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President’s Letter 

 
In this issue, we attempt to provide some perspective on recent civil disturbances by 

recalling some of the reactions to the disruptions of 1968. 

 

The young historian John T. Taft in his book May Day at Yale: A Case Study in Student 

Radicalism (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1976) had nothing good to say about the protagonists 

at Yale or the university administration except for some kind words about a black moderate, the 

young Kurt Schmoke. 

 

The University of Chicago’s President Edward Levi, later Attorney General of the United 

States, spoke about college disorders and their causes in a speech entitled “Values in Society: 

Universities and the Law” delivered to the American Law Institute in May 1969.  The speech 

appears together with other talks from the same period in Point of View: Talks on Education 

(Chicago: U. of Chicago, 1969).  It may also be found in the A.L.I. Proceedings for 1969. 

 

The diplomat and scholar George F. Kennan wrote an article entitled “Rebels Without a 

Program” which appeared in the New York Times Magazine for January 21, 1968, which 

appears here. It called forth a barrage of letters from critics and commentators, 39 of which, 

together with a reply by Kennan, were included in G. Kennan, et al, Democracy and the Student 

Left (Boston: Little Brown, 1968). The first part of Kennan’s reply with its trenchant 

observations on civil rights is reproduced here. 

 

Finally, we reproduce a true period piece, the philosopher Bertrand Russell’s reflections 

in 1959 on how universities should look, composed “before the flood” and reproduced in B. 

Russell, Fact and Fiction (London: Allen and Unwin, 1961). 

 

As always, we solicit letters and columns from our readers on the subjects of this issue or 

on other subjects. 

 

 

George W. Liebmann 

 

 



 

 

We Can Help With That 

 A member of the Library recently came to me with a request for help.  They needed to 

use a room, or out of the way location in the Library, for a zoom presentation on Saturday 

morning.  It seems the wi-fi in their home was a little iffy and they needed a location they could 

depend on with a certain degree of reliability.  An honest individual, they let me know that they 

had already been turned down by another law library and that the zoom presentation was not 

related to the law.  You see, the individual was a referee and they were responsible for providing 

an incoming class of referees their next lesson.  Well, we had the space, and a member with a 

need, so, what reason did I have to say no?  The Library in fact is a place that tries, whenever 

possible, to say yes, to be something more than a faceless pre-programmed corporation that 

cannot see the totality of the individual that we strive to serve.  I always refer to the Bar Library 

family and I truly do mean it.  So, whatever you need, let us know and we will see what we can 

do.  Take care, be well and we hope to see you soon. 

                Joe Bennett       

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 University Education  (1959)
*
 

By Bertrand Russell  

Education is a vast and complex subject involving many problems of great difficulty. I 

propose, in what follows, to deal with only one of these problems, namely, the adaptation of 

university education to modern conditions. 

Universities are an institution of considerable antiquity. They developed during the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries out of cathedral schools where scholastic theologians learned the 

art of dialectic. But, in fact, the aims which inspired universities go back to ancient times. One 

may say that Plato’s Academy was the first university. Plato’s Academy had certain well-marked 

objectives. It aimed at producing the sort of people who would be suitable to become Guardians 

in his ideal Republic. The education which Plato designed was not in his day what would now be 

called “cultural.” A “cultural” education consists mainly in the learning of Greek and Latin. But 

the Greeks had no need to learn Greek and no occasion to learn Latin. What Plato mainly wished 

his Academy to teach was, first, mathematics and astronomy, and, then, philosophy. The 

philosophy was to have a scientific inspiration with a tincture of Orphic mysticism. Something of 

this sort, in various modified forms, persisted in the West until the Fall of Rome. After some 

centuries, it was taken up by the Arabs and, from them, largely through the Jews, transmitted 

back to the West. In the West it still retained much of Plato’s original political purpose, since it 

aimed at producing an educated élite with a more or less complete monopoly of political power. 

This aim persisted, virtually unchanged, until the latter half of the nineteenth century. From that 

time onwards, the aim has become increasingly modified by the intrusion of two new elements: 

democracy and science. The intrusion of democracy into academic practice and theory is much 

more profound than that of science and much more difficult to combine with anything like the 

aims of Plato’s Academy. 

Universal education, which is now taken for granted in all civilized countries, was 

vehemently opposed, on grounds which were broadly aristocratic, until it was seen that political 

democracy had become inevitable. There had been ever since ancient times a very sharp line 

between the educated and the uneducated. The educated had had a severe training and had learnt 

much, while the uneducated could not read or write. The educated, who had a monopoly of 

political power, dreaded the extension of schools to the “lower classes.” The President of the 

Royal Society in the year 1807 considered that it would be disastrous if working men could read, 

since he feared that they would spend their time reading Tom Paine. When my grandfather 

established an elementary school in his parish, well-to-do neighbours were outraged, saying that 

he had destroyed the hitherto aristocratic character of the neighbourhood. It was political 
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democracy—at least, in England—that brought a change of opinion in this matter. Disraeli, after 

securing the vote for urban working men, favoured compulsory education with the phrase, “We 

must educate our masters.” Education came to seem the right of all who desired it. But it was not 

easy to see how this right was to be extended to university education; nor, if it were, how 

universities could continue to perform their ancient functions. 

The reasons which have induced civilized countries to adopt universal education are 

various. There were enthusiasts for enlightenment who saw no limits to the good that could be 

done by instruction. Many of these were very influential in the early advocacy of compulsory 

education. Then there were practical men who realized that a modern state and modern processes 

of production and distribution cannot easily be managed if a large proportion of the population 

cannot read. A third group were those who advocated education as a democratic right. There was 

a fourth group, more silent and less open, which saw the possibilities of education from the point 

of view of official propaganda. The importance of education in this regard is very great. In the 

eighteenth century, most wars were unpopular; but, since men have been able to read the 

newspapers, almost all wars have been popular. This is only one instance of the hold on public 

opinion which authority has acquired through education. 

Although universities were not directly concerned in these educational processes, they 

have been profoundly affected by them in ways which are, broadly speaking, inevitable, but 

which are, in part, very disturbing to those who wish to preserve what was good in older ideals. 

It is difficult to speak in advocacy of older ideals without using language that has a 

somewhat old-fashioned flavour. There is a distinction, which formerly received general 

recognition, between skill and wisdom. The growing complexities of technique have tended to 

blur this distinction, at any rate in certain regions. There are kinds of skill which are not specially 

respected although they are difficult to acquire. A contortionist, I am told, has to begin training 

in early childhood, and, when proficient, he possesses a very rare and difficult skill. But it is not 

felt that this skill is socially useful, and it is, therefore, not taught in schools or universities. A 

great many skills, however, indeed a rapidly increasing number, are very vital elements in the 

wealth and power of a nation. Most of these skills are new and do not command the respect of 

ancient tradition. Some of them may be considered to minister to wisdom, but a great many 

certainly do not. But what, you will ask, do you mean by “wisdom”? I am not prepared with a 

neat definition. But I will do my best to convey what I think the word is capable of meaning. It is 

a word concerned partly with knowledge and partly with feeling. It should denote a certain 

intimate union of knowledge with apprehension of human destiny and the purposes of life. It 

requires a certain breadth of vision, which is hardly possible without considerable knowledge. 

But it demands, also, a breadth of feeling, a certain kind of universality of sympathy. I think that 



higher education should do what is possible towards promoting, not only knowledge, but 

wisdom. I do not think that this is easy; and I do not think that the aim should be too conscious, 

for, if it is, it becomes stereotyped and priggish. It should be something existing almost 

unconsciously in the teacher and conveyed almost unintentionally to the pupil. I agree with Plato 

in thinking this the greatest thing that education can do. Unfortunately, it is one of the things 

most threatened by the intrusion of crude democratic shibboleths into our universities. 

The fanatic of democracy is apt to say that all men are equal. There is a sense in which 

this is true, but it is not a sense which much concerns the educator. What can be meant truly by 

the phrase “All men are equal” is that in certain respects they have equal rights and should have 

an equal share of basic political power. Murder is a crime whoever the victim may be, and 

everybody should be protected against it by the law and the police. Any set of men or women 

which has no share in political power is pretty certain to suffer injustices of an indefensible sort. 

All men should be equal before the law. It is such principles which constitute what is valid in 

democracy. But this should not mean that we cannot recognize differing degrees of skill or merit 

in different individuals. Every teacher knows that some pupils are quick to learn and others are 

slow. Every teacher knows that some boys and girls are eager to acquire knowledge, while others 

have to be forced into the minimum demanded by authority. When a group of young people are 

all taught together in one class, regardless of their greater or less ability, the pace has to be too 

quick for the stupid and too slow for the clever. The amount of teaching that a young person 

needs depends to an enormous extent upon his ability and his tastes. A stupid child will only pay 

attention to what has to be learnt while the teacher is there to insist upon the subject-matter of the 

lesson. A really clever young person, on the contrary, needs opportunity and occasional guidance 

when he finds some difficulty momentarily insuperable. The practice of teaching clever and 

stupid pupils together is extremely unfortunate, especially as regards the ablest of them. Infinite 

boredom settles upon these outstanding pupils while matters that they have long ago understood 

are being explained to those who are backward. This evil is greater the greater the age of the 

student. By the time that an able young man is at a university, what he needs is occasional advice 

(not orders) as to what to read and an instructor who has time and sympathy to listen to his 

difficulties. The kind of instructor that I have in mind should be thoroughly competent in the 

subject in which the student is specializing, but he should be still young enough to remember the 

difficulties that are apt to be obstacles to the learner, and not yet so ossified as to be unable to 

discuss without dogmatism. Discussion is a very essential part in the education of the best 

students and requires an absence of authority if it is to be free and fruitful. I am thinking not only 

of discussion with teachers but of discussion among the students themselves. For such 

discussion, there should be leisure. And, indeed, leisure during student years is of the highest 

importance. When I was an undergraduate, I made a vow that, when in due course I became a 



lecturer, I would not think that lectures do any good as a method of instruction, but only as an 

occasional stimulus. So far as the abler students are concerned, I still take this view. Lectures as 

a means of instruction are traditional in universities and were no doubt useful before the 

invention of printing, but since that time they have been out of date as regards the abler kind of 

students. 

It is, I am profoundly convinced, a mistake to object on democratic grounds to the 

separation of abler from less able pupils in teaching. In matters that the public considers 

important no one dreams of such an application of supposed democracy. Everybody is willing to 

admit that some athletes are better than others and that movie stars deserve more honour than 

ordinary mortals. That is because they have a kind of skill which is much admired even by those 

who do not possess it. But intellectual ability, so far from being admired by stupid boys, is 

positively and actively despised; and even among grown-ups, the term “egg-head” is not 

expressive of respect. It has been one of the humiliations of the military authorities of our time 

that the man who nowadays brings success in war is no longer a gentleman of commanding 

aspect, sitting upright upon a prancing horse, but a wretched scientist whom every military-

minded boy would have bullied throughout his youth. However, it is not for special skill in 

slaughter that I should wish to see the “egg-head” respected. 

The needs of the modern world have brought a conflict, which I think could be avoided, 

between scientific subjects and those that are called “cultural.” The latter represent tradition and 

still have, in my country, a certain snobbish pre-eminence. Cultural ignorance, beyond a point, is 

despised. Scientific ignorance, however complete, is not. I do not think, myself, that the division 

between cultural and scientific education should be nearly as definite as it has tended to become. 

I think that every scientific student should have some knowledge of history and literature, and 

that every cultural student should have some acquaintance with some of the basic ideas of 

science. Some people will say that there is not time, during the university curriculum, to achieve 

this. But I think that opinion arises partly from unwillingness to adapt teaching to those who are 

not going to penetrate very far into the subject in question. More specifically, whatever cultural 

education is offered to scientific students, should not involve a knowledge of Latin or Greek. 

And I think that whatever of science is offered to those who are not going to specialize in any 

scientific subject should deal partly with scientific history and partly with general aspects of 

scientific method. I think it is a good thing to invite occasional lectures from eminent men to be 

addressed to the general body of students and not only to those who specialize in the subject 

concerned. 

There are some things which I think it ought to be possible, though at present it is not, to 

take for granted in all who are engaged in university teaching. Such men or women must, of 



course, be proficient in some special skill. But, in addition to this, there is a general outlook 

which it is their duty to put before those whom they are instructing. They should exemplify the 

value of intellect and of the search for knowledge. They should make it clear that what at any 

time passes for knowledge may, in fact, be erroneous. They should inculcate an undogmatic 

temper, a temper of continual search and not of comfortable certainty. They should try to create 

an awareness of the world as a whole, and not only of what is near in space and time. Through 

the recognition of the likelihood of error, they should make clear the importance of tolerance. 

They should remind the student that those whom posterity honours have very often been 

unpopular in their own day and that, on this ground, social courage is a virtue of supreme 

importance. Above all, every educator who is engaged in an attempt to make the best of the 

students to whom he speaks must regard himself as the servant of truth and not of this or that 

political or sectarian interest. Truth is a shining goddess, always veiled, always distant, never 

wholly approachable, but worthy of all the devotion of which the human spirit is capable. 

*  Bertrand Russell, “University Education,” Fact and Fiction, 1961 First published as “The 

Great Intrusion: Democracy in Higher Education,” Arkansas University Alumnus, 1959 

 

 

Am I Missing Something? 

 Have any or all of you seen the new Amazon commercial where they talk about efforts 

being undertaken to eliminate their carbon footprint?  By going to their web page you find that 

"The Climate Pledge was founded in 2019 by Amazon and Global Optimism. The Pledge calls 

on signatories to be net zero carbon across their businesses by 2040, a decade ahead of the Paris 

Agreement goal of 2050." 

 The commercial begins with what I hold to be one of the most beautiful sounds there is, 

birds singing and chirping.  St. Francis himself would be in a state of glory.  Although I had four 

years of the Franciscans in high school, much of which was dissipated by four years of the 

Jesuits in college, as I grow old I find that only love of family surpasses my affection for this 

planet and the creatures that inhabit it.  

 So, kudos to you Amazon.  What’s that on the screen?  A field of wind turbines?  

Another trip back to the Amazon web site shows that part of how they intend to accomplish their 

noble mission is through the use of wind projects, and that there were currently thirty-one “large 

wind and solar projects in the same energy grids as our electricity use.” 
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 Oh my!  Do you suppose that the folks at Amazon are unaware that according to the 

American Bird Conservancy web site (abcbirds.org), hundreds of thousands of birds and bats die 

every year when they accidentally collide with fast-spinning turbine blades.  That number grows 

with each turbine built.  “The annual loss of birds from wind turbines was estimated as high as 

573,000 in 2012.  However, vastly more turbines are in operation now, and more than 1.4 million 

bird deaths are projected by 2030 or earlier if the United States meets its goal of producing 20 

percent of electrical energy with wind.  If that figure reaches 35 percent, as new Department of 

Energy projections suggest, up to 5 million birds could be killed annually.  These estimates do 

not include birds that are killed by collisions with associated power lines and towers, which 

could be in the hundreds of thousands or even millions annually.”   

 I know, I might not be smart, but do in fact accomplish being a "smart guy."  I do not 

know what the answer is and do in fact laud Amazon for realizing that something should be done 

to make the air and water just a little cleaner, and the planet a little more livable.  What I find 

problematic is that the identification of a problem, even one as dramatic as the destruction of the 

planet, should not result in actions that are not thought out as to the consequences they will 

produce.  It seems today that the more extreme a problem is, the less thought that goes into its 

resolution; coming up with a catch phrase such as "a green planet is better than a warm planet" 

vitiates the need for a clear headed consideration of options.  

 "In each action we must look beyond the action at our past, present, and future state, and 

at others whom it affects, and see the relations of all those things. And then we shall be very 

cautious"  - Blaise Pascal, Pensées.  In this instance, as with so many others today, it appears that 

caution has been thrown to the wind. 

                Joe Bennett 
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