Additional contacts included presen-
tations ata faculty retreat and at a divisional
meeting of chairs. Although instances of
sexual harassment at the University occa-
sionally do arise, the students and staff who
speak with Complaint Advisors seem rea-
sonably well informed about the issues and
their rights. Complaint Advisors informed
themselves about the Supreme Court deci-
sions that relate to sexual harassment issues
and noted that one of the strengths of the
University’s policy is its emphasis on educa-
tion and prevention.

After eight years of successful operation,
a sizable group of individuals who have
completed a term as Complaint Advisors
exists, translating into additional presenta-
tions, primarily to students, courtesy of
these veterans. One goal of rotating indi-
viduals through two-year appointments as
Complaint Advisors is to develop expertise
and awareness among a growing number of
individuals who will continue to benefit the
University community long after the two-
year term has expired.

This year the pamphlet, Sexual Harass-
ment: What We Can Do, was revised with
the goal of expanding its usefulness as an
information piece for staff as well as stu-
dents and faculty. In addition to distribut-
ing it to all students and to faculty with a
memo from the Provost, we distribute the
pamphlet now to new staff as part of em-
ployee orientation and at workshops on
sexual harassment that are sponsored by
Human Resources Management.

Dialogue continues between representa-
tives of the Dean of Students Office and
some students about how best to provide
services and support to members of our
community who are dealing with sexual
harassment. The Complaint Advisors wel-
come suggestions about improving the han-
dling of sexual harassment matters.

Monthly meetings remain central to the
Complaint Advisors’ efforts. There is a great
deal of discussion about how the Complaint
Advisors can effectively serve a community
that is richly diverse culturally and in terms
of sexual orientation. By sharing strategies
that have helped resolve problematic situa-
tions, they benefit from each other’s experi-
ences. This year invited speakers included
the Student Ombudsperson, a representa-
tive from the Office of Legal Counsel, the
Coordinator of the Sexual Assault Dean-
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on-Call Program, and representatives from
the Student Counseling & Resource Service
and the School of Social Service Administra-
tion who shared their perspectives and ex-
pertise with the Complaint Advisors. Again
this year new Complaint Advisors (five)
began their terms in the Spring Quarter,
doubling the training period before their
official listing as a University resource.

Formal and Informal “Cases”

Formal

This year one internal formal complaint
against a faculty member was brought be-
fore the Sexual Harassment Panel. A female
undergraduate student reported to a Uni-
versity official that a male faculty member
had hugged, fondled, and kissed her at and
immediately following an event on campus.
The faculty member denied any wrongdo-
ing. The Panel met three times to review and
consider the relevant information and re-
ported to the Provost that it was insufficient
to establish a clear case of sexual harass-
mentunder the definitions in the University’s
policy. The Panel concluded that the faculty
member’s conduct had been inappropriate
to his professorial role and injurious to the
climate of trust required by the teaching
mission of the University, and the Provost
reprimanded him accordingly. The faculty
member was warned that such conduct in
the future would result in a severe sanction
that could include the possibility of suspen-
sion or discharge from the University. The
student was counseled that she should no-
tify the Affirmative Action Officer immedi-
ately if the faculty member attempted to
contact her again, and she has not reported
any further problem.

Informal

Two female staff employees complained to
departmental administrators that a faculty
member had touched them inappropriately
at work. The chair met with the faculty
member and reprimanded him for his con-
duct. The faculty member was told that such
contact was unacceptable and that any fu-
ture similar complaint would be referred to
the Office of the Provost immediately.

A female graduate student reported to an
administrator that she had attended a Uni-
versity-sponsored social event at which one
of the male faculty members for whom she
worked on campus repeatedly sought her
out, made unwanted sexual advances that
included hugging her and rubbing her back,
and made a sexually explicit comment to her.
Although the woman believed that she had
succeeded in avoiding further unwanted at-
tention from the faculty member she was
concerned that other students at similar so-
cial events not be subjected to similar behav-
ior from the same faculty member. The dean
and administrator met with the faculty mem-
ber who was surprised to learn that the
woman had complained. The faculty mem-
ber expressed regret that his behavior had
disturbed the student and agreed, as directed
by the dean, to conduct himself profession-
ally in the future. The dean warned that any
additional complaints of this nature would
be considered a second offense.

There were two cases where several fe-
male employees of a unit affiliated with the
University complained of sexually explicit
comments and/or joke-telling by two male
faculty members in a work setting. In the

first instance a number of women reported
that one of the faculty members also threat-
ened their job security if they reported his
comments and joke-telling. The faculty
member’s chair met with the faculty mem-
ber and informed him of the seriousness of
such conduct, warned him that any similar
future complaint against him would not be
tolerated, and included a letter of repri-
mand in the faculty member’s personnel
file. The chair reminded the faculty member
that the University explicitly prohibits re-
taliation against individuals who come for-
ward with complaints of sexual harassment
in good faith. The faculty member indicated
that he would refrain from making such
comments in the future, and there have been
no other problems reported.

In the second instance of a complaint by
a female affiliated employee about sexually
explicit joke-telling by a faculty member in
a work setting, the chair met with the fac-
ulty member and reminded him of the im-
portance of maintaining a professional
demeanor. The faculty member admitted
that he often made such jokes and was not
aware that they made other individuals
uncomfortable. He agreed to discontinue
the practice, recognizing that it can indeed
become problematic.

A female affiliated employee perceived
the attempt of a male faculty member to
pass her in a narrow space as a sexual
advance, and she complained to her em-
ployer. She also complained that he had
made a series of unprofessional comments
to her over a period of several months. The
faculty member was informed about the
woman’s interpretation of his physical con-
tact, and he was counseled about becoming
more aware of how his comments and con-
tact may be perceived by others.

A supervisor informed a Complaint Ad-
visor that a female employee had reported
thata male employee outstretched his hands
toward her chest with a squeezing gesture
while he made a sexually suggestive remark
to her. The female employee indicated that
her coworker had done similar things in the
past in the presence of other men who
worked with them. When confronted by his
supervisor and manager about the com-
plaint, the male employee initially denied it.
Later, the male employee apologized to the
female employee. The supervisor and man-
ager advised the male employee that he
must not repeat such conduct and that the
University will respond appropriately if a
similar complaint is made in the future.

There were two incidents in which male
faculty members became personally involved
in consensual relationships with individuals
under their supervision. The first case in-
volved a faculty member and a graduate
student, and the other incident involved a
faculty member and an employee for whom
he had supervisory responsibility. In each
instance the chair informed the faculty mem-
ber that the policy is clear that it is unwise
and inappropriate for faculty to teach or
supervise a student or employee with whom
there is a romantic relationship. Each chair
assisted in the creation of alternative super-
visory arrangements that were made for
each woman. The male faculty members
were reminded of the requirement that su-
pervisors, whether faculty or not, request
assistance right away from their chairs,
deans, or managers with removing them-

selves from all supervisory responsibility of
any individual with whom the supervisor
develops a romantic relationship.

Questions and Related Matters

Current and former students, faculty, and
staff consulted with Complaint Advisors on
eleven other matters. Typically, advice on
next steps or approval of past efforts—
rather than intervention—were sought and
provided, and the individuals decided to
proceed independently. Such conversations
often help the individual examine the situa-
tion, weigh the alternatives, and decide on a
course of action that brings the problem to
a satisfactory resolution. Further assistance
from the Complaint Advisors and the Uni-
versity is always available if a problem
persists or resumes.

Of the eleven matters, three involved
complaints of misuse of the University’s
information technology in the form of using
University equipment or accounts to access
pornographic sites on the Internet and the
repeated sending of unsolicited personal e-
mail messages to individuals. The balance
of the incidents included a range of com-
plaints, such as a third-party inquiry about
a domestic dispute, a report from a vendor
that she firmly criticized a University em-
ployee who made unsolicited remarks about
her body while he stared at her breasts, and
a request for advice from a student who
worried that her faculty supervisor was
about to make a sexual advance toward her.

Members of the Panel on

Sexual Harassment

Kathleen Conzen, Chair

Charles Cohen
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Andrew Swartz, Student Ombudsperson,
ex officio
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