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No. 3, p. 1-2; Withrow, Lael, “She Works with ‘60 Sir Walters,’” The Minneapolis Star, July 5, 1960, p. 
8B 
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Introduction 

The Moral is the Story: 

MIT in a Dangerous World 

 

The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two 
opposed ideas in mind at the same time, and still retain the 
ability to function—F. Scott Fitzgerald1 
  
 
The past is never dead.  It’s not even past—William Faulkner2 
 
 

On September 9, 2002, the MIT program in Science, Technology, and Society (STS) 

held the first in a week-long series of events marking the inaugural anniversary of 9/11.  

The goal was to stimulate “personal reflection and remembrance” of the tragedy and its 

aftermath among members of the MIT administration, faculty, students, and staff.  In 

her welcoming address to those assembled in Killian Hall for a colloquium titled, “MIT 

in a Dangerous World,” historian and director of the STS program Rosalind Williams 

shared her hope that, by “the end of this week, MIT’s motto of ‘Mind and Hand’ will 

somewhat be modified to remind us all that it’s mind, hand, and heart that have to work 

together.”3  The point of the colloquium, she explained, was to broadly consider MIT’s 

social and moral responsibilities in a new era of global conflict.   

 
MIT is identified in the eyes of the world and in our own eyes with science and 
technology.  So the question we’re here to discuss today is what we have 
learned about science and technology in the last year that we may not have 
known before, or that we knew but only vaguely. . . And also what special 
responsibilities do we have as members of the MIT community, as individuals 
and as parts of an institution.  What should MIT’s response to the events of the 
last year be, and we will deal with this on two levels—what should I do?  And 
the institutional question—what should MIT do?4   

 
Before they could answer those questions, however, they had to ask themselves two 

others: 1) did they belong to the “community” of MIT; and 2) if so, was it relevant to 
                                                 
1 Fitzgerald, F. Scott, The Crack-Up (New York: New Directions, 1945), p. 69 
2 Faulkner, William, Requiem for a Nun (New York: Chatto & Windus, 1953 ed.), p. 85 
3 Williams, Rosalind, “MIT in a Dangerous World,” Science, Technology, and Society Colloquium held 
at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, September 9, 2002, http://mitworld.mit.edu/video/93  
4 Ibid 
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the topic at hand.  In other words, they had to positively assert their citizenship in an 

“imagined community”—the moral community of MIT—to participate in a dialogue 

about their responsibilities within it.   

For further evidence of that community’s existence, Williams harkened back to 

“MIT’s institutional history as a place that has a deep commitment to public service,” 

which, she argued, “really goes back to founding father William Barton Rogers.”  To 

give participants in the colloquium “a flavor of Rogers’ deep belief that MIT has a 

mission of bringing public benefits to the larger community,” Williams read—and 

displayed an excerpted portion of the text—from the “Objects and Plans for a School of 

Technology” (1861) in which Rogers described its mission to Massachusetts legislators 

whose support he hoped to win when they voted on the school’s request for a charter 

from the state.  “We believe that the great practical value of the results at which we aim 

must be recognized with especial heartiness in a community like our own,” he wrote, 

“and we feel sure that the magnitude of the plans [will] secure these great public 

benefits.”  Rogers and his commitment to the public good, Williams suggested, was an 

ongoing and authentic representation of MIT’s culture and institutional identity, rooted 

in the 19th century but persisting into the 21st.  His humanistic ideals and philosophy of 

education continued to authorize and inspire discussions such as this one at MIT.  

Voicing apprehensions about the social and moral dimensions of science and 

technology, Williams implied, was integral to the school’s ethos.  Like its founder, the 

modern-day Institute did not pursue scientific “progress” for its own sake, but for the 

betterment of humankind.5  It was within this story or saga begun by Rogers that 

Williams could speak confidently of an “MIT community” whose members were 

morally obligated to freely and openly exchange views and challenge conventional 

wisdom—including the school’s own policies, practices, and priorities.   

Her invocation of that community—and identification of its moral values and 

purposes with the saga of MIT—also marked a convergence of her own personal and 

professional lives.  As a grand-daughter of Warren K. Lewis, a distinguished MIT 

professor chemical engineering who led a soul-searching mission at MIT in the 

                                                 
5 Bush, George Gary, History of Higher Education in Massachusetts (Washington, DC: Government 
Printing Office, 1891), Bureau of Education Circular No. 6, 1891, p. 288 
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aftermath of another disaster—the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—Williams 

had grown up listening to stories about his experiences in science and education at MIT 

during and after World War II.6  As a historian, she also recognized the obvious 

parallels between the school’s postwar and present challenges, and the vexing moral 

dilemmas that confronted the MIT community then and now. 

Watching the presentations and discussion unfold via streaming video on “MIT 

World,” I was especially impressed by students’ impassioned expressions of moral 

concern about both their own, and the school’s, possible involvement in the “war on 

terror.”  Several strenuously objected to a recently announced joint venture between 

MIT and the U.S. Department of Defense to establish the Institute for Soldier 

Nanotechnologies (ISN)—a center for conducting research on high-tech battlefield 

armor designed to reduce casualty rates among U.S. soldiers.7  One student was 

concerned that better battlefield armor could boost the nation’s already dangerous sense 

of invulnerability, thus making it easier or more likely to go to war.  A self-identified 

Muslim student urged MIT not to undertake any government-sponsored research that 

might be used for “military purposes,” either now or in the future.  Others suggested 

some pragmatic and ethical problems with the idea.  As a practical matter, how were 

MIT researchers or policy makers to predict, much less police, the acquisition of new 

knowledge whose future uses were unknown?  Then there was the question of how to 

define and distinguish “military” from “civilian” research.  The moral issues here were 

just as thorny.  For example, should MIT renounce research that would protect the 

safety and lives of U.S. soldiers?  What if ISN-funded research helped save the lives of 

civilians, police, firefighters, and other first-responders to disasters such as 9/11 or 

resulted in medical breakthroughs for fighting injury and disease in vulnerable 

populations?  Perhaps the source of funds was not the problem, suggested the Dean of 

MIT’s School of Engineering.  Did the ethical concerns melt away if the U.S. 

                                                 
6 Lewis chaired the Committee on Educational Survey that identified and defined the school’s postwar 
“problem of the humanities” and helped shape recommendations designed to make the MIT community 
more sensitive and aware of its new social and moral responsibilities to the nation and the world.   
7 “Army Selects MIT for $50 Million Institute to Use Nanomaterials to Clothe, Equip Soldiers,” March 
13, 2002, MIT News Office, http://web.mit.edu/newsoffice/2002/isn.html    
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Department of Health and Human Services, rather than the military, funded the 

research?  It seemed clear that short of halting science and technology research, 

development, and education altogether, there was no escaping complexity, 

contradiction, and paradox.  Time ran out before the group could reach a consensus.   

That, of course, was beside the point, which was to get members of the MIT 

community thinking and talking—as a moral community—about their values in 

relationship to contemporary problems in science, technology, and society, and 

considering possible policy responses by MIT in light of new threats to world peace and 

U.S. national security.  To keep such conversations going, and make them more 

accessible to the broader MIT community, the STS program put together a new course, 

STS.069: “Technology in a Dangerous World,” that enabled students to engage with the 

issues and themes raised in the symposium.   One of the major assignments in the 

course called for students to write part “of a substantial class project, a report written by 

the entire class, on the subject of ‘MIT’s’ role in a dangerous world.’” According to the 

syllabus, the report would “be submitted to the MIT administration at the conclusion of 

the class.”8   

A graduate student in the STS program who participated in the colloquium 

described another initiative that encouraged undergraduates to consider moral issues 

relating to science, technology, and society.   This program had STS students serving as 

resident counselors in MIT’s undergraduate dorms where in the course of getting to 

know students on informal basis they could discuss issues more naturally, as they arose. 

The graduate student presenter cited some promising results, based on his own 

experience as counselor in the program.  The student landed a research position he was 

excited about in a prestigious and was about to accept the offer.  In talking about the job 

with the STS counselor, however, he mentioned that the firm’s largest client was the 

U.S. government’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), otherwise known as the “Star 

Wars” program.  In response, the counselor suggested to the student a book that 

criticized SDI as a flawed technical concept and waste of public funds.  After reading 

                                                 
8 Syllabus for STS .069: “Technology in a Dangerous World,”  http://ocw.alfaisal.edu/OcwWeb/Science--
Technology--and-Society/STS-069Technology-in-a--Dangerous-WorldFall2002/Calendar/index.htm  
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and discussing the book with the STS counselor, the senior turned down the offer and 

resumed his job search.   

More broadly, the discussion of ideas and values promoted by “MIT in a 

Dangerous World” was precisely the sort that humanistic educators have always aimed 

to inspire among their students.  Critical thinking about issues, ideas, theories, and 

ethical systems, a central purpose of the liberal arts and humanities, continues to justify 

their place in undergraduate education in an era of shrinking budgets for higher 

education.  In the post-9/11 world, where moral questions seem to lurk around every 

new corner turned by science and technology, the history of these efforts may shed light 

on both their possibilities and limits, and help educators maximize the former and 

minimize the latter.  That possibility was at least in the mind of one colloquium 

participant who wondered aloud what lessons might be learned from MIT’s past 

responses to similar social and moral dilemmas.  In fact, many of the problems that the 

institution confronts today do bear an uncanny resemblance to those it confronted at the 

midpoint of the last century.  More than six decades after World War II ended and the 

cold war began, historians are still discovering and debating the effects of those global 

conflicts on American society and culture.  In countless and unfathomed ways, the 

fallout continues to shape Americans’ perception of their nation’s role and 

responsibility in the world today.   

 

 

The Moral is the Story 

Science and technology may have given the Allies a military edge in World War II, but 

many postwar pundits agreed with Harvard historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. that the 

outcome of the cold war would hinge on other factors.  Neither the United States nor the 

Soviet Union could defeat the other by force alone, and neither would be foolish enough 

to try.  The more significant struggle, he predicted, would be waged on different terrain 

with different tools and different tactics.   It would be a battle for the “hearts and minds 

of men,” where the force of moral example, rather than the force of arms, could yield 

the margin of victory.  Higher education played a critical, yet incompletely understood, 
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role in U.S. efforts to seize the social, moral, and spiritual high ground in this 

competition.  The precedent for enlisting American colleges and universities in that 

effort was firmly established in World War II, during which they played an 

unprecedented part in supplying the U.S. military with advanced technology and highly 

skilled personnel.  That wartime partnership with the federal government was further 

strengthened, and eventually made permanent, during the cold war, as the nation’s 

campuses moved from the margins of the nation’s political economy to the “vital 

center.”  As “laboratories of democracy” and paths to upward mobility, the 

opportunities afforded by U.S. higher education became one of the most successful 

means of portraying the nation in a positive light to young people abroad.  

The success or failure that resulted from playing this same message to young 

people at home, however, has been less recognized or understood.  “As the principal 

state institution responsible for shaping citizens’ hearts and minds,” writes historian 

Christopher P. Loss, “the cold war university surfaced as a vital weapon in the 

worldwide war between the Soviet Union and the United States.”9  In his review essay, 

Loss focuses on the Soviet and East European side of the equation and the ideological 

function of higher education behind the Iron Curtain where—at least from a U.S. 

perspective—the politicization of higher education was obvious.  Despite pleas to the 

contrary, however, higher education in the United States was not above the ideological 

fray.  Policy makers also had an interest in shaping the allegiance and subjectivity of 

American college students and persuading them that the cause—and society—for which 

they were called to sacrifice in the cold war was socially and morally legitimate.  

Achieving that objective was particularly important in the case of science and 

engineering students, upon whose knowledge and skills the nation relied to maintain 

political, economic, and military superiority over the Soviet Union.  Winning their 

hearts and minds became a national security imperative.  One way of doing so was 

through humanistic education that reinforced America’s claims to moral superiority.  

The freedom to think critically about their society and government, the opportunity to 

incorporate moral and spiritual values and insights in the formulation of public policy, 

                                                 
9 Loss, Christopher P., “Party School: Education, Political Ideology, and the Cold War,” The Journal of 
Policy History, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2004, p. 99. 
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and the premium placed on individual rights—all of which were celebrated by 

humanistic educators—bolstered that argument.  Whereas the former purportedly 

educated well-rounded, creative, and morally sensitive professionals, the latter 

supposedly churned out technical drones incapable of creative work or making 

independent moral judgments.  Students were invited to compare and contrast the 

humanistic culture of technical education in the United States with its “militaristic” 

counterpart in the Soviet Union—and draw the appropriate conclusions.  It was not a 

question of whether American or Soviet students took more humanities courses, but the 

gulf between the campus cultures in the two nations that mattered.   

Some humanistic educators saw that as a mandate to spark the radical 

transformation in human consciousness—the “moral, intellectual, and spiritual 

revolution,” as University of Chicago president Robert Maynard Hutchins put it—

needed to prevent humanity from blowing up the planet.  Hutchins urged colleges and 

universities in “the atomic age not to stress disciplinary specialization or narrow 

professional training, but preparation for world citizenship.”10  As “foot soldiers” on 

this ideological front, however, humanistic educators were ambivalent about their 

mission.  Freedom of thought and speech were worth defending, and many humanists 

courageously did so, but the exercise of academic freedom also begged the question of 

freedom for what?   As a result, the purpose of humanistic education—including the oft-

stated, but ill-defined goal of educating the “whole man”—was typically too ambiguous 

to muster much enthusiasm for sacrifice on its behalf.   

Others, particularly outside the campus gates, had a keener understanding of 

what was at stake in the battle for hearts and minds among American college students.  

“The colleges of America,” wrote E. Merrill Root, a one-time college English 

professor, and later right-wing anticommunist, educational writer, and critic who 

excoriated U.S. higher education for its alleged communist sympathies, “are the 

battlefield for the most crucial war in the modern world—a war never cold, always hot, 

a war that for centuries will determine the shape of things to come.  . . . This war for the 

                                                 
10 The quotes by Robert Maynard Hutchins come from Paul Boyer’s By the Bomb’s Early Light: 
American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age (Chapel, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1994), p. 160. 
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mind in the colleges is one segment, though a major one, of the wider civil war that 

fissures the modern world.”11  Political conservatives such as Root waged a more 

focused and aggressive campaign to “turn the eyes of [American] youth toward light” 

and away from “darkness.”12  If they saw the struggle as clearly ideological, so, too, 

was their strategy for winning it by identifying and removing as many “pink” 

professors as possible from the faculty rolls.  Humanistic educators who lacked such 

clarity and sometimes, for personal and professional reasons, hesitated to enlist 

themselves in the contest, operated at a significant disadvantage.  Some dared not risk 

the wrath of conservatives while others did not recognize the vulnerability of postwar 

liberalism to certain types of well-orchestrated ideological attack.  For them, the 

difference between Soviet and U.S. higher education was so clear as not to need 

elaboration, and the postwar consensus so blandly mainstream as not to need parsing 

and selectively defending.  “While they unhesitatingly portrayed Soviet higher 

education as a product and purveyor of Marxist ideology,” Loss persuasively suggests, 

“American scholars and ‘educrats’ balked at examining the liberal democratic 

ideological impulses that lurked behind America’s cold war education agenda.”13  

Despite the obstacles, however, some encouraged students to think more critically 

about their academic interests, career motivations and goals, personal biases and 

prejudices, and the relationship between their values and the status quo.  They urged 

students to look at and discuss America’s faults and failures in order to correct them 

and, thereby, reduce the gap between the nation’s cold war propaganda claims and 

reality.  To date, however, American historians have neglected, ignored, or simply 

overlooked this chapter in the cultural history of the cold war—one of the gaps in the 

historical literature that “Humanizing the Cold War Campus: the Battle for Hearts and 

Minds at MIT, 1945-1965” aims to address.   

                                                 
11 Root, E. Merrill, Collectivism on the Campus: The Battle for the Mind in American College (New 
York: The Devin-Adair Company, 1955), p. 3  
12Ibid, p. v 
13 Loss, Christopher P., p. 100.  “Indeed,” Loss continues, “aside from a rich literature tracing the rise and 
fall of McCarthyism’s assault on academic freedom in the 1950s, the ideological treatment of cold war-
era American higher education remains largely undeveloped despite copious evidence to the contrary.”  
This blind spot continues to keeps in place “the liberal democratic fantasy of the disinterested pursuit of 
academic knowledge production and consumption for its own sake,” Loss maintains, and accounts for is 
“strong hold upon the work of today’s scholars (101).” 
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MIT is a particularly apt site from which to undertake such an inquiry, and to 

examine the efforts of humanistic reformers to keep a progressive, small-r republican 

spirit and set of values alive in the cold war university.  The school’s historically 

progressive educational philosophy, pioneering efforts to include the humanities in the 

science and engineering curriculum, early acceptance of coeducation (within limits), 

openness to students and faculty from foreign countries, leading role in World War II 

and the “military-industrial complex,” and strong sense of institutional identity and 

autonomy during the Red Scare are all relevant in this regard.  The school emerged as a 

postwar icon of American power and prestige—an “arsenal of brainpower” in the newly 

“dangerous world” of the cold war.  From that vantage, the leaders of MIT confronted a 

whole set of social, cultural, educational, and moral conflicts and contradictions that did 

not originate in World War II or the cold war, but that acquired new urgency as a result.   

Rather than a comprehensive history of the institution, however, “Humanizing 

the Cold War Campus” uses MIT and its attempts at humanistic reform as a window, a 

microcosm, through which to view broader social, cultural, and political developments 

at the intersection of American higher education and society.  I have chosen MIT as the 

site from which to tell this larger story because the cultural challenges surrounding 

humanistic education there are particularly visible.  Not only did MIT embrace an 

ambitious agenda of educational reform, but it began the process of transforming its 

rough and rugged engineering school culture into that of a more refined, broadly based 

university, “polarized around science,” but embracing the arts and humanities as well. 

MIT also sought to become a “moral community” whose members pledged to explore 

the frontiers of science and technology, with a conscience. 

 

 

Historiography 

I began thinking seriously about the relationship between higher education and the cold 

war as a first-year graduate student in Lary May’s year-long American Studies seminar 

in the Fall of 2001.  The assigned reading for the first week of September was 

Academic Cultures in Transformation—a collection of essays tracing the history of four 
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academic disciplines in the 20th century and their embeddedness in broader social, 

cultural, and moral contexts, as well as assumptions about American identity.  What 

happened during the second week of the semester—namely, the terrorist attacks of 

9/11—made it a subject of more than academic interest.   If it was sometimes difficult 

for me, personally, to separate the fallout of 9/11 from the history, ideas, and culture 

that I was studying, the same could also be said for other individuals and groups 

concerned with the problems and possibilities of higher education.  As I pursued my 

interdisciplinary studies of American cultural history, I continued thinking about the 

relationship between current events and the culture of higher education, and some of the 

similarities and differences between the postwar and post-9/11 periods.  In multiple 

graduate seminars with the members of my dissertation committee, Elaine Tyler May, 

Lary May, Sally Kohlstedt, and Tom Augst, I began to explore these issues in 

relationship to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, an institution with particular 

significance in my own life and in the life of the nation.  In the process, my original 

interest in exploring the postwar experience of women students at MIT—where my 

mother was one of ten women students to graduate with the class of 1958, and my 

father a graduate in the class of 1957—expanded to include broader issues of postwar 

social and educational reform during the cold war.   

Through further research at MIT and elsewhere, I discovered that MIT had 

promoted humanistic reform in science and engineering education as part of an attempt 

to address social and moral problems produced by and/or exacerbated by World War II 

and the onset of the cold war.  Evidence of that effort kept cropping up—sometimes in 

unexpected places: the lyrics to a song in MIT’s annual “Tech Show”; the building of a 

chapel in the early 1950s and the commissioning of architect Eero Saarinen to design it 

and composer Aaron Copland to write the music for its dedication; an engineering 

design course that used science fiction to stimulate playful, creative thinking; and the 

hiring of a moral philosopher and “values consultant” to help MIT educate “whole 

men.”  Humanistic educators, it seemed, had attempted to foster a community composed 

of MIT administrators, faculty, and students that acknowledged its social and moral 

responsibility for the consequences of science and engineering, including assumptions 
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about these fields that helped perpetuate a “double standard” in the treatment of men 

and women at the school and in society.  As I reviewed the historical literature on the 

cold war university, however, I was surprised—given its major social, cultural, and 

intellectual importance—to discover just how little had been written on the subject.  

Scholars had looked at everything from the impact of the cold war on specific academic 

disciplines and research agendas to the structure and administration of science and 

engineering programs, academic freedom and institutional autonomy, and the role of 

social science in U.S. ideological offensives.  Yet virtually nothing had been written 

about the efforts of humanistic educators to grapple with the social and moral questions 

and problems raised by higher education’s new relationship to the federal government 

and national security establishment in the context of undergraduate education.  Nor was 

there much indication of how students responded to these efforts in the 1950s, and may 

or may not have been emboldened to initiate reforms of their own.  Little or no attention 

had been paid to the cold war university as a social and cultural institution or to the 

lived educational experience of undergraduate students during the early postwar period.   

This also made me curious to discover how, or if, it fit into the dominant 

historical narrative of American society in the 1950s, and its emphasis on the 

constraints on political debate fostered by the postwar liberal consensus.  Among the 

first and most prominent historians to thoroughly explore and document these important 

connections were Elaine Tyler May, Alan Nadel, and Paul Boyer.  Written in the midst 

of the cold war, without the benefit of 20-20 hindsight or access to closed archives, 

these and other historians rightly underscored the pervasive influence of “containment 

culture” and its tendency to promote bland social and political conformity and status 

quo politics.  With the passage of time and expansion of historical perspective, 

however, historians are re-examining the formation of postwar culture and the historical 

periodization upon which “containment culture” so heavily depends.  Works such as 

Rethinking Cold War Culture edited by Peter J. Kuznick and James Gilbert, The 

Strange Death of American Liberalism by H.W. Brands, Cold War Civil Rights by 

Mary Ann Dudziak, On Hallowed Ground by John Patrick Diggins, Dr. Strangelove’s 

America by Margot A. Henriksen, Creating the Cold War University: the 
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Transformation of Stanford by Rebecca S. Lowen, and Christina Klein’s Cold War 

Orientalism have all offered more mixed, nuanced accounts of postwar culture that 

emphasize the importance of historical continuities, the cultural impact of new 

technologies such as the computer, the early emergence of a culture of dissent reflected 

in films noir and other forms of popular culture, and the influence of what Christina 

Klein calls “the global imaginary of integration,” which she describes as the “liberal-

progressive” counterweight to the more conservative “global imaginary of 

containment.”14 

Yet these new insights have been slow to percolate into the conversation about 

the relationship of the cold war university to this broader social and cultural matrix. 

Looked at through the lens of domestic “containment,” it is easy to lose sight of the 

more complicated social and cultural tensions brewing beneath the surface of 

complacency on the cold war campus.  In a review essay examining recent scholarship 

on the cold war university, for example, historian David Engerman notes additional 

problems.  Much of the current historical literature, he writes, mischaracterizes some of 

the constraints imposed on scholars in the cold war university by contrasting them “to 

an idyll that never was: an era in which solitary scholars, appointed solely on the basis 

of their talents, roamed the groves of academe, enjoying the time and resources to 

explore a freely chosen subject to their hearts’ content and free to express their results 

to the scholarly or wider community.”  In this narrative, the cold war university 

becomes the tragic result of academia’s fall from grace—“an aberration in the history of 

American academic life,” notes Engerman, “a crude distortion of an otherwise 

unfettered pursuit of truth.  To these critics, the anti-Communist crusade of the late 

1940s and early 1950s was an era of political interference that vitiated the sanctity and 

security of the ivory tower.”15  Revisionist historians of higher education remind us that 

political and economic interests circumscribed academic freedom long before 

McCarthyism and the cold war.  America’s research universities were, in fact, creatures 

of politics and industry from the very beginning.  “The best of the new books on the 
                                                 
14 Klein, Christina, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press: 2003), p. 23 
15 Engerman, David.  “Rethinking Cold War Universities: Some Recent Histories,” Journal of Cold War 
Studies, Vol. 5, No. 3, summer 2003, pp. 80–95. 
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Cold War University,” Engerman argues, “reject this narrative of pure universities and 

scholars corrupted by national-security imperatives.  They show instead how crucial 

components of the Cold War University emerged well before the Cold War, often for 

reasons unrelated to the U.S.-Soviet conflict.   

 

Demonstrating the tremendous value of historical perspective, these books show 
that the symptoms of the Cold War University—political interference in faculty 
appointments, depoliticized social sciences that emphasized the scientific over 
the social, federally sponsored research, and the ascent of faculty members more 
connected to research communities than to their own institutions—all predated 
the Cold War.”  The influence of “World War II on postwar academic life,” 
however, “is hard to overestimate. 

 
In all the books under review, the essays and chapters that examine American 
intellectual life in the 1950s as connected to prior traditions and institutions—
and not as purely a function of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry—provide more effective 
and more convincing explanations of the impact of the Cold War on American 
thought.16 
 

Tempting as it may be to blame anticommunism for the preponderance of ills besetting 

the cold war university, historians have, in some respects, overemphasized its social and 

cultural impact relative to other influences.  In fact, left-liberal scholars who lived 

through the “bad old days” of cold war repression present some of the most convincing 

evidence for this claim, painting a less monolithic picture of the cold war’s impact on 

their work than many postwar historians have acknowledged or explained.  Noam 

Chomsky at MIT, for example, provides a far more complex and nuanced account of the 

factors that gave rise to the “intellectual climate” of the cold war university and 

considers the nation’s experience in World War II—and intellectuals’ attempts to 

grapple with its aftermath—a far more significant influence on his academic life than 

postwar anticommunism.17  Moreover, Chomsky’s account of his own experiences at 

Harvard and MIT also contradict common stereotypes about the nature and causes of 

repressive influences in postwar academic culture.  “Despite its connections to the 

Pentagon,” Chomsky notes, “MIT was in fact much more active in opposition and less 

hostile to dissent on campus than was Harvard. 
                                                 
16 Ibid, p. 88  
17 Chomsky, Noam, et. al., The Cold War & the University: Toward and Intellectual History of the 
Postwar Years (New York: The New Press, 1997), pp. 171-194 
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Most anti-Vietnam War efforts on [sic] the area were centered at MIT.  
Salvador Luria, who was at MIT, was a refugee from Fascist Italy and remained 
a committed, militant leftist.  He initiated a lot of activity.  If you take a look at 
national faculty ads in the New York Times, you will find that MIT initiated 
most of them, with some Harvard participation, but that was much more 
marginal.  I do not doubt that you would find the Harvard faculty to be more 
liberal, again by usual standards, in those years.  But the freedom to be an open, 
outspoken, dissenting, intellectual and political activist has been greater [at 
MIT] than at Harvard, in my experience . . .  I do not think that I could have 
survived at Harvard.  I have had no problems at MIT, never did—even though I 
was very visible and I am sure causing them plenty of problems—I was 
involved in the resistance, in and out of jail, all sorts of things.  And this was 
virtually Pentagon university.18    

 

It is significant that Chomsky—a founder of modern linguistics who has spent a lifetime 

studying the relationship between human language, thought, and communication—

never uses the words “communism” or “communist” in a 24-page essay on the 

intellectual climate of the cold war university; he refers to “anticommunism” only once, 

in passing, when he defines it as a form of “jingoism.”19  The account of his experience 

at MIT suggests that the cold war university was less a creature of the cold war or 

anticommunism, per se, than the product of a new set of power relations in which the 

United States was enmeshed after World War II.  While its dramatic rise to power and 

prominence in postwar American society coincided with the cold war, and that conflict 

certainly heightened internal tensions and contradictions, much of its trajectory was 

established beforehand.  Given the dearth of scholarship on postwar U.S. higher 

education, however, the dominant containment narrative has encountered little 

competition.   

What the best of recent scholarship suggests, in fact, is that the “cold war 

university” was a testing ground for the limits of “containment culture” and political 

dissent within the national security state that emerged after World War II.  While the 

few existing studies of the cold war university have focused on the external pressures on 

these institutions, a fuller, more accurate story requires deeper probing of the internal 

conflicts and contradictions that complicated its efforts to adapt to a rapidly changing 
                                                 
18 Ibid, p. 178  
19 Chomsky, Noam and Wallerstein, Immanuel, eds., The Cold War & the University: Toward an 
Intellectual History of the Postwar Years (New York: New Press, 1998), pp. 171-194 
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society.  This point is driven home in the last, and for present purposes most important, 

book considered in Engerman’s review: Creating the Cold War University: The 

Transformation of Stanford by historian Rebecca S. Lowen.  In her case study of 

Stanford as the “archetypal cold war university,” Lowen shifts the timeline and context 

wherein Stanford’s metamorphosis took place, thereby rendering a more complex and 

historically nuanced picture of how and why it happened.  By starting her story in the 

1930s, Lowen shows the influence of progressivism, the Great Depression, and World 

War II in shaping the elite postwar university that Stanford became.  Another important 

strength, also noted by Engerman, is Lowen’s focus on the internal dynamics—i.e. 

relationships between administrators, faculty, and students—that transformed Stanford 

from 1930 to about 1965.  Rather than passively responding to dictates from the federal 

government, for example, Stanford’s leaders and professors creatively reinvented 

themselves in order to financially survive in lean and uncertain times.  Acts interpreted 

by some scholars as “political repression,” such as the political science department’s 

decision not to hire visiting professor and left-liberal activist Mulford Q. Sibley, “had 

less to do with his politics,” Lowen argues, “than with his [lack of] impact on the 

bottom line,” i.e. relative ability to secure government or private foundation grants to 

fund his research.20 

Lowen’s case study of Stanford demonstrates the significant benefits to be 

derived from an internalist approach to the history of the cold war university.  Her work 

persuasively argues that Stanford’s rapid metamorphosis into an “archetype” of the cold 

war university can only be understood within a larger historical frame that began in the 

1930s as Stanford administrators wrestled with major shifts in the political, economic, 

and cultural forces affecting knowledge production along with the pressures of 

increasing student enrollments.  Reflecting her disciplinary emphasis on the history of 

science, Lowen enables us to see the influence of financial constraints in shaping 

postwar Stanford’s relationship to the federal government and its new agenda for 

science and technology, which played a more important role in the outcome than 

anticommunist political repression.  While she hints at other social and cultural factors 

                                                 
20 Engerman, p. 92.  
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that shaped Stanford in the postwar period, such as the lingering influence of its “robber 

baron” founding father, Leland Stanford, her disciplinary focus on the history of science 

precludes in depth analysis of these influences on the school’s academic culture.  

Unfortunately, only a scant few pages at the end of the book delve into the role or 

response of undergraduate students in Stanford’s transformation during the cold war. 

Two works have been particularly useful in situating the dissertation in current 

conversations about the cultural fallout of the cold war and, more specifically, the cold 

war university’s continuing influence in American higher education.  Historian Julie A. 

Reuben’s The Making of the Modern University:  Intellectual Transformation and the 

Marginalization of Morality, which traces the evolution of the 19th century college 

curriculum founded on religious and moral values to its all but complete replacement by 

the modern scientific paradigm in the first decades of the 20th, helped me identify key 

issues and questions to consider in a cold war context.  This work also inspired me to 

connect the cold war university’s preoccupation with moral and spiritual education to 

broader social, cultural, and political issues and problems in American life.  “The 

changing position of moral education intersects with many important topics in the 

history of American intellectual,” Reuben writes.  In the words of historian Douglas 

Sloan, whom she quotes, “[T]he teaching of ethics has been uniquely and inseparably 

connected with the most important issues of modern higher education, issues involving 

the curriculum, institutionalization, professionalization, epistemology, the ‘two 

cultures’ split, the community—indeed the very purposes of higher education.”21  A 

collection of essays titled, Moral Problems in American Life: New Perspectives on 

Cultural History, edited by Karen Halttunen and Lewis Perry was particularly useful in 

situating “Humanizing the Cold War Campus” in a broader scholarly conversation 

about the history of moral problems in American life.  Halttunen and Perry describe 

their project as an attempt to “illuminate the moral dimensions of the American 

historical experience and to demonstrate what can be achieved through a morally 

informed historical inquiry” by examining the ways in which “moral problems have 

been defined and addressed within the context of everyday experience.”  To that end, 

                                                 
21 Reuben, Julie A., The Making of the Modern University: Intellectual Transformation and the 
Marginalization of Morality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), p. 265 
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the essays of their contributors “approach the subject of moral problems in American 

life primarily through close attention to a range of cultural practices that link private 

experience with public commitment.”22   

“Humanizing the Cold War Campus” has similar aspirations.  While the 

dissertation is, ostensibly, a history of humanistic education at postwar MIT, I have also 

tried to tell a “bigger story.”  In the aftermath of the atomic bomb, amidst concern about 

the possibly catastrophic effects of science and technology on humanity’s future, 

America’s leading science and engineering school effectively declared itself a “moral 

community” committed to counterbalancing the negative effects of science and 

technology on postwar society.  The “big story” concerns the possibilities and limits of 

that effort within the paradigm of the postwar liberal consensus.  It also provides the 

context for the dissertation’s main argument. MIT took on some of the most difficult 

social and moral problems to emerge from World War II in a way that most colleges 

and universities did not.  These efforts revealed the limits of humanistic reform 

achievable within the postwar consensus.  They also show that MIT students from the 

late 1940s through the 1950s and early 1960s were fast becoming dissatisfied and 

discouraged by the educational status quo.  This response suggests that the seeds of the 

student movement that erupted on college campuses in the mid-late 1960s were sown in 

the supposedly complacent 1950s.   

 

 

Main Argument  

The shake-ups and disruptions to American society that resulted from World War II 

caused a new set of societal problems to emerge in its aftermath.  At the end of the 

conflict, cracks in its foundations were especially apparent in the social and cultural 

formations most disrupted by wartime exigencies.  No institution escaped the ripple 

effects or the necessity of questioning basic assumptions.  These problems were, in turn, 

further exacerbated by the almost immediate onset of the cold war.  In this period of 

profound change and uncertainty, dramatically heightened by the specter of the 

                                                 
22 Halttunen, Karen and Perry, Lewis, eds., Moral Problems in American Life: New Perspectives on 
Cultural History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), p. 1  
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mushroom cloud, the nation faced conflicts and contradictions which it might have 

avoided in calmer times.  The high stakes of the cold war, however, made them more 

pressing and, in fact, inescapable.  This was especially true for America’s colleges and 

universities.  The profound changes that occurred on their campuses during the war 

produced tremors whose effects took time to manifest themselves in the campus revolts 

of the 1960s.  Some of these conflicts and tensions included:  the republican/democratic 

heritage vs. the cold war university’s prioritization of military/national security 

objectives; the humanistic traditions and culture of science and engineering education 

vs. the increasingly narrow emphasis epitomized by the Manhattan Project and the 

military-style organization of “Big Science”; the tension between individual creativity 

and freedom of thought and institutional needs for discipline, control, and “social 

adjustment” needed to keep the “education machine” running smoothly; women’s 

heightened expectations for expanded opportunities in science and engineering 

education and the workplace; vs. the double standard; the conflict between secular and 

sacred values and institutions and the separation of church and state;  and the desire for 

unity, common values, and consensus vs. pressures to build and create a more 

progressive, constantly evolving society.  The nation’s dilemmas with respect to 

science, morality, and higher education had their parallels at MIT—a school so 

transformed by World War II that its leaders faced an institutional identity crisis at the 

end.  During the cold war, MIT acquired a political and cultural significance beyond the 

world of higher education.  As an American cultural icon, it came to represent the 

nation’s enlightened, liberal response to the moral and social challenges posed by 

science and technology in the postwar era.  As such, the school and its educational 

philosophy were part of a larger domestic debate about the impact of science and 

technology on American society, and the nation’s moral and social responsibilities to 

the rest of the world.  To their credit, the leaders of MIT took on some of the conflicts 

and contradictions that plagued the postwar consensus—and its own institutional 

identity—and tried to solve them.  In its efforts to maintain its identity, and maintain a 

competitive advantage in the marketplace of higher education, MIT committed itself  to 

comprehensive vision of humanistic reform aimed at educating “whole men,” future 
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scientists and engineers who brought both “hearts and minds” to their work, who 

accepted social and moral responsibility for the consequences of science and 

technology.  By humanizing undergraduate education, MIT attempted to promote the 

growth and development of students as “whole” men and women and make the world a 

slightly less dangerous place.  Mainstream Americans’ longing for the stability 

associated with tradition collided with the reality that the old order had failed to prevent 

two world wars.  If, as many hoped, the past would not be prologue to the future, on 

what foundation was the new civilization to be built?  Many educators claimed that 

humanistic education should play a vital role in reconstructing the postwar world and 

America’s moral and spiritual foundations.  There was far less agreement about what 

those values should be or how vigorously they could be discussed and debated on the 

cold war campus. 

Rather than a simple rebellion against the strictures of “containment culture,” 

my dissertation argues that campus “radicalism” also evolved from latent and emerging 

pre-war cultural patterns, including reforms in curricular ideology and practice 

generated by domestic economic imperatives, Progressive-Era social and cultural ideals, 

postwar state regulatory strategies that promoted racial, cultural, and religious diversity, 

and college students’ increasingly vocal demands for “self-government” and 

“empowerment.”  Just as liberal foreign policy elites deployed a “global imaginary of 

integration” to win “hearts and minds” abroad, humanistic educators at MIT and other 

American research universities mobilized a new “pedagogy of integration” to persuade 

students, parents, potential applicants, alumni, the media, philanthropic foundations, etc. 

that their blend of curricular and extracurricular offerings would produce well-rounded, 

socially responsible, self-governing citizens—“whole men” and women—rather than 

narrow technocrats who could be manipulated for dubious political ends.  More 

specifically, it sought to reassure science and engineering students that they could 

become professionals in their fields and well-rounded human beings at the same time. 

Education for the “whole man” addressed anxieties aroused by a myriad of cultural 

splits, ruptures, irreconcilable opposites, and a deep sense of loss emerging at the onset 

of the atomic age.  It aimed to reduce fears about the possibly dehumanizing or amoral 
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effects of science and technology education through a pervasive emphasis on 

progressive “integration”—of abstract theory and professional practice, knowledge and 

experience, the rational and the non-rational, the marginal and the mainstream, Blacks 

and whites, men and women, students and faculty, science and religion, patriotism and 

internationalism.  At the same time, it appealed to the swelling ranks of college students 

who increasingly demanded greater autonomy and their “rights” to obtain consumerist 

satisfaction from their higher education “experience.”  

Even as school officials tried to recover and update MIT’s historic mission and 

values, however, the school’s continuing involvement with the cold war compromised 

the campaign for humanistic reform.  Perhaps the most significant problem, and one 

that cut across all its efforts, was the institution’s inability to achieve two contradictory 

objectives—to encourage free, independent, and creative thought and, at the same time, 

maintain full control over the “education machine” dedicated to turning out scientists 

and engineers for the cold war.  Building upon two strands of recent scholarship, i.e. 

reassessments of the cold war’s impact on higher education, and revised estimates of 

left-liberal challenges to the “cold war consensus,” “Humanizing the Cold War 

Campus” shows that some science and engineering students at MIT in the 1950s 

actively sought to explore and engage the moral problems facing their generation and 

challenged mainstream values and assumptions about the purpose of higher education. 

Despite its limitations and imperfections, MIT’s commitment to developing 

“whole men” and building a moral community carved out a small, but significant niche 

for humanist scholars and public intellectuals to question the dominant values of 

postwar American society in the heart of the military-industrial complex.  Working 

within the humanities, they promoted a counter-narrative to the cold war consensus—

the widespread conviction that American society was basically sound and faced its 

gravest threats from global communism—to advocate causes such as world government, 

social and economic justice, race and gender equity, and world peace.  And they showed 

how the liberal, internationalist ideals of science supported social and political reform 

whereas the more conservative, nationalistic aspirations of science within the military-

industrial complex did not.  While cold war politics weakened the advocates of left-
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liberal reform, their values found a home in efforts to help science and engineering 

students develop a greater sense of social and moral responsibility. Their efforts help 

demonstrate that challenges to the postwar consensus were not limited to the political 

and/or cultural movements launched by marginalized groups, political radicals, or other 

“usual suspects.”  They also played out in the halls of the military-industrial complex, 

including an institution as important and involved in the national security establishment 

as MIT.  The success or failure of these efforts could not be rationally controlled by 

those in power; experiments in the “laboratory of democracy” were inherently messy 

and could not be confined to the “laboratory.”  The more school officials tried to 

manage and regulate attitudes, behaviors, and outcomes, the more students perceived 

the hypocrisy and expressed their discontent.  By documenting their attempts, 

“Humanizing the Cold War Campus” shows just how intractable the problems of the 

postwar consensus were, thereby challenging some of the dominant perceptions and 

interpretations of the student movement of the 1960s.   

Arguments are supported by a rich array of untapped primary sources, the 

identification and use of which is in itself an important contribution to the historical 

literature.  For example, chapter four on the postwar challenges faced by women 

students at MIT is supported by a unique collection of oral history interviews that I 

conducted with ten women students in the class of 1958.  In telephone interviews and 

during a 45th class reunion that I was privileged to attend, they poured out stories of 

their experiences at MIT in the mid-1950s.  Chapter six draws upon the extensive 

archive of philosopher Robert S. Hartman’s papers at the University of Tennessee, 

including correspondence with MIT officials about his consulting role, copies of student 

terms papers with his comments in the margins, his lecture notes, and evaluation reports 

to the Ford Foundation Fund for the Advancement of Education.  These and other 

chapters draw upon novels, documentary films, comic books, psychiatric case studies, 

memos, memoirs, public speeches, course materials, student term papers and course 

evaluations, undergraduate newspapers and magazines, opinion surveys, and science 

fiction stories to establish the cultural context needed to understand and evaluate MIT’s 

humanistic reforms.   
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Significance 

Given the supposed significance of ideological conflict in shaping perceptions of the 

U.S.-Soviet conflict, surprisingly little scholarship exists on the role of higher education 

in the cold war of ideas on the domestic front, i.e. in winning the hearts and minds of 

American college and university students.   “Though the use of brute force separated the 

two regimes,” notes historian Christopher P. Loss, “the United States also used higher 

education institutions to build and maintain its cold war empire.  But historians have 

resisted the study of the liberal democratic ideological uses of the American education 

during the cold war, opting instead to study the rise of the federal-academic research 

partnership.”  While higher education’s shift from the margins of America’s postwar 

political economy to the center had important implications for academic culture, it was 

not the only significant change worth noting.  “[T]he ideological uses of education and 

of the American university changed too.   

 
By taking seriously Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s depiction of the cold war as an 
endless struggle for the ‘minds and hearts of men [and women],’ new and 
different questions concerning the uses of education in the United States 
immediately emerge: In what ways did the United States use education to 
cultivate its global influence?  To what extent was American education policy 
shaped by—or the shaper of—Soviet education policies and programs?  How 
did expanded access and state subsidies reward certain citizens?  What effect 
did the cold war have on the personal and professional lives of professors and 
students?  Was the United States more successful than the Soviet Union in 
using education to reinforce the political beliefs of American citizens?   In 
short, what role did education and the universities play in America’s cold war 
victory?  These are several questions that . . . the next history of the American 
cold war university must attempt to answer.23   

 

This dissertation takes up that challenge by providing a detailed, in-depth examination 

of MIT’s efforts to help students, faculty, staff, and American citizens grapple with the 

moral ambiguity surrounding the build-up of the nation’s scientific and technological 

power and the education of elite scientists and engineers to maintain its superiority vis a 

vis the Soviet Union and other global adversaries.  Humanist educators were expected 

to takes sides in the ideological struggle for hearts and minds and help students become 

                                                 
23 Loss, Christopher P., “Party School: Education, Political Ideology, and the Cold War,” The Journal of 
Policy History, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2004, p. 114. 
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critical, independent thinkers with their own moral values and ideals.  Whether they 

succeeded or failed in squaring this circle, including their experiences in the mix 

produces a richer, more complex picture of the cold war consensus.  Humanistic 

educators, psychiatrists, ministers, philosophers, and progressive educational 

administrators tried to create a warmer and more nurturing and supportive educational 

environment that would counteract what were perceived to be the increasingly negative 

effects of specialized science and technology education on the human soul, spirit, and/or 

psyche.     

Students were not passive bystanders in this story, but actively sought to 

understand and cope with the dramatically changed circumstances of the postwar world 

and threat of the atomic bomb.  Contrary to the popular stereotype of the passive, 

“apathetic,” and “vocationally-oriented” “Joe College” of the 1950s, some students 

actively resisted conformist pressures emanating from mainstream society, and the 

dispiriting influence of the dominant cold war culture on student life and morale.  By 

the mid-1960s, the emphasis on specialization, and repression of voices critical of its 

impact on students and society, fanned the fires of discontent on the cold war campus.  

“Specialization has even deeper implications for the student,” noted one observer, “it 

tends toward the fragmentation of him.”24  Yet historians of the “cold war university” 

have not recognized or understood the relationship between the humanistic reforms of 

the 1950s and the campus unrest of the 1960s.   By including students in the picture, 

“Humanizing the Cold War Campus” reveals their agency in shaping its character and 

planting the seeds of the counterculture and student movement.   

“Humanizing the Cold War Campus” recovers a lost chapter in the postwar 

history of MIT to shed new light on a virtually unknown dimension of postwar 

academic culture and its relationship to larger conflicts within the postwar liberal 

consensus.  Beyond its contribution to our historical understanding of moral and 

spiritual education in the cold war university, it also shifts the conversation about the 

nature and influence of the student movement of the 1960s and broader debates about 

                                                 
24 Smith, G. Kerry and Erhard, Thomas A., Higher Education Reflects on Itself and the Larger Society: 
The Proceedings of The Twenty-first Annual National Conference on Higher Education, March 13-16, 
1966, p. 153  
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social, educational, and cultural reform in contemporary U.S. higher education.   The 

story substantially revises our understanding of the cold war university by connecting 

humanist reforms of the 1950s to student protests of the 1960s.  In response to growing 

concern that technical education was warping human personalities and American 

society, MIT embraced “the whole man.”  Its leaders humanized undergraduate 

education by reaffirming the educational philosophy of its founder, infusing moral 

values and spiritual concerns into extracurricular activities and student dormitories; 

constructing an interdenominational campus chapel; chipping away at the double 

standard for male and female students; using science fiction to enhance student 

creativity and morale; and enlisting the services of a moral philosopher to help students 

integrate their personal and professional values.  Paradoxically, these reforms both 

stabilized and disturbed the postwar consensus that American society was basically 

sound and faced its biggest threats from communism.  Some members of the 

administration, faculty, and students claimed the promises of humanistic reform to test 

those assumptions, the limits of dissent, and MIT’s viability as a moral community.  In 

moving down that path, they met resistance with new calls for reform that grew louder 

and more insistent in the 1960s.   
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Chapter One 
 

Instituting Ideals: 
William Barton Rogers and the Saga of MIT 

 
 
In a high sense Professor Rogers will always remain President of the 
Institute of Technology.  Present or absent, his spirit will preside over 
it—Francis A. Walker (1882)1 
 
 
 

It may have been raining buckets on opening day, but a little stormy weather did not 

dampen public interest in the “Victory in Science” exhibition held at MIT from 

November 10-12, 1945.  Somewhere between 75,000 and 100,000 Boston-area residents 

turned out over the Armistice Day weekend to glimpse the top secret “marvels” of 

military science and technology that helped shorten World War II and seal the Allied 

victory.2  Both the products and results of America’s new high-tech weaponry were on 

display:  a U.S. Navy photo exhibit showcased the burning carcasses of Japanese ships 

stricken by radar-guided missiles, billowing smoke against the backdrop of a South 

Pacific sky; a flame-throwing Sherman tank stunned the crowd by burning through 25 

gallons of gasoline “in the twinkling of an eye,” as it did when vaporizing enemies from 

more than 100 yards away; and visitors “learned” to maneuver antiaircraft artillery via 

the same high-tech simulator used to train gunners for the U.S. Navy.  More than 100 

MIT student volunteers ushered visitors through the exhibits and explained the intricacies 

of guided missile technology and other “war secrets.”3  Capping off the show at the end 

of each day, the U.S. Coast Guard staged a dramatic air-sea rescue on the Charles River.4   

Co-sponsored by MIT and the U.S. Treasury’s War Finance Committee, the 

extravaganza helped launch the Committee’s last war bond drive—the “Victory Loan” 

campaign—in grand style.5  “Perhaps the most dignified and engrossing of all the Special 

Events of the nation,” a U.S. Treasury Department publication noted, “has been the 

                                                 
1 In Memory of William Barton Rogers, Late President of the Society (Boston: MIT Society of Arts, 1882), 
p. 20 
2 “War Secrets are Given First Showing,” The Tech, November 10, 1945, p. 1 
3 “C.P.S. Resumes Stratton Prize,” The Tech, January 4, 1946, p. 1  
4 Ibid, p. 5 
5 Kimble, James J., Mobilizing the Home Front: War Bonds and Domestic Propaganda (City: Texas A&M 
University Press, 2006), p. 12 
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‘Victory in Science’ show put on at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.”  Described 

as the state of Massachusetts’s “most ambitious promotion,” the show “proved the 

strongest attraction of any bond campaign, and sold a total of $10,000,000 in Victory 

Bonds.”6  A special “Victory in Science” edition of The Tech, MIT’s undergraduate 

student newspaper, heralded America’s colleges and universities for their many 

contributions.  “They served as ready-made centers for housing and training officers and 

specialized personnel,” the editorial noted, “their faculties provided able experts for 

numerous emergency boards and committees; and their laboratories became centers of 

research and development on new weapons and instruments of war.”  That distinguished 

war record helped justify federal support in the postwar period and moved colleges and 

universities from the margins of the U.S. political economy to center stage.  “Although 

the public frequently looks upon most of our academic scientists as visionary, impractical 

long-hairs,” the editorial continued, “the record of this war demonstrates their vision, 

sound judgment, and practical skill to be one of the most significant sources of national 

security and strength.”7  Even more remarkable was the exhibit’s success in selling the 

public on “a perfecting myth” that minimized the “psychological challenges of 

demobilization” and moral ambiguity of America’s victory by “recasting the struggles 

and tears of the effort into a legacy of sacred triumph.”8  The mythic dimensions of that 

achievement—represented and reinforced in the “Victory in Science” exhibit, and 

throughout the Victory Loan campaign, were cornerstones of what historian Thomas 

Engelhardt has called America’s postwar “victory culture.”9  

It made sense to launch the drive at MIT.   If the war had had a greater impact on 

American higher education than any other conflict, its impact on MIT was among the 

most visible and extreme.  Long before Pearl Harbor, school officials led efforts to 

prepare the U.S. science and engineering communities for America’s possible 

involvement and advised President Franklin D. Roosevelt to take other steps.  The MIT 

campus hosted the Radiation Laboratory of Electronics, second in size and significance 

only to the Manhattan Project, and numerous other top-secret military projects.  The 

                                                 
6 Field Organization News Letter, U.S. Defense Savings Staff, Department of the Treasury, Vol. 14, p. 25 
7 “Victory in Science,” The Tech, November 10, 1945, p. 2 
8 Kimble, p. 98 
9 Engelhardt, Thomas, The End of Victory Culture: Cold War America and the Disillusioning of a 
Generation (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1998).    
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school’s military asset value equaled a fleet of ships in the U.S. Navy, noted MIT 

President Karl T. Compton.  For that reason, it was “only natural that antiaircraft cannon 

ill-spared from the fighting fronts surround the college in wartime,” explained the 

protagonist in The Gadget Maker, Maxwell Griffith’s novel about the experiences of an 

MIT graduate  during the cold war, based largely on Griffith’s own experiences as an 

MIT graduate in the class of 1945.10   When the fighting ceased, it was an exhausted, 

“war weary veteran with holes in its shoes,” according to an article in the Saturday 

Evening Post—acclaimed as much as a high-tech military laboratory, or a “scientific 

arsenal” and “war research organization,” as two MIT presidents put, as an educational 

institution.  To achieve that distinction, MIT had had to sacrifice some of the qualities 

and characteristics that defined MIT as MIT.11  To accommodate the needs of military 

projects, it had more than doubled in size during the war.  “Fourteen months ago,” 

Compton reported in December 1946, “the Massachusetts Institute of Technology was a 

scientific arsenal, with a [sic] personnel of over 6,000 working on instrumentalities of 

warfare and 2,000 students largely training for warfare.”12  Though MIT had halved the 

number of war researchers on campus and tripled student enrollment by the end of 1946, 

there was no pretense of returning to “normalcy” as there had been after World War I.  

To fund the escalating costs of scientific equipment and laboratories in the postwar 

period, for example, it was becoming newly dependent on U.S. government funded 

military contracts.  Instead, the Compton administration faced the challenge of 

reaffirming the school’s historic identity, traditions, and values while simultaneously 

planning for a period of profound uncertainty and change—a challenge not dissimilar to 

that confronting the nation as a whole.  On the positive side, the exigencies of 

“redeploying for peace” created a rare opportunity for school officials to remake the 

institution. 

Rather than bask in the glow of “victory culture,” however, one of the institutions 

most responsible for speeding that victory faced an identity crisis.  MIT and many other 

colleges and universities were plagued by fears and doubts more characteristic of a 

“culture of defeat.”  The “defining experience” of history’s losers, writes historian 

                                                 
10 Griffith, Maxwell, The Gadget Maker (New York: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1954), p. 41 
11 Burchard, John E., Q.E.D.: MIT in World War II (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1948), p. 313 
12 “The President Reports,” Technology Review, December 1946, p. 106 
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Reinhart Kosseleck, “is that everything turned out other than they had hoped.  They labor 

under . . . a greater burden of proof for having to show why events turned out as they 

did—and not as planned.” 13  While MIT was on the winning side of World War II, it was 

in a sense also a victim of that success.  MIT and America’s other colleges and research 

universities had indeed altered the course of the war.  Less understood and appreciated at 

the time, however, were the many ways that the war had changed them—and what the 

implications and consequences might be.14   

 At such turning points in the life-cycles of institutions, organizational leaders 

often look back to the founding values and missions of their organizations for guidance 

and direction.   While organizations are constantly writing and rewriting their 

autobiographies, notes sociologist Barbara Czarniawska, the motivation arises “with 

special frequency and premeditation in times of challenge and turbulence.”15  Other 

scholars have emphasized the importance of “founder myths” in organizational learning, 

                                                 
13 Cited in Schivelbusch, Wolfgang, The Culture of Defeat: On National Trauma, Mourning, and Recovery 
(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2001), pp. 4; 31 
14 With America’s entry into World War II, MIT and other colleges and universities began stamping out 
technical experts as fast as possible.  Of all the transformations on the nation’s campuses—i.e. speeded up 
graduation timelines, athletic fields converted into drilling and parade grounds, campus quadrangles made 
over into barracks-style compounds—none was greater than the reshuffling of priorities, practices, and 
policies signified by such changes.  Yale, a school steeped in the liberal arts tradition, was a dramatic case 
in point.  Under the wartime “Yale Plan,” for example, the entire campus was transformed into a military 
training center.  “Last week Yale was asked to justify its existence at this time,” wrote a student columnist 
in the Yale Daily News (Gardner, John, “Passing Glances,” Yale Daily News, May 23, 1942, p. 6).  “It is to 
be hoped that the existence is that of the University and not simply of the ROTC.”  Even if circumstances 
justified temporary “concentration upon the science of war,” as Yale’s leaders insisted, the humanities 
could not be sacrificed without cost.  “But upon what will our values be built after the war?” this same 
student writer wondered.  “If our reasoning is limited to supply and defense; if our training has been wholly 
in the military, what possibly as representatives of our generation will we be able to say at the peace and 
reconstruction table?  I realize that the humanities appear fairly ludicrous at the present time.  But I can not 
escape wondering what humanistic reforms we can hope to build in the future without a knowledge of 
them.”  The Dean of Yale College warned that the abandonment of liberal education was, historically, 
“directly responsible for lapses in leadership.”  Though the shift in emphasis was “vital and necessary” in 
the present emergency, he cautioned colleges not to make the “grave mistake of swinging too far to the 
technical and vocational side of education.”  See “Yale to Continue Liberal Education During Wartime,” 
Yale Daily News, January 23, 1942, p. 1 

While the humanities had never enjoyed anything like top billing at MIT, educators there and at 
other science and engineering schools had expanded their offerings in the 1930s.  Though scaling back the 
humanities came more naturally to MIT, it also reversed the school’s efforts to expand in that direction.  
With Karl T. Compton’s appointment as president in 1930, MIT had begun reviving the humanities after a 
long period of decline.  Compton and other “pure” scientists and mathematicians believed in the virtue of 
pursuing knowledge “for its own sake,” and were typically friendlier to the humanities than the engineers.  
Neither the pure scientists nor the humanists sought to justify their work on strictly utilitarian grounds; both 
promoted the intrinsic value of their subjects.   
15 Czarniawska, Barbara, Narrating the Organization: Dramas of Institutional Identity (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1997), p. 53 
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a dynamic process “whereby stories about the beliefs and principles of the founder go on 

having a powerful effect on their successors well after the founder’s death.  There are 

companies, for example, whose central training facilities are governed by the anti-alcohol 

views of their long-dead founders.”16  In the case of highly distinctive institutions, the 

organizational autobiography takes on epic proportions—indeed it becomes a larger-than-

life struggle against adversity to fulfill its special mission and/or purpose.  The eminent 

sociologist Burton R. Clark has described the “organizational saga” as a narrative of 

institutional identity in which members of a clearly defined imagined community are 

bound together by a shared sense of values, culture, heritage, and mission.  The 

organizational saga, Clark argues, is a distinguishing feature of colleges and universities 

with strong institutional identities and cultures relative to other institutions.   In the 

turbulent early postwar period, MIT’s leaders drew upon the saga of MIT to preserve the 

Institute’s core mission and identity amidst changing circumstances and challenges to its 

future.  At this crossroads in its history, school officials looked for—and found—a 

useable past in the humanistic values of its founder, William Barton Rogers.  While the 

school’s commitment to those values had wavered, its historical identity, mission, 

educational philosophy and culture were kept alive by the organizational saga in which 

Rogers played the leading role.  Subsequent leaders of the school attributed MIT’s 

success, in part, to the ideals embodied by Rogers and reinforced by the saga.  The 

remembrance and revival of the founder’s vision helped reaffirm MIT’s historic 

commitment to undergraduate professional education at a time when its future was in 

doubt.  The restoration of that mission, in turn, sparked a renewed emphasis on 

humanistic education in the personal and professional development of science and 

engineering students.   

This chapter historicizes MIT’s postwar concerns about social and moral 

responsibility and humanistic educational reform, locating its origins in its founder’s 

philosophical and educational ideals, to support one of the dissertation’s main 

contentions.  Drawing upon Clark’s concept of the “organizational saga,” it establishes 

that shared conceptions of MIT’s distinct institutional identity played an important part in 

                                                 
16 Sims, David, “Organizational Learning as the Development of Stories: Canons, Apocrypha and Pious 
Myths,” from Easterby-Smith, Mark et al, eds., Organizational Learning and the Learning Organization 
(New York: SAGE, 1999), p. 54 
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inspiring and supporting the school’s postwar reforms.  Tracing the origins of the saga of 

MIT back to the social, moral, and spiritual worldview of William Barton Rogers and his 

conception of MIT, it spotlights the postwar desire to re-establish historical continuity 

following the rupture of World War II and suggests the difficulty, if not futility, of the 

effort.  The founder’s motivations, passions, cares, and concerns became a discursive 

resource for reformers to mobilize when confronting the challenges of their own day.  

Finally, I show that educational reformers mobilized the saga of MIT to strengthen and 

support progressive ideals and humanistic reform in the postwar period.  Whatever else 

its leaders disagreed about, they agreed on the need to strengthen the qualities that 

propelled the Institute’s past successes.   In a world where little seemed certain, the saga 

of MIT served as a common reference point and philosophical ballast for navigating 

turbulent times.  It did not seem wise to deviate too far from the saga’s implicit formula 

for success.   

 

 

The Saga of MIT 

Clark developed his conception of the “organizational saga” in the course of research into 

the socio-cultural attributes of “distinctive colleges,” i.e. those with the highly 

differentiated sense of institutional identity, “romance” and “mystique” associated with 

elite public or private colleges and universities.  The unique identity and mystique of 

distinctive institutions such as MIT, he found, are defined and maintained through the 

construction of narratives or “sagas” that reflect major themes, values, and events in the 

institution’s history.  Other social scientists have subsequently found the construct useful 

in thinking about institutional identity in a variety of organizational types and settings.  

For present purposes, the “organizational saga” provides a useful framework for 

synthesizing ideas and insights drawn from institutional history, the cultural history of 

education, and literary and rhetorical studies.  According to Clark, “an organizational 

saga is a collective understanding of a unique accomplishment based on historical 

exploits of a formal organization, offering strong normative bonds within and outside the 

organization.”  Embedded within the saga is a lexicon of organizational values, a shared 

set of definitions that enable members of the institution to speak a common language 
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when formulating policies and practices that include or depend upon intangible attributes 

of organizational success.  “Believers give loyalty to the organization and take pride and 

identity from it,” Clark continues.  “A saga begins as strong purpose, introduced by a 

man (or small group) with a mission, and is fulfilled as it is embodied in organizational 

practices and the values of dominant organizational cadres, usually taking decades to 

develop.”17  As its name suggests, the saga is not simply a story that reflects 

organizational culture or values, but “a narrative of heroic exploits, of a unique 

development that has deeply stirred the emotions of participants and descendants.”18  

Other defining features of the organizational saga include a history of successfully 

weathering crises and a strong, visionary leader whose efforts endowed the institution 

with its special or unique mission.  Belief in that mission is a critical element.  The saga 

has “a particular base of believers” whose members identify with the narrative as a source 

of individual and collective identity, meaning, and value.  Clark’s “organizational saga” 

is, in effect, an institutional bildungsroman—a narrative of maturation and growth 

through education and experience in which the protagonist confronts the possibilities and 

limits of the established order and draws upon the values encoded in its institutional DNA 

to achieve progressive, evolutionary change.  The saga constitutes a rhetorical and/or 

ideological resource that can be mobilized at different times, by different people, and for 

different purposes in times of institutional transition or crisis.  It recreates an inspired 

vision of possibility and structure of feeling that transcends space and time. 

While the organizational saga shares many elements of myth, this particular 

variation of that genre bears a more complex relationship to “fact.”  The organizational 

saga, Clark writes, “refers also to the actual history itself [emphasis added], thereby 

including a stream of events, the participants, and the written or spoken interpretation.”  

Here again, he emphasizes, “the element of belief is crucial, for without the credible 

story, the events and persons become history; with the development of belief, a particular 

bit of history becomes a definition full of pride and identity for the group.”19  The saga 

provides a meaningful and persistent narrative structure into which individuals can insert 

                                                 
17 Clark, Burton R., “The Organization Saga in Higher Education,” Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 
17, No. 2 (Jun., 1972), p. 178  
18 Ibid, p. 178 
19 Ibid, p. 178 
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themselves and, in so doing, join with other citizens of an “imagined community” 

striving to realize its collective goals and higher purposes.  Identification with such a 

community, at both the affective and cognitive level, promotes “organizational 

citizenship behavior,” a species of civic virtue that increases group solidarity, loyalty, and 

enthusiasm for the institution’s mission and values.20   

 
The participants have added affect, an emotional loading, which places their 
conception between the coolness of rational purpose and the warmth of sentiment 
found in religion and magic.  An organizational saga presents some rational 
explanation of how certain means led to certain ends, but it also includes affect 
that turns a formal place into a beloved institution, to which participants may be 
passionately devoted.   Encountering such devotion, the observer may become 
unsure of his own analytical detachment as he tests the overtones of the 
institutional spirit or spirit of place. The study of organizational sagas highlights 
nonstructural and non-rational dimensions of organizational life and 
achievement.21   

 

While organizations and institutions are often metaphorically characterized as 

“machines” and “organisms,” that operate in opposition to the Self, what Czarniawaska 

describes as “the romantic response to the positivist system,” she notes an alternative 

metaphor that incorporates the rational, emotional, and individualistic aspects of a 

distinctive institution:  the “super-person.”  “Despite the claim that machines and 

organisms are the most popular images of organization,” Czarniawaska writes in 

Narrating the Organization, “there is another metaphor that is as popular but whose 

metaphorical character has been almost forgotten, so taken for granted has it become.  

This is the organization as a single powerful decision maker. . .  Sometimes we are told 

that this is “just a metaphor,” that organizations are not really individuals, but for all 

practical purposes, they are like individuals.”22  The most common and enduring 

metaphor for institutional identity is that of the individual.  In everyday usage, the 

anthropomorphized organization as “super-person” “reproduces the notion of 

accountability,” she writes, “which is central to modern culture.23  Like individual 

identity, Czarniawaska argues, institutional identity is not static, but dialogically 

                                                 
20 Haslam, S. Alexander, Psychology in organizations: the social identity approach (London: SAGE 
Publications, 2004), p. 171 
21 Clark, p. 178 
22 Czarniawska, p. 41 
23 Ibid, p. 46 
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constructed by a “self-narrative,” in the Bakhtinian sense of the Self as constructed and 

“understood in relation to an audience, whose real or imaginary responses constantly 

shape self-representations.”  Identity, whether individual or institutional, is a function of 

the ability to “account for one’s actions in terms that will be accepted by the audience.”24 

In the case of distinctive colleges and universities whose identities are sustained 

and strengthened by organizational sagas, I would argue, its constituents are more likely 

to view the institution as a “super-person” with whom they identify and play a role in 

reproducing.  In his preface to Mind and Hand: The Birth of MIT, an in-depth account of 

MIT’s early history, for example, Julius Stratton, a physicist, author, and past president of 

MIT, writes the following:  “The more I think about MIT, the more it presents itself not 

as a collection of buildings, of professors, of students, of courses, of papers and 

catalogues, but as a living, vital entity—a being with a character, personality, a 

philosophy, a mode of action, a heritage of ideas and methods that have made a deep 

impression on all who come to know it.  And like other living beings, MIT has a 

history—the story of where and how it was founded, its struggle for survival, its growth 

and innovations, its evolving position in the nation and the world.”25  Historically, one of 

the most distinguishing aspects of MIT’s position in the orbit of American higher 

education stems from the vision of one man: William Barton Rogers, the school’s clear 

and undisputed “founding father.”  More than any other single individual, Rogers has 

been used to personify MIT’s identity as a “living being.”  The relationship of Rogers to 

the Institute may, in fact, be unique in the annals of American higher education.  No other 

American research university was more influenced, in substance as well as style, by the 

person and values of a single individual than was MIT by Rogers.   

Rogers’s vision of an American “polytechnical school” centered in the sciences 

and liberal arts, established a model emulated by other institutions throughout the nation 

and the world.  Rogers possessed a unique set of gifts, talents, and experiences that 

enabled him to articulate the vision, organize, and lead the enterprise, and serve as its 

ablest scholar and teacher all at the same time.  Given his singular role in the 

establishment of MIT, and the incantation of his name as the Institute’s guiding spirit, it 

                                                 
24 Ibid, p. 46 
25 Stratton, Julius A. and Mannix, Loretta H., Mind and Hand: The Birth of MIT (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2005), p. xv 



 

 34

is difficult to account for historians’ neglect of his life and accomplishments.  Other than 

The Life and Letters of William Barton Rogers edited by his widow, Emma Rogers, and 

published in 1897, not a single biography—scholarly or otherwise—was written about 

the founder until the recent publication of William Barton Rogers and the Idea of MIT by 

educational historian A.J. Angulo.  Absent the founder and his “idea of MIT,” however, it 

is impossible to understand the initiation and fulfillment of the “saga of MIT” or its role 

in shaping the school’s postwar institutional identity.26    

 

 

William Barton Rogers 

Before considering the primary social and moral values embedded in the saga of MIT, 

and, by extension, the institutional identity which its postwar leaders drew upon to 

justify, support, and rationalize humanistic reform, the factual basis for the saga must first 

be established in the founder’s life.  Born in Philadelphia on December 7, 1804, William 

Barton Rogers was the second son of Patrick Kerr Rogers and Hannah (Blythe) Rogers, 

Irish immigrants to America who left Ireland during a period of heightened opposition to 

British rule.  The couple’s first-born son, William, took his middle name from his father’s 

mentor in medical school, Benjamin Smith Barton.  His brothers, Robert Empie Rogers, 

Henry Darwin Rogers, and James Blythe Rogers, “often referred to as ‘the brothers 

Rogers,’” also went on to enjoy distinguished scientific careers, making the Rogers’ 

family, as a whole, one of the most accomplished in the history of American science.27  

Both parents grew up in families that encouraged freethinking and the questioning of 

traditional religious authority, reflected in their support for the unorthodox “New Light” 

doctrine within Irish Presbyterianism and the “heretical” teachings associated with the 

English scientist-clergyman Joseph Priestly.28  The MIT founder’s maternal grandfather, 

                                                 
26 Clark, Burton R., p. 180.  Clark identifies two stages “in the development of an organizational saga, 
initiation and fulfillment.  Initiation takes place under varying conditions and occurs within a relatively 
short period of time; fulfillment is related to features of the organization that are enduring and more 
predictable.”   
27 Rogers, Emma, ed., Life and Letters of William Barton Rogers, Vol. I (Cambridge: Houghton-Mifflin, 
1897), p. 2. Not only was William’s father, Patrick, a distinguished professor of natural history at the 
College of William and Mary, but his three brothers—Henry Darwin, James Blythe, and Robert Empie—
also pursued highly successful careers in science or medicine.   
28 Rogers, Emma, Vol. I, pp. 2-3. 
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James Blythe, founded several Dublin-area newspapers in the early 1770s, including 

Ireland’s first tri-weekly, The Londonderry Journal—widely known for its balanced 

coverage of the American Revolution and the broad range of political views represented 

in its pages.29  His maternal grandmother was also “an intelligent and energetic” woman 

who attempted, albeit unsuccessfully, to set up and operate a newspaper of her own after 

Blythe’s death.30   

More is known about William Barton Rogers’s father.  Born in 1776, Patrick Kerr 

Rogers was apparently a strong-willed, freethinking youth known for “entertaining 

positions not rigidly orthodox” in matters of religion.  Rejecting advice to follow two of 

his uncles into the ministry, Rogers instead opted to enroll at Trinity College, Dublin, a 

campus ablaze with republican fervor in the late 1790s.  The young man’s interest in the 

Irish independence movement was kindled by a fellow college student and campus 

radical, Robert Emmet, already well on his way to becoming one of that movement’s 

leaders.31  At some point, perhaps under Emmet’s influence, Patrick Rogers left college, 

and then a clerkship in a counting house, to join a band of republican partisans roving the 

countryside to promote the cause and avoid arrest for treason.  Though his precise 

whereabouts were unknown during this period, he “was probably a member of the United 

Irishmen, a militant group whose efforts had led to the attempted rebellion.”32  Following 

its failure, Rogers re-emerged as the author of several letters to the editors of Dublin-area 

newspapers that criticized the British government’s actions in “the matter of the Irish 

Rebellion of 1798,” and expressed views “which, his friends believed, were likely to 

cause his arrest and punishment.”33  Persuaded by their warnings, Rogers secured passage 

                                                 
29 Morley, Vincent, Irish Opinion and the American Revolution, 1760-1783 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), p. 85.  The newspaper sympathized with the colonists’ opposition to “taxation 
without representation” by pointing out that “by the same authority” which Britain used to tax the 
American colonies, it could also “and with equal justice, presume to tax Ireland” without the consent of its 
parliament.”  At the same time, the Journal charged Americans with hypocrisy for being so concerned 
about “the natural rights of mankind” while brutally enslaving “their fellow creatures who have the 
misfortune to fall into their power.”   
30 Rogers, Emma, Vol. I, p. 6 
31 “William Barton Rogers,” American Academy of Arts and Sciences, Boston. Proceedings (1846-1906); 
May 1882 - May 1883; XVIII, p. 428 
32 Gerstner, Patsy, Henry Darwin Rogers, 1808-1866: American Geologist (Tuscaloosa: University of 
Alabama Press, 1994), p. 1 
33 Ruschenberger, W.S.W., “A Sketch of the Life of Robert E. Pagers, M.D., LL.D., with Biographical 
Notices of his Father and Brothers,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, Vol. XXIII, No. 
121, January 1886, p. 106 
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to Philadelphia, a magnet for Irish political refugees in the latter 18th century.34  An 

aesthetically appealing, culturally rich, commercially prosperous seaport and center of 

shipbuilding, Philadelphia from 1800 to 1825 was the nation’s most cosmopolitan city in 

its golden age.  “The days of Greece may be revived in the woods of America, and 

Philadelphia become the Athens of the Western World,” wrote architect Henry Latrobe.35  

While no longer the seat of national government, Philadelphians retained their passion for 

politics, and the city was fast becoming a hotbed of political intrigue and flashpoint in the 

partisan duel between John Adams and Thomas Jefferson in the nation’s first presidential 

campaign.36   

                                                 
34 Nash, Gary B., First City: Philadelphia and the Forging of Historical Memory (Philadelphia, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), p. 124.  Also see Silcox, Harry C., Philadelphia Politics from the 
Bottom Up: The Life of Irishman William McMullen, 1824-1901 (Philadelphia, PA: Balch Institute Press, 
1989), p. 28.  “Between 1790 and 1840,” Silcox notes, “70 percent of all immigrants entering the port of 
Philadelphia were Irish.” 
35 Richardson, Edgar P., “The Athens of America, 1800-1825,” from Weigley, Russell Frank, et al., eds., 
Philadelphia: A 300 Year History (New York: W.W. Norton, 1982), pp. 208-257; Nash, Gary B., First 
City: Philadelphia and the Forging of Historical Memory (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2002), p.  143 
36 Larson, Edward J., A Magnificent Catastrophe:  The Tumultuous Election of 1800, America’s First 
Presidential Campaign (New York: Free Press, 2007).  Though Philadelphia had been a Federalist redoubt 
during the Washington administration, the party’s popularity had collapsed after Adams’s defeat of 
Jefferson in the contested presidential election of 1796.   Federalist backing of the Alien and Sedition Acts, 
endorsed and signed by Adams in the summer of 1798, was a sore point for the city’s Irish population.  
Two of the measures, the Naturalization Act and Act Concerning Aliens, respectively, aimed to restrict 
immigration among specific ethnic groups by extending residency requirements for citizenship and 
authorizing the deportation of resident aliens deemed “dangerous to the peace and safety of the United 
States.”  Yet the measure was plainly intended to stanch the flow of French and Irish political refugees to 
Philadelphia—home to the nation’s largest populations of French and Irish immigrants—whose growing 
numbers swelled the ranks of the Republican Party. Yet the legislation had the opposite effect: it further 
galvanized immigrant opposition to the Federalists and support for the Republicans.  In this context, 
Philadelphia became center stage in the bitter presidential campaign of 1800:  “The revolt against the 
Federalists which carried Jefferson to the presidency of the United States in 1801 first came to a head in 
Philadelphia,” notes historian Edgar P. Richardson in a chapter on the city’s history titled, “The Athens of 
America, 1800-1825,” from Weigley, Russell Frank, et. al., eds., Philadelphia: A 300 Year History (New 
York: W.W. Norton, 1982), p. 222.  Among those most responsible for the Republican victory in 
Philadelphia, Richardson continues, were “a coalition of dedicated Jeffersonians, anti-English Irish 
expatriates, and a mass of citizens who feared the rise of an aristocracy of wealth and position.”  The rise of 
Philadelphia republicanism was consistent with the cultural and intellectual history of the city and of 
Pennsylvania.  More than any other colony, Pennsylvania had embraced a broad range of religious and 
ethnic minorities, including French and Irish immigrants, Quakers, and Catholics.  This acceptance of 
diversity stimulated a vibrant intellectual life.  During the eighteenth century, Philadelphia was the primary 
conduit for the diffusion of the Enlightenment in America, and its capitol of science well into the 
nineteenth.  Probably no single individual better embodied Philadelphia’s republican ethos than Benjamin 
Franklin, the transplanted Bostonian who found his adopted city’s openness more congenial to a free spirit.  
Along with Jefferson, Franklin’s approach to science fit comfortably with the building of a republican 
civilization that was strengthened and perpetuated by higher education.  Franklin, like Jefferson, and later 
Rogers, also played a role in founding institutions of higher education—in fact, more than one: the 
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Patrick Rogers quickly assimilated into Philadelphia’s large and growing Irish 

immigrant population and resumed his academic studies at the University of 

Pennsylvania medical school, then widely regarded as the nation’s finest.  “The 

commanding talents, and profound erudition, of Professors [Benjamin] Rush, [Caspar] 

Wistar, [Benjamin Smith] Barton . . . and others, have given the medical school of 

Philadelphia a celebrity which will probably long remain unrivalled in the United States, 

and will enable it to vie with the most elevated seminaries of the European world,” wrote 

Pennsylvania archeologist and historian Samuel Hazard.  “It has become the resort of 

students from every section of our united confederacy.”37  Rogers had been accepted as a 

student of Barton and Rush, the two “republican doctors” among the “major thinkers” in 

what historian Daniel J. Boorstin calls “the Jeffersonian circle—the small “group of 

philosophers,” “men of science,” and free-thinking intellectuals such as David 

Rittenhouse, Joseph Priestley, Charles Wilson Peale, and Thomas Paine, with whom 

Thomas Jefferson regularly corresponded, consulted, and used as a sounding board for 

his ideas.38  Barton was the nation’s foremost botanist, its first professor of the natural 

sciences, and author of the nation’s first botany textbook; Rush, the “father of American 

chemistry,” was also a signer of the Declaration of Independence, and leading social 

reformer who helped establish the nation’s first anti-slavery society and advocacy group 

for prisoners’ rights.39  Barton and Rush both shared Jefferson’s vision of America as an 

“empire of liberty” in which scientific and social progress marched from sea to shining 

sea.40  In fact, when Meriwether Lewis and William Clark began preparing to explore that 

                                                                                                                                                 
University of Pennsylvania and Franklin and Marshall College.  It was not surprising then that Joseph 
Priestly would go to Philadelphia after being expelled for heresy, and accorded a warm welcome from 
Jefferson when he reached his destination.   
37 Hazard, Samuel, ed., “History of Medicine in Pennsylvania,” The Register of Pennsylvania, Vol. 1, 
January to July 1828, p. 438.   
38 Boorstin, Daniel J., Daniel J. Boorstin Collection (Library of Congress), The Lost World of Thomas 
Jefferson: with a New Preface, Vol. 4 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), pp. 19; 23 
39 Davis, Tenney Lombard, Chymia: Annual Studies in the History of Chemistry (Philadelphia, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1953), p. 77 
40 Washington, Henry Augustine, ed., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson (Washington, D.C., 1907), Vol. 
XIX, p. iii 
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empire, Jefferson sent Lewis to Philadelphia for special tutoring by Barton,  Rush, Wistar, 

and other faculty members whose lectures Patrick Rogers attended. 41   

As the nation’s foremost theorist of republican education, Rush’s books and 

essays on medical subjects often interspersed medical advice and analysis with paeans to 

republicanism—to which he ascribed a number of health benefits.  In Medical Inquiries 

and Observations (1805), for example, Rush attributed the physical health and vitality of 

the English and American populations to “the invigorating influence of liberty.   

 
There is an indissoluble union between moral, political, and physical happiness; 
and if it be true, that elective and representative governments are most favourable 
to individual, as well as national prosperity, it follows of course, that they are 
most favourable to animal life.  But this opinion does not rest upon an induction 
derived from the relation, which truths up on all subjects bear to each other. 
Many facts prove animal life to exist in a larger quantity and for a longer time, in 
the enlightened and happy state of Connecticut, in which republican liberty has 
existed above one hundred and fifty years, than in any other country upon the 
surface of the globe.42 
 

If republicanism was the most salubrious form of government, Rush considered 

republican education the best medicine for preventing and ministering to ills in the body 

politic.  By Rush’s reckoning, however, American higher education and its classics-based 

curriculum was failing to develop the republican character traits or impart the “useful 

knowledge” needed to build America’s rising civilization.  Forcing students to learn 

about ancient civilizations and dead languages, while abdicating the study of their own 

history and language, taught obedience to authority and tradition, not the literary and 

rhetorical skills required of republican citizens.  Had republicanism succeeded on the 

battlefield and in the statehouse only to succumb in the classroom?  “The rejection of the 

Latin and Greek languages from our schools, would produce a revolution in science and 

in human affairs,” Rush wrote in 1806.  “The nation which shall first shake off the fetters 

of those ancient languages, will advance further in knowledge, and in happiness, in 

twenty years, than any nation in Europe has done, in a hundred.”43  Science and social 

                                                 
41 Barton himself considered joining the expedition.  In addition to tutoring Lewis, Barton lent Lewis a 
copy of his botany textbook.  Lewis later returned the book with a note thanking Barton for the use of the 
book which he carried with him to the Pacific Ocean and back.    
42 Rush, Benjamin, Medical Inquiries and Observations (Philadelphia: J. Conrad & Co., 1805), p. 433 
43 Rush, Benjamin, “Observations on the Study of the Greek and Latin Languages,” from Essays, Literary, 
Moral, and Philosophical (Philadelphia, PA: Thomas and William Bradford, 1806), p. 43  
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progress enjoyed a symbiotic relationship that could only be sustained by republican 

education.44  Republican educators should prepare students for self-government by 

teaching science and the liberal arts, rather than entombing them with the ghosts and 

relics of a long-dead past.   

The different methods and morals associated with the rival educational 

philosophies were politically significant.  The rigid, rule-bound, pedagogy associated 

with classical education supposedly stifled the intellectual freedom, imagination, and 

creativity that democracy needed to thrive.  Though a lifelong student of Greek and Latin 

literature and history himself, Jefferson, too, denounced obeisance to ancient authority as 

conduct unbecoming a republican citizenry.  Classical training, he averred, was, and 

always would be, a symbol of exclusivity, privilege, and tradition-based authority and 

power; it was not, and never could be, the educational foundation of a modern 

democracy.  “It was in his opinion mere affectation to use Latin where English would be 

far more serviceable, as, for instance, in all diplomas, certificates, etc. of the University 

of Virginia,” wrote one of Jefferson’s biographers.  “At no time in the history of that 

institution have her honors been conferred in a dead language, too frequently misread by 

inept officials, heard without intelligence by a gaping audience, and hardly translatable 

by the fledgling graduate.”45  By contrast, students of the modern liberal arts and 

sciences, driven by the “divine curiosity to know,” employed their own minds to 

understand and unlock the truths of the natural world.  The exercise of their own powers 

of perception and intellect nourished the wellsprings of natural enthusiasm and 

strengthened the investigator’s self-confidence, intellectual independence, and republican 

character and values.   

 

 

 

 

                                                 
44 Like some other well-heeled Philadelphia republicans, Rush quietly supported the radical wing of the 
Republican Party in its conflict with the Federalists.  See Pasley, Jeffrey L., “The Tyranny of Printers”: 
Newspaper Politics in the Early Republic (Richmond, Va.: University of Virginia Press, 2003), p. 36 
45 Bergh, Albert Ellery, The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Jefferson Memorial Association of the 
United States (Washington, D.C.: Issued under the auspices of the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Association 
of the United States, 1905), p. xi 
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Schooled in Natural Philosophy 

Following his graduation from medical school in the spring of 1802, Patrick Rogers 

struggled to find his niche in Philadelphia, a city on the leading edge of the nation’s 

transformation from a rural-household economy to a market-based society.46  Career 

opportunities for a young doctor, even one as well-schooled and connected as Rogers, 

were limited.  There was no class of professional scientists in government or industry for 

him to join.  Faculty positions in higher education were few and far between.  He tried 

the traditional path, and made a go at building a private medical practice, but lacked the 

interest, drive, and/or temperament for success.  To supplement his meager physician’s 

fees, he pursued two avenues of self-employment, which, if they panned out, might have 

enabled him to pursue a quasi-academic career.  Rogers developed several lecture series 

on scientific subjects and put out a shingle as a free-lance science instructor.  In the fall of 

1802, he placed a notice in the Philadelphia Aurora, the city’s notoriously partisan 

republican newspaper, advertising two science courses, open to both men and women, to 

be taught in his home, conveniently located across the street from the University of 

Pennsylvania.47  Rogers would have rightly regarded the Aurora’s republican readership 

as a prime target for his services, since some of the most heated accusations hurled by 

Philadelphia’s Federalists against Republicans in the 1800 presidential campaign 

concerned the latter’s support for science and supposed rejection of religion.  He made a 

second attempt to leverage his medical education and make a living in science outside 

academia by establishing a private medical library open to patrons by subscription.48  

When the library failed, however, Rogers had to sell the books at a substantial loss, 

leaving him and his young family virtually penniless; they had to sell some of their 

household furniture to make ends meet.  Unable to repay his creditors, Rogers 

temporarily eluded them by removing his family to Baltimore.49  There, his fortunes 

                                                 
46 Richardson, Edgar P., pp. 208-257 
47 Pasley, Jeffrey L., “The Tyranny of Printers”: Newspaper Politics in the Early American Republic 
(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2003), p. 285.  William J. Duane, the paper’s influential 
editor, was also an Irish political refugee like Rogers.  Following the Revolution of 1800, Pasley writes, 
Duane emerged as one of the state’s republican leaders and an aggressive advocate for “a much more 
radical and democratic brand of republicanism than most gentlemen favored.” 
48 This would provide access to scientific knowledge for physicians and others interested in science outside 
the higher education system.  [Not sure if they could use the University of Pennsylvania Library] 
49 Rogers, Emma, Vol. I, p. 9.   After selling off the family’s meager possessions, Rogers uprooted his 
family and moved to Baltimore to avoid hounding by his creditors. 
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gradually improved and he returned to scraping by on fees for his medical services and 

popular science lectures.   

In the fall of 1819, however, he was appointed to the chair in chemistry and 

natural philosophy at the College of William and Mary—the same position once occupied 

by William Small, Thomas Jefferson’s mentor and “a remarkable polymath,” notes one 

historian, who, in addition to teaching natural philosophy (science), was also the first 

professor at the college to “give regular lectures in Ethics, Rhetoric, and Belles 

Lettres.’”50  Based on his experience as a professor and popular science lecturer, Rogers 

developed some firm convictions about the best way to educate students.  He was, for 

example, highly skeptical of traditional methods, particularly what he considered the 

undue emphasis on “book instruction” in secondary schools.  Hands-on learning and 

direct experience in nature, he believed, were far better means of developing the 

“physical and intellectual powers.”  Long before the advent of “progressive education,” 

he advanced an instructional philosophy that made problem solving through direct 

experience the hallmarks of  a more modern, and democratic, higher education.  

Consistent with this outlook, Rogers viewed the study of science as more than the 

accumulation and analysis of formulas and facts.  According to the Enlightenment 

worldview, which he shared, science was a process, a method of rationally understanding 

and organizing experience.  Science and education were not separate and apart from some 

other “real” world, but pathways to apprehending reality more fully.51  Rogers practiced 

what he preached on own sons, limiting the hours they spent in formal schooling and 

teaching them himself at home.52  Judging from the results, his “peculiar” philosophy of 

education, later esteemed by his son, William Barton Rogers, as “not only benevolent but 

wise,” hit the mark.53   

By dispelling the falsities and illusions upon which deceit and deception thrived, 

and striving for “truth,” the study of natural science also became a moral enterprise.  In 

                                                 
50 Historians have credited Small with nurturing Jefferson’s lifelong love of science and mathematics as 
well as for opening his mind to the “ethical and sociological theories of the Scottish Enlightenment.”  
Jefferson himself described Small as having “fixed the destinies of my life.”  In this case, the outstanding 
“student-faculty” relationship enjoyed by Jefferson and Small not only changed a student’s life, but a 
nation’s as well.  
51 Rogers, Emma, Vol. I, pp. 44-45  
52 Rogers, Emma, Vol. I, p. 15 
53 Ibid, p. 15  



 

 42

the first years of the early republic, Rush, Jefferson, Patrick Kerr Rogers and other 

republican “men of science” optimistically strived to create a new republican society 

based on the discovery, application, and diffusion of scientific and moral laws.  This was 

also the motivating force behind Jefferson’s efforts to establish the University of Virginia 

(UVa)—a personal accomplishment which he ranked alongside his authorship of the 

Declaration of Independence and statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom.  Patrick 

Rogers shared Jefferson’s idealism and their common beliefs, values, interests, and ideas 

about education led the two men to correspond on at least two occasions.  In April 1819, 

for example, about a year before UVa first opened its doors to students, Rogers wrote 

Jefferson to inquire about possible job openings in natural philosophy at the new 

institution.  Though nothing was available at the time, Jefferson’s friendly reply must 

have been meaningful to the former Irish republican radical.  Sometime in 1823, Rogers 

sent Jefferson a copy of his recently published text on mathematics and natural 

philosophy, along with a note crediting his son, William, for contributing four of the 

book’s mathematical demonstrations.54  Jefferson wrote back, praising the book’s 

introductory lecture and inviting Rogers to visit him at home.55  In July 1824, on the eve 

of UVa’s grand opening, Patrick and William Rogers, took Jefferson up on the offer and 

called on him at Monticello.  Busy with last-minute preparations for the opening of the 

University whose educational philosophy, architecture, and campus layout he himself had 

designed, Jefferson set aside those labors to greet his visitors.56  In the course of 

discussing science and natural philosophy, the former president and amateur scientist and 

inventor quizzed the 19-year-old and was purportedly impressed by his thoughtful 

answers.  Legend had it that Jefferson took the Patrick Rogers aside to foretell a great 

                                                 
54 Ibid, p. 28 
55 Ibid, p. 29 
56 That Jefferson kept a keen eye on the rising University of Virginia campus should not be surprising; he 
designed the layout of the campus, the buildings, and the educational philosophy embedded in their 
arrangement.  The central concept of Jefferson’s design for the UVA campus—the “academic village”—
expressed his ideals of higher education in a republican America.  His plan for the University of Virginia’s 
“academic village” was revolutionary; it was the first college or university designed, from the ground up, to 
express a comprehensive educational philosophy and—just as importantly—to translate the ideals of 
American republicanism into higher education.  The campus design reflected a revolutionary new way of 
thinking about higher education and its broader relationship to society.  Historians of education have 
designated UVA the nation’s first “state” university—not because it was owned by the public, but because 
it was consciously conceived for the purpose of preparing republican citizens to play a productive role in 
the rising American civilization.   
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future for his son, William.  With the former president’s blessing, the young William 

Barton Rogers, who had recently completed his studies at the College of William and 

Mary, began his career in science and education.57 

 

 

Reading Rocks 

Rogers spent the next several years giving popular science lectures and, along with his 

brother, Henry, established a private high school in Baltimore.58  At the death of Patrick 

Rogers, from malarial fever in August 1828, William Barton Rogers took over his 

father’s chair in natural philosophy at the College of William and Mary.  Like his father, 

however, William Barton Rogers also aspired to a professorship at the University of 

Virginia, a more richly endowed institution, and far removed from the deadly malarial 

swamps of Williamsburg that produced the disease which killed his father and mother.   

Unlike his father, however, William accomplished this ambition in 1835, when he was 

appointed professor of natural philosophy and geology at the school.  During the next 18 

years, Rogers rose to become a leading member of America’s fledgling scientific 

community and an internationally acclaimed geologist.  Like other mid-nineteenth 

century geologists, he belonged to a group of scientists that straddled both natural history 

and natural philosophy.  As citizens of both cultures, notes historian Sally Kohlstedt, 

geologists developed a more broadminded professional consciousness that helped unite 

American scientists into a “truly nationally based organization.”  As a geologist and 

prominent leader of this effort, Rogers had a keen interest in unifying America’s 

scientific community.59   

Through much of the 19th century, and particularly from about 1825-1875, 

geology garnered a unique position in the public imagination, as well as the “circle of 

science,” and ascended to become the “queen of the sciences.”  For both scientific and 

                                                 
57 Rogers attended the College of William and Mary from 1819-1824, but it is not clear whether or not he 
received a degree from the institution. 
58 He gave his first major public address in the spring of 1825, a few months before beginning his freshman 
year at William and Mary, at a large public celebration marking the 300th anniversary of Virginia’s 
colonization.  In his subsequent career as a popular lecturer on science, and as a professor of natural history 
and philosophy, those who heard him speak described the experience in glowing terms.   
59 Kohlstedt, Sally Gregory, “The Geologists’ Model for National Science, 1840-1847,” Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society, Vol. 118, No. 2 (Apr. 19, 1974), pp. 179-195 
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cultural reasons, public interest in the field steadily rose during this period, along with the 

reputations of leading geologists (including William Barton Rogers) who were fortunate 

enough to ply their trade in a particularly exciting and eventful period in the discipline’s 

history.  A good deal of the popular and scientific interest in geology, and its designation 

as the “fashionable science,” stemmed from its relationship to organized religion.  By 

reading God’s “Book of Nature,” geologists could calculate the earth’s age, thus making 

it possible to “fact check” the creation story described in the Book of Genesis.60  

Needless to say, this possibility could be—and often was—threatening to those whose 

religious faith rested on a literal interpretation of the Bible.  It was not a coincidence that 

one of the 19th century’s three most significant debates over Darwin’s theory of evolution 

occurred between two geologists—William Barton Rogers and Louis Agassiz, about 

which more will be said later in the chapter.    

Geology’s relationship to society and culture, and the factual basis it provided for 

checking the claims of religious authority, also made it a “republican science.”  For 

geologists, the earth was a laboratory of visually accessible objects open to public 

inspection; early on, amateurs even made important contributions to the field.  Whether 

they were collecting specimens from unexplored regions, finding dinosaur bones or the 

remains of other vanished species, or reading rock formations, ordinary citizens could 

contribute something to the sum of human knowledge, and thereby help complete the 

“circle of science.”  Geology also placed its practitioners—amateur and professional—in 

the closest possible contact with the national landscape, a tabula rasa for the construction 

of national identity narratives.  Gradual, “natural” changes in the land metaphorically 

represented the republican ideal of slow and steady, evolutionary progress and rational 

social reform.61  For romantic poets, writers, artists, and geologists with a literary or 

artistic bent, the physical characteristics of the landscape catalogued by geology were 

rich with metaphors for communicating moral, spiritual, and aesthetic truths, and the 

virtuous spirit of republicanism.62   

                                                 
60 Bedell, Rebecca, The Anatomy of Nature: Geology & American Landscape Painting, 1825-1875 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), p. 147 
61 Shebago, “Geology,” “The Republican, Vol. XIV, No. 14, November 10, 1826, London, p. 564.  See 
chapter titled “Time in the Land” in Allen, Thomas M., A Republic in Time: Temporality and Social 
Imagination in Nineteenth-century America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008). 
62 Herringman, Noah, Romantic Rocks, Aesthetic Geology (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004).   
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Geology also reinforced the fraternal bonds between William Barton Rogers and 

his brother, Henry, who regularly corresponded with each other on the subject and shared 

other scientific, educational, and political interests, and values as well.  Both were 

geologists who led state geological surveys—in Virginia and New Jersey, respectively—

and held prestigious university professorships.  Through letters and extensive travel 

between Europe and the United States, the two brothers were active members of the 

trans-Atlantic scientific community.  The correspondence of William Barton Rogers 

during these years shows his evolving ideas about science, education, and the moral and 

civic responsibilities of men and women of science.63  Rogers wrote about his desire to 

make science and education more accessible and responsive to citizens and their social 

needs and problems.  Intermingled with opinions on such matters were observations and 

commentary on major literary and political topics.  Both of the Rogers brothers had a 

high regard for freethinkers, intellectuals, writers, and preachers who were considered 

radical for the times, including figures such as Frances Wright and Robert Owen, 

founders of a utopian community in New Harmony, Ohio whose members reportedly 

practiced “free love” and promoted a rational, science-based philosophy of life.  Owen 

based his program for social reform on the rational values and philosophy of science.  

“Owen believed that the [New Harmony] community would serve as the model for the 

‘New Moral World’ communities that would follow New Harmony and eventually 

transform world society according to enlightenment principles.  Progressive experiments 

in education, communal living and science were attempted, and Owen brought to New 

Harmony some of the most progressive European educators and science.”64  Among the 

educators intrigued by Owen’s ideas was Henry Darwin Rogers, who traveled to London 

with Owen to learn more about the New Harmony and Mechanics’ movement.  To 

strengthen and support the progressive, permissive, and republican society they hoped to 

build, Owen and Wright campaigned to establish “halls of science” in every major 

                                                 
63 According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the term “scientist” was first “invented” in 1833 
by the English polymath William Whewell, on the request of English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 
“[B]efore this time the only terms in use were “natural philosopher” and “man of science.”  See Snyder, 
Laura J., "William Whewell", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2008 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/whewell/>.   
64 “Robert Owen and New Harmony,” http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/HNS/Cities/newharmony.html  
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American city.65  Institutions such as the lyceum and “hall of science” promoted the 

common good by developing this otherwise wasted national resource.   

Owen’s social reform campaign coincided with the celebration of the “common 

man” in Jacksonian America (1829-1837) and the demand for greater social and political 

equality.  Some social reformers argued that the expansion of white male suffrage and 

other egalitarian measures were needed to promote progress in science and the arts.  “It 

will have to be admitted that under a free government, and in a republican condition of 

society, more mind is set at work in relation to science, and more skill and genius put in 

requisition in the prosecution of the arts, than where the motives to exertion are, by an 

artificial arrangement of society, felt only by a minority of the citizens or subjects,” 

argued Samuel Whitcomb, a social reformer and confidant of Thomas Jefferson during 

the former president’s latter years.  “Where the wealth of a country is so equally 

distributed among its inhabitants, that while none is exempt from some awakening cares 

and healthful labors, each and all are possessed of some leisure for cultivating their 

talents; and of competent means for indulging their taste, — there will ever be a larger 

amount of intellectual as well as physical energy applied to the advancement of 

civilization, than where only a few enjoy this leisure, and these means of participation and 

patronage.”66  The urgency in Whitcomb’s exhortations echoed the revolutionary 

generation’s fears about the fragility and inevitable decline of republican virtue.  Among 

the pitfalls that subtly, but surely, threatened America’s long-term prospects, observed 

Alexis De Tocqueville, were its people’s lack of appreciation for nature’s intrinsic worth 

and love of knowledge for its own sake.  In a chapter from Democracy in America titled, 

“Why the Americans Are More Addicted to the Practical than the Theoretical Sciences,” 

he urged Americans to cultivate an interest in basic science, the pursuit of truth for its 

                                                 
65 In an 1828 letter to William, for example, Henry described Wright as “among the most brilliant” people 
he had ever met.  Jefferson, too, was enamored of Wright and, in a letter to the Marquis De Lafayette, 
heaped praise on her recently published, A Few Days in Athens, a fable set in ancient Greek that expounds 
the educational philosophy of Epicurus, whom historian Celia Morris describes as “the first Greek 
philosopher to accept women as students.”  In the book, Wright contrasts the tolerance, broad sympathy, 
and high regard for feeling in the Epicurean philosophy with what Morris describes as the “autocratic and 
unbending” ideas and methods of Zeno the Stoic.  See Morris, Celia, Fanny Wright: Rebel in America 
(Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1992), p. 16.  Darwin Rogers was taken enough with Owen’s 
ideas to travel to England to learn more about his movement and attend mechanics institute meetings where 
his teachings were popular. 
66 Whitcomb, Samuel, “Two lectures on the advantages of a republican condition of society: for the 
promotion of the arts, and the cultivation of science” (Boston: Marsh, Capen & Lyon, 1833), p. 40 
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own sake, to complement their “natural” enthusiasm for the useful arts.  If the link 

between science and society, republicanism and rationalism, were stretched too far, De 

Tocqueville warned, the whole society could break apart. 

 
Because the civilization of ancient Rome perished in consequence of the invasion 
of the Barbarians, we are perhaps too apt to think that civilization cannot perish 
in any other manner.  If the light by which we are guided is ever extinguished, it 
will dwindle by degrees, and expire of itself.  By dint of close adherence to mere 
applications, principles would be lost sight of; and when principles were wholly 
forgotten, the methods derived from them would be ill pursued.67   
 

It was important for citizens to understand the principles underlying processes—of 

science, government, etc.—to be able to objectively judge the suitability and possible 

side-effects of applying those principles to solve particular problems.  If Americans ever 

“lost sight of” principles and values, or they were “wholly forgotten,” De Tocqueville 

predicted, “the methods derived from them would be ill-pursued.”  Without knowing 

something about the fundamentals of climate change, for example, the people could not 

choose wisely among alternative energy policies to support.  This grounding in principles 

could also help keep the citizenry from falling prey to the false ideas and the preachments 

of demagogues who preyed upon ignorance and subverted principles to gain power.68  

Adherence to the outward forms of republican government, untethered from its bedrock 

principles, opened the nation to exploitation, corruption, and deceit.  If the principles on 

which American democracy was founded were corrupted by material interests, and/or 

superficiality reigned over substance, De Tocqueville feared, Americans’ vaunted 

practicality could devolve into expediency, and what had been a virtue into a vice.69  A 

hammer is a useful tool for pounding in nails; it becomes a problem, however, when the 

carpenter is conditioned to seeing nails and automatically applying force everywhere. 

Meanwhile, the social, economic, political, cultural, and scientific changes that 

swept through the American colonies at the time of the revolution continued to transform 

                                                 
67 De Tocqueville, Alexis, Democracy in America (London: Longman, Green, etc. 1862), Vol. II, p. 54 
68 MIT physics professor Jerrold R. Zacharias expressed this same motivation in the 1950s when he helped 
establish the Physical Science Study Committee (PSSC) that developed an advanced physics curriculum for 
high school students.  Zacharias hoped that a rigorous training in physics could help ensure that Americans 
never fell sway to another McCarthy-like demagogue.   See Goldstein, Jack S., A Different Sort of Time 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992).   
69 De Tocqueville, Alexis, Democracy in America (Cambridge, MA: Sever and Francis, 1863), pp. 47-56 
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the early republic into the antebellum period.   In the years leading up to the Civil War, 

American culture glorified the visionary “man of science” and the ingenious mechanic 

whose discoveries and inventions promoted the rapid advancement of the useful arts that 

promised to improve the quality of life for average Americans.  As advances in science 

and technology became increasingly entwined with commerce, manufacturing, and 

economic and political power, however, this new and revolutionary force took on a life of 

its own and produced a new set of problems.  During these years, science and technology 

revolutionized systems of transportation, communications, and manufacturing that 

fundamentally altered long-established patterns of thought, behavior, and culture that had 

previously changed at a snail’s pace.  Leading American writers, thinkers, political 

leaders and others came to regard the accelerated rate of change and march of science as 

a mixed blessing at best or, more often, a disturbing harbinger of worse things to come.   

 

 

Science and Society 

In 1835, the same year in which Democracy in America was published, William Barton 

Rogers assumed his new academic duties at the University of Virginia.  The culture of 

slavery, Rogers quickly discovered, was not contained outside the campus gates, but 

permeated life in Jefferson’s “academical village.”  Of all the adjustments required by his 

move from Williamsburg to Richmond, Virginia, this was the most unexpected and 

impossible to make.  While he had always been a strong opponent of slavery, he did not 

anticipate the full effects of the peculiar institution on himself personally or on the 

conduct of science.  The most unpleasant surprise awaiting him, therefore, was the degree 

to which the social and cultural influences of the “peculiar institution” permeated every 

aspect of campus life.70  In Virginia’s rigidly hierarchical society, for example, professors 

ranked well below their students, often the privileged sons of planters, in the pecking 

order.  As a result, students did not hesitate to brazenly disrespect their professors or to 

take offense at the slightest imagined affronts to their “honor.”  Docking a student for 

handing in a late paper, for example, could provoke a violent response.  It was not 

                                                 
70 Like the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson’s personal and political contradictions tainted the idyllic 
“academical village” that he had created by his own hand.  Rogers personally experienced the effects of 
slavery in the classroom and on the campus that made academic life there intolerable.   
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unusual for the school’s faculty to be physically assaulted, mauled, or even shot at by 

disgruntled students—sometimes barely escaping with their lives.  The University also 

countenanced prejudice and discrimination based on religious and ethnic identity.  As 

chairman of the UVa faculty, Rogers lodged a strong, though ultimately unsuccessful, 

protest against the expulsion of a Jewish professor on religious grounds.71   

Discrimination and deference were not only inimical to the victims involved, 

Rogers discovered, but fatal to the progress of science and society.  A frustrated Rogers 

had to stand by and watch his work on the Virginia Geological Survey thwarted by the 

politics and culture of slavery in the Virginia General Assembly.72  As long as the state’s 

slaveholding elite held the purse strings, and the legislature’s support for science and 

education flowed to private rather than public interests, the funds required to publish the 

results of his geological surveys were never approved.  There were no lines delineating 

separate spheres of science, society, and higher education, Rogers learned, and by 1853, 

he realized the folly of pretending otherwise and resigned the professorship he had so 

highly coveted.  Though he did not have a job lined up, Rogers packed his bags and 

headed north to Boston, whose liberal intellectual climate had long impressed him as “of 

all places in the world . . . the one most certain to derive the highest benefits from a 

Polytechnic Institution.”  Writing to his brother, Henry, in 1846, he praised Bostonians 

for their interest in science and the “quick intelligence” that led them to appreciate “the 

                                                 
71 Angulo, A.J., pp. 26-28   
72 “The Virginia Convention, 1829: Letter of William B. Rogers,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 
Second Series, Vol. 7, No. 2 (Apr., 1927), pp. 123-124.  In December 1828, after his students at William 
and Mary left for the winter break, Rogers journey to Richmond, where the Virginia Convention of 1829 
was in session.  In a letter to his brother, Henry, William described himself as “hungry with impatience to 
be present at their discussion, and rejoicing with anticipated delight over the feast of eloquence and 
argument of which I was to partake.”  Though primed to “devour up the discourse” of one of Virginia’s 
most celebrated speakers, Rogers found the meal less than satisfying.  Rather than the brilliant displays of 
rhetorical excellence he had expected, he was treated to a series of “harangues” which seemed “calculated 
to exercise in no ordinary degree that precious trait of character for which Job was whilom celebrated.”  
Rogers was “greatly disappointed in the ‘assembled wisdom of Virginia.’”  The problem was not that those 
present lacked knowledge or skill, but that “their powers have been misapplied” to parochial rather than 
public interests.  “They have not been directed to the investigation of the best modes of elevating the moral 
nature of our citizens, of dispensing truth in all its purifying and ennobling influences through every 
Section of our State and of establishing that foundation of Knowledge upon which every permanently good 
superstructure in government must be raised.  On the contrary they have been devoted with all the energy 
of selfish passions, to the most futile enquiries, to balancing and counterbalancing local interests, and local 
prejudices . . . Alas! it requires but a small modicum of Philosophy to teach us how little these enquiries 
and discussions influence the real welfare of a community, and how entirely the legislators of mankind 
have neglected the true objects of their pursuit, in their efforts to attain or regulate national glory and 
national power.” 
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value of scientific teaching in their daily pursuits.  Besides this,” he added, “the high 

prevailing taste, diffused from the upper to the inferior classes of society, inspires and 

appetite for richer intellectual food than they can now readily obtain.”73 That was an 

appetite Rogers was particularly well-prepared to satisfy. 

 

 

Interpenetrating Atmospheres 

Though a stranger to the city, Rogers’s wife and her family were well-connected, 

providing him entrée to the city’s leading social circles and a vast network of contacts.  

Thanks to his wife’s family connections, and his own interpersonal skills and 

professional status, Rogers easily assimilated into the uppermost ranks of Boston society 

and the social and cultural circles of writers, intellectuals, and liberal reformers such as 

Wendell Phillips, Theodore Parker, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.74  His skill in traversing 

the two cultures of science and the humanities lent instant credibility to his proposed 

school of science and technology where students would acquire a liberal as well as a 

technical education—an educational philosophy that appealed to Boston’s pragmatic yet 

sophisticated elites amidst the flowering of the American Renaissance.75  So, too, did his 

rhetorical skills in a city that highly esteemed the arts of conversation and public 

speaking.  Rogers could scarcely have chosen a city more appreciative of those talents, 

and quickly became a sought-after speaker at public gatherings and professional 

meetings.  Whether it was dedicating a new building, presiding over a public school 

teachers’ annual meeting, or formally welcoming a visiting abolitionist slated to speak in 

                                                 
73 Savage, Emma, Vol. I, p. 259 
74 Between 1853 and 1865, Rogers worked for educational reform outside the higher education 
establishment.  In the latter 1850s, for example, he accepted an appointment by Massachusetts Gov. John 
Andrew to oversee inspections of gas installations in the state.  During this period he continued to develop 
ideas for the polytechnic school he still hoped to establish. 
75 Boston in the mid-nineteenth century was the nation’s cosmopolitan, cultural capitol, the “hub of the 
universe,” as Oliver Wendell Holmes wryly put it.  The city was still in the early stages of its “golden age” 
in 1853.75   Bostonians were proud of their literary and social clubs, public and private libraries, mechanics 
institutes, lecture societies, lyceums, and other cultural institutions.  Rogers was invigorated by living in a 
city “whose liberal spirit and high regard for education,” he declared in 1846, made it an ideal city in which 
to locate the American polytechnic school he hoped to establish one day.   
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Boston, observers lavishly praised his eloquence and compared his charm and graceful 

speaking style to that of Emerson.76   

Unlike Emerson, however, Rogers did not commit his lectures and/or public 

addresses to paper.  Because he did not write drafts of his remarks prior to delivery, but 

typically spoke from notes, there are no surviving manuscripts of his many public 

orations.  The historian, therefore, must look to surviving correspondence and fragments 

of public addresses for clues.  Yet there are hurdles here, too.  Second-hand accounts of 

his speeches are also rare and it is difficult to extrapolate from the brief anecdotes 

published in newspapers, eulogies, memorial tributes, and memoirs of friends, 

colleagues, or acquaintances.  There is one exception, however—the published text of a 

complete address delivered at Williams College on August 14, 1855 as part of dedication 

ceremonies for the school’s new lyceum of natural history.  In addition to its status as 

“the only address which Rogers ever wrote out in full for publication,” it also “contains 

many characteristic passages” of Rogers’s rhetoric and fairly represents the philosophy 

and ethos projected in his public lectures and speeches.  Excerpts from the address later 

appeared in at least one composition textbook as an example of rhetorical excellence for 

students to emulate.77   

The subtext of the Williams College address, however, was at least as interesting 

as its structure, tone, and style.  Rogers cast his descriptions of scientific phenomena, and 

the divisions that separated natural philosophers from natural historians, in terms that 

paralleled a brewing political crisis over the extension of slavery in the newly acquired 

western states and territories.  At the time of the address, the chain of events leading to 

the bloody battles over slavery in the Kansas and Nebraska territories was just beginning.  

On August 14, 1855, the very day on which Rogers spoke, delegates from the anti-

slavery faction recently expelled from the Kansas legislature by pro-slavery forces 

opened their convention in Lawrence in hopes of preventing the installation of a pro-

slavery government.  This same period from 1854 to 1855 also witnessed the rise of the 

American Party and “Know-Nothingism,” a nativist political movement that opposed 

granting full citizenship to newly naturalized American citizens and vilified Roman 

                                                 
76 Rogers, Emma, Vol. II, p. 390 
77 Rogers, Emma, Vol. I., p. 343 
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Catholics for their alleged subservience to the Pope and hostility to science.  It was, 

ironically, in Massachusetts, famed “liberal cultivator of education,” that the American 

Party achieved its greatest electoral successes, sweeping both chambers of the state 

legislature and capturing the governor’s mansion in the election of 1854.  Rogers and 

other liberal republicans bitterly opposed “Know-Nothingism,” which they regarded as 

an attack on the core principles of republicanism.  While the lyceum address was 

ostensibly about the benefits to be derived from scientific study, it was also replete with 

metaphors and allusions subtly supporting the republican virtues of voluntary personal 

sacrifice, rational debate, and progressive social reform against those who would divide 

Americans along racial, ethnic, or religious lines.   

To follow this argument, it is important to define two key terms that are referred 

to throughout the address—natural history and natural philosophy.  “Natural history” in 

the 19th century corresponded to empirical sciences such as biology and botany, whereas 

natural philosophy encompassed what are now called the physical sciences, e.g. physics, 

chemistry, and astronomy.  Though he had affinities for both fields of science, Rogers 

was, strictly speaking, a natural philosopher—a physical scientist—rather than a natural 

historian (or naturalist).  As such, he chose to open his remarks by qualifying his fitness 

to address a gathering of natural historians.  While he “frankly disclaimed any knowledge 

of natural history” that enabled him to instruct his audience on their particular interests, 

Rogers announced his intention to address them as colleagues on “the relationships which 

make all the natural sciences one interwoven fabric of Truth.”78  Considered in the 

context of their common interests, the lines that separated the natural and physical 

sciences—and professionals in these fields—were arbitrary and artificial.  He sought to 

convince his audience that their separate interests were best advanced within a broader 

union or association.  He “urged upon the young votaries of science” whom he addressed 

“the enlarged and catholic spirit of study and research which, in the present advanced 

state of science, is as necessary to eminent success in any one department as it is essential 

to form the character of the philosophical naturalist.”  This “enlarged and catholic spirit 

of study and research” made it possible to perceive the underlying unity of natural 

                                                 
78 Rogers, William B., “Address Before the Lyceum of Natural History of Williams College, August 14, 
1855 (Boston: T.R. Marvin & Son, 1855), p. 2. 
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phenomena hidden from the view of narrowly educated or parochially inclined 

specialists.    

Rogers followed up on this insight by paying tribute to some of the great 

naturalists of the past, including Linnaeus and two of the first and most prominent British 

naturalists to explore and study America’s natural history in the colonial period.  In 

honoring their memory, he emphasized the importance of natural history in the 

development of American science—and the field’s journey towards a more perfect union 

with the physical sciences.  As a result of this progress, Rogers contended, scientists had 

begun to regard the division between the physical and natural sciences—as revealed by 

microscopic studies of vegetable and animal life—as less obvious and certain.  

Discoveries made possible by the microscope had, in effect, blurred the boundaries 

between natural history and natural philosophy.  As some of the basic distinctions 

between organic and inorganic matter faded, it behooved natural history and philosophy 

to unite and acknowledge their contributions to a larger whole.   

 
This mutual interchange of truth between the various departments of knowledge   
. . . operates more or less throughout the whole extent, as interpenetrating 
atmospheres are shown by science to become mutually everywhere diffused . . . 
[emphasis in original].  The different realms of science have great truths in 
common, as the constellations which, however remote from one another, are 
continually interchanging light, and mutually acting and reacting according to 
fixed laws.79   
 

The text’s allusion to “interpenetrating atmospheres” referred to scientists’ relatively 

recent discovery that the earth’s atmosphere consisted of different chemical layers and 

that these layers, while of distinct chemical composition, gradually became intermixed.  

At least one liberal religious writer later used the finding as a metaphor to describe the 

hidden spiritual worlds that revealed the underlying harmony among and between 

ostensibly different objects and people.  “[Spiritualism] shows that there are finer 

atmospheres interpenetrating than that which we ordinarily breathe and grades of light so 

refined that they can be transmitted through objects that are ordinarily opaque, so that by 

their means the interior eye can look into human systems, get a better idea of the 

philosophy of life, and learn the location and processes of nervous and mental action as 

                                                 
79 Rogers, William B., “Address Before the Lyceum of Natural History of Williams College, August 14, 
1855 (Boston: T.R. Marvin & Son, 1855), p. 5 
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well as of disease.”80  What these new scientific and spiritual insights revealed, Rogers 

suggested, was nothing less than a radical new way of thinking about the nature of life 

itself.   

 
The living being, to whatever race it may belong, and however constant for a 
time may seem its structure and materials, is in reality but an aggregate of ever-
shifting particles, a form continually wasting by the loss of parts on the one hand, 
and as incessantly replenished by the stream of nutrient matter which is 
appropriated into its living structure on the other. 
 
It has perhaps its most striking counterpart, among the phenomena of inanimate 
nature, in that fleecy cloud which meteorologists describe as apparently resting 
on the summit of a mountain, while the moist wind in which it had its origin, and 
of which it is in turn a part, is driving furiously on, making each watery particle 
visible as it passes the cold mountain-top, and building thus an enduring form 
from materials ever flitting and successive.81   
 

Rogers indirectly reminded his audience of the impermanent nature of republican 

government and its need for continued renewal from one generation to the next.  Faction 

and division, whether among scientists or citizens, destroyed the spiritual harmony and 

balance required to sustain its fundamental principles and virtues.  Science, however, 

cultivated an appreciation of the broad, unseen truths that regulated and replenished both 

the material and moral worlds.82  In praising natural history societies for collecting the 

specimens displayed in natural history cabinets and museums in Philadelphia, New 

Haven, Albany, and Cambridge, Rogers emphasized their value in promoting civic virtue 

as well as scientific progress.  “One of the most attractive features of the metropolis of 

our country,” he noted in a likely reference to the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, 

D.C., was the natural history collection that was “destined if duly cherished to attract 

from every quarter of our continent eager students and experts of natural science, a 

                                                 
80 Babbitt, Edwin Dwight, Religion as Revealed by the Material and Spiritual Universe (New York: Babbitt 
& Co., 1881), p. 256  
81 Rogers, William B., “Address Before the Lyceum of Natural History of Williams College,” etc., p. 14 
82 At the end of all his addresses to the MIT Society of Arts during the Civil War, Rogers would thrill the 
audience by drawing, free-handed, a perfect circle on the chalkboard.  The performance, which always 
drew thunderous applause, was characteristic of his Transcendentalist turn of mind and philosophy of 
science and education.   In his correspondence, public life and addresses, and philosophy of science, Rogers 
shared the Emersonian conviction that “an apprenticeship to the truth, that around every circle another 
could be drawn; that there is no end in nature; but every end is a beginning; that there is always another 
dawn risen on mid-noon, and under every deep, a lower deep opens,” Emerson wrote in “Circles.”  The 
circle symbolized “the moral fact of the Unattainable, the flying perfect around which the hands of man 
never meet . . .  There are no fixtures in nature.  The universe is fluid and volatile.”82  
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feature which it is perhaps not extravagant to hope may by the gentle silent teachings of 

nature win many a heart from the troubled atmosphere of selfish passion and ambitious 

strife [emphasis added], to those tranquil realms of knowledge where unperverted truth 

sheds on the soul serene delights and fills it with a holier love of nature and humanity.”83  

Unlike some “men of science,” Rogers saw no need to disparage the “useful arts” or 

classical education to elevate the status of “pure science.”   

 
The love of truth for its own sake, the power of deriving exquisite satisfaction not 
only from the discovery of new relations among objects but from contemplating 
them in the light of known facts and laws;— a loving appreciation of beauty in 
external characters and in that subtler beauty of structures and affinities, akin to 
the most delicate perceptions of the artist and poet, but which discloses itself only 
to the penetrating eye of the naturalist.84   

 

Science and the useful arts both fostered the progress and preservation of republican 

principles and institutions.  For Rogers, the “truest enjoyment and the truest success” 

obtainable “by the cultivators of natural science” and the useful arts was in attaining “a 

higher, more spiritual sensibility”—not in bending the forces of nature to advance 

material interests.85   

For Rogers, rhetoric was a means of humanizing science and infusing it with the 

spirit of republican values and virtues.  Scientists contributed to the public good by 

improving material circumstances, but also by their ability to perceive and communicate 

the truth, beauty, and goodness of the natural world to their fellow citizens.  Rogers’s 

reputation as an orator continued to rise following the Williams College address, and his 

speaking skills were employed to even greater effect in a series of famous debates with 

Louis Agassiz over the validity of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution.  “Both were 

eloquent men, both were eminent in science,” noted an article in The Atlantic Monthly, on 

the fiftieth anniversary of the occasion, “and perhaps no series of discussions before a 

scientific body has been more interesting than those which these two great men carried on 

at this time.”86  Historians of science have also emphasized the significance and 

uniqueness of these encounters.  “The importance of the clash between Agassiz and 
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Rogers cannot be overestimated,” writes historian Thomas F. Glick, and played a 

significant role in the acceptance of evolution among the American scientific 

community.87  The stakes, and the drama, of the debates were both high.  In a series of 

four or five public meetings, Rogers, whose studies of Darwinian Theory had convinced 

him of its validity, was pitted against Agassiz, the silver-tongued Swiss geologist and 

professor of natural history at Harvard, who attacked it.   Agassiz was famous for his 

rhetorical flourishes, which had caused a sensation on his first visit to Boston in the 

autumn of 1846, and played a role in his appointment to Harvard’s prestigious chair in 

natural history.  Agassiz was also known for his vanity, inflexibility, and rigid 

unwillingness to revisit his conclusions in light of new evidence—a perfect example of 

which was reflected in his dogmatic stance on evolution.  In Rogers, however, Agassiz 

had met his rhetorical match.  By his clear, logical arguments in favor of evolution, 

Rogers “outflanked every move Agassiz made.”  In the end, even Agassiz’s staunchest 

supporters conceded their champion’s defeat.88  Rogers would need these persuasive 

skills when he began soliciting support for MIT.89 

Meanwhile, educational reformers and critics of the status quo, grew increasingly 

vocal in their criticism of classical education as inefficient, useless, and elitist.  They 

challenged the assertion made by its advocates that mastering Greek or Latin enabled 

students to channel the past glories of these ancient civilizations—a contention that did 

not fit the experience of most students. The former disciplinary value attributed to 

classical studies—instilled by rote memorization and similar “gradgrind” techniques—

did not fit the needs of a society that was increasingly focused on mastering and 

controlling the physical world.  The study of science, reformers argued, was better 

attuned to the values and spirit of American democracy.  Science ennobled and 

empowered citizens in their “pursuit of happiness.”  “Although the fundamental lessons 

of science may, to many, at first sight, wear a forbidding aspect, because to understand 

them requires an effort of the mind . . . yet it is pleasing to reflect that, in consequence of 

the increasing enlightenment of the age, and the now general teaching of the elements of 

                                                 
87 The outlines of the debate are summarized in Pfeifer, Edward J., “United States,” in Glick, Thomas F., 
ed, The Comparative Reception of Darwinism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988). 
88 Ibid, p. 176  
89 Stratton, Julia Adams, and Mannix, Loretta H., Mind and Hand: The Birth of MIT (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2005), pp. 148-152 
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science in our schools, its study is regarded as less formidable,” noted an anonymous 

contributor to The National Magazine in 1858.  The same author praised the “taste for 

scientific investigation now being diffused among all classes of the community.” 

 
Thousands of all ranks of life have tasted the gratification which her 
investigations can impart; and feeling not only that the possession of knowledge 
gives power; but that the acquisition of it confers an exquisite and elevating 
pleasure, are eagerly studying her wondrous revelations, and adding by their 
discoveries to her already multitudinous treasures.90 
 

These arguments met with limited success before the Civil War.  The war dramatically 

raised the stakes of this seemingly abstruse debate.  It both accelerated the pace of 

industrial development and underscored its critical importance to the nation’s political 

and economic future.  In order to encourage and support this growth, business leaders and 

government officials joined the critics of classical education in calling for educational 

reform.  It seemed clear to a growing number of educators, business leaders, and 

government officials that it was in the national interest to expand opportunities and 

resources for science and engineering education.  Passage of the Morrill Act, during the 

war, which created the nation’s land-grant university system, was a major step in that 

direction; Massachusetts gave one-third of its allotted funds to MIT, a critical infusion of 

cash for the fledgling institution, and put the supporters of classical education on the 

defensive.  

 

 

“King Science” vs. “King Cotton”  

“I think the time is nearly at hand for an important revolution in this whole matter of 

collegiate education,” Rogers wrote in a letter to his brother, Henry, in 1859.  “The old 

institutions with their vast funds, educating youth at enormous expense, yet fitting them 

for nothing truly useful or calculated to advance the age, must soon meet the rivalry of 

institutions which will embody modern ideas.”91  In March 1860 Rogers submitted a 

formal proposal to the Massachusetts legislature to establish a new type of higher 

education institution.  Public response was almost universally positive.  “We have, 
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already, in Massachusetts, a great many institutes of learning, and anyone who has the 

means and time can perfect himself in almost any branch of science or art,” noted 

William Edmond, a Boston inventor and patent expert, in the March 1861 issue of the 

New England Farmer.  “Yet there is a great want at present totally unsupplied.  We need 

some kind of an institute which shall be a central point of art and science, to which 

anyone may bring his store, large or small, and from which all may be free to cull that 

which may be most useful to themselves; a grand exchange of knowledge and storehouse 

of art, to which the humblest and greatest shall contribute, and from which all may 

receive; a university and museum in which one may spend an hour, or a lifetime as his 

means and inclination shall determine.”  This conception of higher education as a “grand 

storehouse” stocked by, and accessible to, all classes of society represented a dramatic 

departure from the antebellum college designed for the purpose of reproducing a social, 

cultural, and economic elite. 

 
At present there is a division between men of science and men of art; for the 
benefit of each, this should cease to exist.  The theorist needs facts that his 
theories may approach the truth and be useful; these facts he cannot obtain for 
himself but must receive from the artisan, the dealer in facts.  In his turn, the 
artisan must have rules to guide him to intelligent labor, and these can only be 
obtained from the generalization of facts, which is the work of the philosopher.  
In short, the minds of the theorist and artisan must be in communion.92   

 
The “Move in the Right Direction” to which the subtitle of Edmond’s article alluded was 

a recently revised version of Rogers’s original proposal to the Massachusetts legislature 

(referred to in the Introduction), titled “Objects and Plans for a school of Technology.”  

Though legislators had not yet approved the plan, Edmond was optimistic.  “Within a 

short time,” he predicted, “a scheme has been devised which, if matured, will supply all 

these wants in the most ample and generous manner.  I refer to the project of establishing 

an institute to be called the “Massachusetts Institute of Technology [emphasis in 

original].”93   

While the nation teetered on the edge of collapse and civil war in March 1861, 

just weeks away from the bombardment of Fort Sumter by rebel insurgents, Edmond’s 
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paean to the possibilities of MIT reflected a longstanding desire among American 

educators to integrate science and the useful arts with moral and character development.  

Its backers’ intent to elevate and uplift the community seemed, in the broadest sense, to 

be a step in that direction.  “Prof. Pierce likened knowledge to a pyramid,” Edmond 

reported in his article.  “Its apex cannot be raised without an enlargement of the base; the 

facts and the experience of the artisan form the foundation; in proportion as that is 

enlarged and improved, the structure may be heightened.  Dr. Gannett saw in this project 

a means of strengthening the bonds of union and of raising man up to the contemplation 

of higher duties [emphasis added].”94  On the eve of the Civil War, before its charter was 

approved, MIT came to symbolize the new and stronger union waiting to be born and the 

new and more enlightening science and technology based higher education that would 

raise citizens “up to the contemplation of higher duties.”95  To fulfill these higher hopes, 

however, science education would have to be successfully “humanized,” i.e. integrated 

with the liberal arts so that social and moral values were included in designs for the 

postbellum urban-industrial society.  

By the spring of 1861, when Edmond’s article appeared and Massachusetts many 

Northern politicians, businessmen, and scientists had concluded that the slave system 

could not co-exist in a modern industrial nation.  Based on his own experience in 

Virginia, Rogers believed slavery was inherently incompatible with science and 

democracy.  The Southern “slaveocracy” was a symbol of fragmentation and division—a 

fixed and immovable obstacle to national integration.  The longer America’s house 

remained divided, the more isolated the South would become, and the more divergent its 

interests from the North.  As economic and cultural divisions widened, so, too, would the 

science, technology, and culture “gap” between the sections.  Ultimately, there could only 

be one winner in the contest between “King Science” and “King Cotton.”  Whatever 

happened in the short run, argued an editorial in the Boston Observer, “King Science” 

was bound to win.  The “good Republicans of the North” need not fret over southern 

threats to withhold cotton or secede from the Union if Abraham Lincoln ascended to the 

presidency, the Boston Observer editorial continued, for a power source far greater was 
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on the horizon. “[T]here is a material interest at present coming into existence, which 

providentially will make us quite independent, comparatively speaking, of the cotton 

crops of the Southern States,” the writer prophesied.  “Southern politicians declare cotton 

to be king; and as they grow cotton, they fancy themselves the dictators of Northern 

interests, which they know are largely connected with manufactures. But SCIENCE is 

king  . . . Science and art are the sovereign rulers of our national greatness and 

commercial prosperity.”96  On early April, 1861, the Massachusetts legislature approved 

MIT’s charter request and, on April 10, Massachusetts Governor Mark Andrew signed 

and made it official.  Two days later rebel forces fired on Fort Sumter and began the Civil 

War.  His plans for MIT temporarily on hold, Rogers threw himself into the Union cause, 

and the cause of “King Science,” which were practically one and the same.  As far as 

Rogers was concerned, both causes also required republican education to succeed. 

The state with the highest rate of literacy and support for education, i.e. 

Massachusetts, was also the most productive.  And it was this positive correlation 

between education and economic growth that in 1862 promoted Congressional passage of 

the Morrill Bill which set aside funds to establish the nation’s system of land-grant 

universities.  Including commerce, the value, per capita, of the products and earnings of 

Massachusetts exceeds not only those of any State in our Union, BUT OF THE 

WORLD,” proclaimed Robert J. Walker, a former U.S. Secretary of the Treasury.   What 

enabled the state to achieve this “grand result,” he speculated, despite its “great natural 

disadvantages,” was “education, science, industry, free schools, free soil, free speech, 

free labor, free press, and free government.”  The payoff from public funding of “high 

schools, academies, colleges, universities, books, libraries, and the press” proved that 

“freedom is progress, that 'knowledge is power,' and that the best way to appreciate the 

value of property and augment wealth most rapidly, is to invest a large portion of it in 

schools, so as to make labor more productive, because more skilled, educated, and better 

directed.”  More investment in education, Walker observed, would produce “material and 

intellectual progress” that would be “still more astounding.”97  The return on investments 

in education, especially in science and engineering, was the superior “rate of profit on 
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capital” in the North that promoted republican prosperity and population growth.  “The 

Census, then, is an evangel against slavery,” Walker concluded, “and its tables are 

revelations proclaiming laws as divine as those written by the finger of God at Mount 

Sinai on the tables of stone.”98 

 Demographic change was also on the minds of the influential Bostonians who 

came together in 1863 to form the Executive Committee of the New England Loyal 

Publication Society, a group whose members included Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 

Darwin Rogers, and William Barton Rogers.  According to historian Richard H. Abbott, 

the Boston publisher John Murray Forbes selected “the more strongly antislavery 

members of the Union Club,” a recently formed association in which Rogers was a 

founder and one of four vice-presidents, for his new venture.99  The Society’s primary 

activity was publication of a pro-Union broadsheet that contained editorials on various 

war-related issues; the broadside was circulated among Union troops and hospitals to 

boost morale and sent to newspapers in Copperhead states to shore up wavering support 

for the cause.100  In a letter to his brother, Henry, Rogers described the Society’s aims and 

initial success:  “We are making thorough republicanism and loyalty to the government, 

proclamation and all, quite the fashion with many who used to be terribly conservative.  

We are busy with a society for distributing interesting patriotic documents at home and 

abroad.”101  Beginning in August 1863, the broadside ran a series of articles headlined, 

“Resources of the South” and sub-titled, “Hints to Emigrants.”  Each article in the series 

focused on a particular Southern state and described the resources and economic 

opportunities that awaited Northern emigrants after the war.  The proposed redistribution 

of population was a deliberate strategy on the part of the publication’s executive 

committee, and especially its editor, Charles Eliot Norton, to create a more united nation 

after the war.  “To Norton, economic penetration of the South by the North’s “free labor” 

economy meant the growth of a homogenous social and cultural life among the people 

everywhere and, short of despotism, he believed it was the sole means by which the 
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shattered fragments of a union could be knit together,” notes one historian.102  Rogers 

likely supported the strategy, as he had witnessed the corrupting effects that division by 

demography and class in the Virginia Assembly that had blocked publication of his 

geological survey results.  The article on Virginia in the series, based on information 

presumably supplied by Rogers, described how that corruption had thwarted the progress 

of science in the public interest.  Western Virginia’s abundant natural resources “would 

have forever remained [untapped] had we not been relieved from the oppressions of 

Eastern Virginia,” stated the anonymous author of the article, likely based on information 

provided by Rogers. “Professor Rogers was employed eight years in a geological survey 

of the State, and what is now West Virginia proved so rich in minerals that the 

contemptible politicians of the East refused to publish his report because the West would 

thus become known and populous, taking the power from the East.”103  At the same time, 

Rogers joined other reform-minded Northern liberals in resisting the temptation to punish 

Southerners for their transgressions and helped lead campaigns to provide relief to 

Southern refugees in war-ravaged parts of east Tennessee and Savannah, Georgia. 

 

 

Representative Men 

While it raged, the shock and intensity of the Civil War masked the magnitude of the 

social and cultural changes underway, clouding perceptions of what was being lost—and 

gained—in the process.  It was not clear, for example, which, if any, aspects of 

antebellum culture might provide the elements of a usable past and which were simply 

dead weight.  Beyond the abolition of slavery, and unification of the country, what social, 

moral, and cultural values would unite the United States?   What role might, say, a Ralph 

Waldo Emerson play in the reconstruction of cultural life and continued humanization of 

the rising urban-industrial nation?   Some of his contemporaries looked to William 

Barton Rogers as a figure that could, potentially, help bridge the gap between the nation’s 

past and future.  An April 1863 letter from his brother, Henry Darwin Rogers, then a 

professor at the University of Glasgow, Scotland, suggested as much.  “Think of my 
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surprise, dear William,” wrote Henry, “at seeing your likeness in photograph in a 

bookseller’s window two days ago in Queen Street, Glasgow as I carelessly turned my 

head.  I paused, and found it a capital picture of you; ranged with it were similar carte-de-

visite likenesses of a number of eminent Americans: that noble, gifted man, Theodore 

Parker, Wendell Phillips, Daniel Webster, [Ralph] Waldo Emerson, Longfellow, Motley, 

etc.  On that of yourself this inscription in pencil, “Professor Rogers, brother of Professor 

Rogers, of Glasgow.”104 Inclusion in the pantheon of Boston’s greatest clergymen, 

reformers, statesmen, orators, and reformers—all “representative men” in the Emersonian 

sense—ranked William Barton Rogers among America’s foremost cultural icons.  As the 

sole scientist pictured in the bookstore window, Rogers represented a romanticized image 

of the “man of science” and culture combined.   

There were some noteworthy parallels in the lives and thought of Rogers and 

Emerson.  Both men were born at the dawn of the nineteenth century—Emerson in 1803, 

Rogers in 1804—and entered young adulthood at the onset of America’s industrial 

revolution.  Both men spent their prime years in and around Boston, the nation’s 

antebellum capital of manufacturing, education, culture, and rhetoric.  From this vantage, 

they felt they were witnessing the dawn of a new republican civilization that would free 

humanity from the shackles of ignorance and obeisance to tradition.  Science and 

technology seemed to be opening new vistas of human experience on an almost daily 

basis.  Both men also knew that science and technology were not unalloyed goods, but 

could be easily misdirected to crassly materialistic aims.  They could strengthen and 

support American republicanism or become agents of its destruction.  To prevent this, 

Rogers and Emerson sought to humanize science by breaking down artificial barriers 

between thought and feeling and reinforcing the connection between mind and heart.  The 

integration and reconciliation of their divorce, both men believed, would produce 

scientists and engineers of “broad sympathy” whose imagination, creativity, and 

compassion would determine the social and moral ends toward which science and 

technology would be directed.  Unfortunately, most people lacked the insight to see 

through the artificial divisions composing a complex society, and grasp the underlying 

unity where the boundaries between mind and heart, science and religion, natural law and 
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moral values collapsed.  The job of the poet or creative genius, therefore, was to witness 

and reveal this unity to eyes that could not see.  The representative man, possessed of 

“broad sympathies” and concerned with “moral ends,” communicated a transcendent 

vision of the natural world with which his fellow citizens could sympathize.   

Both Rogers and Emerson ranked among the nation’s most eloquent orators 

during the golden age” of American rhetoric.  Both called upon the poet’s creative 

imagination to unite hearts and minds in an increasingly fragmented social order.  And 

they shared a similar philosophy for addressing that danger in their private 

correspondence and public orations.  Poetry and rhetoric were tools for breaking down 

binary oppositions—e.g. cognition/emotion, mind/heart, thoughts/feelings, 

science/humanities—that were socially manufactured, not manifest in the true nature of 

things themselves.  Emerson attributed the problem of fragmentation in the modern world 

to the increasingly fine subdivisions of human nature and their parceling out along 

occupational lines.  Like the fingers on a hand, Man was divided into men “that he might 

be more helpful to himself, the better to answer its end.”  The logic of specialization, 

however, by which this “original unit, this fountain of power” had been dissipated, had 

produced an untoward result—“a state of society in which the members have suffered 

amputation from the truth and strut about so many walking monsters,—a good finger, a 

neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man.”  The ancient wisdom, Emerson reminded, 

taught that “Man is not a farmer, or a professor, or an engineer, but he is all.  Man is 

priest, and scholar, and statesman, and producer, and soldier, all in one.”  Taken in 

isolation, each was but part of the “One Man.”  Just as the hand required all its fingers to 

be whole, Emerson argued, “you must take the whole society to find the whole man.”  

The implication, therefore, was that, “to possess himself” the individual . . .  must 

sometimes return from his own labor to embrace all the other laborers.”105  The 

individual must identify and integrate his “inner” farmer, scholar, poet, engineer, 

theologian, etc.—i.e. all the parts of himself alienated by increasing complexity and 

specialization—to become a “whole man.”  
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During the 1830s and early 1840s, Emerson remained guardedly optimistic, at 

best, that science, technology, and republicanism could coexist or combine to form a new 

and better social order.  He maintained a sentimental longing for the possibility that 

republican values and virtues could be “integrated” with science and technology, thereby 

reducing the danger of social fragmentation, corruption, and moral decay.  By the late 

1840s and early 1850s, however, he had moved away from such idealism and begun 

warning about the corrosive effects of technology-fostered materialism on republican 

values and institutions, a recurrent theme of the lectures and essays collected in 

Representative Men.  “Something is wanting to science, until it has been humanized,” 

Emerson wrote in “Uses of Great Men.”  “The table of logarithms is one thing, and its 

vital play, in botany, music-optics, and architecture, another.  There are advancements to 

numbers, anatomy, architecture, astronomy, little suspected at first, when, by union with 

intellect and will, they ascend into the life, and reappear in conversation, character, and 

politics.”106  Fascinated by the surface manifestations of nature, the “great man” of 

science gained a deeper insight by occupying “himself with one thing, all his life long.”  

As he devoted himself to understanding the object of his fascination, he also discovered 

that “the possibility of interpretation lies in the identity of the observer with the 

observed.”107  Sympathetic identification was required to see through the cloud of 

unknowing that hid Nature’s unifying principles from the ignorant eye. 

 
Each material thing has its celestial side; has its translation, through humanity, 
into the spiritual and necessary sphere, where it plays a part as indestructible as 
any other. And to these, their ends, all things continually ascend. The gases 
gather to the solid firmament: the chemic lump arrives at the plant, and grows; 
arrives at the quadruped, and walks; arrives at the man, and thinks. But also the 
constituency determines the vote of the representative. He is not only 
representative, but participant. Like can only be known by like. The reason why 
he knows about them is that he is of them; he has just come out of nature, or from 
being a part of that thing.108 

 

Through sympathetic identification, the representative man discerned the universal 

principle hidden within the particular.  This enabled him to speak for or “represent” his 
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object of study to the world.  “Each plant has its parasite,” Emerson wrote, “and each 

created thing its lover and poet.”  Acting in the role of representative, the man of science 

became a link in the chain connecting natural phenomena to the rest of humanity.  This 

relationship was analogous to that of republican citizens to the state:  “Justice has already 

been done to steam, to iron, to wood, to coal, to loadstone, to iodine, to corn, and cotton; 

but how few materials are yet used by our arts.”  Most of creation, remained an 

undiscovered country, populated by “creatures and qualities” waiting, “like the enchanted 

princess in fairy tales, for a destined human deliverer” to represent them in the parliament 

of Creation.109  When an object found its discoverer, “a magnet is made man in some 

Gilbert, or Swedenborg, or Oersted,” Emerson wrote, it gained a human advocate that 

testified to its interdependence with all things. 

 
Engineer, broker, jurist, physician, moralist, theologian, and every man, 
inasmuch as he has any science, is a definer and map-maker of the latitudes and 
longitudes of our condition. These road-makers on every hand enrich us. We 
must extend the area of life, and multiply our relations. We are too passive in the 
reception of these material or semi-material aids.  We must not be sacks and 
stomachs. To ascend one step, — we are better served through our sympathy. 
Activity is contagious. Looking where others look, and conversing with the same 
things, we catch the charm which lured them.110 
 

Emerson made one of his “most ambitious” attempts to reintegrate science and nature in 

“The Poet” (1845), an essay calling on the poet to “master the technological environment 

and to integrate it with the natural world by the force of the creative imagination,” writes 

historian John C. Kasson.  “The poet, as Emerson used the term, was not a mere versifier, 

but ‘the man without impediment,’ who united the powers of experience, inspiration, and 

expression.  “Against the fragmentary tendencies of the age,” Kasson observes, “the poet 

opposed a vision of organic unity.”111 

Like Emerson, Rogers was capable of viewing the natural world through the 

poet’s eye.  Writing to a fellow scientist in 1835, shortly after assuming his position at the 

University of Virginia, he confessed his love for “general literature” and past poetic 

ambitions.  “You smile, no doubt, to hear that I should ever have indulged the conceit of 
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mingling my triangle music with the harmonies of the poetic choir,” Rogers wrote, “but, 

to be candid, though I did not hope to win even a dry leaf of that laurel which first shaded 

the brow of the ‘blind old man’ [Homer] of whom the world disputes, and which has 

since enwreathed the temples of all the masters of the lyre, I did imagine that I might one 

day claim a homely garland of cedar for my song, and this I felt would be amaranth for 

me.  But it was well that I was early turned from poetasting, and that severer guides 

pointed me to pursuits better suited to my capacity.”112  By “severer guides” Rogers 

meant the rigorous and disciplined study which science demanded as the price for 

revealing Nature’s secrets.  Rogers used his poetic sympathies and oratorical gifts to 

construct science as a public calling whose overriding purpose was to serve the common 

good.  He managed to maintain an optimistic expectation that humanistic values, 

combined with the unassailable logic of science, were more than a match for the forces 

arrayed against them.  Yet Rogers and Emerson both worried that science and technology 

would lose their moral moorings and become the tools of private interest and commercial 

gain.  Rather than call for major structural changes to society, Rogers (implicitly) and 

Emerson (explicitly) called upon “great men” of genius and vision—“whole men”—to 

inspire others with their insights into the unity, beauty, truth, and intrinsic value of the 

natural world.  Rogers and Emerson both hoped that the “whole man” could reconcile the 

contradictions and conflicts between science, technology, and republicanism.  Like other 

progressive educators of the time, Rogers believed that the newly emerging social 

sciences might help accomplish that goal.   

 

 

Opening the Progressive Era 

At the end of the Civil War, while overseeing the opening of MIT, Rogers helped put 

those ideals into action and kindle the first flames of the Progressive movement.  In 

October 1865, just nine months after the school’s opening, he became a founding 

member of the American Social Science Association (ASSA), an institution in whose 

“development and labors his interest continued unabated as long as he lived.”113  
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According to the group’s constitution, modeled after a similar association in Great 

Britain, its mission was to promote the study and application of scientific knowledge for 

humanitarian purposes.  More recently, historian Lawrence Goldman has highlighted the 

group’s liberal internationalist ethos.114  I would argue, however, that its members hoped 

to translate the nation’s republican ideals into the idiom of social science, i.e. to mobilize 

the humanistic “spirit of science” to solve the new social problems wrought by America’s 

urban-industrial society.  Present at the group’s first official meeting were some of the 

most prominent social and political reformers of the day—writers, college professors, 

scientists, businessmen, freethinkers, Free Religionists, liberal Protestant and Unitarian 

clergymen, former abolitionists, and leading women’s rights advocates, including Ednah 

Dow Cheney, Julia Ward Howe, and Caroline Healy Dall.  Other prominent names 

included Thomas Wentworth Higginson, James Amory Lowell, Wendell Phillips, Louis 

Agassiz, philanthropist Amos Lawrence, and William Parsons Atkinson, the first chair of 

MIT’s Department of English and History. 

Atkinson presented the first paper presented at a meeting of the Association, a 

brief supporting progressive educational reform.  “He stated that his theory of education 

was diametrically opposed to that of those who held that this science, like morals, 

depended upon a few plain principles that had always been well understood,” the 

Association’s meeting minutes recorded, and “that could not be made to bear any more or 

any better fruit than they always had borne, and that the true philosophy of the subject 

was to go on in the old ways.”  Atkinson called for social scientists to experiment with 

new methods of education that matched the nation’s changing needs and circumstances. 

“Very closely connected with the whole circle of great social problems,” he continued, “it 

is a most pressing question whether we have a system which adjusts itself to the other 

parts of the social structure, and is the true and natural outgrowth of the circumstances 

and the times.”115  The lingering influence of classical studies and the culture of slavery 

had to be eradicated from American education and replaced with a more rational and 

humanistic philosophy of education.  “The spirit of slavery which poisoned our teaching 
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must be exorcised,” he argued before members of the Association.  “Those teachings of 

liberty which it prohibited, must be begun even in the primary schools.  It would surprise 

any careful inquirer to find how much there is in our teaching that rests on mere 

unreasoning tradition.”  Moreover, Atkinson drew a causal link between the nation’s 

flawed education system and the social and cultural pathologies that spawned the Civil 

War. 

It is only lately that the importance has been recognized of those vital questions 
which arise from the complex nature of man as at once a material and spiritual 
being.  Yet there is reason to suspect that many of our teaching processes have 
led to nothing but disaster, from the overlooking of these most obvious relations.  
The true order of the development of the faculties is inverted in our schools.  
Some of our studies often appeal to faculties that have not come into existence.  
On the other hand, important studies of practical importance are ignored.  Had 
political science been assigned its proper place, would we have needed a bloody 
war to open the eyes of the nation to its plainest duties?  Would demagogues 
have misled the adults, had youth been properly taught their rights and duties 
also?  Again, the study of God’s great book of nature has no place in our national 
system.116   

 

An inveterate freethinker, educational reformer, women’s rights’ advocate, and radical 

abolitionist, Atkinson became a leading member of the ASSA in its early years.  As the 

face of humanistic studies at MIT, his lifelong social activism demonstrated both the 

humanistic and practical value of humanistic education for participation in public life.  It 

was a risky choice.  The stakes were high.  Atkinson’s political views might reflect back 

on Rogers and the entire Institute, whose future would be plagued by financial instability 

for many years to come.  Any missteps, such as alienating Boston’s elite, whose financial 

support was crucial to the school’s survival, could have serious consequences.  Atkinson 

was in a position to define and shape the methods and purpose of humanistic education at 

a school of science and engineering.   

Atkinson wasted no time in unsettling the educational status quo.  Though trained 

as a classicist, he became one of the most vociferous opponents of the classics-based 

curriculum.  On April 6, 1865, he went before the MIT Society of Arts to read a lecture 

entitled, “Classical and Scientific Studies, and the Great Schools of England,” which 
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provoked heated debate among educators nationwide.117  Drawing upon a recently 

published British investigation of England’s elite high schools and universities, Atkinson 

made a strong case against the classical curriculum.  According to the report, students at 

those storied institutions were not learning much about the classics or benefitting from 

the supposed disciplinary value of their study.  To these failings, Atkinson added another: 

the classical curriculum was fundamentally and irrevocably anti-republican.118  Among 

all the social injustices he inveighed against, Atkinson counted prejudice and 

discrimination against women in education and elsewhere one of the worst, and many of 

the other charter members of the ASSA shared that view.   

The new Association did not simply encourage the collection of facts and data to 

solve societal problems, but sought to mobilize the conscience of the community by 

underscoring “the responsibility of the well-endowed and successful, the wise and 

educated, the honest and respectable, for the failures of others.”  Through a combination 

of moral suasion and support for social science research, the group would galvanize “the 

various societies and individuals now interested in these objects, for the purpose of 

obtaining by discussion the real elements of Truth; by which doubts are removed, 

conflicting opinions harmonized, and a common ground afforded for treating wisely the 

great social problems of the day.”119  Pledges of cooperation from the Philadelphia Prison 

Society, founded by Benjamin Rush and Benjamin Franklin, suggested “an opportunity 

for the new association to do a great good.”120   

Rogers was elected president of the group at its first meeting, and in that 

position—in which he served from 1865 through 1868, when he stepped down for health 

                                                 
117 Atkinson used his position as editor of the Massachusetts Teacher in the 1860s as a bully pulpit from 
which to vigorously campaign against the classics and for reforming American schools along republican 
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society.  The Institute’s consistent support for academic freedom made that legacy possible.   
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reasons—helped establish the group in its formative early years.121  By providing “a more 

authoritative basis for dealing with contemporary problems” arising from the social 

conditions spawned by the nation’s new urban-industrial society, the ASSA responded to 

the post-Civil War “crisis of authority.”122  A history of the group’s origins written by 

Franklin B. Sanborn, founding member of the ASSA, described the problems and 

uncertainties at its origins, including the first assassination of an American president, as 

“more numerous, novel, and difficult than any since the first great organization of liberty 

under Washington, Franklin, and Jefferson from 1776 to 1789.”123  Sanborn, a writer, 

social reformer, militant abolitionist, and social scientist, situated the ASSA within 

America’s revolutionary republican tradition; he characterized Washington, Franklin, and 

Jefferson as “promoters of what we now call social science,” and described “their 

Republic” as having “been well called the chief practitioner of that science since the 

Christian era began.”124  Sanborn’s reference to William Barton Rogers as the group’s 

founder included revealed the mythologization of Rogers in the making.  “The first 

President of the Association,” Sanborn wrote, “was Professor William B. Rogers, a 

Virginian, and the son of one of Jefferson’s English professors at the University of 

Virginia, where he was educated.”125  The identification of Rogers with Jefferson in this 

clearly apocryphal story is notable coming from Sanborn, who knew Rogers personally 

and edited the Journal of the ASSA for 30 years. 

In any case, Rogers used his authority and prestige to encourage a cooperative 

spirit among scholars representing the old and new academic disciplines (e.g. sociology, 

economics, psychology, etc.) in the group whose disciplines were competing for status 

and prestige in the increasingly specialized modern research university.126  Just as he had 

refused to pass judgment on which type of education was “superior” to the other, 
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classical or scientific, Rogers did not countenance the hierarchical ranking of disciplinary 

prestige based on the degree to which they were “scientific.”  As president of the ASSA, 

“President Rogers made an address of welcome,” the official proceedings of the group 

recorded, “referring to the important objects of the Association, and to the wisest and 

most desirable methods of securing its ends.  Starting with the proposition that ‘society 

was the product of the social instincts of man,’ he said it has a growth like that of an 

organic being.  Out of this comes Social Science, which refers not only to the particular 

branches of science which interest us, but also to the whole range of human knowledge.”  

An account of the same event reported in The Radical described the audience’s response.  

“The President then addressed the association, calling attention to the objects of 

investigation, and showing the practical connection between all the physical sciences, and 

what is called ‘Social Science.’  Professor Rogers spoke with great force and clearness, 

and was applauded by the audience.”127  By refusing to designate the mathematically-

based physical sciences as “superior” and correlated with masculinity, and the social 

sciences as “inferior” and correlated with femininity, he rejected the gender-based 

hierarchy of knowledge that later cemented women’s second-class status in higher 

education.     

 

 

Women and MIT 

Perhaps no issue galvanized the ASSA more, or struck a deeper emotional chord among 

its members, than the higher education of women.  Judging from the names on its first 

membership roster, women’s interests were well represented.  “It will be seen,” noted an 

article in The Radical after the group’s first meeting, “that of the five Directors, two are 

women. It was understood that most of the officers chosen, had been consulted 

beforehand, and would serve on the Executive Committee, which, by the Constitution, 

has the general management of the association.”128  To its credit, The Radical observed, 

members of the new association included, “a very happy mixture of Radicals and 

Conservatives, and a fair proportion of women.  In the British Association [after which its 
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American counterpart was modeled] some of the most eminent members are women—

Florence Nightingale and Mary Carpenter being two of them.”  The ASSA offered a rare 

public forum for women to speak out on social and political issues and influence public 

policy.  Using the latest findings, tools, and techniques of social science, they studied 

working conditions in factories, housing for single working women in the nation’s 

growing cities, the treatment of prisoners and the mentally ill, public health issues, and 

problems of poverty and child welfare.  Women led efforts to apply the rapidly 

accumulating trove of scientific knowledge to the systematic solution of public policy 

problems.  As one of the ASSA’s five directors, Dall made a point of encouraging 

women to join the group and contribute their ideas and intellects.  At the group’s second 

meeting, for example, held in late December 1865, Dall called for the association to 

establish a library, since “there was great difficulty in America in obtaining works of 

authority on [public health] questions,” and closed her report “by stating the desire of the 

Association to welcome women as members, and to receive suggestions and papers from 

them.”129   

It was largely due to the efforts of several members of the Association that the 

first woman was admitted to MIT, thus establishing the crucial precedent that opened the 

school’s doors to more women in subsequent years.  Not long after her graduation from 

Vassar in 1870, Ellen H. Swallow, a protégé of the eminent astronomer Maria Mitchell, 

wrote a letter to Atkinson to express her interest in attending MIT; Atkinson relayed the 

message in a letter to Rogers, and included his recommendation that she be admitted.130  

Swallow was admitted as a “special student” in 1870 and graduated with a bachelor’s 

degree in chemistry in 1873.  Finding it virtually impossible to secure suitable 

employment thereafter, she leveraged her achievement to expand opportunities for other 

women at MIT by leading efforts to establish the Woman’s Laboratory in Boston, a joint 

venture between MIT and the Lowell Institute.  After her marriage to Robert H. Richards, 

a professor of mining engineering at MIT, in 1875, she became an active member of the 

MIT academic community and MIT’s first woman instructor.  Ellen H. (Swallow) 

Richards become a good friend of Atkinson and William Barton Rogers, a regular visitor 
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to her home.  Recognized as the founder of home economics, a movement by which she 

and other progressives hoped to bring about greater gender equity, social and economic 

justice, and improved public health, Richards enlisted the emotional power of intimate, 

small group gatherings to break down social and gender barriers.  She converted her and 

her husband’s home into a quasi-public space for hosting frequent gatherings of MIT 

faculty and staff, students and visitors from around the world, and regular meeting place 

for women students.131  She took a special interest in the latter’s well-being and served—

on a strictly “private,” voluntary basis—as the school’s unofficial “dean” of women.  The 

Richards’s living room, in effect, became a place for the MIT community to commingle 

the ordinarily separate spheres of public and private, masculine and feminine, formal and 

informal in the milieu of a science and engineering school.   

In subsequent years, as the issue took on increasing importance for both men and 

women in the group, the question of MIT’s admissions policy also entered into the 

debate.  In March 1873, Ednah Dow Cheney, a former member of the transcendentalist 

circle gathered around Margaret Fuller in the 1840s, a lecturer at the Concord School of 

Philosophy, and one of the nation’s foremost feminist intellectuals, joined Julia Ward 

Howe in making a public issue of coeducation at MIT.  In that month, the Massachusetts 

Legislature’s Committee on Education considered MIT’s application for a grant of public 

land on which to build a new metallurgy laboratory.  At a public hearing on the matter, 

Cheney and Howe asked lawmakers to reject the school’s request, “except on the 

condition that it shall be freely [i.e. equally] opened to women.”132  Howe argued that 

“sufficient injustice had already been done in Massachusetts to Woman in her exclusion 

from the channels of higher education,” and that MIT should set a higher standard of 

gender equity.  “She mentioned Harvard as a dreadful warning, which reminded her of 

the Pope, who replies to all movements of reform, ‘we cannot.’ 

 
The Institute of Technology has never been quite so positive and hence it might 
try the experiment.  The education given in this institution would be specially 
advantageous to Woman in providing her with the educational skill necessary to 
gain a livelihood.  They knock with faith at these tardy doors, for the reason that 
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they had the power of truth behind them—a power to which every other door 
opens.133         

 
Cheney, speaking after Howe, also cited the school’s openness to innovation, 

commitment to modern—i.e. progressive—educational methods, and experimentation in 

urging the Institute to blaze a new trail in coeducation.  “Mrs. Ednah D. Cheney said that 

the old prejudices were not so strong in this young institution, and the training it would 

give to young women would enable them to work to better advantage to themselves and 

to the community.  The remonstrance was based on no hostility to the Institute, but 

because they appreciated its advantages so highly that they desired that they should be 

open to women.”  MIT president John D. Runkle, who temporarily replaced Rogers 

during the latter’s illness, argued that the school could not raise the funds needed to pay 

for the land if women were to be admitted on such a basis.  Cheney countered that 

argument by underscoring what she considered the injustice of bestowing public favors 

on an institution that shut its doors to half the population.  “It is strange that men can 

stoop so low as to accept gifts from women for colleges which carefully exclude them,” 

Cheney wrote.  “Even the meanness of a Southern slave-holder did not sink so low as to 

beg from his slaves for white colleges and schools.  We hope no woman will give any aid 

or countenance to those institutions which deny her right to develop to the utmost the 

faculties God has given her.”  Over the women’s protest, however, the Massachusetts 

Legislature approved the deal.  As representatives of a marginalized group, progressive 

reformers such as Howe and Cheney claimed their rights as republican citizens and called 

on MIT to honor their promissory note.  When push came to shove, however, the women 

lost and the status quo won.  Yet Cheney and Howe did not give up or abandon their fight 

for equal opportunity for women in higher education.    

Despite the temporary setback, subtle shifts were taking place behind the scenes, 

where supporters of coeducation pushed MIT to move toward greater equality of 

opportunity.  Just months after Howe and Cheney testified before the Education 

Committee of the Massachusetts Legislature, for example, Atkinson, added his voice to 

their cause.  In a November 1873 article titled, “Liberal Education of the Nineteenth 

Century,” Atkinson defined “the term liberal [as] opposed to the term servile” and argued 
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that all students—male, female, black, and white—should have equal opportunities to 

develop their utmost intellectual potential.  “And when I say the whole people, I mean 

men and women [italics in original],” he emphasized.  “Nothing, I will say in passing, in 

my mind so marks us as still educational barbarians, so stamps all our boasted culture 

with illiberality, as the exclusion of the other sex from all share in its privileges.  No 

education can be truly liberal which is not equally applicable to one sex as to the 

other.”134  In this same article, Atkinson again assailed the ethos of exclusivity and 

privilege fostered by the classical curriculum.  This new model of higher education, he 

argued, would help strengthen republican institutions against the encroaching power of 

large businesses and corporations.  Educators were being forced to rethink “all the old 

theories about liberal education,” Atkinson wrote, because science educators were 

making “the first real attempt to combine republican ideas with the theory of liberal 

education—in other words, to make the education of the whole people liberal, instead of 

certain privileged classes and protected professions.”135   

 Atkinson’s support for the higher education of women was part and parcel of 

the republican philosophy and spirit of humanistic education with which he sought to 

imbue the Department of English and History at MIT.  The highest purpose of humanistic 

education, Atkinson believed, was not to impart knowledge or information, but to 

stimulate students’ creativity, imagination, and powers of action.  Throughout the 1870s, 

he continued writing and thinking about humanistic education in relationship to social, 

moral, and political problems outside the classroom and campus.  He described his 

philosophy of humanistic education in The Right Use of Books, first a lecture and later a 

book, in which offered instruction on the best ways of using its primary tools—i.e. books.   

Atkinson quoted Thomas De Quincey’s distinction between the “literature of knowledge” 

and “literature of power” to illustrate the main point.  The literature of power, he began, 

“‘speaks, ultimately it may happen, to the higher understanding or reason, but always 

through affections of pleasure and sympathy.’ And [De Quincey] illustrates his 

distinction thus:  
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What do you learn from “Paradise Lost”?  Nothing at all.  What do you learn 
from a cookery-book?   Something new, something that you did not know before, 
in every paragraph.  But would you therefore put the wretched cookery-book on a 
higher level of estimation than the divine poem?  What you owe to Milton is not 
any knowledge, of which a million separate items are still but a million of 
advancing steps on the same earthly level: what you owe is power, that is, 
exercise and expansion to your own latent capacity of sympathy with the infinite, 
where every pulse and each separate influx is a step upwards . . . All the steps of 
knowledge, from first to last, carry you further on the same plane, but could 
never raise you one foot above your ancient level of earth; whereas the very first 
step in power is a flight, is an ascending into another element.136  

 

Atkinson shared Emerson’s opinion on the purpose of books, indeed the title of his 

lecture came from a line in Emerson’s 1828 essay, The American Scholar.  “What is the 

right use?  What is the one end, which all means go to effect?  [Books] are for nothing 

but to inspire,” Emerson had written.  The book’s highest purpose was to inspire “the one 

thing in the world, of value . . . the active soul,” the creative, progressive, truth-seeking 

element of the genius within and “the sound estate of every man.”137  Later in his lecture, 

Atkinson described the “new liberal education” that he and other progressive educators 

promoted as both philosophical and practical and elaborated upon Emerson’s conception 

of the “whole man” as both “manly” and responsive to societal needs and problems.  

“Instead of its being thought to be a vague and indefinite something, made up of 

disconnected ingredients, whose chief characteristic is that they are as remote as possible 

from the duties and responsibilities of life,” Atkinson predicted, “he will come hereafter 

to be considered to have the best liberal education who, having discovered betimes what 

he was best fitted to do in life, shall have prepared himself in the soundest and most 

perfect manner to do that work in the broadest and most liberal spirit. Then the antiquated 

superstition will disappear, that there is a necessary antagonism between what is practical 

and what is liberal.  

 
Then the merchant will not be to imitate a phrase of Mr. Emerson's a trader, but a 
man trading; the engineer will not be an engineer, but a man engineering; the 
farmer not a farmer, but a man farming. And why a man farming, or a man 
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trading, should be inferior in dignity to a man preaching, or a man healing the 
sick, or a man pleading a cause, it passes my wisdom to discover.138  

 

The job of humanistic education was to inspire the individual to discover his or her 

unique combination of interests and passions and begin to apply them in the world—not 

separate and apart from “practical affairs,” but one with them.  Both the “man farming” 

and the “man engineering” could then authentically pursue their work in the manner of a 

calling and a vocation led to the cultivation of moral and civic virtue—and wholeness.   

“The mind, if it has any true vitality,” Atkinson observed, “is a magnet which selects 

unerringly from the heap of knowledge those grains which are in vital relation with itself; 

but, unlike the magnet, every mind has its own specialty of attraction.  But the metaphor 

is incomplete: for it must not only attract particles of knowledge into a heap, it must 

assimilate them into a whole.”139   

Yet many educators did not share Atkinson’s exaltation of the modern liberal arts 

above classical and religious education or celebrate MIT’s emphasis on science and the 

useful arts.  Critics decried the disintegration of the curriculum’s stabilizing and unifying 

functions at a time when the nation was already reeling from crisis and change: the 

assassination of Lincoln; corruption and scandal; the increasing concentration of wealth 

and power; the rise of cities and urban problems.  The accelerated pace of social and 

cultural change made possible by science and technology fostered anxiety about the 

future.  Under the circumstances, postbellum critics questioned the wisdom of basing a 

school of “higher” education on the utilitarian “lower” rungs of science and the mechanic 

arts.  “Education is perverted and degraded whenever it is regarded as means merely to 

some worldly end,” argued the Rev. Thomas G. Apple, a theology professor, future 

president of Franklin and Marshall College, and editor of The Reformed Quarterly 

Review, in a speech to the college’s alumni association in 1866.  “Science is brought 

down to the very dust, when it is dragged from its exalted niche in the temple of truth by 

the rude grasp of the utilitarian, and made to minister only to sordid pelf.  Yet, who 

cannot see that it is precisely this theory of utilitarianism, in its lowest and grossest form 

that seeks to lay its hand upon the higher education of this country? 
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It is not satisfied with legitimate use, the vast benefit it derives from education, 
but it seeks to measure its value by these uses and benefits . . . It is doubtless 
right to establish scientific courses, and polytechnic departments, and agricultural 
schools. No objection can be urged against these, any more than against the study 
of a profession or a trade. But when these are considered the legitimate and only 
end of science, then, education loses its true character, and our Colleges and 
Seminaries of learning are placed on a level with a cotton factory or a rolling 
mill. Utilitarianism, as a principle in Ethics, is always false; but in this lowest 
form, where its ends are of a merely worldly character, it is especially dangerous. 
It closes over man's horizon with clouds, and it would make him believe that 
there is no clear, blue sky above him, — no heights of space in the immense 
creation of God, beyond. It reverses the order of man's destiny.  Instead of 
pointing from the lower up to the higher, it makes all that is high and sacred 
subservient to the lower, and thus works for man's degradation instead of his 
exaltation. 140 

 

About one thing, at least, Apple and others agreed: MIT was challenging the status quo in 

higher education and raising a host of questions about its broader relationship to society 

as the nation entered a new phase of social and economic development.  If not classical 

languages, literature and history, and/or religion, which subjects should comprise the 

liberal arts?  Exactly what blend of practical and “liberal” studies would best prepare 

members of the new professional class of scientists and engineers?   What kind of 

scientists and engineers did educators, government officials, and citizens want or need to 

produce?  What dangers or pitfalls should be avoided in their education?  By educating 

the nation’s scientists and engineers, American colleges and universities would be 

shaping the kind of society these new professions would help build.  What kind of society 

should it be?   In addition to technical training, what kinds of values should be taught to 

science and engineering students, and by what means?  What did educators perceive to be 

at stake in debates about the curriculum and imagine were the consequences of failure? 

There was no separating such issues from the even more basic, yet rarely articulated, 

question about the relationship between higher education and republicanism.  

  

 

 

 
                                                 
140 Apple, Thomas G., “The True Idea of Higher Education,” An Address Delivered Before the Alumni 
Association of Franklin and Marshall College, on Tuesday evening, July 24, 1866, in Fulton Hall, 
Lancaster, Pa, The Guardian, October 1866, Vol. XVII, No. 10, pgs. 295-296 



 

 80

A Republican Educational Aesthetic 

Part of what made those questions so difficult to address were the conflicting premises 

upon which they were based—not because of conflicting “value” systems or “cultures,” 

as advocates on both sides often implied, but because of a fundamental contradiction 

woven into the fabric of American liberalism.  The marketplace conception of 

citizenship, which conceived the greatest social good as produced by the clash of 

competing interests in the public sphere, was fundamentally at odds with the concept of 

civic republican virtue that exhorted citizens to align their self-interest with the public 

good.  What subjects should be emphasized in a liberal arts curriculum for science and 

engineering students?  If the purpose of science education was to build up a “better,” 

more prosperous and virtuous society for all, not to enrich private interests at public 

expense, Rogers envisioned MIT’s Society of Arts as a bulwark against corruption by 

commercial interests.   

Throughout the conflict, Rogers kept the idea of MIT alive through his 

participation and presence at numerous formal and informal, public and private 

gatherings in Boston.  One of the public and formal gatherings was held under the 

auspices of the Society of Arts, originally envisioned as one of the three main branches of 

MIT, which also included the School of Industrial Arts and Museum.  At regular 

meetings of the Society held throughout the war, Rogers maintained and increased public 

support for the planned school of technology by articulating the humanistic educational 

philosophy of science education that he believed would best serve the nation’s long-term 

interests after the war.  The war itself demonstrated that America’s economic prosperity 

would depend more and more on the union of science, technology, and the arts.  Edward 

Everett Hale, one of Boston’s leading liberal Unitarian clergymen, an editor of the liberal 

Christian Examiner and Boston Daily Advertiser, and author of the pro-Union novel, 

“The Man without a Country” (1863), hailed MIT as a model for the emerging era. 

“[Boston’s] Institute of Technology, carefully studied from the experience of Europe, is 

the most scientifically complete and comprehensive in its organization of any as yet 

begun in America . . . It embraces a department of art to include galleries of all epochs 

and schools.”  MIT would lead the way in developing a new type of higher education, 

based on the best European models, but adapted to America’s special needs as a rising 
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civilization.  “Numerous smaller organizations are springing up in cities like Buffalo, 

Rochester, and Chicago, showing that the war, so far from stifling the growth of 

educational institutions at the North, has had the effect to stimulate them, by convincing 

Americans that the only permanent security for a republic is the enlarged culture of its 

citizens.”141  Hale discussed MIT in an essay about American art and culture because, for 

him, progress in science and the arts reinforced one another.  Great painters and 

sculptors, along with great “men of science,” all had the gift of extraordinary vision, 

creativity, and imagination.142   

In the first few years after the Civil War, MIT seemed to be fulfilling Hale’s 

hopes and Rogers’s vision of how MIT could combine science, technology, and the arts.  

A reporter from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper who toured MIT’s “handsome and 

massive” new Boston brownstone in the summer of 1869 praised the simple, 

unpretentious elegance of the structure—a distinctly republican architectural aesthetic—

as well-suited to the purpose of “sheltering the operations of an institution which is 

destined to assume a part in the education of a people never played before.”  There was 

certainly nothing “tomb-like” about the sumptuous interiors of a “most spacious and 

endurable description” that writer Helen Spofford in the glowing front-page article.  The 

visual cornucopia she described included everything from violin-playing angels obtained 

“by stealth” from the models of Gothic sculptures displayed at the Crystal Palace in 1851 

to “slabs, statues, and models of [the] ruins” of Athens, Babylon, and Etruria, and a 

model of the house of William Shakespeare’s wife, Ann Hathaway, in Stratford-on-Avon.  

Moving from room to room, she cataloged an encyclopedic assortment of objects that 

included “large cases of instruments for use or models for observation,” “a collection for 

surveying in all its branches;” “countless specimens of every sort of pipe and drain, with 
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joints and contrivances of all possible angles”; “mathematical rooms whose walls are       

blackboards . . . covered with cabalistic signs” scrawled by MIT mathematicians.143  The 

visual pleasure elicited by MIT’s attractively arranged collections was intended to inspire 

and elevate the hearts and minds of students in their pursuit of scientific, artistic, and 

moral excellence.  Spofford was impressed by the accessibility and aliveness of MIT’s 

interior spaces.  In contrast to the dusty and dreary libraries where the “aristocrats of 

learning” decoded the obscure, dust-coated texts of antiquity, MIT students worked in 

clean, visually transparent spaces where students worked in bright, sky-lighted 

apartments amidst “copies of antiques, plaster casts of vegetable and animal life, slabs of 

arabesque ornamentation.”  They seemed “earnest” and “absorbed” as they padded about 

noiselessly “on the softly matted floor,” “full of the divine curiosity to know.”144  Here 

was an apt expression of the new educational aesthetic exemplified by MIT—a 

combination of Enlightenment idealism and republican egalitarianism updated for the 

new industrial society.  By blending apparent opposites—ideal and practical, principles 

and applications, science and the liberal arts—MIT would help build the new republican 

civilization wherein science and technology combined forces to promote individual and 

collective well-being. 

This educational environment did not arise by accident, but resulted from a 

specific and deliberate set of policies and principles. “[The Institute] might have 

prospered more rapidly and have attained to what might have been called magnificent 

proportions, relatively speaking,” Rogers in a November 1881 address to the Society of 

Arts, “had it not abstained with conscientious care from all exhibitions which might have 

the taint of commercial recommendation.  It has carefully and sedulously abstained from 

these, and hence to-day it maintains its pure reputation as an institution for the promotion 

of mechanical science and the useful arts without any reference whatsoever to the 

mercantile interests of any of the individuals representing the [MIT] Corporation.”  This 

was a significant achievement, he continued, given the frequent “inducements . . .  

temptations and seductions presented to deviate from this course of pure scientific and 

educational rectitude.”  Even during the Panic of 1873 (which began in Boston), when the 

                                                 
143 Spofford, Helen, “Massachusetts Institute of Technology,” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, 
December 9, 1869, p. 1   
144 Ibid 



 

 83

school came close to financial ruin, Rogers and MIT refused to accept corporate financial 

support.  Certain lines could not be crossed, he averred, and this was absolute—“in no 

case has such a deviation, one hair’s-breadth, been ever permitted.”  In this, one of his 

last public appearances, Rogers was equally adamant that the Society, which “cannot be 

severed from the Institute of Technology under any circumstances,” played an essential 

role in maintaining MIT’s autonomy and institutional identity.145  Republican simplicity 

and self-sacrifice were both critical elements of the school’s early ethos and academic 

culture.   

Rogers gave his final presidential address to the graduating class of 1881.   As he 

had often done before, he remarked upon the “simplicity and honesty of the graduating 

exercises,” which symbolized the values for which MIT stood and emphasized the “utter 

worthlessness” of compartmentalizing or rank-ordering the knowledge it imparted or 

produced.  The boundaries between science, applied science, social science, and the 

humanities were illusory.  “In art truth is the means towards an end; in science truth is the 

end; and yet, though there seems to be a distinction between them,” he told the class, “we 

find there can be no distinction made. Every thread of art is entwined with the fibres of 

science.  Art begins; science continues.  In the whole history of human knowledge we 

find that science begins on simple art as its foundation, and art is extended by the 

investigations of science, and so on in alternate succession till the whole body of 

knowledge has been accomplished.”  Rogers envisioned MIT as the model for a new, 

more socially and politically progressive school that would raise American civilization to 

a higher moral plane.  He often put a republican cast on his descriptions and explanations 

of natural or physical phenomena and sought to infuse these values into the culture of 

MIT.   There was a strong culture of voluntarism among faculty members, who frequently 

took on labor-intensive assignments for the good of the Institute.  Prior to the early 

1900s, for example, neither faculty members nor the institution secured proprietary rights 

to the new processes and products developed in its laboratories and workshops; instead, 

patents were made freely available to the public.  Ornamentation of any kind was strictly 
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prohibited at the graduation ceremonies; the virtues of republican simplicity alone were 

on display.  There were no Greek or Latin embellishments or “honors” noted on the 

diplomas bestowed on MIT graduates; students either graduated or they did not.  Nor did 

the Institute award honorary degrees (still true to this day) to distinguished personages at 

commencement exercises.   

In this same 1881 “farewell address,” Rogers underscored the egalitarian values 

for which MIT stood with respect to gender.  In the halls of science, he proclaimed, all 

supplicants were equal.  This, too, was consistent with his republican political ideals.  

“They are all baccalaureates,” he emphasized, “to wear around their brows in the 

academic fashion the enwreathed foliage and berries which adorn them and dignify them 

as they close this first period of their student’s career.   

 

And as baccalaureates we do not claim them as belonging to any sex. The wreath 
of mingled leaf and fruit belongs to the brow that covers the brain, whether it be 
that of man or of woman, which can achieve after a series of continuous labors 
that amount of knowledge which entitles it to this degree. This indeed is its 
power and fame.146  

 

Rogers made it abundantly clear that the two women graduates in the class were every bit 

as deserving of the diploma they were about to receive as their male classmates. “Now, in 

this last session in which it shall be my duty to preside directly over the interests of this 

Institution,” he announced, “I shall introduce to you two young ladies as graduates.  In 

doing so, permit me to say that there has been no sparing, there has been no title of 

indulgence extended to them. There has been no recognition whatever of differences 

between them and the young gentlemen side by side with them in these arduous works 

and study.”  As had been the tradition, the graduation ceremony closed with students, in 

this case “gentlemen and ladies,” reading aloud the titles of their theses to the audience.  

There was to be “no poetry, nor effusion of sentiment, nor ornamentation of rhetoric,” 

Rogers explained, just a display of the “solid work” by which, “as a last labour,” they had 

earned their degrees.147 
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The Last Labors and Legacy 

Rogers did not spare himself from the “arduous works” required to establish the fledgling 

MIT.  At home in natural science and natural philosophy, among the finest orators of his 

time, an ardent abolitionist who strongly supported the Union cause, and the republican 

ideals championed by Northern liberals, a promoter of progressive educational and social 

reform, and a defender of academic freedom and autonomy against political and 

commercial encroachment, Rogers sacrificed his physical health to establish a school 

where students would learn to apply science and engineering for the betterment of 

humankind.  Fittingly for one who placed rhetoric so conspicuously at the service of 

science, he also died “in harness” while making a formal address at graduation exercises 

for the MIT class of 1882.  The highly dramatic manner and portrayal of his expiration 

added a mythic dimension to the founder’s life, and a prophetic cast to his educational 

pronouncements.  Two of MIT’s most important and influential presidents—Francis 

Amasa Walker and Richard C. Maclaurin—sought to continue Rogers’s legacy, and 

maintain the distinctive identity which he established.  And they, too, died of exhaustion, 

“in harness,” in making the attempt.   Yet the model of “whole man” represented by 

Rogers was also a dying breed.  Those who attempted to live out the fantasy, and 

imagined that clear-eyed objectivity, good intentions, and a self-denying republican spirit 

could build an American utopia, were fighting a losing battle.   

While his death marked the end of a formative era in the school’s history, it 

stirred reflections upon his life that played a critical role in constructing the saga of MIT.  

“In our wider relations as Americans, — as citizens of a Republic that now stretches from 

ocean to ocean, and from the thick-ribbed ice of Alaska to the orange- perfumed glades of 

Florida, — we are indebted to him for the luster he has shed on American science, by 

original investigation, by written and oral exposition, by constructive energy and genius,” 

noted one of his eulogists.  “We are indebted to him . . . for the charm of his ever-ready 

eloquence, and for the grace of his ever-abounding courtesy and kindliness; and we owe 

him tribute as — by a title ‘perpetual and indefeasible’ —the father of the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology.”148  There was more than a faint ring of Jeffersonian idealism in 

all of this.  “It was a strange connection that our beloved friend had with Thomas 
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Jefferson,” noted another speaker at the memorial service.  There was a mythic tone to 

the speaker’s recounting of the founder’s visit to “that famous home, sought by the 

scholars of all lands,” with its stunning, panoramic views of Virginia’s Blue Ridge 

mountains and the surrounding countryside—territory with which Rogers later became 

intimately acquainted as director of the state’s geological survey.  

 

He found Thomas Jefferson, not the great politician, not the President of the 
United States, but the “Father of the University of Virginia,” as he wished to be 
remembered, seated on his portico, glass in hand, looking across the lovely 
Piedmont valley below and to the westward, watching eagerly the rising of the 
buildings of the University on the slopes beyond, his sole ambition and desire 
then being to see them completed and occupied.  Then and there William B. 
Rogers was introduced to Thomas Jefferson.  The quick eye of the philosopher 
instantly saw that no ordinary man was before him.  At once he began to question 
him as to his knowledge of natural science, as to his knowledge of mechanics, as 
to his knowledge of mathematics; and that done, he turned to the father and 
spoke to him of the son who had a future full of promise before him.  It was there 
that was conceived within the bosom of William B. Rogers a wonder whether the 
day might not come when he would have a professorship in that institution.  
There the seed of desire was sown.  The approving words of Thomas Jefferson 
begat the notion in the boy that he might become one of the men who should give 
to the world the teachings that Thomas Jefferson would approve.149 

 

Like his political hero, Rogers believed that science and the useful arts could lift the veil 

of suspicion, ignorance, and subservience to tradition that were responsible for so much 

of human suffering.  Both Jefferson and Rogers saw them as paths to human progress and 

founded universities to light the way.  Jefferson had been skeptical that republican virtue 

could be maintained in a non-rural agrarian society and, contrary to Alexander Hamilton, 

feared the corrosive effects of industrial growth.  Rogers hoped to address that concern 

by establishing a school—MIT—that would permit manufacturing and morality to thrive 

together.  Long before John Dewey and the advent of “progressive education,” Rogers 

and other earlier advocates of the “useful arts” envisioned a democratic model of 

education that emphasized problem solving and active, hands-on learning.  Unlike many 

of his contemporaries who denigrated humanistic studies in order to promote the value of 

science, Rogers refused to take sides, but regarded the heart and mind as full and equal 

partners in the new science-based model of higher learning.  It was the heart that 
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responded to aesthetic beauty, poetry, and music—whether manifested in the works of 

great artists, writers and musicians, or the sublime geological formations that composed 

the natural landscape.  If the heart responded with passion and enthusiasm, the rationality 

and curiosity of the disciplined mind was needed to patiently and objectively observe, 

analyze, and apply the knowledge and insights gained to serve the interests of humanity. 

These were also views to which Emerson subscribed.  The coincidence of their 

deaths in the spring of 1882, so close in time and space (Emerson on April 27 in 

Concord, Massachusetts; Rogers in Boston on May 30, 1882), renewed reflections on the 

parallels in their characters and careers.  Eulogists who praised Rogers’s literary and 

rhetorical gifts commented on the intellectual and spiritual kinship between Rogers and 

Emerson.  “To many of us, in his quite different fields and Teachings after truth in nature 

and life, he seems to be twin in spirit with that poet-philosopher who has so recently 

vanished from us in the body.  How like they were in serenity of spirit, in the restfulness, 

the winning loveliness, the simplicity, the guilelessness of their character, in the fineness 

of their organization, in bearing and feature, as if wrought of the choice Sevres clay 

rather than of the pottery mould of our varied humanity.”  The eulogist’s description of 

Rogers, and the qualities that distinguished him as a scientist, educator, and orator, 

constituted the “representative man,” who served the public good by linking and 

enlivening its interest in the union of science, art, and Nature.  

 
With what an amplitude and compass of faculties and acquirements did our wise 
teacher preside over academies of philosophers, and initiate successive classes of 
loving young pupils of science, and interpret the last disclosures and processes of 
advancing art and knowledge to the social circle of a winter evening.  He was the 
high priest of this temple, where truth is taught and learned, and the welfare of 
man is sought as a form of service to God.  He ministered at its altar of nature, 
unrobed indeed, yet anointed with a full consecration. Here he served with love 
for all truth, with insight and skill in its marvelous secrets, engaging the 
deferential respect, the personal love, the devoted regard of its pupils. The 
unfinished sentence which was on his lips when the mortal arrow pierced his 
frame will hang around these walls while they stand. It is most fitting that we 
should here take our leave of his body in its repose.150 
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The elements of self-sacrifice and drama reflected in the highly public manner of the MIT 

founder’s death, “in harness,” were enhanced by their congruence with tropes of 

masculine identity and heroism among 19th century men of science.  In different ways 

and for different reasons, greatness in science and engineering—as in warfare—were 

often portrayed in terms of self-sacrifice, in one’s willingness to die “in harness” for the 

sake of science.  The opportunity for such sacrifice was obviously not open to everyone; 

only those in full possession of themselves, i.e. white males of some financial means, 

were positioned to take on suffering or self-sacrifice voluntarily.151 Such sacrifice or 

“martyrdom,” as historian Rebecca M. Herzig has written, was regarded as the price that 

the “privileged few” willingly paid to gain access to the truth.  The willingness to make 

this sacrifice for the benefit of others embodied “the highest cultivation of manly 

virtue.”152  While this same ethos of suffering continued to shape the culture of MIT long 

after Rogers’s death—perhaps even to the present—it had to be modified with the 

increasing importance and growth of these professions society and higher education in 

the early 20th century.  The replacement of the Enlightenment ethos of science with the 

new ideals of “objectivity” and efficiency also undermined the legitimacy of the extreme 

sacrifices glorified in the nineteenth century.153  
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 As the machine became more and more pervasive throughout the society, and 

large, impersonal bureaucratic organizations took on many of its characteristics, the glory 

formerly associated with republican self-sacrifice began to lose some of its luster.  

Institutions, which relied upon increasingly specialized labor force to achieve the 

efficiencies of scale required to capitalize modern industry, began to seem like a threat to 

the integrity of the “whole man.”  MIT students were among the new class of 

professional middle class managers and experts needed to keep the machines running.  

But as they experienced greater pressure to become narrow specialists, they, too, became 

concerned about the stultifying effects on their souls.  Students at MIT and, presumably 

other science and engineering schools, had to walk a fine line between developing 

professional expertise and cultivating the character traits needed to become a man.  In 

training their minds to operate as machines, students would, hopefully, develop the 

character and self-discipline that would prepare them to become successful careers.  “It is 

not intended or hoped for that we may be full-fledged and experienced engineers upon 

graduation,” noted an editorial in The Tech’s April 1897 graduation issue.  “Rather this is 

a period of mind revealing, in which we are assisted in the mastery of certain principles.”  

These principles, the newspaper’s editorial suggested, were not only scientific, but social 

and moral as well.  “We force our minds to act as machines and to critically analyze 

whatever is put before us.  Such being the case, the Senior is possessed of a technical 

grasp, a certain virility of mind, by which he is to later work out his own salvation.  He 

has not learned to know; he has learned to be.  It is not in strings of formulae, but in the 

scientific temper and in the capacity for patient work that the fruits of a technical training 

are to be found.”154   

Students in science and engineering also expressed a range of attitudes toward efficiency 

and specialization.  Single-mindedness was a sign of “inner-direction,” one of those solid, stable 

virtues so often publicly celebrated in the lives of builders, engineers inventors, scientists, 

                                                                                                                                                 
deaths to population between 1890 and 1900, combined with rising longevity rates in the United States, 
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capitalists and other “men who have risen” to become popular culture heroes.  Narrowing was 

also viewed as a species of noble suffering by which emerging engineers built strength of 

character and male identity.  This same philosophy and value system permeated the masculine 

culture of the engineering profession, generally, and the specialized schools such as MIT where 

they steeled themselves to its rigors.  “In the new life for which you have been preparing and into 

which you are now entering, you will not be content to be chemists, or electricians, or engineers, 

or captains of industry; these are excellent callings, but they will not satisfy you.  No!  The 

supreme ambition which you have is to be a man; to be a sturdy, straight-forward, erect, clear-

eyed, right-minded man. To be less than this is to fail.  It is to belong to the defective classes. 

Blind Tom, for example, was an extraordinary musician, but he was not a man, in any true sense; 

he was an idiot.  In the same way, one may be a capital workman, scholar, architect, 

administrator, and yet not be a man.  He may be defective in mind or in morals; he may be a 

machine or an animal.  The essential quality of manhood is character.  And to attain character is 

at the same time to succeed and to be saved.  Here the two meet. Without character there can be 

neither salvation nor success.”155   

Nowhere were the virtues of suffering for science and engineering more deeply ingrained 

in a school’s institutional culture than at MIT.  This set of mores was strengthened and 

reinforced by the leadership of Francis Amasa Walker, a general in the Civil War general, 

political economist, and head of the first U.S. Census, who succeeded Rogers as president of 

MIT in 1881.  It was Walker, a champion of the “muscular Christianity” movement sparked by 

the late-nineteenth century “crisis in masculinity,” who famously described MIT as “a place for 

men to work and not for boys to play.”  Walker’s “almost desperate urge to defend manhood 

against the disruptions of the Gilded Age,” writes historian Matthew G. Hannah, grew from his 

own “extensive” involvement in public affairs during this period.   Hannah argues that Walker’s 

“near obsession with manhood grew out of the most trying dimensions of his own experience: 

his involvement in the changing public affairs of the Gilded Age stretched him beyond the limits 

of his almost legendary ‘manly vigor.’”156   

Some students were more ambivalent about the gospel of success and vigorous 

manhood as narrowly defined and prescribed by Hodges and Walker.  Tracing the 
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historical founding of MIT back to the failure of the tradition-bound classical college to 

keep up “with the progress of human thought,” the student orator for the class of 1904 

suggested the pendulum had swung too far “to the opposite extreme.”  The technical 

school graduate was guilty of intellectual narrowness, he observed, “in that he throws 

himself so earnestly into his own chosen profession and that his liking for philosophy, 

literature and art is largely lost.”  The danger and “weakness against which we must 

guard,” the student continued, was that scientists and engineers would fail to recognize 

“the great lack in our education” and, consequently, exaggerate their powers while at the 

same time defining their social and moral responsibilities too narrowly.  “We must realize 

that to be equal to all emergencies we must have breadth.  We must be men, not 

machines.”  More practically, this meant engaging “the broad, general questions of the 

day. . . . Society has a right to expect us, in addition to our professional work, to act, to 

throw our influence, our whole selves, for truth, for cleanliness, and for good 

government.”157   

 

 

Remembering Rogers 

To celebrate the 50th anniversary of its incorporation, MIT convened a three-day 

“Congress on Technology and Industrial Efficiency,” in April 1911, to mark the 

occasion.  School officials, faculty, and alumni paused to reflect on the sources of the 

Institute’s past successes and consider its future challenges.  It had risen to a position of 

national, even international standing in a remarkably short time.  Yet MIT was still 

struggling with many of the same problems that MIT President Richard C. Maclaurin 

inherited in January 1909 when, according to his biographer, the school “was in a state of 

crisis. MIT was poor, small and struggling—perhaps even its very survival was at stake.  

The malaise had deep roots.”  The school needed a comprehensive overhaul to transition 

from the 19th to the 20th centuries without losing its distinctive institutional identity.  

While MIT had recently thwarted a takeover attempt by Harvard, many of the same 

vulnerabilities remained.  Philanthropists and wealthy individuals lacked interest in 

helping a struggling school maintain its independence for its own sake, thus causing 
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funding sources to dry up.  The school lacked broad popular support among ordinary 

Bostonians, many of whom regarded it as a glorified trade school.  “In brief MIT faced in 

1909 a systemic set of physical, educational, financial, administrative and social 

problems,” wrote Roy McLennan, a visiting professor of management at MIT’s Alfred P. 

Sloan School of Management in 1975, “and was in only a meager sense successful in 

pursuing the mission defined for it by Rogers.”158  Maclaurin and his administration faced 

the challenge of implementing comprehensive reforms to confront a new set of social, 

cultural, political, and economic circumstances.  For guidance to lead the school through 

one of its most profound transition, Maclaurin turned to the founding values and ideals of 

William Barton Rogers, as celebrated in the saga of MIT.  Prior to his inauguration as 

president, the founder’s widow, Emma Rogers, had sent MIT’s president-elect a copy of 

The Life and Letters of William Barton Rogers.  As Maclaurin “‘studied the volumes,’” 

wrote Henry Greenleaf Pearson, he began to “realize how close his ideas about university 

education were to Rogers’.   

 
With this book, he began what became a careful and systematic study of the 
origins, history and development of the Institute, its goals, values and mission.  
He “saturated himself with its spirit and tradition”, and grasped the Institute’s 
unique and significant mission in American higher education and society at large.   
He perceived its vast potential usefulness in both domains.  When he later came 
to Boston for his inauguration as president he knew, via his systematic study of 
Rogers . . . much more about MIT than MIT members and the public knew about 
him.  It was an advantage he did not throw away.159  

 

Maclaurin found inspiration in the saga that helped him reinvent the institution—and 

himself—at the same time.  For someone who had risen so high in his career, Maclaurin 

was unusually susceptible to self-doubt—about his career choice, goals, and objectives—

prior to his inauguration as MIT president.  “Dick’s life was affected by an ongoing, 

unresolved problem of identity, of who he was and who he should become,” writes a 
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more recent biographer.160
  In reading about the social, moral, and educational ideals 

that motivated MIT’s founder, however, he developed a clear sense of his own identity 

and mission—and MIT’s as well.  This same writer marveled at the paradox that a man 

with less than total self-assurance, “yet became an organization leader who exhibited a 

remarkable grasp of institutional identity, and clear, far-sighted perception of 

organizational objectives.”  “At MIT Maclaurin found a role within academic life which 

nearly perfectly fitted his motive pattern.  On becoming president his strong need for 

achievement became, via the parallelism between Rogers’s values about higher education 

and his own and the president’s, role, effectively congruent to the success of the Institute 

in pursuing its objectives.”161  Through his strong identification with Rogers and the saga 

of MIT, Maclaurin became one of the institution’s most esteemed and inspired leaders.  

MIT’s distinct institutional identity and notable success, Maclaurin asserted at the 

Congress of Technology, were products of Rogers’s commitment to an educational ideal, 

not to the brilliance of its faculty or students—but to a “rarely . . . appreciated” factor of 

“the very first importance”: “There has never been any uncertainty or indefiniteness as to 

what the Institute is aiming at in its scheme of education [italics in original].”  More 

specifically, Maclaurin identified three core principles of MIT’s approach to education: 

1) “the importance of being useful”; 2) the integration of science with “a large general 

cultivation”; and 3) the conviction that “method rather than the subject is of supreme 

importance” in education.  In practice, this latter principle emphasized “the idea of 

learning by doing”—an ideal reflected in MIT’s motto, Mens et Mans or “Mind and 

Hand.”162  Long before the advent of “progressive education,” Rogers advanced a 

democratic philosophy of education centered on experience, experimentation, and 

problem solving and active, hands-on learning as hallmarks of a new higher education.  

To preserve and sustain its success, MIT needed to reaffirm its commitment to the 

Rogerian ideals that defined MIT’s unique institutional identity.   

Another of the speakers at the Congress of Technology who planned to reflect on 

MIT’s history in light of its present challenges died the night before delivering her 
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address.  Yet the speech that Ellen H. Richards had planned to give was included in the 

published summary of the proceedings.  Her recounting of the saga of MIT emphasized 

the republican, egalitarian ethos of its founders, notably Rogers and William Parsons 

Atkinson.  Richards reminded the assembly that MIT had, in its early years, met stiff 

resistance from “the devotees of traditional culture.  Privileged members of the 

“aristocracy of learning” did not welcome the “breaking up of traditions, and the bringing 

forward of new leaders,” but “viewed with abhorrence this leveling demand: they refused 

to soil their hands with artisan's tools, even to gain the artist's creative power, and they 

scorned this new creative force because it was to be used to advance the material welfare 

of men. Such was the atmosphere, laden with the blinding dust which the culturists had 

raised, in which a few prophetic souls started a fan to clear away the obscuring smoke of 

anathema and objurgation.”  Richards went out of her way to emphasize the barriers of 

social class and culture faced by MIT’s founders.  She spoke of “long, hard struggle,” the 

difficulty of which only those who had experienced the painful “sting of actual contempt” 

and ostracism from the “cultured” class could fully understand.  Rogers’s philosophy of 

education challenged the status quo in higher education and its entrenched leaders at 

Harvard responded first by snubbing the cross-town upstart, then by trying to take it over.  

In between, they looked askance at the ungainly creature being born.  Richards paid 

special homage to Atkinson, who had made MIT’s cause his own and helped chisel away 

the powers and privileges of an educational aristocracy whose ranks he was, by 

background and training, equipped to join.      

 

To ally oneself with the Institute of Technology, for at least ten years after its 
organization, was to cut oneself off from much that college professors considered 
desirable. The smells and stains of the chemical laboratory were as plebeian as 
the callouses on the hands of the road-side stone-breaker. One instance of this is 
the sacrifice made by William P. Atkinson, the first professor of history and 
English at the Institute, who, in the words of another, “allied himself with an 
institution unpopular among his associates” because of “his belief in the 
importance of the radical educational idea” of the new school. To him is due the 
early development of liberal studies, which is a unique feature of the Institute 
work.163   
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For Atkinson, as for Richards, Rogers, and many of MIT’s other early leaders, MIT was 

not simply a school, but part of a movement to reinvigorate the ideals of the 

Enlightenment and apply them to the building of a new urban-industrial civilization.  It 

was the center of a growing movement for social, educational, and civic reform—as 

much a mission as the model for a new type of higher education.  The MIT that emerged 

from Richards’s description of its founding ideals was a direct descendent and heir to the 

social and moral values of American republicanism.       

Why was all useful work tabooed?  Was it a relic of Roman slavery, of feudal 
and priestly tyranny?  The common people were shut out from participation in 
the rites of learning. One of the early fruits of true democracy in education was 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the people’s university of science, 
where the work done was for the benefit of the people and not for a class.  So 
strong was this feeling on the part of many of the early workers that the taking 
out of patents for new and possibly money-making processes was refused as not 
a suitable professional attitude for the scientific worker.164 

This same ethos of republican social and moral responsibility, modernized, updated, and 

applied to America’s rising urban-industrial society, was a source of hope and possibility 

for marginalized groups other than women.  MIT was among the first institutions of 

American higher education to actively recruit foreign students from around the world, 

especially Asia, at a time when the U.S. Congress was passing laws banning them from 

entering the United States.  In his address to the Congress of Technology, Robert R. 

Taylor, an architect, Director of Industrial Education at Tuskegee Institute, and member 

of the MIT class of 1892, praised his alma mater for challenging conventional wisdom 

and making technical education as dignified, prestigious, and elevating as studies in the 

liberal arts.165  Robinson steered clear of the contentious debate between Booker T. 

Washington and W.E.B. Dubois over the role and type of education best suited to 

advancing the broader interests of Black Americans.  Rather than fighting for civil rights 

and equal opportunities, Washington encouraged them to acquire practical skills and 

knowledge to overcome poverty and claim their rightful place in American society.  

Dubois, the first African American to earn a Ph.D. at Harvard, advocated a different 

educational strategy.  He urged the “Talented Tenth,” the best and brightest among Black 
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American youth, to pursue a higher education in the liberal arts before “learning to earn.”  

They had to become leaders of thought and missionaries of culture among their people,” 

Dubois believed, for “the Negro race, like all other races, is going to be saved by its 

exceptional men.”166  Those who counseled otherwise, and prioritized career over culture, 

mistook means for ends—the standard accusation leveled by advocates of classical 

education against schools such as MIT.167  While there were many dimensions to the 

conflict between these two positions, one of Dubois’s main objections to Washington’s 

strategy was that the practical kinds of education which he promoted lacked the social 

and cultural prestige that blacks had to acquire to challenge the ruling class on its own 

turf.  By challenging the distinction between “inferior” practical education and “superior” 

cultural education, however, the founders of MIT and their heirs undermined this aspect 

of Dubois’s argument.  Robinson advocated a position midway between Washington and 

Dubois, arguing that Black Americans had put too much stock in the value of a liberal 

arts education alone.  The lure of “pure book learning,” which because of its association 

with the “master class of slavery days,” had “held up to him a constant example of what 

appeared to him as the power of a liberal education to secure comfort without effort” and 

“therefore, the panacea for all his ills.”  Whatever the virtues of a liberal education, and 

Robinson did not deny there were, for “the great number there must be added to the 

‘liberal’ education the ability to do a particular thing well” in professional fields such as 

engineering and architecture.168    

 

 

Seeking the Promised Land 

Throughout his tenure as president, Maclaurin demonstrated an eagerness to innovate 

and, in the process, solicited ideas from some of the nation’s leading advocates of 

progressive reform, in society and science and technology education, including Morris 

Llewellyn Cooke, a colleague of Frederick W. Taylor, the founder of “scientific 

management,” and Charles R. Mann, both of whom were consultants with the Carnegie 
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Foundation. 169  At the end of World War I, when MIT faced the task of postwar 

reconstruction, Maclaurin hoped to bring Mann on board as a new “professor of 

education and educational research”—which was at the time unprecedented for a science 

and engineering school—and appointed a committee to explore the idea.  Though he 

listened to the outside education and efficiency experts, Maclaurin dismissed ideas that 

contradicted the school’s humanistic traditions.  Maclaurin, like Rogers, also swam 

against the tide in defending academic freedom against “the invasion of the educational 

world by business efficiency practices” and other “mercantile interests.”  To those who 

suggested universities should be run more like a business, as Cooke did in a report for the 

Carnegie Foundation.  Maclaurin retorted: “Think for a moment of the effect on men like 

Newton or Faraday of the ‘snap and vigor’ treatment that Mr. Cooke suggests in his 

discussion of research.  They must make frequent reports on their research, and 

constantly justify the expenditure thereon.”  Maclaurin could not resist the satirical 

impulse.  

 
Superintendent of Buildings and Grounds:  Your theory of education is hanging 
fire unduly.  The director insists on a finished report, filed in his office by 9 a.m. 
Monday next, summarized on one page typewritten, and the main points 
underlined.  Also, a careful estimate of the cost of the research a student hour. 

 
Newton:  But there is one difficulty that has been puzzling me for fourteen years, 
and I am not quite— 
 
Superintendent of Buildings and Grounds (with snap and vigor):   Guess you had 
better overcome that difficulty by Monday morning or quit.170 

  

In fact, Maclaurin opposed the corporatization of higher education so strongly that he 

tried to push MIT in the opposite direction.  All the scientists and inventors whose names 

were chiseled into the stone of MIT’s main building on the new Cambridge campus had 

something in common.  Isaac Newton, Michael Faraday, Antoine Lavoisier, and 

Benjamin Franklin all approached their fields from a humanistic perspective; their 

scientific pursuits were, in each case, connected to larger social, moral, and civic ideals.   
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At a critical juncture in the school’s history, Maclaurin sought to institutionalize 

those ideals in the “New Technology” in the architectural design and themes/layout of its 

new Cambridge campus and the rhythms of academic life.  Maclaurin led the school’s 

move from the original Rogers Building in Boston to the new Cambridge campus—the 

“Temple of Technology” as one magazine article put it—on the shores of the Charles 

River.  To celebrate the move from Boston to its new campus in Cambridge, the 

Maclaurin administration staged a three-day “Medieval Pageant” designed by architect 

Ralph Adams Cram in which some 1200 members of the MIT community symbolically 

depicted “the struggle of man over nature.”171  A feast of archetypal ritual and imagery, 

the 1916 pageant emphasized the creative elements of medieval culture and the 

connections between magic, alchemy, and science.  The dedication ceremonies harked 

back to the medieval past, prior to the Scientific Revolution, when Europeans still 

maintained a unified view of the cosmos and humanity’s place within it.   The pageant 

can be read as a mobilization of the craft and guild tradition of the Middle Ages against 

the creeping corporatism in higher education.   

“If Rogers was the Moses who led us out of the educational Egypt,” noted former 

MIT president Henry S. Pritchett, “Maclaurin is the Joshua who has brought us into the 

Promised Land.”172  Following a successful endowment campaign in 1920, McLennan 

notes, MIT was assured, “for the first time since its birth, funds adequate to provide 

independence and security.  Given such funding the Institute was at last in a position to 

fulfill the mission first proclaimed for it by Rogers, and articulated and operationalized 

by Maclaurin.”173  Worn down by the effort, however, Maclaurin contracted a fatal case 

of pneumonia on the same day that the successful result of the fund drive was officially 

announced and died, like Rogers, “in harness,” at age 49 in 1920.  Maclaurin thus became 

the third president, joining Rogers and Francis Amasa Walker, to give his life to the 

school.  This heroic sense of duty and devotion to the higher purpose for which MIT 

stood was incorporated into—and served to reinforce—the ongoing saga of MIT.  In 

death, as in life, William Barton Rogers and his protégés, Walker and Maclaurin, 
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exemplified a heroic, and lethal, brand of masculinity that countered fears of decadence, 

degeneration, and decline in the latter 19th and early 20th centuries.   

 

 

Dehumanization 

Established at the dawn of America’s post-Civil War industrial revolution, William 

Barton Rogers and other founders of MIT drew inspiration from the humanistic ideals of 

the Enlightenment and republican values of America’s Founding Fathers.  MIT was the to 

be the seat of a great educational, civic, and moral experiment that would knit together 

two competing and contradictory visions of America’s future destiny that the 

revolutionary generation bequeathed to its successors—the virtuous republic of Thomas 

Jefferson and the industrial power envisioned by Alexander Hamilton.  The hope was that 

somehow, most probably through the quasi-religious, redemptive powers of education, 

America could enjoy the best of both worlds.  These two models represented two 

competing visions of the relationship between the individual, the group, and the society.  

The first was based, at least in theory, on emotions of love and affection for one’s fellow 

citizens.  The private self and the public self were one.  The second, by contrast, elevated 

the individual above the group and the nation.  Connections between isolated individuals 

and the group and society were, at bottom, based upon pragmatic considerations of 

convenience and mutual self-interest.  Rogers, and other progressive educational 

reformers of the nineteenth-century hoped to transcend this seemingly unbridgeable 

divide by “integrating” science and engineering education with humanistic studies.  At a 

deeper level, however, they aspired to something much more.   

Yet science and engineering education always seemed to be moving in the 

opposite direction—and at breakneck speed.  Rather than emphasize the broader 

humanistic education that would prepare MIT students to help solve broader social 

problems, the curriculum seemed to be shrinking and becoming still more specialized.  

The proliferation of highly specialized courses fostered by the elective system led to 

further fragmentation and division of the student body into ever narrower “interest 

groups.” Yet American higher education was helping speed this process along.  The 

continued rapid growth of America’s machine age civilization had significant cultural 
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and intellectual repercussions for higher education.   The introduction of industrial and 

machine age values such as efficiency, mechanization, and specialization into the 

academy caused growing science and engineering educators and students to express their 

concerns about automaton and mechanization with greater force and frequency.  

Specialization detached people from the organic local communities in which they lived 

and rearranged them to suit the marketplace.  As the philosophy of pragmatism extended 

its sway over college administrators and curricula, criticism of “specialism” intensified.  

There was a dark side to higher education’s exaltation of specialization and efficiency.  In 

helping to build the new “machine age” society, colleges and universities were becoming 

more and more like machines themselves.  The culture of efficiency and specialization 

emanated from higher education just as surely as from industry—in fact, the two were 

mutually reinforcing.  Just as universities became more like corporations, corporations 

became more like universities.174  It was a slow process that began in the first decades of 

the 20th century as pragmatism and its close ally, science, replaced religion as the moral 

center of American higher education.  Together, they helped install efficiency as the 

governing ideal throughout American life.  In promoting the virtues of efficiency and 

specialization in higher education, advocates cited material benefits to society.  “Let us 

be active in spreading the gospel of specialization and desirability for furnishing an 

efficient use for each brain and each body, and the avoidance of the stultifying use of the 

brain and the inefficient use of the body that is so harmful to the welfare of mankind 

where specialization is not practiced,” proclaimed James Hartness, president of the 

American Association of Mechanical Engineers (A.S.M.E.) at a 1914 speech to students, 

alumni, and administrators of Cornell University’s Sibley College of Mechanical 

Engineering and Mechanic Arts. “Specialization rightly managed brings about the end 

that is now so arduously sought by many of our statesmen, our welfare workers, our great 

leaders of various movements for general and special benefits of mankind.”175  

Specialization was to be judged by its end results—a rising civilization, replacement of 

dull repetitive labor by machines, manufacture of life-saving medicine, etc.  If so, 
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perhaps the mass production techniques used to build Henry Ford’s Model-T’s could be 

used to educate the scientists and engineers needed to keep the machine age civilization 

running smoothly.    

Some educators express increasing concern about the effects of this system on the 

minds and hearts of undergraduate students.  While efficiency and specialization might 

produce positive results when applied to machines or mechanized processes—and be 

mutually reinforcing—their application to higher education could backfire.  While 

Fordism placed inexpensive automobiles in reach of the middle class, some educators 

worried about the effects of standardized manufacturing methods on the still-forming 

hearts and minds of undergraduates.  From the 1890s through the early decades of the 

20th century, leading educators and psychologists inveighed against “the evils of 

specialization” in higher education and American life.  “Like Frankenstein, we have 

constructed a civilization too big and too complicated for our powers of control, which 

sooner or later will turn on and destroy its creators,” observed psychologist G. Stanley 

Hall, founder of the field of educational psychology and first president of the American 

Psychological Association.  “Man is too small and weak for his task.”  Hall prophesied 

dire consequences—on an evolutionary scale—if this narrowing trend continued.  “To 

guide the world and its great organizations to-day requires a specialization that is 

dwarfing,” Hall wrote.  “Thus those experts to whom appeal is more and more made on 

every important question are only deformed and partial types of humanity.   

 

Boas tells us that primitive man had nearly as much mental power as civilized 
man, the latter having only the advantage of inheriting and using far more 
effective instrumentalities. In Homeric times, when all men did all things, man 
was more symmetrical and complete, as Hippias sought to illustrate. If machinery 
has given to every man the command of twenty times as much energy estimated 
in foot-pounds or horse-power as his predecessors had a hundred years ago, it has 
not given him anything like a corresponding increase of mental power or sense of 
responsibility to insure that he will use the powers of nature he now commands 
for the greater weal, and not for the woe, of the race.176   
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The gap between humanity’s accumulated knowledge, and wisdom to use it, Hall sensed, 

was continuing to widen; civilization was sowing the seeds of its own destruction.  Other 

voices also blasted the “damnable” effects of America’s obsession with efficiency.177   

As the pace of new scientific discoveries and advances picked up, it became 

increasingly difficult to keep up with knowledge in one’s field.  MIT students felt that the 

pressure to focus more and more narrowly in smaller and smaller islands of knowledge 

threatened to constrict the human spirit.  “A serious menace here at Technology is based 

on the unmixed scientific courses which are pursued,” read a March 1921 editorial in The 

Tech titled, “The Dangers of Technical Study.”  “We surrender the best of our time and 

thought to science with damaging neglect of liberal study. And in some regards we are in 

sorrier case than [the] galley slave. We are bound to immutable courses; we cannot shift.  

The mere rising and setting of the sun is no measurer of our working day.  Every hour is 

not without its ‘sixty seconds worth of distance’ to be run.  It is easy for us to let our 

work forge a chain upon our lives and keep us from all other interests. That is fatal as it 

narrows and trammels the intellect and ultimately cripples the man.”  According to the 

editorial, the individual student had to assume responsibility for managing this acute and 

growing problem: 

 

The remedy or preventative, like all the worthwhile things of life, demands its 
price of effort. We must ourselves supply this want of broadening and 
humanizing influence. What little time we have to spare we must employ to 
studied advantage. The reading of fine books, attendance on good plays, and 
association with cultivated people will help us keep the proper sense of 
proportion between the specialties we study and the world at large. As 
Wordsworth almost said, “The work is too much with us, late and soon.” And 
ever must be on our guard lest we warp and dwarf our sympathies with liberal 
arts. To prevent the narrowing of our vision to a five-foot shelf of text-books and 
the limiting of our thoughts to a restricted technical field and the preclusion of 
the enjoyment of one's own mind that comes from a wide range of knowledge 
and experience we must seize with avidity all opportunities to bring into our 
daily life the literary, the artistic, and the human phases of the world.178 
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Editorials in The Tech echoed such warnings throughout the 1920s.  Indeed, concerns 

about the potentially dehumanizing effects of science and engineering education only 

increased with the accelerated production of new knowledge and technology.  Though 

scientists and engineers were celebrated as heroes in the popular culture in the 1920s, 

there were also unmistakable signs of a growing backlash against the power of science in 

American life.  Beneath the surface optimism and utopian talk about advent of a new and 

better “age of science,” some Americans had never accepted the discourse of “progress” 

and felt anxious about the rapid pace of technological change and the effects of science 

on “traditional” values and culture.  Fears about the loss of “traditional values” and 

growing power of scientific “experts” exploded to the surface in the Scopes Trial of 

1923.179  Between 1920 and 1930s, as it took on more privately sponsored research, and 

loaned out professors as consultants to private industrial industry, MIT’s academic 

reputation and prestige suffered a sharp decline.  MIT drifted from its humanistic 

traditions and became more vocationally oriented, and students felt stifled by the pressure 

to narrow their horizons.   

Despite the protestations and jeremiads of social critics, the trend towards 

increasing specialization continued apace.  Prescriptions for more knowledge, more 

experts, and more specialization had undesirable side effects for students who heeded the 

call to focus more narrowly.  Psychologists and psychiatrists were particularly worried 

about the long-term consequences of increasing specialization on the mental health of 

undergraduate science and engineering students struggling to keep pace with the 

proliferation of new knowledge and its division into increasingly narrow niches.  

However brilliant the best and the brightest were, they were still impressionable youths 

going through the challenging period of adolescence.  In a critical period of their lives, 

when they should be experimenting, trying out different identities, figuring out their 

interests, developing new talents and skills, and rethinking their values and beliefs, 

students resented rules that forced them to prematurely limit their horizons.  And they 

began to distrust school authorities who claimed to be doing it “for their own good.”  

“The modern undergraduate . . . sincerely denies that age and positions of prominence 

are, in themselves, criteria of his educator's ability to direct him toward his own 
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enjoyment and progress,” concluded a 1929 survey of student opinion at Yale.  “This 

proposition is drawn from an analysis of the undergraduate's reaction to his scholastic 

requirements and an observation of the manner in which this reaction subsequently 

influences his intellectual acquisitions.  

 

On entering Yale the Freshman is told that for the attainment of an A.B. degree 
he must begin with a natural science, English, History, and a modern and classic 
language. The college faculty has so ruled and there's an end on it. These 
limitations are, moreover, imposed alike without variation, on that small number 
which is already possessed of a distinct intellectual interest as well as on that 
larger group which sees no connection between the subject of textbook or lecture 
and the realm of their own personal thoughts.  

Those who are described as already stimulated are not allowed to pursue 
their study from the standpoint of that subject in which they are absorbed but are 
forced to treat a number of other fields as though they were laying the foundation 
for specialization in each. They sincerely resent the necessity of dispersing their 
effort and as a consequence show a tendency toward failure to grasp the 
significance of the content of other fields. In other words, they are prone to 
become narrow.180  

 
Concerns about the potentially dehumanizing effects of science and engineering 

education only increased with the accelerated production of new knowledge and 

technology.   

 

 

Conclusion 

Some leading educators blamed the Great Depression on higher education’s obsession 

with specialization and efficiency.  “It is important, I think, that Western man realize that 

a casual relation exists between the specialization of his education and the incapacity he 

has lately displayed in dealing with the general policies of his civilization,” wrote 

University of Wisconsin President Glenn Frank, in his regularly syndicated newspaper 

column.181  Because of its unrivalled prestige and authority in the production and 

dissemination of knowledge, higher education’s embrace of specialization also set the 

pattern for how non-specialists approached societal problems of all types.  Even if college 
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graduates did not become experts themselves, the professional managerial class bore “the 

marks of the system in their minds,” Frank observed.  

 

They are partialists who are proving powerless to play a productive role in the 
analysis and adjustment of a social and economic order the current instability of 
which is to be found, not in its separate parts, but at the points of the relationship 
of its parts.  With his mind molded by specialized education, Western man 
everywhere displays an increasing reluctance to wrestle with difficult problems 
as a whole.  Except in amiable after-dinner speeches, he . . . dodges the challenge 
to deal directly with the basic and complete causes of a world-wide depression 
and plays with all sorts of palliatives, waiting for some miracle to restore a 
general prosperity. He dismembers his difficulties and sends their separate parts 
to the appropriate specialists.182 
 
 

During the nation’s financial meltdown, some students became more resistant to the siren 

song of specialization.  “Specialization by college students is losing favor to more 

generalized courses,” declared the president of Ohio’s Miami University.  According to 

the news bulletin, he “traced the cause to the depression, saying many graduates had 

found specialization has led them to a blank wall.”183  Overvaluation of specialized 

knowledge also had serious moral consequences.  For one, it fostered a sense of 

arrogance and omnipotence.  Secure in the knowledge of his specialization, the expert 

tended to approach problems with unshakable faith in the rightness of his own 

convictions.  According to one observer, this zeal was “a form of premature satisfaction 

of the conscience” characterized by “devotion to a cause which claims most of one’s 

moral energy but which at a given time has less than central importance.”  While it might 

temporarily salve the conscience, such provincialism also led “large groups of earnest 

people with a sense of moral superiority to ignore the more basic social problems.”184  In 

a broader sense, specialization fostered the “failure of imagination” that led societies to 

ignore or deny looming problems—against all the evidence of impending disaster—and 

cling stubbornly to self-interest to the last.   

Higher education helped create and perpetuate a dysfunctional system that was 

damaging the entire society. “[M]ost of the best minds which might go farthest in seeing 
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into a social problem are the victims of specialization.”185  Throughout their academic 

and professional training, students were rewarded for knowing more and more about less 

and less.  Experts consequently suffered from a progressively worsening blindness to new 

evidence or information that did not fit their pre-existing paradigms.  “[A] crust forms 

over the minds of leaders of thought and social policy which even the most evident facts 

penetrate with difficulty,” Bennett sadly concluded, “and an imaginative grasp of the full 

human implications of those facts is rarely achieved at all.”186  Though there seemed little 

likelihood of slowing the production of specialists, some at least sought to mitigate its 

potentially stunting effects on individuals.   

 In fairness, science and engineering experts and educators were also in a difficult 

position.  On the one hand they were criticized for not assuming greater social and moral 

responsibility for the consequences of their work—and, presumably, assuming the 

positions of public leadership required to do so.  On the other hand, once they stepped 

outside their areas of expertise, they were no more qualified to deal with the 

consequences of science and technology than anyone else.  Quite the contrary:  

specialization was associated with parochial self-interest and blindness to the big picture.  

In other words, scientists and engineers were held responsible for certain problems—and 

expected to do something about them—but, ultimately, disqualified from solving them by 

their expertise.  Since professionals’ expertise was considered irrelevant or problematic 

outside their specialty, they were often reluctant to venture outside their disciplines.  This 

was the situation that Karl T. Compton faced when he took over as MIT president in 

1930.   To begin restoring MIT’s academic stature after its decline in the 1920s, Compton 

continued the humanization process begun by Maclaurin.  The pace of progress was slow 

during the run up to World War II.   With the invention and use of the atomic bomb at the 

end of the war, however, humanization acquired a new urgency.  As school officials 

searched for a “usable past” to reconvert MIT for peacetime, they looked back to its past 

for guidance and inspiration.  Their efforts to promote “science with a conscience” and 

the education of the “whole man” by humanizing undergraduate education, are the 

subject of chapter two.
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Chapter Two 

Science with a Conscience: 

 Educating “Whole Men” or None 

 
What is the concept of professional education upon which the Institute was 
founded?  Has it been followed consistently through the years?  If not, have the 
deviations been desirable or undesirable, and what can we learn from them of use 
in our future planning?  Is the basic philosophy of education that has 
characterized the Institute in the past still relevant in our time?  If so, are we 
applying it to best advantage?—Committee on Educational Survey (1949)1 
 
We have met the enemy, and he is us—Walt Kelly2 

 
 
Midway through the Second World War, Benjamin Franklin Halverson, “a Baltimore 

physics professor whose aim in life [was] to discover something about cancer,” is 

summoned to a scientific meeting at the War Department in Washington, D.C.  During 

this early “pre-Hiroshima childhood time,” as the protagonist in author Michael Amrine’s 

postwar novel The Secret described it in retrospect, the U.S. government enlisted his 

expertise to minimize health and safety risks for the personnel building components of 

the atomic bomb at the military’s Oak Ridge, Tennessee production site.  “Cursed with a 

brain that is a military asset,” Halverson agreed to the military’s request that he suspend 

his cancer treatment research to serve his country.  Disturbed by the consequences of that 

choice after the war, he finds himself unable “to return to his normal life with his wife 

Beth, their children, his pipe, and his cocker-spaniel, Mickey.” 3  Haunted by waking 

nightmares in which he sees the radiation-scarred faces of the bomb’s victims, Halverson 

suffers pangs of guilt for his complicity in their suffering and death.  “He felt like a man 

with a deadly but fascinating illness,” he reflects about himself, in the third-person.  “He 

was glad to hear about it, and true enough he had insisted upon the rare privilege of 

looking through the microscope at the deadly thing itself.  But all the same, Man was 

sick, and Halverson wished he had not been told.”4   Whether he was right or wrong to 

                                                 
1 Report of the Committee on Educational Survey to the Faculty of the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (Cambridge: The Technology Press, 1949), p. 7 
2 Kelly, Walt, The Pogo Papers (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1953).  In the quote, Kelly was specifically 
referring to McCarthyism.  
3 Amrine, Michael, The Secret (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1950), inside front cover of book jacket  
4 Amrine, p. 50 
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have participated in the Manhattan Project, he finds no absolution, respite, or medicine to 

attenuate the painful awareness of his complicity in the death and destruction of 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  Halverson’s textbook case of post-traumatic stress disorder 

may have been fictional, but it was based on the author’s wartime work with the scientists 

and engineers that built the bomb. 

Between about 1945 and 1950, MIT, and other leading American colleges and 

universities, began to pay more attention to the symptoms—and speculate about the 

causes—of such despair.  Some blamed the growing rift between mind and heart, intellect 

and emotion, the light and the dark in the soul, for the sickness unto death, and prescribed 

a course of moral and spiritual education as the remedy.  Whether conceived morally, 

psychiatrically, or spiritually, humanity’s shadow side had thrust itself into view and, 

unless checked by the angels of its better nature, opened a window on the apocalypse.  

On witnessing the destructive power of the first atomic explosion in Los Alamos, 

physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer recalled words from the Baghavad Gita: “I am become 

Death, destroyer of worlds.”  Oppenheimer, the “father of the atomic bomb,” came to 

regard its development as a moral transgression.  “In some sort of crude sense, which no 

vulgarity, no humor, no overstatement can quite extinguish,” he observed in a 1947 

lecture to the students, faculty, and staff of MIT, “the physicists have known sin; and this 

is a knowledge which they cannot lose.”5  Many of these same scientists, like Halverson 

in the novel, left university campuses to work on the bomb or other military projects and 

returned at the end of the war.  Their high-profile presence on college and university 

faculties helped ensure that the social, moral, and religious issues and controversies 

surrounding science and technology would continue swirling in the cold war university.  

“The president of the university always spoke to him now, when they passed upon a 

campus walk, and at faculty meetings, where he say for years without saying a word, he 

was now actively urged to make his opinions known,” Halverson observes.  “He was 

always amazed at how silent they became when he spoke of his specialty.”6 

The advent of the atomic bomb raised profound questions about the social and 

moral responsibilities of scientists and engineers.  Yet one need not have been an atomic 

                                                 
5 Krige, John and Pestre, Dominique, Companion to science in the twentieth century (London and New 
York: The Taylor & Francis Group, 2003), P. 186 
6 Amrine, pp. 105-106 
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physicist, or have worked on the bomb, to be emotionally traumatized by its 

development, use, and possible impact on the future.  MIT mathematics professor 

Norbert Wiener was a case in point.  During the war, Wiener worked tirelessly to develop 

mathematical algorithms for improving the accuracy of British anti-aircraft fire—a 

project that ultimately helped to defeat Hitler’s air force in the critical Battle of Britain.  

He derived little consolation from that success, however, as he accurately envisioned the 

consequences of computerized warfare more than 50 years into the future.  If Wiener was 

deeply troubled by that frightening specter, “the obliteration of Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

left him horrified by what science and technology had done,” writes M. Mitchell 

Waldrop.  In an October 1945 letter to Albert Einstein, Daniel Q. Posten, an atomic 

physicist stationed at MIT during the war, described the bomb’s emotional effect on the 

mathematician.  “‘Wiener stands aghast—as though a man in a confused dream, and 

wonders what we must do, and he protests at scientific meetings the “Massacre of 

Nagasaki” which makes it easier, for some, to contemplate other massacres.’” By all 

accounts, Wiener was deeply troubled by the bomb and all it represented, and determined 

to take a personal and professional stand against it. 

 
When Wiener dropped into people’s offices around MIT during this period, his 
first comment was often “Do you think there will be another war?”  He talked 
darkly of the ‘tragic insolence of the military mind’ and brooded over the 
prospect of his own work being used for destructive ends.  On October 18, 1945, 
Wiener drafted a letter to MIT president Karl T. Compton submitting his 
resignation: “[I intend] to leave scientific work completely and finally . . . . I see 
no other course which accords with my conscience.”  Wiener’s immediate sense 
of despair evidently lifted, for his resignation letter was almost certainly never 
sent; his gusto for work shortly returned, as fervent as ever.  Nevertheless, the 
autumn of 1945 had been a turning point.7   

 

In the aftermath of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, MIT president Karl T. Compton and 

Norbert Wiener both responded to the profound moral issues raised by the bomb and, in 

the latter’s case, the ethics of using science and technology for military purposes.  

Compton wrote an article for the December 1946 issue of The Atlantic Monthly titled, “If 

the Atomic Bomb Had Not Been Used,” in which—predicated on assumptions about the 

morale and determination of the Japanese people and military to continue fighting a 
                                                 
7 Waldrop, M. Mitchell, The Dream Machine: J.C. R. Licklider and the Revolution That Made Computing 
Personal (New York: Penguin Books, 2002), p. 85 
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conventional war, casualty estimates for both sides in a U.S. invasion of the mainland, 

and the bomb’s evident success in forcing Japan’s surrender—he made one of the first 

moral arguments for the bomb’s use.8  An appreciative U.S. President Harry S. Truman 

sent Compton a personal note of thanks for his endorsement of the decision.  Compton’s 

argument was logical, as far as it went, but among other factors did not consider the 

fallout for the nation that dropped it.   

The next month’s issue of The Atlantic Monthly (January 1947) carried a rejoinder 

of sorts—a letter to the editor from Wiener headlined, “A Scientist Rebels.”  The 

submission was actually a copy of Wiener’s response to a scientist’s written request for 

information about a military project Wiener worked on during the war.  Wiener demurred 

and explained the reasons in his reply.  “I do not expect to publish any future work of 

mine,” he replied, “which may do damage in the hands of irresponsible militarists.  It is 

perfectly clear . . . that to disseminate information about a weapon in the present state of 

our civilization is to make it practically certain that that weapon will be used.”9   While 

most scientists did not go as far out on a limb as Wiener, some of his MIT colleagues also 

felt the weight of their moral responsibilities as educators at the nation’s leading science 

and engineering school.  Amidst growing debate about the nature of those responsibilities 

and what to do about them, school officials tried to balance competing aims.  It did not 

seem right for the institution to abdicate its responsibilities to the nation in time of war—

as some accused Wiener of doing—cold or otherwise.  Neither could they compromise 

MIT’s educational philosophy and values by aligning it too closely with the U.S. national 

security establishment, especially as the institution became increasingly dependent on 

government-sponsored research to pay the bills.  MIT’s leaders thus faced some difficult 

dilemmas in charting the school’s postwar future, as did the larger academic community 

of which they were apart—including faculty, staff, and undergraduate students, some of 

whom were beginning to question their participation in the budding “military-industrial” 

complex.  The moral choices facing the school transcended the domains of science and 

technology, and raised deeper philosophical questions of meaning, values, and purpose 

that were typically assigned to the humanities.  As school officials delved more deeply, 

                                                 
8 Compton, Karl T., “If the Atomic Bomb Had Not Been Used,” The Atlantic Monthly, December 1946, pp. 
54-56 
9 Wiener, Norbert, “A Scientist Rebels,” The Atlantic Monthly, January 1947, p. 46 
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however, they also discovered a crisis brewing in their own backyard:  MIT was suffering 

from a “problem of the humanities” that threatened its future and perhaps the world’s.  

For some two-and-a half years, the Committee on educational Survey, better known as 

the Lewis Committee, engaged in “exalted brooding” about the problem and its offshoots 

in hope of solving it.   

This chapter explores the evolution of internal debates about the “humanities 

problem” at MIT and other issues related to humanistic higher education amidst 

escalating anxieties about the breakdown of liberal civic consciousness and subjectivity 

and the postwar crisis in masculinity.  Broadly speaking, these issues are taken up in 

chronological order.  The first to be addressed is the historical background and context 

which made the humanities a “problem” needing to be solved at MIT.  As public 

perceptions of scientists and engineers, and the moral values of those who pursued them, 

became entangled with cold war and anxieties and suspicions, the “integration” of 

scientific and humanistic education took on a new urgency.  At a time when potential 

applicants were seeking a more balanced educational experience, MIT’s identification 

with wartime science and technology and narrowly specialized technical education 

weakened its ability to compete with other schools for the most sought-after students.  

The Lewis Committee identified and assessed the nature and severity of the “problem,” 

and advocated a comprehensive approach to addressing it.  In its final report, still 

considered a landmark statement of MIT’s postwar educational philosophy and identity, 

the Committee drew upon the saga of MIT to frame its recommendations, thereby 

authorizing reformers to experiment with different ways and means of implementing and 

achieving them, and issued a ringing endorsement of humanistic reform that created 

expectations which neither it nor the administration fully understood or was prepared to 

accept.  This chapter focuses on the issues surrounding humanistic education raised by 

the Lewis Committee and the possibilities and limits of liberal reform it exposed within 

the cold war university and postwar consensus.  It thus provides the foundation needed to 

evaluate initiatives designed to humanize MIT in the 1950s, and how far some were 

willing—or unwilling—to go achieve it. 
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Gods and Monsters 

In the immediate afterglow of victory, scientists and engineers appeared as avatars of the 

Enlightenment and its ultimate triumph over the forces of ignorance, superstition, and 

evil.  The infatuation was short-lived, however.  As the psychic shock of the bomb sank 

in, and Americans realized their own vulnerability to its horrors, awe turned to fear, and 

celebration to suspicion and anger at the bomb’s inventors and, by extension, the whole 

scientific enterprise.  As gods morphed into monsters, the fall from grace was swift and 

severe.  Along with greater awareness of the bomb’s proliferating dangers came new and 

disturbing questions:  Who were the people in this new priesthood that wielded the power 

of life and death?  What did they believe?  And, most importantly, whose side were they 

on?  The example of Nazi Germany and the monstrous results produced by scientists 

without a conscience was still fresh in the public mind.  The increasingly close 

association of science and technology with death and destruction threatened to erode 

public support for these fields, even among enthusiasts who formed a natural base of 

support.  A subscriber to Mechanix Illustrated, for example, angrily complained about an 

article in a recent issue that attributed information about a new atomic-powered missile to 

a government agency’s “progress report.”  The reader rebuked the magazine’s editor for 

associating the word “progress” with a weapon of mass destruction.  “How can a man 

have such a perverted mind as to call a weapon designed for wholesale cold-blooded 

mass-murder progress?     . . . What right has science to create and unleash such forces 

under the guise of progress and jeopardize the life of every living thing?”  The letter 

writer condemned science itself as “a terrifying Frankenstein which has gotten out of 

hand” and society “for approving of this monster and supporting it with its taxes.”10  By 

the late 1940s, the identity of the monster and the scientist in Shelley’s novel were so 

entangled in the public mind that the editor felt the need to clarify for his readers which 

was which.11   

                                                 
10 “Are Scientists Monsters?” Mechanix Illustrated, February 1949, p. 20 
11 Such concerns were hardly new, but stretched back to the early nineteenth century Romantic rebellion 
against scientific materialism epitomized by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley’s Frankenstein: The Modern 
Prometheus.  Like the original Prometheus myth, Shelley’s novel underscored the sin of intellectual 
pride—that overweening confidence in the rightness and rationality of one’s own motives, actions, and 
imagined ability to predict and control their consequences.  Shelley also skewered the common conceit that 
scientists were driven to their pursuits from the selfless desire to promote the common good.  In 
Frankenstein, Shelley pointed to the private, hidden pleasures, passions, and desires which also motivated 



 

 113

If humanity had indeed created a monster, it did not resemble the vampires, 

werewolves, or mummies that starred in the horror films of the 1930s.  Among the new 

villains were robots and “mechanical men” with “giant brains,” the computing machines 

developed during World War II that could be programmed to anticipate and “outthink” 

their human masters.  In the aftermath of the atomic bomb, members of the MIT 

community and broader American public were becoming anxious about the rapid 

development and application of computer technology and “push-button warfare.”  Fears 

about these “giant brains” taking over the world, or being used to control people’s 

thoughts and behaviors, were common themes in postwar popular culture.  Wiener 

foresaw the dangers far earlier than most.  In the early stages of World War II he had 

worked on systems for automatic gun sight targeting.  Using actual data on the midair 

evasive maneuvers made by German fighter pilots, the computer could instantly calculate 

and predict their responses a capability, dramatically increasing the accuracy of British 

anti-aircraft artillery during the Battle of Britain.  Important as it was to defeating the 

Nazis in that pivotal battle, Wiener was disturbed by the technology’s implications.  

Machines able to anticipate, predict, and “think” like human beings blurred—as never 

before—the boundaries between humans and machines.  It was this line of thought, in 

fact, that led Wiener to pursue further thinking and research about the similarities 

between humans and machines that created the field of “cybernetics.”  Cybernetics 

problematized what it meant to be “human” by problematizing the distinction between 

the human brain and a sophisticated “computing machine.”12  The advent of the computer 

age, Wiener recognized, created a crisis for the modern liberal citizen and state, whose 

social, moral, and political legitimacy depended on the capacity of individuals to think 

and act freely and independently and be moral accountable for their choices.   

                                                                                                                                                 
“men of science.”  “None but those who have experienced them can conceive of the enticements of 
science,” Victor Frankenstein muses to himself early in the novel.  “In other studies you go as far as others 
have gone before you, and there is nothing more to know; but in a scientific pursuit there is continual food 
for discovery and wonder.”11  Indulgence of a private hunger “for discovery and wonder,” with a willful 
disregard for the public good, was the root of greater evils.  The scientist’s repressed humanity ultimately 
would out: good intentions would inevitably be corrupted by deeper desires for power, glory, fame, or 
fortune.  Shelley’s Frankenstein, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s Dr. Grimshaw’s Sanitarium and short stories such as, “The Birthmark” and “Rappaccini’s 
Daughter,” and a panoply of less artful examples exposed the dark sides of “men of science.”    
12 For an excellent overview of Wiener and cybernetics, see: Conway, Flo and Siegelman, Jim, Dark Hero 
of the Information Age: In Search of Norbert Wiener—The Father of  Cybernetics (New York: Basic 
Books, 2005).  
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Lacking a well-balanced development of mind and heart, demagogues could turn 

them into automatons and “weaponize” their brains for evil purposes.  “The real question 

is this,” wrote L.M. Duryee in an article titled, “Training for Thinking—or Mass 

Production of Robots?” published in The Journal of Engineering Education: “Shall we 

bend our efforts to train men as human beings, taking their places of leadership in our 

industry and in our government, or are we merely going to concentrate still further on 

scientific training—with all that it entails—and turn out prefabricated scientific 

automatons?”13  What set humans apart from machines were those intangible qualities 

and characteristics—intuition, love, emotion, spirituality, etc.—developed by humanistic 

education.  Without these “softening” influences, science and engineering education 

could harden the heart and have other unintended side-effects for the whole society.  

“[T]he very survival of the American Way may be at stake,” Duryee wrote, in the success 

or failure of efforts to “substitute an Education for thinking in place of our present trend 

toward production of Robots.”14 

The specter of a computerized army of robots revolting against their human 

masters sounded like—and often was—something straight out of science fiction.  Norbert 

Wiener thought so, too, and wrote science fiction stories that dealt with the moral and 

spiritual problems raised by cybernetics, a field that he himself had founded during the 

war.  “[The] real danger . . . of such machines,” Wiener wrote, was that they might “be 

used by a human being or a block of human beings to increase their control over the rest 

of the human race or that political leaders may attempt to control their populations by 

means not of machines themselves but through political techniques as narrow and 

indifferent to human possibility as if they had, in fact, been conceived mechanically.”15  

Should that ever happen, Wiener and other MIT faculty knew, science and engineering 

school graduates would presumably be in the front ranks.  Some educators were 

concerned that their institutions were not doing enough to prevent such an occurrence by 

immunizing students against the mainstream culture of conformity.  Without the broad 

cultural perspective and critical thinking skills taught by humanistic education, highly 

                                                 
13 Duryee, L.M., “Training for Thinking—or Mass Production of Robots?” Journal of Engineering 
Education, Vol. XXXVI (1945-46), p. 292 
14 Ibid, p. 295  
15 Wiener, Norbert, The Human Use of Human Beings: Cybernetics and Society (Boston: Houghton-
Mifflin, 1954), p. 181 
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specialized students lacked the capacity to make independent moral judgments and, if 

conscience commanded, to defy authority and disobey orders.   

Wiener shared his growing concerns about the morality of science and 

engineering—both of which were central to his work in mathematics—with his 

colleagues at MIT.  Near the end of the war, he hosted a famous and well-attended series 

of “supper seminars” at his home that drew some of MIT’s leading thinkers and policy 

makers, including faculty “superstars” such as Jerrold Zacharias, Victor Weisskopf, and 

future MIT presidents Jerome Wiesner and James R. Killian.16  In the summer and fall of 

1946, however, he became increasingly despondent about the gap between his moral 

convictions and participation in military research.  He continued to speak out against 

militarism following publication of “A Scientist Rebels”; in mid-February 1947, for 

example, he lectured on “The Lag between Sociological and Scientific Developments” at 

the MIT Hillel Foundation.  “In the talk,” The Tech reported, “he will raise further the 

issue of moral responsibility for the application of scientific discoveries to ‘the bombing 

and poisoning of defenseless people.’”17  Wiener was not alone in his concerns about 

fragmentation, narrowness, and morality as nuclear anxieties merged with and reinforced 

the rising tensions of the cold war.  Other faculty and school officials were also bothered 

by MIT’s increasing dependence on federal funding for military related research and its 

effects on the faculty, students, and educational environment.  In the summer of 1946, as 

Wiener stiffened his resolve to withdraw from military-related research, some of them 

were quietly discussing their own moral concerns and, behind the scenes, urging the 

administration to identify, address, and shoulder its responsibilities for those aspects of 

contemporary science and technology that posed the greatest threat to humanity’s 

survival.   

Students brought another perspective to the challenges facing postwar MIT.  

Some faulted MIT for not supplying them with enough humanistic education to form 

responsible opinions about the moral arguments put forth by Compton and Wiener.  

Undergraduate opinion leaders urged school officials to increase both the quality and 

quantity of humanistic educational opportunities at MIT.  A December 1946 editorial in 

                                                 
16 Conway, Flo and Siegelman, Jim, pp. 327-28  
17 “Dr. Wiener to Talk on Moral Issues,” The Tech, February 14, 1947, p. 6 
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The Tech, for example, described the humanities as “submerge[d] . . .  to such depths that 

their influence can scarcely be felt.  The humanities instructors make valiant efforts to 

imbue their students with a smattering of liberality, but they are beating their heads 

against a stone wall of indifference and even antagonism caused by the general attitude of 

the faculty and general world of science and engineering.”  If “engineers were to be 

inculcated with a sense of social responsibility,” and become “true servants of humanity,” 

the writer continued, they needed to start asking some tough questions of themselves: 

“Am I working for the best interests of humanity; is humanity prepared to accept what I 

am about to bestow upon it, and if not, how can I help to prepare it for that acceptance?”  

Those who took these concerns seriously also recognized their lack of life experience, 

breadth of education, and perspective to make any definitive reply.  By obtaining “a 

thorough grounding-in the so-called ‘liberal’ courses which serve to integrate his 

comprehension of science with that of his fellow man,” however, students could begin to 

better understand and engage with the questions.  “Only in this way can he round himself 

out as an individual and give himself that sense of social responsibility which is so vital 

to the future peace and security of humanity.”18   MIT served both as an avatar of the 

future and a screen onto which Americans projected their worst fears and brightest hopes 

for the society that would emerge in the aftermath of World War II.  If the future were 

not already writ, perhaps, by educating scientists and engineers with a conscience, the 

world they produced would be livable.     

It was not clear, however, what it might mean to humanize MIT along these lines 

or how it might help students build a freer, safer, and more peaceful world.  What civic 

virtues should MIT promote among students?   Postwar liberalism attributed America’s 

moral superiority over the Soviet Union to the former’s adherence to the virtues of 

democratic capitalism.  By ensuring the rights of free speech and thought, especially, the 

liberal democratic state provided a field in which citizens could creatively construct their 

own subjectivity, sense of self, and participation in the marketplace.  Yet the nation was 

fighting a war—a cold war, granted, but a war nonetheless.  Just how much freedom of 

speech and dissent could the cold war university tolerate in these circumstances?   That 

issue, in turn, raised deeper questions about higher education’s social and moral 

                                                 
18 “Scylla and Charybdis,” The Tech, December 13, 1946, p. 2 
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obligations to the state versus the individual in a prolonged period of “armed truce.”  

What were the proper public and private roles of humanist educators, to whom 

responsibility for “moral education” was delegated within the cold war university and 

American society?  What did humanist educators owe their students, as both classroom 

teachers and quasi-official guidance counselors who cared about their academic studies 

and personal struggles with societal values and norms?  What if these roles conflicted?   

In addition to questions about which values should be taught, and by whom, there was 

also the question of how to integrate “values education” into an already overcrowded 

science and engineering curriculum.  And there was another rub.  How would MIT 

respond if humanization clashed with mainstream American culture?19  What if the 

“whole men” and women educated at MIT began questioning the morality of the 

missions mapped out for them by the national security state?   Put another way, in the 

context and culture of the cold war, just how free could MIT, and other colleges and 

universities dependent on federal dollars, encourage their students to be?   

 

 

Integrated Education 

The wartime emphasis on immediate practical utility substantially changed the look and 

feel of the MIT campus and those of other institutions nationwide.  The stark contrast 

between pre- and postwar campus architecture reflected a broader shift in academic 

culture nationwide.  At colleges and universities across the country, the prewar campus 

aimed to inspire a devotion to timeless truths and values.  Campuses were typically 

isolated and contained (physically or psychologically) to create the atmosphere of an 

academic village, set apart from the marketplace, where scholars contemplated and 

created knowledge and transmitted cultural traditions and values to the next generation of 

                                                 
19 The leading exponents of postwar liberalism, those whose political ideas and vision underpinned the civil 
rights movement and other progressive movements, were neither purists or idealistic dreamers.  Because 
they recognized the difficulty and complexity of America’s postwar challenges, they rejected simple, 
formulaic solutions or ideologies.  Instead, they embraced humanist values while, at the same time, 
cultivating an ironic detachment toward them.  They were suspicious of passionate commitment to any 
party line—liberal, progressive, conservative, or otherwise—because the substitution of passion for 
deliberation would corrode the foundation of American democracy.  Above all, they feared that demagogic 
appeals to emotion would cause the masses and their leaders to abandon the humility required of the 
world’s most powerful nation and promote arrogance.  The tragic irony, of course, is that postwar liberals 
forgot to include themselves when warning about the dangers of hubris. 
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elites.  The buildings that went up during and after the war, by contrast, dispensed with 

the marble pillars, the “timeless” stone-etched quotations of founders and leading men, 

and other aesthetic trimmings.  Their functionalist designs bore greater resemblance to 

the corporate office building than to the neo-classical, Gothic, or ecclesiastical styles that 

exalted the acquisition of knowledge as a moral virtue.  These stylistic shifts signified 

deeper transformations in academic culture of the kind noted by historian Thomas 

Bender—the new emphasis on science and expertise, importance of relationships 

between higher education, business, and government, and the growing influence of 

politics on college curricula.20  Something central to the purpose of a college education, 

namely the humanistic cultivation of morality and character, was in danger of being lost. 

  “By even the casual observer it must be admitted that imperceptibly the aim of the 

academic world has shifted more and more from education  and culture to applications 

and specialized training,” observed Robert W. King, a high-level executive at Bell 

Laboratories.  “Academic officialdom now puts its stamp of approval upon a livelihood 

rather than a life; in consequence, it puts the material productivity of the individual to the 

social group above his importance to himself.  It gives the highest academic sanction to 

the studies which rate as economic capital rather than to those which fructify culture.”  

The implication of this shift, King continued, was “that the individual’s highest mission 

is a utilitarian one toward society.”21  This dominant trend was hardly conducive to the 

education of “whole” men and women.  It was a particular problem with respect to gifted 

students, whose emotional maturity often lagged behind their intellectual development, 

creating a gap that could cause psychological problems later on.  Postwar advisories 

about the mental, moral, social, and emotional hazards of premature specialization in 

science and engineering were not uncommon.  Yet students of science and engineering 

were increasingly expected to begin developing knowledge and skills in these fields at an 

early age.  As early specialization became more and more important for career success, 

young people felt increasing pressure to choose prematurely, long before knowing 

themselves well enough to choose wisely. “This forces the issue to a head before the 

                                                 
20 See Bender, Thomas and Schorske, Carl E., American Academic Cultures in Transformation (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
21 King, Robert W., “Condensation of a Report on Course XV, MIT,” Journal of Engineering Education, 
Vol. XXXVI (1945-46), p. 639 
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individual is ready or able to make a wise decision,” noted a prominent expert on 

adolescent development.  “Realizing that the early choice he must make may not prove to 

be satisfactory to him when the time comes to go to work, the youth’s concern leads to 

emotional tension.”22  Because of all the education and training involved, if the field in 

which the student specialized turned out to be a poor fit, it was becoming more “difficult 

or even impossible” to switch to another.  Students preparing to enter these specialized 

fields should be forewarned that they—like the atom—could be split, divided, or 

otherwise alienated by science and engineering education.23   

So should parents, some of whom feared it happening to their child.  A father who 

learned that his son planned to become an engineer wrote him a cautionary letter, a copy 

                                                 
22 Hurlock, Elizabeth B., Adolescent Development (New York: McGraw-Hill Book, 1949), pp. 266-267 
23 Psychologists had been dispensing this advice since the latter 19th and early 20th centuries.  By the turn-
of-the-century, some psychologists and physicians were warning, on the basis of scientific authority, that 
“specialization in early years in place of all-round culture is disastrous both to the individual and to 
society.”  The formative years of youth, the period from about 15 to 25, were a time of “plasticity” when it 
was relatively easy to mold young minds and hearts in a positive direction.  It was important to lay a solid 
foundation for “all-round culture and special vocational power” in this critical phase of adolescent 
development, noted vocational psychologist and author Frank Parsons.  “If you were moulding a statue in 
plaster of Paris, you would not think it wise to neglect the work or let it drag along half-done till the plastic 
mass had stiffened into rigidity.”  Premature specialization fixed a young person’s development too soon, 
thus sapping the life energy of American society and creating a weak and passive generation.  “That is why 
college graduates . . . often fail to make good in business,” Parsons observed.  “They are good bookworms, 
sponges, absorbing machines, but they do not know how to do things, and have no taste for doing things.  
They are really unfitted, by their habits of passive absorption, for the active life of the business world.”  
Despite these ill-effects, Parsons worried, “practically all our children are subject to the evil of unbalanced 
specialization,—specialization that is not founded upon, or accompanied by, the broad culture and 
experience that should form its basis and be continued as coordinate factors in a full development, —
specialization that is not only unbalanced and ill-founded, but also in many cases inherently narrow, 
inefficient, and hurtful in itself.”  

Experts also attributed certain mental and emotional pathologies in adults to an overspecialized 
education.  “Egotism and altruism are the characteristics of an enlightened mind,” wrote physician Henry S. 
Munro in a textbook designed to help general practitioners understand and apply psychic and “suggestive” 
techniques to “efficaciously” treat their patients. 

 
An individual with the first quality only, however, without the second to balance it, is converted 
into a character that would be more aptly described by some other adjective. Such men are 
everywhere, in all professions and avocations of life. They are those who have acquired a one-
pointed view of seeing things. They follow the path illumined by the light of a narrow intellect so 
long until their faculties for any other conception or interpretation become dwarfed and useless. 
 
The egotism of the specialist, then, becomes a dangerous and abused quality of human personality 
the very moment he unduly exaggerates the importance of his specialty, to the neglect of other lines 
of sane, sensible, rational therapeutic measures.  
 

Physicians, psychiatrists, and vocational guidance counselors blamed specialization for a host of other ills, 
and promoting an undue regard for materialistic self-interest that discouraged young people from 
identifying their interests with those of the community or society as a whole.   
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of which he also sent anonymously to the editors of Harper’s magazine, where it 

appeared in the August 1945 issue.  In the letter, the father criticized what he considered 

the undue praise lavished on science during the war and counseled his son not to get 

caught up in the enthusiasm.  “I want to repeat for emphasis that this is not said to pooh-

pooh the physical scientists or to try to talk you out of a field of work where I agree you 

belong,” he wrote.  “It is said to redress a balance in present day American thinking, 

especially among people of your age.  Ultra-materialism, which concentrates on things, 

bears a large part of the responsibility for the war and for the mess the peace is quite 

likely to be.”24  The father pleaded with his son to supplement course requirements in 

science and engineering with humanistic studies.  “What does this add up to in terms of 

the decisions that you must soon make?  In the first place, it is an argument against over-

specialization at an early age in engineering or any other physical science.   

 
It is a plea that in choosing a college, picking courses, and above all in your 
general reading and interests, you try to develop that side of you which needs 
most development namely, what the colleges call liberal arts or the humanities. 
These are the really practically important achievements of the human race; the 
ones which determine whether we go ahead or back.  An engineer or a farmer, as 
well as a lawyer or a journalist, who doesn’t know a little of them is likely to be 
frustrated as a person and not very useful as a citizen.25 
 

Undue emphasis on science, technology, and the satisfaction of material desire, were seen 

as serious threats to postwar democracy.  Among the most worrisome pressures on free 

choice, in the view of many postwar liberals, was western civilization’s glorification of 

reason and rationality at the expense of the ineffable realms of the heart, spirit, and 

emotion.  To avoid falling victim to their narrowing tendencies, the father urged his son 

to “develop that side of you which needs the most development,” i.e. the psychological 

and spiritual side best developed by humanistic study.  For the safety and sanity of the 

individual and society, science and engineering students needed to spend more time 

boosting their moral, emotional, and spiritual I.Q.   

Whether or not the son ever read his father’s letter in Harper’s, or it had the 

intended effect, incoming college students were generally receptive to the advice it 

                                                 
24 Anonymous, “Letter to a Seventeen-Year-Old Son,” Harper’s Magazine, Vol. 191, No. 1143, August 
1945, p 172 
25 Ibid, p 173 
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contained.  “Present-day college students are overwhelmingly opposed to purely 

vocational or classical education,” reported New York Times education correspondent 

Benjamin Fine in January 1945.  “Ninety percent of the students” in a nationwide survey, 

Fine reported, “declared that they wanted a combination course in ‘earning a living’ and 

‘how to live,’ holding that they desire to combine vocational training and the liberal arts.  

About 10 percent of the men students were interested in vocational training only, while a 

much smaller group of women students wished to see this as their postwar educational 

pattern.”26  Students wanted to acquire the knowledge and skills needed for personal and 

professional success, but also expected college to help them develop an inner life rooted 

in values and principles to build better futures in a world still at war.  Though the 

philosophical pillars of western civilization might be crumbling around them, an 

“integrated” set of private beliefs could help students work through their uncertainties 

and doubts and successfully “adjust” to their life circumstances and society’s norms and 

values.  College could provide the resources, opportunities, and environment in which to 

develop that philosophy and achieve a healthy social “adjustment.”  Some students were 

undoubtedly enticed by images of college life represented in postwar popular culture that 

portrayed the campus as a place to broaden one’s horizons and develop a moral code or 

“philosophy of life” to navigate postwar change and uncertainty.27  In fact, many 

institutions sold prospective students on the idea that this was one of the primary benefits 

of a college education.   Either way, an institution’s perceived strength in the humanities 

and/or liberal arts could nudge students toward one college or another.   

Colleges and universities recognized and responded to the demand, and sponsored 

countless conferences, colloquia, symposia, committees, and other meetings of minds to 

discuss humanistic education and its role in solving the postwar “crisis” in higher 

education.  Harvard University released its famous Report on the Role of General 

Education in a Free Society—informally known as the “red book” due to the color of its 

cover—which argued that the spiritual “unity” fostered by the humanistic heritage of 

western civilization was critical to maintaining stability and order in an increasingly 

                                                 
26 Fine, Benjamin, “Education in Review:  Survey Shows Civilian Students are Preparing Themselves 
Mainly for Peacetime Careers,” New York Times, January 7, 1945, p. E9 
27 See Umphlett, Wiley Lee, The Movies Go to College: Hollywood and the World of the College-Life 
Film (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1984) 
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diverse democratic society.28  On these occasions, self-flagellating humanists often 

blamed themselves for failing to foresee and prevent the tragedy of World War II during 

the interwar years by making humanistic education more clearly relevant to their 

students.  In an understandable, but self-interested attempt to break out of their marginal 

position in the research university, and better compete with the science-based disciplines, 

they had placed literary and aesthetic values at the center of their fields and marginalized 

the social and moral dimensions.   Failure to use their subjects as means of moral 

education counted among the glaring lapses of higher education, some believed—even a 

cause of the war itself.   To atone for their sins, and maintain the place of the humanities 

in the postwar period, they eagerly took on the job of awakening science and engineering 

students to their civic and moral responsibilities.29   

Integrated education also provided a moral and spiritual basis for distinguishing 

the aims of American versus Soviet higher education.  U.S. higher education’s emphasis 

on integrating values into the science and engineering education, some argued, 

demonstrated the nation’s intent to use its science and technology for peaceful purposes.  

The supposed lack of humanistic content in the curricula of Soviet science and 

engineering schools, conversely, betrayed the militaristic mission for which it was 

designed.  This difference enabled the United States to articulate a positive message of 

what it stood for in the cold war, rather than simply what it was against, i.e. communism.   

“Can our work on integration result in developing more positive thinking in this country, 

in fact, an Ideology for Democracy in the Atomic Age?” wondered Fritz Kuhn, head of 

the Foundation for Integrated Education, established in 1949.  At the Foundation’s first 

formal meeting, Kuhn offered integrated education as the antidote to America’s anti-

everything attitude.  “There is a very prevalent pattern of ‘negative’ thinking in the 

United States.  We know more clearly what we are against than what we are for.  We 

seem less confident than adherents of totalitarian ‘isms.’ Can our discussions . . . result in 

                                                 
28 Report of the Harvard Committee on General Education in a Free Society (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1946) pp. 43-44 
29 Probably the war’s most significant and enduring effect on the humanities was to accelerate a transition 
already well underway—the shift from a relatively static model of humanistic education based on the study 
of classic texts towards one designed to integrate “values” into vocational education.  Vocational and 
professional education equipped students with the knowledge and skills to make a living whereas 
humanistic education gave them the broader perspective needed to make a life.  Humanists dealt with 
questions of moral, spiritual, social value. 
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enabling more people throughout the country to recognize that the effects of our 

contemporary disintegration are more menacing to Democracy, Freedom, and the 

American economic pattern than the worst of the current subversive ‘isms’?”30   

Unfortunately, the winds were not blowing in a favorable direction.  Mainstream 

Americans’ fear of “disintegration” was fostering a retreat to “traditional” values and a 

mindset which envisioned change as their mortal enemy.  “Current discussions of the 

education world—and not alone the American sector—suggest the imminence of a 

reactionary tide,” predicted Robert W. King.  Questions about the proper role of higher 

education in shaping the consciousness of college students “arise on every hand,” King 

wrote.  “How can the college student—and youth generally—be more firmly 

indoctrinated with respect to his place in the world and his humanistic obligations to 

society? . . . Now that man has taken into his own hands the custodianship of more and 

more effective instruments of destruction, how can his faculty of moral judgment be 

sufficiently developed in youth to insure his controlling power wisely?”  The traditional 

and facile response was for Americans to pass the buck to educators and let them worry 

about it.  “Yet,” as King observed, “the more clearly we envisage the world’s enigmas, 

the less adequate do the processes and promises of education seem.”  He compared 

humanity’s predicament to “that of the polar bear afloat on a cake of ice in the Gulf 

Stream.”  It was hard to say which had it worse.  The stubborn insistence that an 

educational solution be found stemmed from the understandable unwillingness to adopt a 

“fatalistic view.  Considering the great success attending exploration of the physical 

world, we are loath to admit impotence in the field of social phenomena no matter how 

tough the going.”31  The breakthroughs in science and technology that produced the 

atomic bomb were not accompanied by a social or moral evolution of equivalent 

magnitude.  Yet higher education was not conceding defeat.  

 

 

 

                                                 
30 Kunz, F.L., Issues in Integration: First National Workshop on Integration of the Foundation for 
Integrated Education, University of New Hampshire, August 16-20, (New York: The Foundation for 
Integrated Education, Inc., 1948), p. 3 
31 King, Robert W., “Condensation of a Report on Course XV, MIT,” Journal of Engineering Education, 
Vol. XXXVI (1945-46), p. 640 
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What Were They Fighting For? 

The changing demographics of the postwar college student population—largely due to 

the influx of veterans taking advantage of their education benefits under the G.I. Bill—

also created pressure for educational reform and change in the cold war university.  

Beyond the logistical challenge of squeezing more students onto crowded campuses, 

these “non-traditional” students brought with them a broader range of needs, questions, 

and expectations about the nature and purpose of higher education.  Not only did veterans 

tend to be “more serious” and focused on preparing for future careers than the average 

18-year-old freshman; veterans were still mentally and emotionally readjusting to civilian 

life.  Some educators expected the humanities to play an important role in the process.  In 

the case of veterans embittered by their war experiences, noted J. Richard Toven, the 

psychologist in charge of advising veterans at New York University, “the counselor must 

begin his work by building up a well-balanced philosophy of life” in the students who 

came to him for help.32  This same treatment protocol—treating the veteran’s “bitterness” 

and “discontent” by adding a dose of “meaning” and “values” to professional training—

could also help non-veterans with similar symptoms become less “dissatisfied” and better 

“adjusted” to their circumstances and society.  The line between psychological 

intervention and ideological indoctrination could be thin indeed.  That did not mean that 

veterans’ interest in meaning and values was manufactured by psychologists, however, or 

that their prescriptions were necessarily unwelcome.  To make sense out of their wartime 

experiences, some veterans were interested in the “big questions” of meaning and value 

in relation to their personal and professional lives, and wanted to explore them in the 

course of their college education.  While the needs of the veterans—some of whom were 

married with children—were “of an obviously more practical nature,” Toven explained, 

this did “not mean that the liberal arts should be omitted.  As a matter of fact, surprisingly 

large numbers of returning men and women are asking that such courses be made an 

integral part of their educational programs, because they are convinced that cultural 

courses are valuable to them.”33   

                                                 
32 Toven, J. Richard, “College Counseling for the War Veteran,” Journal of Educational Sociology, Vol. 
18, No. 6 (Feb., 1945), p. 333 
33 Ibid, p. 331 
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Articles about the educational needs and interests of veterans consistently 

emphasized their “practicality,” primarily vocational orientation, and eagerness to learn 

what they needed to get a good job and move into middle-class suburbia.  Even when the 

media did acknowledge other possible motivations, they still tended to be characterized 

in monetary terms.  The value of the liberal arts and assorted “cultural courses” was 

typically cast in terms of honing the “human relations” skills that veterans needed to 

succeed in business.  In addition to learning to make a living, however, some veterans 

entertained higher hopes about the role of higher education in their own lives and the 

nation’s.  “Many veterans have returned to college after three or four years in uniform, 

with the belief that one of the few common convictions binding the country together is 

faith in education,” wrote M.T. Cooke, Jr. a student-veteran studying at MIT in 1946.  

“Intellectual curiosity” and “practical” economic self-interest alone, he insisted, did not 

explain why he and his fellow veterans were flocking to college campuses or why they 

“pursued their studies with such fervor. 

 
Is it not possible that the master motive, which, though often unsuspected, has 
guided the veteran back to college, is a bravely, perhaps naïvely, idealistic belief 
in the power of the individual, through knowledge and reason, to refashion and 
improve our world.  Although visionary, this idealistic response to the 
irrationality of war shows a tough practicality and realism that distinguishes it 
from callow hopefulness, and may ensure it longer life than a similar mood after 
the last World War.34 

 
If true, veterans did not, at least on this score, require special philosophical 

accommodations, since higher education maintained its mission of elevating and 

enlightening the human spirit and preparing students to live an examined life.  On another 

level, however, significant developmental differences between veterans and “traditional” 

college students, in terms of age, life experience, marital status, etc., did seem to call for 

an adjustment of methods and openness to experimentation that took account of these 

differences.  While veterans wanted a more flexible system better suited to their needs, 

Cooke observed, colleges were not seizing the “rare opportunity” to institute reforms.  

Yet these were relatively minor criticisms, Cooke acknowledged, that “did not strike at 

the heart of the failings of our present educational system, which was “the distinct 

                                                 
34 Cooke, Jr., M.T., “The Need for Direction and Meaning,” The American Scholar, Vol. 16, No. 3 
(Summer 1947), p. 344 
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possibility of our colleges becoming trade or vocational schools, under the pressure of a 

misinformed desire for the practical in education.  

 
By an easy debasement of the word and the theory, a practical education can lose 
its soul and become simply a material education, which gives the individual only 
mechanical skill instead of intellectual self-reliance. To forestall this eventuality, 
our colleges must overcome their present fear of philosophy and ethics, and at 
least supplement the continuing trend toward greater specialization by an 
increased encouragement and stimulation of a philosophic outlook [emphasis 
added], which can relate specialized pursuits and give direction and meaning to 
education.35   

 
Just because a student was studying a practical field in science or engineering, Cooke 

argued, did not mean they lacked interest in the larger social and moral issues facing 

them as citizens and future professionals.  In a culture rife with concern about the 

direction of western civilization, the morality of science and technology, and 

philosophical questions about the nature of good and evil, veterans did not necessarily 

want to forego a liberal arts education to attend MIT.  When it came to “readjusting” 

themselves to civilian life, however, some veterans questioned the norms and values of 

the society to which they were adjusting. 

 

 

The Committee on Educational Survey 

James R. Killian, a top official in the Compton administration and future MIT president, 

was among those listening to the moral and spiritual concerns of students and faculty on 

the postwar campus.  Like other college and university administrators, he and other 

school officials knew that the end of hostilities did not mean returning to business as 

usual before the war.  The changes and transformations wrought by the conflict and their 

implications for national and international security made that impossible.  It was not 

clear, however, what role higher education could, or should, play in national defense, or 

how it would affect perceptions of the school’s undergraduate program among 

prospective students.  Should MIT embrace and build upon its recent wartime successes?  

What were MIT’s moral and civic obligations to the United States in times of war and 

peace?  To what extent could it participate in military research and development and 
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maintain its historic institutional identity, mission, and values?  How should it respond to 

the moral and philosophical problems created by atomic weapons?  However these 

questions were—or were not—addressed could radically redefine the undergraduate 

school and its mission.  Some faculty believed that MIT’s growing dependence on 

sponsored research was incompatible with the goals and values of undergraduate 

education, and saw the Institute’s postwar challenges as an opportunity to achieve real 

educational reform.  The trend at MIT, whose growing financial dependence on 

government sponsored research imperiled the integrity and future of its teaching mission, 

could seem particularly worrisome.  With no end to the cold war in sight, the continued 

drain/diversion of faculty, staff, and other resources into/toward non-educational 

priorities/purposes, could worsen the situation and make it permanent.  Faculty were 

concerned that MIT’s institutional identity and humanistic heritage were jeopardized by 

their lack of influence and the demands of sponsored research.  Others would eliminate 

such concerns by doing away with undergraduate education altogether and converting 

MIT into a school for advanced graduate study and research. 

As the first anniversary of the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki approached, 

Killian proposed a plan that led MIT down the path to humanization.  The idea in the 

August 5, 1946 memo sounded harmless enough:  the appointment of a committee to 

study the state of education at the Institute in light of its recent wartime experience and 

anticipated postwar needs.  Now that the war was over, and MIT had begun reconverting 

for peace, it was time to take stock, especially of the undergraduate program that was 

most disrupted by the national emergency and in need of extra attention.  “Do our 

admission requirements need revision?  Are we too specialized in our undergraduate 

program in the upper two years?  Have we yet allotted enough time for humanistic 

studies?  Do we require too much routine and scheduled work of our students, leaving too 

little time for self-development?  Do we have a sufficiently strong corps of instructors 

available for undergraduate instruction?”36  These and related issues were not academic, 

Killian explained in his memoirs, but critical to MIT’s long-term success.  With strong 

support from the MIT faculty, Compton approved the proposal and appointed a five-

                                                 
36 Killian, James R., The Education of a College President: A Memoir (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), 
p. 428 
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member Committee on Educational Survey, more commonly known as the Lewis 

Committee, chaired by MIT Professor Warren Kendall Lewis, to assess the state of the 

Institute and recommend action to “to establish the primacy of teaching and research by 

rapidly rebuilding the undergraduate and graduate schools” after the war.37  Over the 

course of the next two-and-a-half years, group members would hold more than 90 formal 

meetings in which they debated educational philosophies and the relationship between 

science, technology, and society; meet in small groups to share ideas with MIT faculty in 

a range of disciplines; exchange myriad memos with each other and non-Committee 

faculty, staff, and administration; and discuss the “problem of the humanities” with 

prominent outside experts over tea.   

At the outset of its proceedings, however, the Committee had to address what was 

becoming a growing problem of institutional identity or, in one member’s words, “What 

are we trying to do?  What is the relation to our activities here at MIT to the community 

and to the world at large? . . . Only when we have decided what kind of a product we 

wish to develop will we be in a position to recommend the manner in which the 

development should occur.”38  Other Committee members agreed on the need to develop 

a unifying theme that would reflect the institution’s humanistic values, culture, and 

commitment to educating the “whole man”—an ideal that gained legitimacy and support 

from the humanistic heritage celebrated in the saga of MIT.  This new emphasis, the 

Committee hoped, would ease public fears that MIT and other universities were 

educating cold, calculating scientists and engineers who did not care about the social or 

moral consequences of their work.  It was also intended to reassure potential applicants, 

current students, and parents—who were otherwise hesitant about sending their offspring 

to attend a narrowly focused institution—that MIT cared about young people’s moral, 

emotional, and spiritual welfare as well as their academic and professional development.  

And it reassured members of the MIT community that the school would not abandon its 

progressive values and identity. 

One or another version of the same question kept cropping up:  What was it that 

distinguished MIT as an institution?   “Apparently we all agree that it is vital to the 

                                                 
37 The Mid-Century Convocation at MIT, March 31, April 1-2, 1949, MIT Institute Archives and Special 
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effective progress of our study that the over-all objectives of the Institute in this new era 

be defined clearly and agreed upon as early as possible,” wrote John R. Loofbourow, an 

associate professor of English and linguistics, in a memo summarizing the Committee’s 

work through mid-November 1947.  “Thus it is frequently said that only when the aims 

and purposes of the Institute have been defined clearly will it be possible to plan and to 

put into effect the steps necessary to achieve these aims.”39  In support of that position, 

Loofbourow quoted from a memo issued by Jay Stratton shortly after the group’s first 

meeting.  “First, I should like to establish the objectives of this institution,” Stratton had 

written.  “What are we trying to do?  What is the relation of our activities at MIT to the 

community and to the world at large?  When we have determined the function or mission 

of the Institute, I think we can then proceed to formulate an educational program . . . Only 

when we have decided what kind of a product we wish to develop will we be in a position 

to recommend the manner in which the development should take place [emphasis 

added].”40  Before recommending a humanistic education program suitable for MIT, 

Committee members would have to envision the desired “end-product.”  It was also clear 

from the start that the Committee would focus much of its attention on the challenge of 

developing humanistic education for undergraduates.   To meet the growing demand 

among young people for a broadening college experience, and maintain the value of the 

MIT degree to employers, the school had to humanize undergraduate education.  “The 

education of young engineers along technical or professional lines presents many 

problems,” he noted, “but it is my opinion that these may prove simple in contrast with 

what may be termed the ‘problem of the humanities.’” 

The “problem of the humanities” in MIT’s undergraduate program came up early 

in the Committee’s life.  Not only was it the sole issue considered “in some detail” at 

their first meeting on January 17, 1947, but the Committee also voted to take the “first 

step toward solving the problem” by initiating one-on-one contacts with individual 

faculty in the Humanities department.41  Rather than seek to “revolutionize higher 

                                                 
39 John R. Loofbourow to CES, November 14, 1947, MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 3, Vol. 1 
40 Stratton’s comments are cited in the Loofbourow memo of  November 14, 1947, MIT Archives, AC 124, 
Box 3, Vol. 1  
41 Nevertheless, there was nothing predestined about MIT’s decision to undertake a thorough postwar 
review of its humanities program.  Killian did not call for it in his original proposal for a study on the “state 
of education” at MIT.  Compton did not appoint anyone from the humanities or social sciences faculty to 
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education in America,” however, as the Harvard Committee on General Education in a 

Free Society had avowed, the Lewis Committee would focus on MIT’s special needs and 

circumstances and, in the words of one member, “study, evaluate, and (hopefully) 

determine the place of MIT in the educational picture.”42  While the MIT group focused 

inward, it also approached the humanities problem from the perspective of students’ and 

employers postwar needs and desires.  “The question of what constitutes fundamental 

education for the scientist, engineer, and architect,” wrote R.H. Robnett, had to be 

reviewed from the ground up.  Whereas the Harvard group emphasized subject matter, 

Robnett advocated a student-centered perspective.43    

The “problem of the humanities” was inseparably linked to another urgent issue:  

The weakening of MIT’s ability to compete for the nation’s best and brightest students.  

Its’ perceived weakness in humanistic education was reducing its appeal to the “broadly 

talented, versatile students” bound for leadership positions in industry and government 

that Compton and Killian had, since the 1930s, been working the hardest to get, and 

whose matriculation they considered a benchmark of “institutional progress.”44  For these 

potential applicants and their parents, MIT could appear to be the cold, heartless, machine 

that students and alumni sometimes referred to as “The Factory,” i.e. little concerned with 

its students’ social, emotional, psychological and spiritual welfare.  The resulting 

educational environment might seem less than optimal for 18-year-olds struggling with 

the normal issues of adolescence—to say nothing of those needing extra help with the 

social and psychological challenges of young adulthood.  In fact, rumors about the 

Institute’s inhospitable “atmosphere” were even leading some alumni to discourage their 

sons and daughters from applying there.  “Many of our prominent alumni are sending 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Committee on Educational Survey.  Many in the administration and faculty saw no pressing need to 
focus special attention on MIT’s humanities program, one with such relative insignificance to the Institute’s 
overall operations.  Historically, some had always questioned whether MIT should offer the humanities at 
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faculty “regarding the problem of the Humanities” and they reportedly felt “very strongly” that they should 
be represented.   
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their sons to liberal arts colleges with the idea that they will come to the Institute for 

graduate study,” noted Thomas K. Sherwood, Dean of the Engineering School.45  The 

negative image driving away promising applicants and lowering undergraduate morale 

was not entirely in the eye of the beholder, school officials recognized.  “[A]n honest 

appraisal of our undergraduate program and an examination of the work of our 

competitors will show, we believe, that these criticisms are not without foundation, and 

that even though our undergraduate program may be as good as it ever was,” Bryant 

wrote, “our competitive advantage in the field of undergraduate education has been 

seriously weakened in recent years.”46  MIT was not geared to producing well-rounded 

graduates, a weakness that was eroding its competitiveness with other institutions, 

particularly the Ivy League schools whose campuses offered “atmosphere” in addition to 

erudition.  “At the present time we are getting good candidates for admission to the first 

year,” Sherwood warned, “but this may not continue.  It may be that there has already 

been some change in the character of the freshmen and that we tend to get more men of 

the type who had a chemistry laboratory in their basement at home and fewer of the all-

around type who are born leaders.”47  If nothing changed, the trend could become self-

reinforcing, further narrowing its applicant pool undergraduate students, and threatening 

the school’s reputation as a leading educational innovator and incubator of future leaders 

in science, engineering, business, and government.  “The persistence of a popular feeling 

that MIT is illiberal and narrowly specialized will mean that MIT will attract students 

who want to be illiberal and narrowly specialized, and will lose many of the most 

promising students upon whom the inferiority of our undergraduate school depends.”48  A 

later draft of the Committee’s final report also acknowledged the importance and 

complexity of the humanities “problem.”  It was not enough for MIT to achieve the “ideal 

of undergraduate professional education,” insisted Lynwood S. Bryant, MIT professor of 

English and the Committee’s designated scribe, if the school failed to satisfy students’ 

desire for personal growth and meaning.  “Now, we find a widespread feeling—among 
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our staff as well as in the public at large—that MIT falls considerably short of this ideal.  

Many promising students who plan a career in our field, even sons of our alumni and 

staff, are advised to seek an undergraduate education elsewhere, and to come to the 

Institute, if at all, only for graduate work.  

 
The chief reasons given seem to be that the curriculum is too rigid and too 
narrowly specialized; that the environment is cold and illiberal; and that the 
students are so overloaded with routine work that they do not have leisure for the 
reflective thought and social and cultural experiences that are necessary for 
proper intellectual and social growth at this age—in short, that MIT offers the 
kind of concentrated special education desirable in a graduate school, but not the 
kind of general education desirable for undergraduates.49 
 

Part of the problem, wrote Bryant, was due to “a simple misunderstanding of what the 

Institute actually does for its undergraduates” and could be corrected by better public 

relations.  Yet something had to be done quickly, as MIT was feeling the effects of an 

increasingly competitive marketplace of higher education.  “A more immediate problem 

is the maintenance of our position of leadership in our own field in the face of increasing 

competition, and [especially] of maintaining the unique competitive advantage of the 

MIT degree,” Bryant wrote.  “This is not a mere matter of pride.  It is a matter of 

survival—continued health of the organism of our particular type of educational 

institution.”50  Throughout their deliberations, committee members discover significant 

demand for humanistic education among current undergraduates.   

Public institutions were a particular threat.  Since private institutions such as MIT 

could not satisfy America’s postwar demand for scientists and engineers, state 

universities would be making up more of the shortfall, and thanks to public subsidies, 

doing it more cheaply, and offering more humanistic educational opportunities than MIT.   

Competition from schools with strong science and engineering programs, and more 

curricular offerings in the liberal arts and humanities, was another problem, and likely to 

worsen as student demand for a “well-rounded” college experience continued to increase.  

The trend toward greater interest in the liberal arts among science and engineering 

students was unmistakable.  “Some schools are now going to five years in order to 
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include a lot more Humanities,” Sherwood predicted.  “Our cooperative plan, involving 

three years at a liberal arts college, followed by two years at the Institute, is showing a 

sharp up-turn in popularity.”  Yet MIT still suffered a competitive disadvantage with 

respect to the growing number of students who considered humanistic studies essential to 

their personal and professional development.  While he questioned the long-term benefits 

derived from studying the humanities, Sherwood acknowledged that “the current demand 

is for engineers with a broader social training, if not cultural training” and that MIT 

needed to respond more forcefully, “because of our relatively narrow technical 

curricula.”  A renewed emphasis on the school’s past commitment to the humanities—

and pledge to revive the humanistic values, mission, and educational philosophy of its 

founder,  could give MIT a competitive advantage in the postwar period.  “We have lost 

by default the margin of merit that put us in a competitive position,” observed Jay 

Stratton during a three-day conference with his fellow committee members.  “This 

committee thinks we have lost it, and apparently those who pay the bills for the students 

think so.  We hear on too many sides statement that MIT is a wonderful school but no 

place to send my son.”  According to Stratton, “the very survival of our undergraduate 

school” depended on the institution’s ability to once again “offer something that is not to 

be found in the educational production lines of Michigan, etc.”51   

Part of that “something” was MIT’s commitment to educating scientists and 

engineers that took seriously their moral and social responsibilities to the nation and the 

world.  Yet that conundrum had to be approached in the larger context of how to “train 

men to be competent engineers and still follow the objectives of education in its broadest 

sense,” and, conversely, how to broaden the humanities curriculum without weakening 

the excellence of MIT’s science and engineering program,” Sherwood insisted.52  Adding 

more courses and perhaps boosting the number of humanities credits needed to graduate 

would not be enough.  If deliberations were to “degenerate into an argument as to 

whether a four-year curriculum should contain fifteen percent or twenty-five percent of 

the ‘cultural’ subjects,’” he warned, it would be a sign that the committee had “already 

lost the perspective necessary to deal with the problem” and had missed the forest for the 
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trees. 53  His ideas and interest in humanistic education impressed the Committee, and its 

members invited him to attend their next meeting; in the interim, they voted unanimously 

to appoint him chair of a newly created Sub-Committee on General Education.  At their 

next meeting, Sherwood also injected student opinion into the Committee’s deliberations 

for the first time.  As proof of the “increased interest of students in this problem [of the 

humanities],” he “read several excerpts from a paper by one of the new Tau Beta Pi 

members, indicating increased concern with general education on the part of the students 

at MIT.”54  Stratton, Loofbourow, Ronald H. Robnett, and other Committee members and 

faculty reviewers, all agreed on the need to rethink MIT’s social, educational, and moral 

mission and purpose—even its institutional identity—in order to humanize it.  In the 

interest of attracting the most desirable students, maintaining its competitiveness, and 

addressing societal needs, MIT needed to broaden its postwar mission by leading efforts 

to incorporate moral and social values in the education of science and engineering 

students.   

 

 

Creating the Vision 

For humanistic reforms to inspire the MIT community, they needed to equal something 

more than the sum of their parts, to serve a higher purpose.  If the threat to humanity 

posed by science and technology was as grave as some stipulated, MIT needed to re-

constitute itself as a moral community that was equal to the task.  The reunification of 

mind and heart, separate early in the Scientific Revolution, seemed a worthy goal at 

which to aim.  According to C. Richard Soderberg, “The most impressive call for a 

formulation of the mission of the Committee came from Professor Slater in one of the 

first communications to the Committee from members of the faculty.  You will remember 

that after his vision of MIT as one of the foremost institutions of learning in the postwar 

world, he concluded by saying: 

 
Written words are powerful things, and carry far.  I suggest that, as one result of 
your deliberations, there be a document, not too long to be read, phrased in 
ringing language, calling the Institute unmistakably to the high position in the 
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world of science and engineering which it is fitted to take, if its sets its course in 
the right direction.55 

 
Soderberg believed Slater was on the right track.  “You may accuse me of talking 

metaphysical nonsense,” he explained in a memo to fellow committee members.  “The 

religious revival is, in fact, a phenomenon in another sphere which has many parallels 

with what Slater is seeking,” Soderberg wrote in a memo to the Committee.  “St. Paul’s 

words about charity in the religious world of experience come the nearest to the clarion 

call which Slater has in mind.”56  The challenge was to identify an inspiring enough goal 

“without getting lost in glittering generalities and without undermining the enthusiasm 

for constructive steps of improvement of environment, curriculum.”  It would have to 

address higher order questions of meaning and value at the intersection of science, 

technology, and society by helping students develop a meaningful “philosophy of life.”  

Some hoped this approach would stimulate greater interest in humanistic studies among 

students who would otherwise do without.  One faculty member’s memo to the 

Committee put it more bluntly.  “The great majority of students entering MIT do so for 

the frankly utilitarian purpose of being better prepared to earn a living,” wrote John T. 

Rule, a professor of engineering graphics who later served as Dean of Students from 

1956 to 1961.  “The potential chemist expects to be taught the results of chemical science 

and some facility in chemical techniques.  He considers that this is what he wants. 

   
Unless he is consciously and constantly made to exercise the provably successful 
methods of thinking and modes of attack, unless he also he is brought into 
contact with the flame of the pure desire for knowledge for its own sake, his aims 
never rise above their originally utilitarian and fundamentally egocentric level.  
He thus fails to achieve tolerance, healthy skepticism, and the social 
consciousness that follows dedication to a non-personal ideal.  Curiously enough, 
if he is so taught as to bring out these higher purposes, his original purposes will 
be much more certain of fulfillment.  The end result of this failure, because of the 
necessarily authoritarian content of courses in results, is the development of 
scientific arrogance and intolerance.  Note the relation of this to the frequently 
heard criticism that MIT graduates are oversure of themselves and require an 
adjustment period before they become valuable in industry.57 
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As Rule reminded, employers in business and industry were among those pressuring MIT 

to humanize its undergraduate program.  Even those who doubted the value of the 

humanities for scientists and engineers responded to employers’ requests for more 

broadly cultivated job candidates from MIT.  Time and again in subsequent years, school 

officials and faculty stated the imperative to humanize MIT.  Bryant informed his fellow 

committee members that George R. Harrison, Dean of the Graduate School, “expressed 

the opinion that the problem of general education at MIT is the most important one with 

which the Committee is confronted.”   

If MIT were serious about humanistic education, however, it would need to 

recalibrate its priorities.  The “technical activities” that absorbed so much of the 

undergraduate curriculum and students’ time would have to be “modified so as to point 

towards an enlarged set of goals,” wrote A.B. Clymer, a computer scientist affiliated with 

MIT’s Department of Mechanical Engineering.”  That could be done, he suggested—at 

least up to a point—without losing their “effectiveness.”  Yet “even if some [technical] 

effectiveness were to be lost,” Clymer added, “the change could be justified on the basis 

of the harm to society now being done by the omission of certain other goals, regardless 

of current success in approaching present technical goals.”58  The balance between the 

technical and humanistic, he believed, had gotten far enough out of whack to require 

significant remediation.  “The purpose of an educational institution should be the 

formulation and transmission to the student of certain cherished possessions such as 

skills, attitudes, habits, truths, ideals, and concepts.”  Along with his memo, Clymer 

attached a chart of “Goals for MIT Teaching” and “Characteristics of the Ideal MIT 

Graduate” that represented a preliminary attempt to integrate the “Technical” and 

“Cultural” Goals of undergraduate education in the area of “Skills,” “Knowledge,” and 

“Personal Habits and Character.”59  It was along this latter dimension that education in 

professional and personal “values” and ethics came together.  Moral training in one 

sphere carried over into the other.  Virtues associated with professional success such as 

“responsibility, initiative, cooperative ability, accuracy, promptness, thoroughness, 

neatness of work, and professional ethics” dovetailed with a wide range of “cultural” 
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goals, including: “planned living; regularity with variety. . . worthwhile recreation and 

interests, gentlemanly appearance and manner, establishment of goals and a philosophy 

of life, the habit of reading improving books. . . and moral training; Christian ideals and 

living, intellectual honesty, and elimination of intolerance.”60  Positive relationships and 

interactions between students and faculty need to be encouraged for humanization to 

succeed. 

Clymer viewed humanistic reform as a dynamic process involving “strenuous  

effort” and continual experimentation, evaluation, and readjustment aimed at “extending 

the perspective of the doctrine” into the furthest corners of the Institute.  The task was 

important enough to warrant expert intervention.  “There is a definite need for some 

group to work on that high level of thought,” he suggested, and it “seems desirable for the 

Institute to maintain a small staff of highly-trained educators to do only such necessary 

thinking.  Few if any institutions now attempt explicitly and directly to fulfill such a 

broad purpose.  Yet it is from this level of thought that the project of program design 

should have its origin and continual extension.”  He further emphasized the importance of 

putting creative minds to work on developing “new and improved means of teaching,” 

since “it is difficult to imagine a field in which one could make contributions more 

valuable to the future of mankind.”61  

 

 

Back to the Future 

Rather than sifting through philosophies of humanistic education to find the best fit, the 

Lewis Committee turned to the saga of MIT for ideas and inspiration.  The historical 

break caused by World War II provided an opportunity for MIT to reexamine “the 

principles of education that had served as a guide to academic policy at MIT for almost 

90 years, and to determine whether they are applicable to the conditions of a new era 

emerging from social upheaval and the disasters of war.”62  Looking back to its founding 

mission and values helped create a sense of stability and continuity amidst the 
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disorientation and uncertainty following World War II.  The school’s postwar problems 

with humanistic education, it seemed, were not entirely unprecedented.  From its 

founding in 1865, generations of MIT administrators, faculty, and students struggled to 

situate the liberal arts within the education of MIT undergraduates.  “The Institute 

survived the financial vicissitudes of its early years and the competition of universities 

based upon other principles of education because Rogers had not only conceived a 

philosophy of professional education but had formulated a plan of action and provided an 

inspiring leadership in administrative skill,” the Lewis Committee concluded in its final 

report.  “But above all, the Institute survived and grew to greatness because this new plan 

satisfied a basic need in a fresh and youthful industrial society.  Our academic policy to 

this day is shaped in many respects by the basic concepts of the founder.”63  Rogers’s 

response to the needs of his day, recalled and celebrated in the saga of MIT, provided the 

contextual frame in which the Lewis Committee articulated its findings and rationalized 

its recommendations for postwar humanization.   

The search for a usable past, for the threads of continuity that connected MIT to 

its original nineteenth century educational philosophy and values, inevitably led back to 

Rogers.  As with attempts to discern and apply the “original intent” of the Founding 

Fathers in drafting the U.S. Constitution, however, it was no simple matter to interpret 

and/or translate 19th century educational ideals into a practical plan for the mid-twentieth 

century.  The subject of Rogers and his legacy arose frequently during the drafting of the 

Committee’s final report, in discussions of the framing and phrasing, as well as the 

content of its findings and recommendations.  In a section of the report that made the case 

for granting the humanities equal billing with science and engineering, Stratton 

commented:  “Harvard-MIT relationship should be mentioned here.  (Maclaurin-Lowell 

correspondence.  Pearson’s book.  Tech. Review).  Encourage humanities to stand in own 

right.  We expect MIT to stand out in history.  These are where the problems of the future 

lie.”64  Loofbourow’s notes from another meeting also recorded the Committee’s interest 

in the history and philosophy of humanistic education at MIT—especially why it had 

periodically abandoned humanistic breadth in favor of specialization, and what the 
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consequences were.   The Committee strengthened its case for reform by framing the 

findings and recommendations in its final report as a return to the values and principles 

celebrated in the saga of MIT.  One way to reestablish and reassert MIT’s institutional   

identity and core values, at this historical moment when both were at stake, was to recall 

its roots and recover the repressed memories of its own past—including the many times it 

betrayed the founder’s vision.  “[D]espite the fact that Rogers initiated his program with 

the obvious intention of laying great emphasis on science,” Lewis noted, “the Institute 

developed during its earlier years considerable emphasis on the cultural subjects, the fact 

remains that both science and the humanities degenerated into service status.”  Lewis 

urged the Committee rectify that lapse.  “Theoretically, the Institute stuck pretty close to 

the main lines of the theory laid down by Rogers . . . The actual forces within the Faculty, 

because of faulty mechanism, largely unconsciously moved in the wrong direction . . . 

Operations moved away from ideals, unthinkingly, without malice aforethought.  Our job 

is to recommend a mechanism for keeping the Faculty on the main line.”65 

Other committee members and interested parties also approached MIT’s problem 

of the humanities from a historical perspective.  In an early draft of the Committee’s final 

report, Bryant likened the Institute’s postwar challenges to those it faced during the 

“critical period” following the Civil War; both periods had demanded “a reexamination 

of educational objectives.”  

 
Society has changed.  A critical period like 1865 demanding a 
reexamination of ed. objectives. 
The War years.  Very significant, very rapid changes.  Triumph of our 
kind of ed. 
Compton policy pays off.  MIT becomes great. 
But MIT has changed.  Faculty uneasy. 
1. Growth.  Large size raises problems.   
2. Sponsored research 

a. Threat to ed. objectives. 
b. Serious financial risks. 

3.  Growth of graduate school. 
                                Undergraduate school neglected?66 
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In notes for an early draft of the report’s first chapter, which situated MIT’s postwar 

challenges in the context of the educational philosophy and ideals of its founder, Bryant 

looked back to the school’s history to understand how and why it had gotten off track 

and, perhaps, how the results could be remediated. 

 
Ask Prescott67  
Society of Arts? 
Was it requirement of Professional Societies 
Utilitarian atmosphere: 

 How close to the vocational was it in 1865? 
 Did it get more vocational to 1900 
 What swung it back. 
Method of learning by doing—conscious pioneers of laboratory method 
Jacob Bigelow 
Course IX What for 
  Why given up c. 190068 

 
During the antebellum period in which Rogers was educated, the unified college 

curriculum was designed to reflect the unity of a world where the “good, and the true, and 

the beautiful” were merely different aspects of one God-created whole.69  With the slow, 

but steady transformation of the United States from a rural agrarian to an urban-industrial 

society, however, that unity and wholeness were shattered.  Following the Civil War, and 

the opening of MIT, that process accelerated as science contested, and rapidly eclipsed, 

religion’s place at the center of the curriculum.  The new scientific ethos increased 

disciplinary specialization and fragmented the curriculum into increasingly narrow and 

esoteric subjects, hierarchically ranked by their relationship to science, with the physical 

sciences on top and the liberal arts and humanities on the bottom.  By the early 20th 

century, the coronation of “King Science” in the modern research university was 

essentially complete.  

Some members of the Committee and other MIT faculty traced MIT’s postwar 

“problem of the humanities” back to dysfunctional developments in this period and the 
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social and cultural context in which MIT developed.  C. Conrad Wright, an instructor in 

MIT’s English and history departments, for example, advised the Committee to consider 

the broader historical forces that had shaped MIT’s approach to education, including the 

darker side of the Industrial Revolution, “which broke down the cultural patterns of 

Western civilization by introducing a cleavage between living and the process of making 

a living.”  Wright pointed out the that the social and cultural assumption of MIT’s 19th 

century founders helped foster isolation and alienation, “in the true meaning of the 

word,” i.e. a person’s alienation (in the Marxist sense) from the means of production by 

which he or she earned a living.70  This alienation, Wright argued, divided Man from 

himself, setting the stage for “the factory system” that “took handicrafts out of the home, 

and produced a schizoid civilization.”71  Since MIT and many of America’s other 

colleges and universities had been shaped by this “schizoid civilization,” it would take a 

radical turn of mind to extinguish the dysfunctional patterns of thought and behavior it 

engendered and replace them with new ones.   

Even as the college curriculum split off the “moral” subjects from the 

“utilitarian,” science and engineering educators still regarded their fields in moral terms.  

Like progressive educators in the social sciences, in fact, most saw themselves and their 

students as civilization builders, working to build a better, i.e. cleaner, safer, healthier, 

comfortable, prosperous, and just society.  “Ours was still a comparatively undeveloped 

industrial society at that time,” Loofbourow wrote in a memo to Lewis.  “Rapid 

expansion of facilities was taking place.  Bridges, roads, power, and the machinery and 

facilities of production were sorely needed.   

 
If engineers of superior ability could be trained who would design, develop, and 
supervise the expansion of these facilities, it could be presumed that their 
contributions would bring them individual satisfaction and would contribute to 
the welfare of society, at least within the short-run view.  This was the pioneering 
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of the “whole man.”   
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period when rugged men were needed to handle rough problems and the 
adventure of expansion was so stimulating and demanding that there was no time 
to sit and muse and philosophize about philosophical problems [emphasis 
added].72 

 

The separation of the “true” from the good and the beautiful with the rise of the modern 

research university shifted higher education’s focus away from unity and wholeness, 

toward division, specialization, and efficiency.  With the withering away of religious 

education in the curriculum, its moral and character building functions shifted to the 

liberal arts and humanities.  Given public anxiety that science and technology were 

eroding “traditional” moral and religious values, humanities educators wisely offered 

their disciplines as antidotes to creeping scientism.  While humanistic educators 

maintained charge over higher education’s now-marginalized character building function, 

they were not entirely insulated from the new emphasis on knowledge production.  To 

strengthen and support their curricular efforts, responsibility for transmitting moral 

values and character building was also spread more diffusely throughout the college and 

university campus.   

 

 

Managing the “Whole Man” 

During the 1910s and 1920s, college and university administrators adopted a managerial 

approach to educating the “whole student,” dividing and delegating the task to 

specialized experts that broke down and assumed responsibility for each aspect of 

students’ educational “experience.”  Since students were thought to learn as much—or 

more—about morality and values from their participation in extracurricular activities, 

faculty-student relationships, residential life, and civic or religious work as from 

academic studies, each of these elements could be made to serve that purpose more 

efficiently.  Social scientists, in particular, began to view colleges and universities as 

distinct communities and cultures with their own particular histories, value systems, 

traditions, and implicit codes of conduct.  In the parlance of cultural anthropology, the 

college community or “environment” was a total cultural and social system whose mores 
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and embedded value systems influenced students far more—for better or worse—than 

books and lectures.  It is worth emphasizing that there was little debate about whether the 

college cultural matrix helped shape student consciousness and identity—that was a 

given—administrators, rather, sought expert help in managing and mobilizing that culture 

to promote its objectives, which included the construction of “whole men” capable of 

adjusting themselves to rapidly changing social and economic forces and conditions.73  

The adoption of a more managerial approach to moral education and character building 

outside the classroom changed the student’s relationship to the college or university, by 

enabling administrators to deal with them as members of a corporate body to be molded 

and shaped to fit society’s needs.  Learning to cooperate with others prepared students to 

exercise democratic citizenship and manage an increasingly specialized industrial society.   

There had also been more recent efforts to incorporate student-centered, 

“progressive,” and/or “republican” values into the warp and woof of college and 

university campuses.  In the 1930s, for example, leaders of the mental hygiene movement 

had first begun looking at the college and university campus as a complex and total social 

and psychological system with its own distinct sets of values, mores, etc.  On the positive 

side, some progressive educators believed that these systems could promote and reinforce 

left-liberal moral and civic virtues.  Some early experts in student personnel work, for 

example, had hopes of turning campuses into “therapeutic communities” of psychological 

and spiritual health.  Properly designed and arranged, the college campus could become a 

“laboratory of democracy,” a microcosm of the “real world” with teachable moments 

popping up all over the place.  “It is the [college] environment that educates,” noted the 

progressive educational reformer Harold C. Hand, a friend and one-time colleague of 

John Dewey at Columbia University’s Teacher’s College.  “Hence, good environment, 

desirable learnings; bad environment, undesirable learnings.  That is why the college 

must concern itself with every aspect of the student’s environment over which it has any 

control.  To put it another way,” he continued, “this is why every effort should be made 

so to shape the total college environment . . . that it will be.”74  Since campus culture was 

going to influence students one way or another, administrators should take advantage of 
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the opportunity to make it a positive one. In furtherance of this goal, a new cadre of 

experts arose to develop initiatives, policies, and programs to support these efforts.  It 

was during this period that “Dean of Men,” “Dean of Women,” “Dean of Students,” and 

similar quasi-managerial positions were first instituted on many campuses.  College and 

university leaders also demonstrated greater interest in improving campus facilities such 

as student residence halls, dormitories and student cooperative housing, student unions 

and recreation centers, fraternity and sorority houses and the quality of student 

government, extracurricular activities, and student counseling services.  This support 

helped build and strengthen peer culture on many campuses.75  

Historiography on the role of humanistic educators in this new managerial model 

of higher education is scant, and what little does exist paints a confusing and 

contradictory picture.  Part of the problem stems from the diversity of the humanists 

themselves, i.e. there is a great difference between the humanism of Irving Babbitt and 

the New Humanists and that of John Dewey or Robert Maynard Hutchins.   One scholar, 

for example, derides the New Humanists of the 1920s for “look[ing] back longingly to 

the values of gentlemanly leisure [and] a classical curriculum” and seeking to “restore the 

old college flavor they felt was in danger of being lost.”76  Another equates their version 

of the “whole man” with a nostalgic model of citizenship: “They still believed in the 

whole man, in ‘the ideal of the gentleman, of the honorable and responsible citizen of 

enlightened and gracious mind.’”77 Meanwhile, other humanists joined their ideal of the 

“whole man” to a radical critique of genteel culture and economic inequality.  In the early 

decades of the 20th century, for example, cultural critics such as Upton Sinclair and 

Eugene Debs challenged the increasing dominance of consumer capitalism and its 

construction of the individual as a bundle of atomized wants and needs to be created and 

satisfied.  Like Marx, Sinclair and Debs both used the ideal of the “whole man” as a 

battering ram against the status quo and a synecdoche for the more complete, fulfilling, 
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and authentic existence possible for all in a more just social order.  Utopian, socialist, and 

other “radical” writers and thinkers after Marx continued to challenge dehumanizing 

systems that fragmented and alienated the self.  “A central and persistent theme in radical 

literature,” notes one literary historian, “is that man as collective subject has built a world 

which in the process of construction has somehow eluded his control, turning back on its 

creator and precluding him from that inward response by which life is suffused with 

richness and diversity.  Crushed and routinized, the human self disintegrates into a series 

of disconnected functions and antagonistic attributes in which thought is dissociated from 

action and duty is opposed to feeling.  As compensation for this gloomy picture radicals 

affirm the possible negation of the existing social order and, with its transcendence, the 

emergence of a dynamic self responsible to life in all its forms.”  According to one 

historian, “they articulated a politics of selfhood that looked to the preservation of the 

‘whole man’—or ‘the integral person’—as the foundation for a radical challenge to 

industrial capitalism.”78       

This left-liberal construction of the “whole man” was encouraged and influenced 

by a number of broader intellectual and cultural currents, including the rise of educational 

philosophies that promoted the humanities as a counterbalance to materialistic science.  

John Dewey’s philosophy and theory of progressive education, and ideas and concepts 

derived from the emerging field of cultural anthropology, which emphasized cultural and 

environmental influences in shaping individual consciousness, identity, and potential.  On 

the negative side, these systems could work to the detriment of individuals and society, 

and provoked warnings from educational and moral reformers.  Advocates of humanistic 

educational reform such as L.P. Jacks, a Unitarian minister and writer from England, 

joined a chorus of writers and thinkers who railed against the splintering of academic 

subjects and the subdivision of students into parts to be educated in isolation.79  Jacks 

drew attention to the harmful effects of this arrangement on college students and the 

powerful, yet hidden, role of the campus “environment” in shaping the content of their 

character as well as their minds.  Jacks urged humanists to unite their efforts and help 

restore some sense of unity—if not of the curriculum, at least of the college student’s 
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overall experience.  In books such as Revolt Against Mechanism and The Education of 

the Whole Man, Jacks protested the increasing dominance of the “mechanical mind” and 

its “passion for control—of everything except itself.  Beyond the control it has won over 

the forces of nature it would now win control over the forces of society, of stating the 

problem and producing the solution, with social machinery to correspond.”80 

 

 

A Morality-Centered Strategy 

From the beginning of their deliberations, members of the Lewis Committee generally 

agreed on three things.  MIT’s efforts to humanize undergraduate education would be: 

student-centered; conducted primarily in the realm of extracurricular activity and other 

non-academic aspects of student life; and based on the assumption that the Institute had a 

responsibility to society and its students to include moral and spiritual “values” in the 

education of well-adjusted, socially and morally responsible “whole men” and women.  

By learning to appreciate the non-material realm of “values,” students would become 

more aware of their own moral and ethical standards and presumably act upon them in 

their personal and professional lives.  By emphasizing the importance of moral and 

spiritual values in MIT’s undergraduate program, the Institute could soften its public 

image and, perhaps, counterbalance some of the negative effects of science and 

technology in American life.  Science and engineering educators could no longer wash 

their hands of the social and moral consequences of science and technology on society, 

and the many undesirable ways in which new discoveries and inventions were altering 

the earth’s ecosystem in the process of making life more comfortable and convenient. 

“The progress of technology and industry has, after making certain aspects of the 

physical environment more pleasant, gone on to make other aspects of the physical 

environment more unpleasant,” Loofbourow wrote.  “Thus we have the spectacle of cities 

decaying from within, of uncomfortable transportation occupying an ever greater 

proportion of one’s life, of great stretches of the landscape laid waste by the activities of 

men, and of forms of communication becoming sources of irritation rather than of 

pleasure.  To these factors is added the well-known fear of the destructive power of 
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modern scientific developments, such as the atom bomb; a fear which contributes to 

psychological unrest and makes it difficult for the individual to experience reasonable 

peace of mind.”81 

Upon reciting this litany of social ills created or exacerbated by science and 

technology, Loofbourow exhorted his fellow Committee members to “take our heads out 

of the sands and look directly at a few facts of life”—the most jarring among them being 

that MIT was fighting on the wrong side of “the biggest war humanity has ever fought     

. . . ‘the War of Man and the Computing Machine.”  The narrowness and hyper-

rationalism associated with computerized thinking and control was particularly 

worrisome in the atomic age.  Some educators feared that the intense focus on 

manipulating and controlling material objects taught students to dismiss anything that 

could not be counted, quantified, or definitively “solved” by the scientific method.  “The 

more pragmatic and less philosophical aspects of the scientific method and its application 

seem to divert attention from the use of the so-called ‘intuitive’ processes,” noted 

Loofbourow, “and to provide much argument for the abandonment of such processes as 

rapidly as we are able to do so, and for the basing of human acts and decisions and 

relationships upon the computing-machine approach to life.”  Loofbourow and others 

feared that science and engineering students were overdeveloping their minds at the 

expense of their hearts—the moral and spiritual qualities to identify and empathize with 

their fellow citizens best developed by “close human relationships, and by contact with 

art, music, literature, the drama, and philosophy.  

 
In summary, it seems to me that the war of Man and the Computing Machine is a 
very serious one, and one in which much that we teach logically contributes 
toward man’s losing the battle rather than winning it.  If we seriously dislike the 
prospect of a computing machine status of society as exemplified to some extent 
in ideologies which we profess to oppose, then we ought to take a positive stand 
against the trends in that direction and to adopt positive plans for progress in 
other directions. 

 

Loofbourow called upon MIT to acknowledge its complicity in the ascendency of the 

“Computing Machine” in its competition with humanity.  He also criticized the 
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overblown rhetoric that so often glorified the exploration of “endless frontiers” while 

minimizing the subtly corrosive effects of science and technology on the quality and 

texture of society and the human spirit.  

 

We cannot accomplish this objective by making rotary club speeches decrying 
those who have criticized science and technology, pointing out how much better 
it is to live today than in the Middle Ages (a matter which might be debated), and 
glorifying the future that science and technology have in store.  It is always 
easiest to keep on getting bigger and better in the same old way, but because it is 
easiest is no reason for doing so.  We cannot accomplish this objective as one of 
the great foundations is endeavoring to do by saying that it was decided as a 
policy long ago that the way to bring about man’s spiritual enlightenment is to 
increase his knowledge continually, especially in the field of science, and that 
although this policy does not appear to have achieved notable results, it is 
unthinkable to modify it.82   
 

“It is my opinion that unless the strategy and tactics are very carefully thought out and a 

really gigantic effort made on man’s side in this war, man stands a chance of complete 

defeat.”83  Unfortunately, he noted, MIT’s emphasis on quantitative data and 

measurement led students to think in “sharply delimited categories, with sharp boundary 

conditions”—in other words, to dismiss the importance of intuition, emotion, and other 

“non-rational” aspects of thought and, instead, perceive the world in the rigid, “black and 

white” manner of a computer.  In effect, much of what was taught at MIT, and reinforced 

in the campus culture, “logically contributes toward man’s losing the battle rather than 

winning it.  To prevent that outcome, he urged, MIT to “take a positive stand against the 

                                                 
82 John R. Loofbourow to CES, 14 November 1947, MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 3, Vol. 1   
83 As its important role in World War II demonstrated, MIT had grown to become such a complex 
“organism” that it could “not be controlled in the same way as the simpler, more homogenous organism of 
1865.”   In the school’s early years, “when all the faculty could meet in a single room . . . it was possible 
for each member of  . . .  to be familiar with all sides of the Institute’s work, . . . and consider broad issues, 
debate, and decide matters of broad policy and exercise effective control over all aspects of the Institute’s 
educational program.”  Even as MIT continued to grow in the pre-war years,” the draft noted, “the Faculty 
remained a unified body and retained its control over educational policy.”  That control was greatly 
weakened during the war, however, when the national emergency required a more rapid and centralized 
decision-making process.  Yet subtle “internal changes” and “shifts of emphasis,” along with an 
“increasing specialization of function within the Institute” were causing “a good deal of uneasiness among 
the Faculty.  More particularly, the Faculty wanted to have more control over the “spectacularly” increasing 
growth in MIT’s services to private industry and the U.S. Department of Defense.  “Nobody objected to 
this kind of work during the war,” the draft continued, and the Faculty recognized that “this kind of work is 
a great national resource, and that we must be always ready to do this sort of work for the nation in an 
emergency.”  Given the continued increase in “ancillary activity,” i.e. not directly related to the school’s 
education mission, “there is some danger of the tail wagging the dog.” 



 

 149

trends in that direction and . . . adopt positive plans for progress in other directions.”  One 

suggestion would be for MIT to embrace “an over-all objective which links with training 

in the methods of science and technology a purpose to relate such training always to what 

might be called ‘the ennoblement of individual man,’ or perhaps even ‘the spiritual well-

being of man.’”84  Loofbourow went on to recommend a radical reorientation of 

undergraduate education, a shift toward a more humanistic intrinsic, student-centered 

program.    

Rather than regard students as clay in the hands of educators to be molded to fit 

society’s purposes, undergraduates should be dealt with as intrinsically valuable human 

beings, whose dignity and moral worth existed quite apart from their potential future 

contributions to American industry or national security.  Under the underlined heading, 

“Need for the Over-all Objectives to Include Humanitarian or Moral Purposes,” 

Loofbourow wrote, “Such conclusions have led me to conclude that it is no longer 

sufficient to have as over-all objectives the training of men for efficient and effective 

contribution to the practical pursuits of engineering or architecture, and for creative 

contribution in science. 

 
My thesis, then, is that MIT’s objectives should be to train men for a better, more 
constructive life [emphasis added] as well as for effective technical or 
professional work.  This intent is sometimes implied in writings about the 
Institute.  But in my opinion, it is not put into practice except to a very limited 
extent.  To put this intent into practice, I believe that it should be stated explicitly 
in an accepted formulation of objectives, that its implications should be realized 
fully, and that definite and continuing effort should be made to achieve the stated 
purpose. 85 

 
Loofbourow’s suggestion opened up new possibilities for humanistic education at MIT.  

He seemed to be calling on the administration to resist external pressures to produce more 

scientists and engineers “for the good of the nation” without also taking into account the 

broader needs of students to reflect upon moral, social, and spiritual values in relationship 

to their anticipated careers, i.e. “the good of the student.”  To the extent that 

Loofbourow’s viewpoint prevailed, it carved out a space in the undergraduate program 

for humanistic educators to encourage students to ponder the social and moral 
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consequences of science and technology.  It was important that that space include, but not 

be limited to, the formal curriculum.  “When it is charged that MIT can turn out good 

engineers, but turns out human beings only by accident, the first solution that comes to 

mind is to tinker with the curriculum,” C. Conrad Wright observed.  “Let us put more 

emphasis on the humanities; let us provide more time for courses in history, or literature, 

or music; let us encourage extra-curricular activities of a cultural nature.  Then we may 

hope to produce well-rounded individuals instead of just engineers, men equipped for 

citizenship and a rich cultural life instead of mere technical experts.  This is the kind of 

argument perhaps most commonly heard.  But cultured individuals cannot be produced 

by academic training.”  If it were serious about helping students grow as whole human 

beings, MIT would need to put significant time and resources into building a true campus 

community.  “In the last analysis,” Wright concluded, “the only way to become skilled in 

living a well-rounded life is by living it, not by applying a veneer of courses in the 

humanities to conceal poverty of soul.  The real problem at MIT, therefore, is one of 

living arrangements, and the cultural patterns that are a function of them.”86  Discussions 

of institutional and individual purpose led inexorably to the issue of “values.”   

 

 

Meaning and Purpose in the Cold War University 

Beyond fitting students for success in their professional careers and achieve other 

instrumental ends, what purposes should the cold war university serve?  What kind of 

graduates did MIT aspire to produce?  What kind of person should emerge after four 

years in the cold war university?   In one of his memos to the Committee, Thomas K. 

Sherwood spelled out some of the “desirable qualities and attributes” that one might wish 

to see reflected in MIT’s alumni.  In his formulation, the ideal MIT alumnus would have, 

“a well developed sense of values and perception of what is good and bad, beautiful and 

ugly, significant and trivial not only in engineering practice but in people and human 

affairs.  (This phrase, ‘sense of values,’ if properly defined, is most of the answer to the 

question as to what graduates should be)” and have developed “a philosophy or purpose 
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in life, not restricted to professional ambition, but a moral and spiritual guide to living.”87  

Robnett also included students’ development of a “philosophy of life” as a proper 

measure for judging MIT’s progress toward establishing “a position of undisputed 

leadership among educational institutions in each of the broad fields of Science, 

Engineering, Architecture, and Management.”  To get on the right track, school officials 

would need to proactively ask themselves questions such as, “To what extent will we 

succeed in indoctrinating our students with a well-balanced philosophy which will help to 

assure a high average level of accomplishment in the art of living a full and satisfying 

life—a life in which they attain ultimately an optimum level of responsive and 

responsible leadership in the professions and as citizens?”88 

While the Lewis Committee would not be in a position to oversee the 

implementation of its recommendations, members could suggest the humanistic values 

and ideals that should guide the administrators and faculty who would translate them into 

concrete policies and practices.  To inspire their thinking, Sherwood referred Committee 

members to a recent lecture by Sir Richard Livingstone, a noted British classical scholar 

and former vice chancellor of Oxford University, titled, “Plato and Modern Education.”  

“His general theme,” Sherwood wrote, “is that education, properly conceived, is 

essentially a training in values; that the material in life tends to dominate life unless man 

has some vision of greatness, some clear values and beliefs.   

 
This is discussed in relation to the increase in our dependence on machines, and 
our tendency to require this or that subject because it is most useful for the 
machine rather than because it is likely to make a good human being.  He 
deplores the lack of general study of religion and philosophy, believing that at the 
age when young ken are able to think on such subjects the majority are 
concentrating on mastering the means of life and remain indifferent to and almost 
oblivious of its ends.  He criticizes modern universities for not regarding spiritual 
ideals as their business; for providing the tools of civilization with no guidance 
for their use.  His criticisms would appear to apply with special force to technical 
education.89 

 
Livingstone argued that humanistic education should have two main goals—to train 

people in the art of living together as part of a larger community and instill an 
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appreciation for the “first-rate” in all things, e.g. in one’s work or profession, in human 

society, and in works of literature, music, the arts, etc.  Though such high regard for 

“first-rate” art and literature may seem suspiciously similar to the elite cultural politics of 

an Irving Babbitt and his “New Humanist” school of literary criticism, Livingstone linked 

the development of aesthetic taste to social and political reform.  Livingstone was a 

leader of the adult residential education movement in England an association of educators 

whose lobbying efforts created opportunities for working-class adults to enjoy the 

educational advantages of living and learning in a residential community—a luxury 

ordinarily limited to college students from the middle- and upper-classes.  The study of 

classic texts could stimulate the imagination and inspire people to work for a better 

world.  The only way to learn to live in community with others, Livingstone argued, was 

to live in community with others. 

The concern with “values” in undergraduate education was not unique to MIT, 

but part of the nation’s broader quest to learn the “right” lessons from the war.  Students 

and teachers alike felt responsibility for determining what kind of future it would be.  

“Pessimists remind us that in other fields than science . . . we are still in the Dark Ages, 

and prophesy darkly that we will eventually destroy ourselves with our machines,” 

observed the editors of a 1946 college textbook anthology of essays on “ideas and 

values” targeting college students.  “We have made no progress, they say, in our ability to 

solve problems of human relations; there emotion and prejudice still rule.  Whether we 

will apply the methods of science and reason to the social, political, and religious 

problems of nations, races, and individuals is the vital question.”90  While many college 

students saw their education as a pathway to achieving a secure, comfortable material 

existence, many also aspired to participate, as citizens and professionals, in rebuilding the 

postwar world.  Sherwood’s colleagues on the Committee, and the other MIT faculty who 

contributed or responded to its work, generally supported the focus on “values” as part of 

a comprehensive, systems approach to the humanities problem.  Yet the consensus did 

not specify the larger narrative within which these values would be embedded or what it 

might mean to practice the liberal virtues in a society buffeted by real and imagined 
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enemies from within and without.  Was the goal to defend the nation against the threat of 

a totalitarian or communistic ideology?  Promote the “American Way of Life” or some 

reasonable facsimile thereof?  Revitalize democracy and show its superiority to other 

political systems by modeling virtues such as equality, brotherhood, tolerance and respect 

for diversity, social harmony?  Answering these questions did not, of course, eliminate 

the conflicting and contradictory desires and impulses among and within them.  As 

colleges and universities placed greater emphasis on instilling “universal” values and 

“unity” there were other unintended consequences.   

For “values” to be effectively integrated into the curriculum, however, they could 

not be promoted piecemeal, but had to be situated in a higher order narrative or theme.  

Individuals had to perform a similar task.  To serve as coherent and meaningful guides 

for action in difficult and uncertain times, students had to internalize the values 

communicated by the school and weave them into a “philosophy of life.”  Administrators 

and student personnel experts encouraged colleges and universities to integrate their 

humanistic education programs into student housing and counseling services.  When 

combined with these non-curricular aspects of college life, the humanities performed a 

therapeutic function.  They became another means of delivering therapeutic services.  

Like Livingstone and Clymer, Sherwood urged Committee members to emphasize the 

practical value of humanistic education rather than the absorption of “culture” for its own 

sake.  In a memo cataloging the “desirable qualities and attributes in MIT alumni,” 

Sherwood included “a well-developed sense of values and a perception of what is good 

and bad, beautiful and ugly, significant and trivial, not only in engineering practice but in 

people and in human affairs” and “a philosophy or purpose in life, not restricted to 

professional ambition, but a moral and spiritual guide to living.”91  His comprehensive 

and coordinated plan wove “a training in values” into every aspect of undergraduate life.   

“It may be, for example, that the Dean of Students should develop a program specifically 

designed to impart the ‘sense of values’ and to ‘inculcate spiritual ideals’ through more 

than casual student contacts,” Sherwood noted, “and that such a program should be a part 

of the educational plan at the Institute, and not ‘extracurricular.’  Perhaps staff 
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appointments should be more carefully scrutinized in an attempt to build a staff more 

often inspirational outside the professional fields.”92  Left out of these plans, of course, 

was any anticipation about where all this might lead.  If they were doing their jobs, 

inspiring teachers would stimulate students to think critically about their academic and 

career choices, and whether they fit in the American mainstream.   

 

 

Philosophical Concerns 

While committee members might differ over which modes of humanistic education 

would work best, there was broad agreement about which educational philosophy was 

best-suited to MIT.  Virtually all of the suggestions discussed fell into the category of an 

“instrumental” or “student-centered” approach to humanistic education, as opposed to the 

other two major philosophies, the rationalist and neo-humanist.  Though their 

accompanying values and methods overlapped to a certain degree, there were significant 

differences in their conceptions of value and social outlook.  Advocates of the rationalist 

philosophy such as Robert Maynard Hutchins at the University of Chicago and other 

advocates of the “Great Books,” believed that the ends of humanistic study were best 

served by the study of certain classic texts—St. John’s College whittled down the list to 

an even 100—whose classic status was partly derived from their success in 

communicating “timeless truths.”  Humanistic education was the process by which 

students learned to appreciate and absorb these truths and apply them in their own lives.  

The neo-humanist approach also regarded the study of great literature as the means by 

which students were humanized.  Rather than transmitting “timeless” truths, however, 

these works were to be studied and admired for their artistic and cultural merit.  “They 

attempted to preserve the old, rather than create the new,” writes literary historian Len 

Gougeon.  “It is perhaps revealing that notwithstanding their desire to reassert ‘old ideals, 

these critics were wary of Emerson, despite his status as an American icon, because he 

appeared far too revolutionary.”93  By contrast, the student-centered or instrumental 

approach put students rather than subject matter at the center of the educational process.  
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However difficult it might be to operationalize any of these philosophies into a 

successful program of humanistic education, no serious student-centered program could 

sidestep the societal context in which students lived their lives.  More than the other two 

major philosophies of humanistic education, the student-centered version took as its 

purpose the preparation of students for active democratic citizenship.  This, too, was the 

conclusion of numerous reports and study groups focused on the humanities’ role in 

postwar higher education.  The student-centered label can be misleading, however; at 

least in some formulations, the student was not viewed primarily as an isolated individual 

competing with other isolated individuals to maximize self-interest.  Rather, some of its 

most prominent advocates emphasized the importance of social, psychological, and civic 

interdependence and solidarity as features of the “healthy,” “well-adjusted” personality.  

Left-liberals in these groups consistently promoted the student-centered, “progressive” 

philosophy of humanistic education that aimed to create a more equal, just, society of 

mutual care and concern—a conception that squared with the “republican” ideals of 

William Barton Rogers and his ideological confreres. 

Beyond broad agreement on the student-centered approach to humanistic 

education, however, Committee members (and other MIT faculty members who weighed 

in), were less certain about how to go about achieving its objectives.  Some favored 

expanding extra-curricular opportunities; others wanted to improve the quality of student-

faculty relationships; some pressed for on-campus housing, lecture and concert halls, a 

chapel, and other facilities to create a more congenial campus community; others called 

for counseling and mental health services to prevent and treat emotional problems early.  

If the MIT administration was serious about humanizing the undergraduate program, and 

incorporating moral values within it, A.B. Clymer had suggested, it should enlist 

educational experts to oversee and evaluate the results.  Prof. W.C. Voss, head of the 

Department of Building Engineering and Construction, supported Compton’s proposal to 

employ a “roving professor who is a competent trained engineer as well as a man of 

considerable culture” whom professors could consult, on a voluntary basis, for help in 

“the determination of better class room procedure.”94  Another staff member could 

perform a similar role for students by helping them discern their “aptitudes and giving 
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them information as to the various fields covered by the Institute’s curricula.”95  The 

suggestion implied students were having trouble identifying their own aptitudes and the 

professional fields where they were most likely to succeed—and that instructors were 

unable or unwilling to do the job.  W. Rupert Maclaurin, a professor of economics and 

social science at MIT, and son of former MIT president Richard C. Maclaurin, put the 

hiring of a philosopher at the top of his list, “one with the interests and potential stature of 

Alfred North Whitehead.  I believe that thirty years ago we could have attracted 

Whitehead to MIT.  In this case Science and the Modern World would have been written 

at Tech and would probably have been a somewhat different book.,” Maclaurin wrote.  “I 

cannot think of a single move that would call attention more dramatically to the fact that 

we mean business in the humanities than the appointment of such a man to the Institute at 

this time.  More than any other kind of person, also, he could help to bring the humanities 

and the sciences closer together.”96   

The Committee’s task became more difficult as discussions of the humanities 

problem shifted from philosophical abstractions to specific proposals and 

recommendations aimed at integrating “values” into undergraduate science and 

engineering education.  The more Committee members tried to define the humanities 

problem in terms of the formal curriculum, the more diffuse and vexing it became.  Even 

something as seemingly simple as classifying English courses by their “vocational” or 

“humanistic” content proved problematic, as reflected in the following exchange between 

Matthew R. Copithorne, an instructor in the Department of English and History, and 

William Emerson, Dean of the School of Architecture, in a November 1947 meeting of 

the Lewis Committee’s General Studies subcommittee.  Emerson questioned Copithorne 

in an attempt to discern whether the latter’s course on public speaking was primarily 

vocational and designed to develop practical skills and techniques for professional 

presentations and the like, or humanistic, and oriented toward helping students identify 

and express their emotions, ideals, and values.  “Professor Copithorne said his objective 

is to give men such control of mentality and physique that they can stand up without 

awkwardness or embarrassment and express their thoughts in public . . . in short, every 
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element in the art of good public speaking,” the official meeting minutes recorded.  The 

dialogue became more strained—and interesting—as Emerson pressed to determine 

whether Copithorne’s course fit into the humanistic “box” or not. 

 

Dean Emerson asked if the main purpose of the course was to develop a skill in 
presentation. 
 
Professor Copithorne explained that he discouraged the students from being too 
constantly scientific; that they don’t bring rich enough ideas to be worthy of public 
expression except in their technical work.  Although some men, like the naval officers, 
raise the level. 
 
Dean Emerson repeated his question, explaining that he wanted to find out whether the 
aim of the course is the acquisition of a technique or method. 
 
Professor Copithorne said that his course is teaching a technique, but a technique 
seriously needed by a cultivated man. 
 
Dean Emerson asked whether Professor Copithorne would put his course in Public 
Speaking on a par with an architect’s drawing? 
 
Professor Copithorne answered in the affirmative.  It is not enough for the architect to 
draw.  He must be able to vitally interest men in it.97   
 
 

Copithorne’s primary purpose was to prepare undergraduates to be public citizens skilled 

in the art of rhetoric and therefore able to play their part in the deliberative group 

processes of democracy.  It mattered, he argued, whether an English composition class 

was sold to students as a vehicle for “skills development” (e.g. public speaking, report 

writing and editing, etc.) or as practice in the creative expression of ideas, thought, 

feelings, etc.  The former held “little or no commerce with what is called the humane 

tradition, which is concerned with life in its profoundest sense and most universal 

aspects,” Copithorne wrote in a letter to the Lewis Committee prior to the above 

discussion.  The latter, however, held more possibilities.  It offered MIT students a richer, 

more broadening context in which “to consider the capacity for expressing their ideas 

with dignity and clarity as part of their preparation for life and not primarily as 

                                                 
97 Notes, Not Minutes, on an Informal Joint Discussion between the Members of the Committee on General 
Studies and Some Members of the Department of English,” November 24, 1947, MIT Archives, AC 124, 
Box 2, Folder: Committee on General Studies 
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preparation for their professional work.”98  It was also better from the stance of 

professional development to consider freshman English “as constituting part of a ‘general 

cultural education.’”  The ability to express sophisticated, subtle, and nuanced thoughts, 

ideas, and feelings was seen to be increasingly important in the corporate world where 

most scientists and engineers would be employed.  Those unable to access or express 

their own thoughts, feelings, ideas, and experiences had a hard time identifying or 

empathizing with anyone else’s.  “If the student of the Institute has little traffic with ideas 

that involve the imagination and the emotions (as literature involves them),” Copithorne 

observed, “he will express his own feelings and convictions but lamely at best.”99  Since 

the problem was not narrowly confined to the humanities curriculum, it would take an 

institutional response—requiring a variety of methods and techniques—to solve.   

Yet the goal of arriving at a clearly agreed-upon purpose for humanistic education 

eluded the Committee throughout its deliberation.  The purpose of humanistic higher 

education continued to be clouded by a mixture of fear, anxiety, ambivalence, and 

uncertainty throughout the 1950s and early 1960s.  While the Lewis Committee, faculty, 

and administration all supported the goal of educating the “whole man,” the devil was in 

the details.  What exactly was a “whole man”—and by what signs could he be recognized 

on the college campus?100  “What is cryingly needed is to develop in modern man the 

psychological focus and fulcrum that is at once the self and the continuum,” wrote Waldo 

                                                 
98 Matthew .R. Copithorne, letter to Committee on Educational Survey, April 16, 1947, MIT Archives, AC 
124, Box 3, Folder: Vol. 2 
99 Ibid 
100 As an ideal, of course, the “whole man” had been around a long time.  All the way back to Plato and the 
ancient Greeks, humanists of all stripes conceived of themselves as teachers of morals and developers of 
character.  For Plato, the purpose of any education worthy of the name was to cultivate the soul; he 
distinguished this type from the alternative pedaled by his “practical-minded” rivals—the sophists.  Rather 
than focus on cultivating the soul, the sophists taught “useful knowledge”—the information and skills to 
make a livelihood rather than a life.  From the very beginning of western history, therefore, the “liberal 
arts” or “humanities” exalted by Plato were conceived as a type of knowledge—the knowledge of virtue 
and morality for its own sake—i.e. because it led one to “Know Thyself,” to lead the examined life worth 
living that produced “good citizens” whose wisdom and judgment made possible the “good republic.”  
Development of the whole man was the summum bonum of all education.   
 Plato’s high regard for the “whole man” had a major influence on subsequent thinkers.  
Philosophers from John Locke and Immanuel Kant to George Friedrich Hegel, Karl Marx, and John Dewey 
all identified the “whole man”— variously as the “undivided,” “non-alienated,” etc., etc. self—as the 
ultimate goal of all education and proffered humanistic study as the pathway to personal wholeness and 
integration.  Writing about the Christian theology of resurrection circa 1694, the Enlightenment philosopher 
John Locke, whose writings on philosophy, government, and education had a profound influence on 
American education, emphasized this union of body and spirit. 



 

 159

Frank, “the Whole: a set of coordinates, imaged and felt, by which the self, not only in 

acting from its center but in feeling and seeing, spontaneously marks a relation with the 

Whole.”101  What if this Emersonian approach to humanistic education conflicted with 

MIT’s official policies or sponsored research activities?   

 

 

Spreading the Word 

Coming up with a humanistic program was only half the battle.  If MIT failed to 

communicate its humanistic reforms to students, their parents, and the media, all its work 

would be for naught.   If perception was reality, then the institution had to tell a 

compelling story about MIT’s unique approach to humanization.   Even as the Committee 

was getting a handle on the scope of the humanities problem, and considering ways to go 

about humanizing the cold war campus, its members also wanted to communicate to the 

MIT community and the general public what they, and the school, were doing to address 

it.  “As discussed elsewhere, the Institute must offer special advantages in its 

undergraduate program if it is to attract large numbers in competition with other schools,” 

wrote Loofbourow.  “Assuming that this condition has been met adequately it still 

remains essential to acquaint prospective students with the opportunities afforded at the 

Institute in order that sufficient numbers will seek admission.”  While noting that “many 

forward steps” had already “been taken in this aspect of public relations in recent years,” 

he also suggested weaving MIT’s humanistic story into other public relations materials, 

such as the undergraduate catalogue sent to prospective applicants.  “The criticism has 

been made repeatedly that the undergraduate catalogue is an unexciting document that 

fails to convey adequately the spirit, purpose, plan, and mode of operation of the 

Institute,” Loofbourow noted.  “At first sight, such criticisms may appear trivial, but we 

have encountered them frequently enough to recommend that the form and content of the 

catalogue be studied by those skilled in public relations with a view to modernizing it and 

making it more informative with respect to the special advantages that prospective 

                                                 
101 Frank, Waldo, “The Choice: Wholeness or Doom,” Commentary, June 1946, p. 57 
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students may expect to find at the Institute.”102  The underlined revisions suggested by 

Loofbourow conveyed a warmer tone that recognized the emotional needs of students and 

validated the importance of their emotional and psychological development at MIT. 

 
Suggested Statement of MIT Objectives  
 
Realizing that the Institute trains for life and for citizenship, as well as for a 
professional career, its staff seeks to cultivate in each young man or woman a 
strong character, high ideals, and a worthy purpose, as well as a keen intellect.  
An endeavor is made to create an environment in which work with the staff, 
particularly in research and development projects, will develop a sense of the 
satisfaction in creative accomplishment and an ability to enjoy to the fullest the 
fruits of harmonious cooperation with one’s fellow men.103 

 

It was also important to distinguish MIT’s approach to the humanities from those of rival 

schools.  Building on its reputation for rigor and academic excellence, there should be an 

emphasis on the practical advantages of combining professional and general education 

“in a unified and intellectually challenging program,” proclaimed an early draft of the 

final report, that aimed at “developing maturity of judgment and purposeful interest in 

life.  Such a program is a marked contrast to the diffuse, superficial and abstract type of 

curriculum that characterizes the present trend toward ‘general education’ in 

undergraduate education throughout the U.S.A. 

 
This view is definitely in opposition to that generally accepted by educators 
today, and represents a distinctly different philosophy of education.  If the 
Faculty believes wholeheartedly in this view, there arises a challenge in 
presenting it forcefully to parents and prospective students, in order that they 
might understand the meaning of the special educational opportunity that the 
Institute is prepared to provide.  We recommend therefore that special emphasis 
be given to this theme in such aspects of public relations as are directed at 
prospective undergraduate students.  The exact form that such expressions should 
take is a matter inappropriate to deal with here.  Perhaps a bulletin describing the 
general philosophy of undergraduate instruction at the Institute is needed.”104  

 

                                                 
102 Submitted by JRL, includes modifications to the June 1947 MIT Catalog.  The additions or changes are 
underscored, MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 3, Vol. 2 
103 John R. Loofbourow note, “Suggested Statement of MIT Objectives,” [modifications to June 1947 MIT 
catalog], MIT Archives, ca. spring 1947, AC 124, Box 3, Vol. 2 
104 “The Educational program,” ca. 1948-1949, MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 1, “From the Old Outline—
Chapter V” 
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By promoting its postwar emphasis on educating the “whole man,” MIT could counter 

widespread pessimism and its own negative image as a “factory” for grinding out 

specialists blind to the effects of their work on society.  By officially acknowledging 

MIT’s problem with the humanities, the Committee validated its existence and gave it a 

prominent place on the Institute’s postwar agenda.  Moreover, the Committee’s general 

support for humanistic education legitimized and laid a foundation for future reformers to 

build upon.  The Killian administration seemed predisposed to support the Committee’s 

findings and implement many of its recommendations.  Even before the Committee’s first 

meeting, MIT officials had taken steps to strengthen humanistic education by hiring the 

quietly charismatic Everett Moore Baker as Dean of Students and approving plans to 

expand on-campus student housing.  Some students responded favorably; others chose to 

“wait and see” how well the rhetoric of humanization stacked up against reality. 

Even so, there were early signs that students perceived a significant gap between 

the rhetoric of humanization and the experience of daily life on campus.  Such a 

restructuring of priorities, to be successful, would require fundamentally changing the 

MIT administration’s relationship to undergraduate students.  It also required a delicate 

balancing act.  If humanistic education were emphasized over professional training, it 

would seem to vitiate the school’s primary emphasis on science and engineering 

education.  If, on the other hand, students lacked sufficient opportunities for humanistic 

education, the school could be accused of fostering narrow specialization.  Which, first 

and foremost, was MIT in the business of educating—persons or professionals?105  There 

appeared to be no quick or easy answers to that question and the Committee’s inability to 

resolve it undermined the implementation and student reception of MIT’s humanistic 

reforms in the 1950s. 

 More than anything, the shift in educational emphasis at MIT, and some other 

leading institutions, placed questions of moral and social “values” at the center of policy 

debates within U.S. higher educational and the postwar liberal consensus.  “The 

technological school is sometimes considered unsuitable for undergraduate education 

                                                 
105 That such a question even arose at MIT reflected the seriousness of the “two cultures” debate to some in 
the faculty and administration.  In his published memoirs, James R. Killian specifically credited the Lewis 
Committee with tackling the “two cultures” problem more than a decade before C.P. Snow coined the term 
in his 1959 Rede Lecture at Oxford University.   



 

 162

because its narrowly specialized curricula tend to produce men insensitive to values 

outside their field,” Bryant wrote, “men who ignore their responsibilities as citizens, men 

who are content to devote themselves to techniques and leave the determination of policy 

and the choice of values to other men.   

 
In the past this sort of criticism has undoubtedly been justified by rather narrow 
interpretations of the aims of technological education, but the fault is not so much 
in the theory as in the practice of this type of education, and the fault is not one 
peculiar to technological institutions.  All education should prepare men for 
social responsibility; all education should concern itself with ends as well as 
means, with value as well as technique. We reject the view that there is one 
particular curriculum suitable to prepare men to be the leaders of society, and 
another distinct type suitable for specialists in techniques who are to be the 
servants of the policy makers.106  
 

If scientists and engineers were to take responsibility for the civic and moral 

consequences of their work, however, their professional schools would need to place 

more emphasis on humanistic values.  For students to approach science and technology 

not simply as impartial, unbiased, and “objective” experts, but as citizens working for the 

betterment of humankind, MIT would need to consistently support those values.  To 

showcase MIT’s new concern with the moral and social responsibility of future scientists 

and engineers, raise the funds needed to support it, and celebrate Killian’s inauguration, 

school officials began planning MIT’s midcentury convocation on social responsibility.  

The expected attendance of U.S. President Harry S. Truman and former British Prime 

Minister Sir Winston Churchill promised to attract publicity and attention to MIT’s 

humanistic reform campaign and launch a fund-raising campaign to pay for its 

implementation.  With such thoughts in mind, convocation organizers assembled a 

“dream team” of humanist leaders in philosophy, science, education, and politics to 

discuss grave concerns about humanity’s future in the atomic age.  National and 

international press coverage of the event was extensive and almost universally positive, 

and for the most part communicated the desired public relations message.   

 

 

 
                                                 
106 “Draft of Undergraduate Professional Education,” MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 1, “Chapter 3–
Criticisms” 
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The Mid-Century Convocation 

On March 31, 1949, some of the western world’s leading men of science, letters, and 

state gathered on the MIT campus for the opening of MIT’s Midcentury convocation on 

the “social implications of scientific progress.”  During the next few days, this august 

assemblage would discuss nothing less than “the destiny of civilization.”107  Though one 

newspaper referred to the event as “an international education conference,” much more 

than the future of education was at stake.  The changing conditions of life wrought by 

“100 years of advancing science,” had, according to one newspaper account of the affair, 

“brought the earth to the awesome roadfork of this atomic era—human richness or 

ruin.”108  Science, once the epitome of humanity’s search for truth, now threatened the 

survival of the species.  With the myth of progress shattered by the evidence of Europe’s 

ruined cities and Japan’s nuclear nightmare, MIT asked a group of “wise men” what to do 

about the dangers of runaway science and technology.  The sense of urgency was further 

heightened by escalating tensions in the cold war.109   

                                                 
107 Brady, Fred, “Churchill and Other Leading Intellectuals Will Discuss Destiny of Civilization During 
Massachusetts Institute Conference,” The Independent Record, Helena, Montana, March 27, 1949, p. 3 
108 Ibid, p. 3 
109 Less than a year earlier, in June 1948, Josef Stalin ordered the blockade of West Berlin to isolate, 
weaken, and starve the city into submission, and smooth the way for Red Army tanks to roll in.  Months 
before the convocation opened, some media pundits debated the pros and cons of the United States using 
nuclear weapons to end the stalemate.  Not one to suffer provocation lightly, Winston Churchill privately 
advised U.S. President Harry S. Truman to launch a preemptive nuclear strike aimed at preventing the 
Soviet Union from acquiring an atomic bomb of its own, and maintaining the U.S. nuclear monopoly.  
Truman chose another path, however—the Berlin airlift, whereby U.S. military transport planes kept the 
city supplied with food, fuel, and other essentials for nearly a year.  Even as conference participants began 
arriving at MIT in March 1949, the airlift was operating at peak efficiency; American planes loaded with 
fresh goods were taking off and landing in West Berlin every 20 minutes, seven days a week, 24 hours a 
day.   

That Truman and Churchill were to be the keynote speakers at the MIT event added an air of 
expectancy.  This was the former British prime minister’s first trip back to the United States since March 
1946, when at a joint appearance with Truman in Fulton, Missouri, he gave his provocative “Iron Curtain” 
speech.  The American press sharply criticized the speech, with one newspaper blaming Churchill for 
“poisoning” the already tense U.S.-Soviet relationship.  Others called it an “almost catastrophic blunder” 

and blasted Truman for poor judgment in associating himself with it.109  Three years later, with memories 
of the Fulton fiasco still fresh, and U.S.-Soviet diplomatic talks nearing a breakthrough on Berlin, Truman 
must have thought twice about sharing a podium with Churchill again.  Meanwhile, the president had 
another crisis on his hands: the swiftly declining mental health of U.S. Secretary of Defense James 
Forrestal.  The man in charge of U.S. military policy and strategy during the Berlin Crisis was rapidly 
losing his mind.  Forrestal eventually resigned on March 28, three days before the convocation began, and 
was admitted to the psychiatric ward at Bellevue Hospital on April 2, the day it ended.109  With all this on 
his plate, Truman bowed out of the convocation.  Even without the spectacle of a presidential appearance, 
however, the subject of the convocation—the relationship between science, education, and the cold war—
was dramatic enough to capture media attention worldwide.   
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One newspaper set the stage with a story headlined, “Churchill and Other Leading 

Intellectuals Will Discuss Destiny of Civilization during Massachusetts Institute 

Conference.”  Among the questions which “can mean the life or death to modern man,” 

were these: 

 
Can the individual, in a world of institutions, determine his own destiny?  How 
can we assure that as progress takes place in underdeveloped areas, racial 
tension, labor unrest, class distinctions and mass hysteria will not dangerously 
increase, or opportunity be given Communism and totalitarianism to spread their 
grip over the world?  In what way applies to the modern world the Malthus 
doctrine which holds that the consistent and continuing destruction of world 
resources, coupled with the insistent increase in world population, promises 
nothing but disaster”110 

 

At the heart of such concerns, and one of the convocation’s major themes, was a nagging 

doubt about humanity’s ability to close the gap between its moral development and 

progress in science and technology.  That the scientists and engineers themselves were 

worried about the dangers of their own creations was both reassuring and—at the same 

time—unsettling.  Did it mean they were unable to foresee the dangerous consequences 

of their work, or that the dangers were impossible to predict?  Could the risks be 

controlled or eliminated by the same people who created them—or by anyone?  Perhaps 

other, unknown, more sinister force was driving humanity to destruction.    

The Age of Enlightenment, during which western civilization liberated itself from 

ignorance, superstition, and arbitrary authority, had delivered the means of its own 

destruction.  “The individualisms upon which Western civilization is based, through 

which it has reached its present suicidal crisis, and by which American democracy is run, 

are false,” wrote the left-liberal writer and reformer Waldo Frank, “because they excise 

one or another element of the organic whole of man; and are inadequate, because it is 

only upon the sound nucleus of the whole man that a society of all men can be founded.  

Some years ago, I called these individualisms ‘separatistic and atomic,’ without realizing 

that the civilization they created was about to produce the perfect symbol of their 

atomicity, the atomic bomb.”111  It was hard to reconcile this result with the hopes and 
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dreams that motivated MIT’s nineteenth century founders to establish a science and 

engineering school dedicated to the “betterment of humankind.”  It was even more 

uncomfortable to acknowledge the school’s role in building the societies responsible for 

two world wars and forever fixing the sword of Damocles over humanity’s future.   

As protector and defender of the “free” world, the United States also assumed 

chief responsibility for addressing the contradictions, paradoxes, and uncertainties 

surrounding the postwar crisis in meaning and value.  What was the role and purpose of 

science and technology in this new “fragmented” postwar world?  How should this moral 

and spiritual crisis affect America’s image, national identity, and behavior as a world 

leader?  What values, if any, distinguished America’s “enlightened” approach to science 

and technology from its adversaries?   Could free and independent thought be maintained 

as increasingly sophisticated machines learned to exploit the weaknesses of their human 

“masters”?  Science and technology developed during the war had begun to blur the 

boundaries between humans and machines.  It had become more difficult to define the 

difference between the neural networks of the human brain and the circuits of a 

sophisticated machine.  What happened to the idea of free, independent, and rational 

thought if human beings did not think all that differently from machines?  

“Thought control” was among the most serious dangers posed by scientific 

progress,” proclaimed John E. Burchard, Dean of MIT’s School of Humanities and Social 

Sciences and chief organizer of the convocation, in an address that kicked off the event 

and set the tone for the next three days.  The capacity for independent moral judgment 

required of democratic citizens was imperiled by the products of reason and rationality—

new science and technologies that whose power to manipulate attitudes, opinions, 

perceptions, and identities threatened to destroy American democracy from within.  “Is 

there risk,” Burchard speculated, “that in the growth of large organizations, and 

especially of government, the true spirit of free inquiry which has brought us thus far on 

our road will be diminished, or extinguished altogether?”112  The ability to “control man’s 

thoughts with precision” was, according to Burchard, among the “future discoveries” on 

the horizon which, if “wrongly used,” “could be even more forbidding than the 

                                                 
112 Burchard, John E., ed., Mid-century: The Social Implications of Scientific Progress (New York: 
Technology Press of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Wiley, 1950), p. 8 
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consequences of [the atomic bomb].”113  He pointed to the Manhattan Project as a recent 

example of the “frightening” willingness of workers to suspend their moral judgment to 

accomplish a pre-determined objective.  “It took more than knowledge about fission to 

make and use an atomic bomb,” he reminded his audience. 

 
It took the representative will of the Allied or at least of the American society.  It 
took hundreds of millions of dollars; and even millions of man-hours of labor by 
non-scientists who (and this could be frightening) were quite prepared to work on 
some mysterious “war winner” without having the foggiest notion of what it 
would be like or what it would do.  (They could as easily have been working on a 
machine for controlling thought, had there been such a machine, and might well 
have done so with equal lack of reserve.)114 

 

Whether or not they were subsequently vindicated was beside the point.  What mattered 

was the apparent ease with which workers had bracketed their doubts and followed 

orders.  A small group of people, accountable to no one, had secretly conspired to 

manufacture and use weapons of mass destruction.   

Following the speeches and panel discussions of such cosmic questions, the 

convocation culminated in the installation of James R. Killian as MIT’s new president.  

In his inaugural address, Killian reaffirmed the basic soundness of MIT’s educational 

heritage and the educational philosophy of William Barton Rogers.   Underlying the four 

pillars of Rogers’s “idea of MIT”—the dignity and social equality of the useful arts; the 

educational value of professional training; faith in the “spirit of science and its search for 

truth”; an emphasis on the teaching and learning of principles over facts—was the need 

of science and engineering students for a “large general cultivation.”  In the atomic age, 

Killian added, this last pillar had a “commanding urgency.”  “No college, in a world of 

turmoil as we have today, can shirk the responsibility of preparing a man to be a citizen 

as well as to make a living.  As we stand at the mid-century point, the responsibilities of 

the professional men, especially the scientists and the engineers, have a new and 

awesome measure.”115  To realize the founder’s vision, Killian continued, MIT along 

with America’s other public and private universities, had “an obligation to be free, both 
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in financial support and in teaching.  “One of the gravest dangers of the present cold 

war,” Killian stressed, “is the danger that it will force America to relinquish or distort or 

weaken some of its basic civil rights.  I hope that this does not happen either to our 

country or to our colleges.”116  It was especially praiseworthy that MIT was leading the 

charge, noted an editorial in the Holyoke Transcript Telegram that gave thanks for 

“everything being done at MIT to find out where science is taking us.  The great thing, 

and source of our hope, is that these questions are being raised within the scientific 

fraternity.  We might call it science with a ‘conscience.’  To find this attitude in what 

many consider to be the world’s finest technical institution is about the best insurance we 

can have that scientists are not blindly leading us into a Frankenstein existence.”117   

MIT’s commitment to “science with a conscience” reflected a characteristically 

American—and liberal—approach to the nation’s mid-century malaise.  As it had 

historically, education assumed the quasi-religious function of transforming the nation’s 

republican ideals and the realities of American democracy.118  “Education is widely 

advertised as the force which will save the 20th Century from its own hatreds, confusions 

and follies,” noted the reporter who covered the MIT convocation for Time magazine.  

“In liberal political theory, education is what gives the common man the ever increasing 

wisdom to govern his society.  Again & again, during the MIT convocation, speakers 

called on education to run major errands for humanity; philosophers wanted it to teach 

the proper attitude toward mass production, and educators wanted it to do a better job of 

education.”119
  It was comforting to imagine that the crisis in liberalism sparked by 

science and technology could be resolved by humanists working side-by-side with the 

scientists.   For humanist educators still struggling to find their place in postwar higher 

education, the chance to “run major errands for humanity” could not have come at a 

better time.  Most welcomed the opportunity to reinvigorate their disciplines with this 

hale and hearty postwar mission.  Were not humanists the protectors and defenders of 

independent thought par excellence?  As purveyors of the antidote to narrow vocational 
                                                 
116 Ibid, p. 549 
117 “Science with a Conscience,” Holyoke Transcript Telegram, April 1, 1949, cited in Burchard, John E., 
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training, humanists also claimed a broad mandate as experts on culture and authoritative 

critics of conformity, “mass society, “alienation,” and other noxious side-effects of 

postwar society.   

With the publication of Burchard’s annotated edition of the transcript in 1950, the 

convocation continued to influence postwar debates about the social and moral 

dimensions of science and engineering education.  Students on the editorial board of The 

Tech, however, were underwhelmed by the result.  In a post-convocation editorial, the 

paper awarded the organizers an “A” for public relations and stage management skills—

the “efficient organization,” dignified “stateliness of the occasion,” and “eminence of the 

speakers and impressiveness of the setting” all made the three days unforgettable—but 

gave them an “F” for substance. 

 
Consider, however, the ostensible purpose of the occasion: to consider the social 
implications of scientific progress.  Perhaps we are unduly cynical or excessively 
naive, but for us, at any rate, the deliberations did not hit the high mark at which 
they were aimed . . . [T]aken as a whole the discussions did not seem to present 
as well rounded a picture as they might.  Of necessity, too many points of view 
were not represented.  Too often the speakers limited themselves narrowly to 
their own pet interests and theories without meeting the other delegates' views to 
the end of either thrashing out conflicts or correlating points of agreement . . .  
 
Our experience with the Convocation, four years of reading of the deliberations 
of the United Nations, and such things as witnessing the signing of the Atlantic 
Pact over television this week lead us to the following unhappy, if tentative, 
conclusion: matters of significance, decisions of importance are seldom discussed 
in public.  In a sense, the Convocation may have been doomed from the start; 
perhaps consequential plans can only be debated in small committee rooms, in an 
intimate atmosphere where there is an exchange of ideas.120 
   

 
In its failure to meet students’ expectations, the convocation suggested some of the 

problems with the higher education’s humanistic responses to the cold war.  Educational 

administrators were loath to question or challenge the underlying assumptions of the 

superpower conflict and, instead, sponsored countless symposia, conferences, and 

conventions on the subject.  They published summaries of countless conference reports, 

proceedings, and public forums where experts presented and discussed their ideas.  If 

only one gathered enough—or the right kind of—experts together, one could solve the 
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most intractable social and political problems.  If science and engineering were creating a 

society dangerously dissociated from human values, students should be taught more 

about the philosophy and history of human values.  If scientists and engineers were 

becoming too specialized or disconnected from the larger society in which they lived, the 

answer was to prescribe larger doses of humanistic education.  Yet students were wary of 

approaches that failed to address deeper problems festering beneath the surface.  

 

 

Technology on Trial 

In the fall of 1948, just a few months prior to the scheduled convocation, and while the 

Lewis Committee was drafting its final report, MIT mathematician Dirk J. Struik 

presented an alternative interpretation of Rogers that situated MIT’s origins in America’s 

radical republican tradition.   Yankee Science in the Making, Struik’s pioneering history 

of science in New England, has remained in print for more than 60 years and is still 

considered a classic of its kind by historians of science.  At the time of its publication by 

the Boston-based Little Brown Publishing Company, Struik’s approach was original in 

two major ways: it was one of the first such histories to emphasize the social, cultural, 

and political, and intellectual roots of American science—the philosophies and ideals that 

inspired and motivated men such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, Thomas 

Jefferson, and William Barton Rogers—rather than the history of scientific institutions; 

and his focus on New England was a departure from America’s dominant history of 

science narrative, which focused almost exclusively on the influence of Philadelphia’s 

role in the development of American science.  Throughout the book, Struik emphasized 

the role of humanistic and republican ideals in the early development of science in New 

England.  While only a few of the book’s final pages were devoted to William Barton 

Rogers and the founding of MIT, in another sense, the whole book aimed to recover the 

ideals and values underlying his educational vision and accomplishments. “It seemed 

therefore fitting to end our study with the figure of William Barton Rogers, in whose lifework, the 

foundation of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, we can read a successful attempt to 

bring theory and practice of science together,” Struik wrote in the preface.   “That this attempt, 

conceived in the atmosphere of Jeffersonian tradition, was eventually brought to fruition under 

the sponsorship of big corporations is a phenomenon which falls outside the time limits set by our 
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study [emphasis added].”121  Though Struik offered only a brief sketch of Rogers’s 

biography, the details he included and emphasized are telling.   

Struik located the founding of MIT on a timeline which began with the 

Enlightenment, led directly to the radical republicanism of Thomas Jefferson and Thomas 

Paine and the triumph of the American Revolution, and finally inspired William Barton 

Rogers and his “idea of MIT.”122  Though Struik presented a subtly Marxist spin on the 

Revolution, his assessment of its “radicalism” did not substantially differ from historian 

Gordon Wood’s in The Radicalism of the American Revolution.123  Quoting Lenin as his 

source, Struik characterized the Revolution as “a vast popular movement’” and the 

conversion of a prominent Federalist to republicanism as a defection to “‘the people's 

camp.’”124  “The leaders among the pioneers of invention and enterprise were outstanding 

political figures, signers of the Declaration of Independence, enactors of the Constitution 

and members of the Congress,” Struik wrote.  “They were motivated by the revolutionary 

belief in progress and by their conviction that inventions can be used for the improvement 

of human welfare.  This philosophy could take many forms, and led either to the 

Hamiltonian belief in the progressive value of manufactures, under the aegis of a 

moneyed aristocracy, or to the belief of Jefferson in the basic importance of the small 

property owner, the farmer, tradesman, artisan and mechanic.”125  The major architects of 

the American “experiment” in republican self-government, Struik noted, were also well-

versed in some area of science or technology.  Benjamin Franklin, for example, was a 

“scientist of worldwide fame,” and “Tom Paine an engineer of great vision, Benjamin 

Rush a physician and a chemist, Washington a surveyor and agronomist.”126  Jefferson 

was the key figure in Struik’s pantheon of “political” scientists.   

 Other than Franklin, Jefferson, an inveterate tinkerer whose inventions included 

copying desks, new methods of manufacturing nails, was the most well-versed and 

skilled in the science and technology of his times.  “A writer on many fields of science 
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and technology and an able craftsman,” Struik wrote, Jefferson had mastered advanced 

calculus and was known to pick up Sir Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica for light 

reading.127  But he also had a strong interest in both natural and mechanical philosophy, 

what are now called the physical and life sciences—the latter of which he was most 

passionate about.  In the only book he ever wrote, Notes on Virginia (1784), Jefferson 

argued that the superior size and vitality of the flora and fauna of the New World proved 

its physical and moral superiority over the Old.  He was also the architect of Monticello 

and the University of Virginia, whose innovative design influenced the look and feel of 

college campuses (including MIT’s) for generations.  More importantly, Struik noted, 

Jefferson was an architect of two American Revolutions—the first in 1776, and the 

second in 1800, when reason triumphed over tradition and Jefferson’s Republican Party 

defeated John Adams and the Federalists in the “Revolution of 1800.”  In a 1952 book 

review of “Thomas Jefferson: Scientist,” Struik praised the author for “the chapter which 

describes in impressive detail the Federalist attacks on Jefferson as a scientist, during the 

campaign of 1799, which reached into the area of obscurantism.”  The article, in Science 

and Society, a leading Marxist journal of which Struik was a founding editor, 

underscored the hostility toward science displayed by Jefferson’s political opponents in 

the campaign and, by implication, the need for scientists to fiercely defend “freedom of 

the mind,” the sine qua non of science and the scientific method, against political attack. 

 
The parallel with the present is obvious.  Then it was natural science which was 
victimized in the political campaign.  Now the principal victim is social science, 
though natural science is still far from immune.  Our expectations of a return to 
common sense may be strengthened by the fact that in 1799 the American people 
helped to stop the attack upon the freedom of the mind, symbolized by 
Jefferson.128  

 

For Jefferson and Struik, enthusiasm for science and republicanism were mutually 

reinforcing and overlapping.  “Science,” Jefferson had written, “is more important in a 

Republic than in any government . . . indeed, science is important to the preservation of 

our Republican Government and it is also essential to its Protection against foreign 
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powers.”129  If science was good for republicanism, Jeffersonians held that republicanism 

was good for science.  “Would we then have our own country become distinguished for 

science, literature and the arts,” asked Samuel Whitcomb, in an 1833 oration titled, “Two 

Lectures on the Advantages of a Republication Condition of Society for the Promotion of 

the Arts, and the Cultivation of Science.”  For America to be a leader “among the nations 

in the advancement of civilization [and] the home of original conceptions, of taste and 

invention,” Whitcomb concluded, “we must cherish those principles and perpetuate those 

usages which tend to assimilate the character and equalize the advantages of our fellow-

citizens and countrymen.  We must banish that servile imitation of foreign manners and 

customs, so incompatible with the spirit of Christian morality, and so unworthy the 

character of American Republicans.”130  

In his brief biographical sketch of Rogers’s life, Struik emphasized the republican 

influences on the future MIT founder, including his father’s involvement in the Irish 

independence movement and respect for Thomas Jefferson.  Other aspects of Struik’s 

Yankee Science in the Making also supported a left-liberal agenda for postwar 

educational and political reform.  Combing through history for a usable past, Struik 

found, in the saga of MIT and story of William Barton Rogers, elements that could be 

used to support a progressive agenda.  Staying true to their republican ideals and 

philosophy, Yankee Science in the Making implied, Rogers and MIT had successfully 

met the challenges of their times—and begun to confront those of the future with an 

educational philosophy that emphasized the importance of values in building the new 

urban-industrial society.  At the same time, Struik implicitly acknowledged the 

subsequent failures, to which he attributed the growing power of large, impersonal, 

capitalist enterprise.  Though that “phenomenon” fell outside the time period covered in 

Struik’s history of science, it was a pressing present concern at postwar MIT.  Rogers 

brought science into the urban-industrial era; now MIT had to bring science into the 

nuclear era.  How was it going to do that?  Need to preserve the basic principles and 

values of the past but somehow reintegrate them to fit new needs and circumstances of 

                                                 
129 Oliver, John W., History of American Technology (New York: Ronald Press, 1956) p. 117, Questia, 10 
Oct. 2008 <http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=3533514>. 
130 Whitcomb, Samuel, Two Lectures on the Advantages of a Republication Condition of Society for the 
Promotion of the Arts, and the Cultivation of Science, (Boston: Marsh, Capen, & Lyon, 1833), pp. 40-41 



 

 173

changes in science, technology, and society.  One of the most difficult aspects was that 

these three could no longer be separated.  In a scientific and technological society, 

changes in one affected the other.  And the speed or pace in which these changes 

occurred was dramatically accelerated. 

 

 

Reception of Yankee Science in the Making 

Contemporary reviewers gave Struik high marks for originality and especially for placing 

the history of New England science within a broader social, cultural, philosophical, 

religious, and economic context.  “The history of science and technology is perhaps the 

least explored aspect of American civilization: for every book on science, every 

biography of a naturalist or an inventor, there are a dozen on men of letters. Yet the 

making of American civilization was more largely the achievement of scientists, 

mechanics, and technicians than of artists or writers, for the tasks that confronted 

Americans were from the beginning, primarily material and the contributions material 

too.   It is I therefore a singularly valuable contribution that Mr. Struik has made in this 

fascinating study of Yankee science during the period from the Revolution to the Civil 

War.”  Other critics also recognized and praised the contemporary relevance of the 

historical developments examined in the book.  “Professor Struik’s essential task has 

been to show, by historical illustrations, how New England furnished just the proper 

social and ideological setting for the development of natural science and technology,” 

wrote Herbert Nichols in a Christian Science Monitor book review.  “Such a 

development, he points out pertinently at this hour, can flourish only in a spirit of free 

inquiry.”131  In this same newspaper column, Nichols also reviewed the recently 

published Life of Science by George Sarton, founder of the history of science as a 

discipline.  Like Struik, Sarton positioned his history in the form “plea for a spread of 

understanding among men, for greater efforts to appreciate the methods, beauty, and 
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order of technical research, for less obstinacy on the part of society at accepting the, gifts 

of science and using them to the betterment of mankind and civilization.”132 

Struik’s invocation of history and the New England culture of freethinkers from 

which MIT emerged was not a matter of merely historical or academic interest.  When 

Yankee Science appeared in the fall of 1948, however, none of this was publicly known, 

nor did it create any kind of political controversy.  That changed in April 1949, however, 

when Struik’s name surfaced in connection with a major trial of American communist 

party leaders—the famous “Foley Square Trial,” in which FBI undercover agent Herbert 

A. Philbrick included Struik in a group of MIT and Harvard faculty members who were 

active members of a communist party “cell” in Cambridge, Massachusetts.133  News that 

MIT was harboring a “Red professor” on its faculty broke just after the closing of MIT’s 

Mid-century Convocation on the Social and Moral Responsibility of Science, a major 

conference focused on the social and moral problems facing science and engineering 

educators, professionals, and government policy makers.  While Struik denied 

membership in the communist party, he also offered an affirmative defense of his 

political ideals and beliefs.  An Associated Press article running in the Berkshire Eagle 

under the headline, “‘Marxist’ Defined As ‘Jeffersonian,'” reported that Struik, “who 

called himself a Marxist,” defined that term “as meaning in part one who ‘shares with 

Thomas Jefferson his belief in the common man.’” In a 250-word elaboration, Struik 

defined the Jeffersonian Marxist as one who believes ‘man makes his own history but he 

makes it under given historical conditions.’   

 
He seeks a society “without insecurity, poverty or war where the benefits of 
science are enjoyed by all men.”  He wants economic and political equality for 
men and women of all races and creeds.  He will “combine active support for 
natural science with activities for peace, social security, trade unionism, civil 
rights and the preservation and extension of democracy everywhere, including 
the colonial peoples.”134 
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Struik never tried to hide his Marxist political affiliations from colleagues at MIT.  Nor 

were his ideas considered “radical” in the academic community generally, especially 

among historians of science, whose founding father, George Sarton, shared many of 

Struik’s views—and who served as chairman of the Struik Defense Committee when the 

MIT professor faced criminal charges for subversive activities.  Other left-liberals also 

recognized and supported Struik’s interpretation of American history in Yankee Science, 

including Henry Steele Commager.  Angus Cameron, the managing editor of Little, 

Brown, the book’s publisher, knew Struik well, shared his Marxist ideology, and, as a 

publisher, writer, and supporter of leftist causes and schools, actively promoted the ideals 

for which he and Struik both stood.  Cameron and Struik were both board members of 

Boston’s Samuel Adams School, which, like the Thomas Jefferson School in New York 

City, the Thomas Paine School in New Rochelle, New York, and the Abraham Lincoln 

School in Chicago, sponsored courses and lectures on Marxist politics, history, and 

economics; both contributed to The Christian Register, the Unitarian Church’s monthly 

magazine, when it was edited by a staunchly leftist Unitarian minister. 

Killian, whose inauguration as MIT’s new president capped off the convocation, 

backed by the MIT Corporation, defended Struik’s academic and political freedom and 

rejected calls for his ouster.  Compared to other American colleges and universities, 

MIT’s defense of institutional autonomy and academic freedom throughout the Red 

Scare—despite intense political pressure from agents of Wisconsin Sen. Joseph R. 

McCarthy—was exemplary.135  Inspired by MIT’s principled stand for intellectual and 

institutional autonomy, Howard Mumford Jones, a left-liberal historian at Harvard, also 

turned to the history of science for authority/firepower to wage war against Red-baiting 

anticommunists.  Following publication of Killian’s, “Statement in the Case of Professor 

Struik,” Jones compiled A Primer of Academic Freedom, a collection of essays and 

speeches in defense of free and independent thought culled from 300 years of western 

history. 136  Arranged in reverse chronological order, beginning with Killian’s “Statement 
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in the Case of Professor Struik,” (1949) and ending with Sir Francis Bacon’s “The 

Advancement of Learning” (1605), Jones urged readers to keep this humanistic tradition 

in mind as they contemplated “the proper policy in such matters as, let us say, the right of 

the House Committee on Un-American Activities to act as it does, the toleration to be 

extended to Communists, the privilege of college presidents and boards to fire teachers 

whose view they do not like, and the legislative duty to put down opinions held by the 

majority to be ‘subversive.’”137  In a world powered by science and technology, 

especially, it was folly to deny truths simply because they were inconvenient—as a 

western state legislature once did when, “exasperated by the pertinacity of 

mathematicians,” lawmakers voted “that pi, or the relation of the diameter to the 

circumference of a circle, should thereafter in the schools of the state be reckoned 3 

1/7.”138  Notwithstanding the warning, however, Jones feared history was repeating itself; 

anticommunist extremists were endangering the humanistic heritage upon which western 

democracy, science, and culture were based.   Jones was not the only Harvard historian to 

deploy history in Struik’s defense.  George Sarton, the aforementioned author of Life in 

Science, was a longtime acquaintance of Struik’s and professional colleague; Sarton had 

invited Struik to give one of the guest lecturers in a history of science seminar at Harvard 

in 1936.  Sarton served as chairman of the Struik Defense Committee after Struik was 

indicted on two counts of conspiracy and one of “advocating the overthrow of the U.S. 

government by force and violence.”139      

In the charged political environment of the late-1940s and early 1950s, however, 

such warnings often went unheeded.  Politicians such as Joseph McCarthy and Parnell 

Thomas used fear and intimidation to silence and smear critics of U.S. policies and 

priorities, and these accusations had a chilling effect on free thought and speech among 

Americans in and out of academia.  Even within the supposed sanctity of the college 
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classroom, humanities or liberal arts professors who encouraged students to think too 

freely—or discuss the problems of America’s dominant politics and culture—could be 

risking their reputations and/or careers.  So did Jones, whose introduction to A Primer of 

Intellectual Freedom, mixed praise for the virtues of liberal democracy with a discussion 

of past shortcomings.  Yet historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., also of Harvard, blasted 

Jones for overemphasizing the political persecution of dissidents in the United States and 

minimizing communism’s far worse failings.140  Another Harvard historian chastised 

Schlesinger for casting unwarranted aspersions on Jones and sowing doubts about his 

motives.  “An examination of the table of contents, and a reasonably careful reading of 

Mr. Jones’s editorial matter,” wrote historian Thomas J. Wilson, “would have shown 

clearly that the work is an effort to define intellectual freedom in terms of the Anglo-

Saxon tradition, particularly in terms of that tradition as it has been applied in American 

history and as it would seem to apply in this country today.  Surely Mr. Jones or any 

other editor has the right to establish the limits of his own subject matter.”141   

Or did they?   Freedom to dissent from official government policies and practices was 

one of liberal democracy’s foremost values, and especially critical amidst growing 

concern about “mind control” and the consequences of science and technology 

unchecked by moral or social constraints.  Not everyone thought humanistic educators 

should have the “right to establish the limits” of their own subject matter.  The prevailing 

popular view, at least, was that in wartime this right could be legitimately suspended.  It 

was not clear whether the same standard applied in a “cold war.”  Ambivalence and 

ambiguity about the causes and consequences of “thought control” prevailed.   And it 

also created a gray area for humanistic educators working to reform the cold war 

university from within.  Amidst growing debate about the moral and social 
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responsibilities of scientists and engineers in the atomic age, MIT officials tried to 

balance what they regarded as the Institute’s civic obligation to help defend legitimate 

U.S. national security interests through applied science and technology with often 

conflicting concerns about academic freedom, the values of scientific internationalism, 

and its founding mission of promoting human betterment through science and 

engineering education.  Whether out of guilt, a sense of moral or civic responsibility, or a 

combination, MIT also aimed to take a leading role in grappling with the serious 

challenges raised by the advanced military technologies that it helped develop.  These 

issues extended far beyond the purview of science and engineering, and struck at the very 

core of the human condition.  For its part, leading administrators and faculty at MIT came 

to believe that the institution had a responsibility to help science and engineering students 

understand and wrestle with the moral issues that would confront them in their personal 

and professional lives.  To this end, MIT adopted a conscious and deliberate plan to 

“humanize” students’ educational experience in the postwar period.  

The tension between promoting the free and independent thought central to 

democratic government and the need for control and regulation of attitudes and behavior 

during wartime, between the education of “whole” men of intrinsic worth and value vs. 

“flexible” men with the broad perspective desired to lead increasingly large, complex, 

bureaucratic organizations in the “military-industrial complex,” was real indeed.  It also 

underscored some of the unexamined agendas and assumptions driving the establishment 

of a “moral/spiritual” program at MIT  Another source of conflict and controversy had to 

do with the extent to which moral/spiritual education was intended to serve public vs. 

private purposes.  Was the purpose to support the individual or the state in the strange 

new international crisis called the cold war?   Trying to serve both masters at the same 

time inside the reigning paradigm of the liberal consensus could be difficult.  While sides 

in the struggle were not always clear, consistent, or mutually exclusive, the battle to win 

the hearts and minds of students, including American ones—their loyalty and 

commitment as well as their brainpower—was real indeed.  The purpose of the 

convocation and similar postwar meetings of minds was to enlist the best and brightest 

thinkers in developing socially and morally responsible answers.  Its success, however, 

rested on the assumption that policy makers could set ideology aside, and make policy 
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decisions based on disinterested and “objective” analysis.   When push came to shove, 

however, some believed it necessary to cast “objectivity” aside. 

Burchard certainly perceived it to be—and explained what was at stake in the 

outcome in an essay titled, “Technology and Personality,” first published in Religious 

Faith and World Culture, a work whose editor hoped would “make an open-minded, 

realistic appraisal of the interdependent world in which we live, with all its transcendent 

and demonic aspects.”142  The section of the book in which Burchard’s piece appeared, 

along with a contribution by Harvard sociologist David Riesman, was titled, “Freedom 

and Order, and focused on “the relationship between the individual and society, between 

personal autonomy and social order, between inner freedom and respect for the freedom 

of one’s fellows, between technological advance and the values of personality.”143  The 

stakes of the cold war were so high, Burchard argued, that humanistic educators could no 

longer function as “impartial” facilitators of free thought in the classroom, but were duty-

bound to declare their allegiances.  “Education in the humanities and social sciences in 

America can no longer afford to be so completely dispassionate as not to seek to 

distinguish good from evil,” Burchard wrote.  He both admitted and downplayed the 

potential dangers. “This is risky doctrine,” he acknowledged, since “the slightest 

departure from neutrality opens the door to all sorts of improper invasions of the true 

province of the university, which is to stimulate learning and keep alive freedom and 

thought.  Nonetheless, sides can be taken without too serious risk.  It is time to choose 

them.”144  For Burchard, national security imperatives trumped the virtues of free and 

open exchange.  Since the lines were already drawn, MIT and its students had no choice 

but to take sides.  At the same time, he acknowledged that the moral and intellectual 

integrity of the university was at stake.  Yet the ideological threat of communism was so 

great, he believed, that it had to be kept from spreading—even at the risk of 

compromising the liberal values and virtues it aimed to defend.  As America’s flagship 

school of science and engineering, the one most deeply involved in the war, and postwar 
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symbol of the nation’s military and scientific superiority, MIT had extra burdens to bear.  

It would have to show the rest of the world that the United States could maintain its 

military supremacy, and leadership in science and technology, while championing the 

cause of freedom, equal opportunity, and social justice around the world. 

 

 

Conclusion 

News of World War II’s end stirred mixed emotions in many Americans.  Feelings of 

elation and relief that the nightmare was over competed with distress and dread over the 

moral costs and future consequences of the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki.  Many of the scientists and engineers who worked tirelessly to develop the 

bomb, and their professional colleagues, were also disturbed by Truman’s decision and 

their inability to control or influence it.  They were responsible for providing the military 

with a weapon of mass destruction, the means to massacre entire populations and 

mankind itself, yet had little or no say in determining whether it should be used.  This 

predicament raised fundamental questions about their relationship to society and social 

and social and moral responsibilities for the use or misuse of their discoveries and 

innovations.  To many, it was no longer morally defensible to put planet-altering power 

tools in the hands of politicians and then disclaim any special obligation to humanity for 

their effects.  “Men of science have sometimes claimed that when they have made a 

discovery they have no more responsibility for its use that any other citizen,” wrote the 

Archbishop of York in 1953, “but in actual fact this is not the case.  For they have an 

influence over contemporary thought and action which is possessed by no other class of 

men.   

 
They are listened to by those who pay little heed to the ecclesiastic, the 
philosopher, or the poet.  Often their casual opinions, even on subjects outside 
their special field, are given reverent attention.  They cannot therefore say of any 
of their discoveries: ‘Take them, and use them as you think fit; this is not our 
responsibility.’  They must educate their fellow countrymen to use rightly the 
inventions they have given them, and must make plain the terrifying results 
which may follow their wrong use.”145 
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The advent of the atomic bomb and onset of the cold war heightened fears that scientists 

and technology were evolving more quickly than humanity was morally equipped to 

handle.  “Miracle weapons” made at MIT and elsewhere had not only changed the course 

of the war, but seemed to have changed the nature of all future warfare.   Henceforth and 

forever, the small circle of people that controlled them held humanity’s future in their 

hands.   

The American public sought reassurance that scientists and engineers could be 

trusted to use their new powers responsibly.  To increase the odds of that happening, 

leaders in the humanities, higher education, and the professions tried to bring their 

expertise to bear upon the problem.  “In the volatile months just after Hiroshima,” notes 

historian Paul Boyer, “a wide array of professional groups had stepped forward—often 

naively and perhaps self-interestedly—to help the world find its way back from the 

precipice.  Education, psychiatry, psychology, ethics, the humanities, sociology—surely 

somewhere in these specialties was the knowledge that could drive back the hovering 

nightmare of atomic war.”146  Colleges and universities, everyone agreed, needed to place 

more emphasis on the character and moral values of science and engineering students.  

By taking on this quasi-military function in a period of heightened cold war tension, 

humanists in higher education could even be defending U.S. national security.  Everyone 

stood to gain.  Scientists would gain public confidence and trust; humanists a public 

mission strengthening their foothold in the university; higher education public support for 

its new role in “citizenship education.”   

Though there ultimately no “right” answers to the moral dilemmas facing 

scientists and engineers in the postwar world, they were ethically bound to prepare 

themselves as best they could to fulfill their social and moral responsibilities to society.  

And it was the duty of science and engineering educators to do what they could to ensure 

that they brought as much moral, spiritual, and psychological maturity, social awareness 

and perspective, self-knowledge, and understanding and empathy with the human 

condition as possible to the task.  To fulfill this responsibility, the Lewis Committee 
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recommended, MIT should humanize undergraduate education and commit itself to 

educating the “whole man.”  That goal could not be achieved, however, by simply 

tinkering with the formal humanities curriculum or adding liberal arts course 

requirements.  It did not, in other words, mean adopting the philosophy of the Idealists, 

for whom scientific truth was “the product of the whole man,” and its establishment 

dependent on “a whole constellation of values which are more than cognitive or 

intellectual.”  Nor did it mean rejecting outright or downplaying the Positivist valuation 

of logic, rational thinking, and objective observation.  The more effective approach was 

congruent with the scientific ethos and its reliance on the scientific community to 

establish scientific truth and authority.  MIT would attempt to blend the best aspects of 

both philosophical positions and constitute itself as a moral community.  It would educate 

“whole men” whose broad development would enable them to meet their responsibilities 

as citizen-scientists and citizen-engineers, rather than relegating their dual identities to 

separate spheres.   

By educating future scientists and engineers to be “whole men,” the Lewis 

Committee implied, MIT also empowered them to “contribute creatively to our society, 

in this day when strong forces oppose all deviations from set patterns.”  The “whole 

man,” in other words was also the creative man—the more effort made to develop all of 

an individual’s qualities and capabilities, the more unique and differentiated from the 

mass he became.  The results of postwar efforts “to increase efficiency of management 

and to eliminate fluctuations in economic and social status,” the Lewis report observed, 

“may be an ever decreasing premium placed on the man who is different, on the function 

and qualities of imaginative and creative leadership” needed to address society’s 

increasingly complex problems.  The humanistic reforms advocated by the Lewis 

Committee, and later endorsed by the Killian administration, were intended “to create an 

environment” in which the gifted, and those with other “special talents,” could obtain the 

intellectual, emotional, and spiritual support they needed to become creative and 

independent thinkers.   

Yet there were some potential pitfalls in this new emphasis on educating the 

“whole man” and celebrating creativity and “the man who is different.”  “Creativity was 

tied to the “conformity-nonconformity dimension of personality,” wrote Nevitt Sanford, a 
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prominent educational psychologist in the 1950s and 1960s.   Nonconformists, by 

definition, were difficult to manage, control, and/or contain.  Nurturing too much 

nonconformity on the MIT campus, therefore, had the potential to interfere with some of 

the school’s other objectives, including the smooth running of an educational “machine” 

called upon to produce scientists and engineers to serve in the military-industrial 

complex.  Creativity could be a double-edged sword.  On the one hand, it could be 

channeled towards the purposes of the national security state.  Indeed, that was the 

implicit rationale for much of the creativity research conducted in American universities 

on behalf of the U.S. government.  Yet creativity could just as easily—perhaps more so—

cut the other way.  To cultivate creativity was, by definition, to encourage skepticism, the 

questioning of authority, to defy traditions, accepted values, norms, and practices—in 

other words to challenge the status quo in virtually every way imaginable.  Exposure to 

such training could lead students to question the basic premises of the national security 

state itself, and imagine other ways of organizing society to achieve vastly different 

goals.  By promoting creativity as a cardinal virtue of American higher education, the 

state was endorsing a mode of radical thinking that could not be contained.  “In recent 

years government agencies, corporations, or even labor unions, and other institutions of 

society have learned to accord some degree of freedom to the scientists whose creative 

work they hope to utilize,” noted Nevitt Sanford.  “But freedom is not freedom unless it 

is complete.   

 
Complete freedom implies that the scientist working for the government might 
question the policies that he is asked to implement, and that the scientist working 
for a corporation might question whether corporations, as such, are good 
things.147   

 
The government contracted with higher education to obtain support for its national 

security goals; yet that same support, in the case of creative education, could also 

undermine support for those very same objectives.  However much policy makers or 

educators might want to channel or divert intellectual creativity towards the achievement 

of national security plans and purposes, creative education also nurtured nonconformist 

qualities, values, and personality characteristics that could not be cordoned off or 
                                                 
147 Sanford, Nevitt, Self and Society: Social Change and Individual Development (New York: Atherton 
Press, 1966), p. 212 
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confined only to areas that served the national security state.  If the leaders of higher 

education were serious about encouraging creativity and imagination, they would also 

have to accept the necessity of social criticism and political dissent that went with it.  The 

subtle challenges which that posed to MIT and the cold war university are the subject of 

chapter three. 
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Chapter Three 

Parallel Universes: 

The “Two Cultures” of Creativity and Control  

 
The creative action is not voluntary at all, but automatic; we can only put the 
mind into the proper attitude, and wait for the wind, that blows where it listeth, to 
breath over it.  Thus the true state of creative genius is allied to reverie, or 
dreaming—Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr.1 
 
Educational methods, more than any other single factor, will determine what our 
world is like in another half century.  Of all possible forms of education, it seems 
to me that the most critical is education to understand, use, and evaluate creative 
thinking—John W. Campbell, Jr. (1953)2 
 

 

“To comprehend the role of science in American civilization, we must look beyond the 

scientist's desire for practical accomplishments,” wrote Detlev W. Bronk, president of 

Johns Hopkins University in the May 13, 1949 issue of Science.  The two most powerful 

motives were curiosity and its close cousin, the “desire to bring order out of chaos” 

through the exercise of “creative imagination.”  Detecting and connecting previously 

unrelated phenomena enabled one to “experience a deep esthetic satisfaction” akin to the 

artist’s realization of an aesthetic vision.  While hardly a revelation to the readers of 

Science, Bronk’s was a reminder of what was at stake in debates about their intellectual 

freedom and right to pursue curiosity “wherever it might lead.”  “[E]ven in this age of 

science,” Bronk reflected, “curiosity is often considered a bothersome trait which has got 

us into a great deal of trouble from the days of the Garden of Eden to those of 

Hiroshima.”3  However troublesome it might be, without freedom to explore and think 

outside the box, the scientist was a mere “fact-gatherer, dealing with the bare bones of 

science, unarticulated and unclothed with the flesh of meaning.”4   

Though creativity did not thrive in the controlled conditions of large 

bureaucracies, increasing numbers of scientists (and engineers) worked in organizations 

                                                 
1 Holmes, Oliver Wendell, Sr., The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table; or Every Man His Own Boswell 
(Boston: Phillips, Sampson and Company, 1858), p. 189 
2 Campbell, John W., Jr., “Space, Time, and Education,” Astounding Science Fiction, May 1953, p. 10 
3 Bronk, Detlev W., “Science and Humanity,” Science, New Series, Vol. 109, No. 2837 (May 13, 1949), p. 
477 
4 Ibid, p. 477 



 

 186

where that was the norm.5  The conflict between these professionals’ need for “autonomy 

and independence” and management’s call for “the limiting of individualistic behavior” 

was a source of ongoing tension and low morale in the workplace, noted A. M. Zarem, a 

former Manhattan Project engineer and, after the war, a leader of the Stanford Research 

Institute.6   It also lowered productivity, given the nation’s increasing reliance on 

innovation to foster economic growth and the existence of a supposed science and 

engineering “gap” between the United States and the Soviet Union.  “Future products 

require ideas and manpower even more than materials,” noted a pre-Sputnik article in the 

Wall Street Journal.  Contrary to the reporter’s expectations, industrial research managers 

had an easier time finding enough scientists and engineers than managing to help them 

remain creative.  “‘Keeping your creative people happy, productive, and creative’ is the 

toughest job commented one researcher.’”  Some companies, the story noted, were 

starting to study the characteristics of creative professionals in an effort to do just that.   

Managers needed a better understanding of what made their professional employees 

tick—especially the “peculiar characteristics” of engineers—“since our survival as a 

nation may depend on it,” Zarem agreed.  Besides the challenges posed by their 

intelligence, heightened sensitivity, and natural non-conformity, the “two critical areas of 

peculiar significance related to the problems of supervising professional ‘technical 

people,’” he noted, were “Creativity and Attitudes.  It is important that we obtain as good 

an understanding of creativity as we can if we are to have a better appreciation of the 

people who are endowed with it.”7   

The tension between creativity and control among managers and scientists and 

engineers was one among a broader set of social and cultural problems facing the United 

States in the aftermath of World War II.  On the one hand, national security was 

associated with the need for greater centralized control over people, the expression and 

dissemination of ideas, resources, decision-making, education, etc.  The experience of 

World War II, however, raised awareness of the value of creativity and imagination to 

                                                 
5 Miller, George A., “Professionals in Bureaucracy: Alienation Among Industrial Scientists and Engineers,”  
American Sociological Review, Vol. 32, No. 5 (Oct., 1967), pp. 755-768 
6  Saxberg, Borje O. and Slocum, John W., Jr., “The Management of Scientific Manpower,”  
 Management Science, Vol. 14, No. 8, Application Series (Apr., 1968), p. B473 
7 Zarem, A.M., “Are Engineers People?” IRE Transactions on Engineering Management, March 1955, p. 
45 
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discovery and innovation in science and technology, and continued to shift thinking in 

that direction within the military-industrial complex.  In fact, developing the nation’s 

creativity and imagination became national security imperatives.  “The greatest need we 

have today either in civilian or military life,” declared the U.S. assistant secretary of the 

Navy at the 1954 Officer Candidate school graduation, “is creative, positive and decisive 

thinking.  Technological progress is at such a rate that the nation is faced with unforeseen 

weapons against which the only defense, for the moment, is an ability to create and 

invent.”8  Since the culture of control stifled freedom of thought, it was also detrimental 

to national security.  In the postwar world, in fact, creativity and imagination came to be 

seen as national security assets rather than liabilities.   

In mainstream American culture, the tension between the competing needs for 

creativity and control surfaced/were manifested in the culture war between the advocates 

of “permissiveness” and “discipline” in the education of America’s youth.   While 

educational experts encouraged parents to be more “free-wheeling” in raising their 

children, in the aftermath of Sputnik, conservatives blamed “progressive education” for 

relaxing discipline in America’s homes and schools and allowing the more regimented 

Soviet Union to pull ahead in the space race.  In the rush and panic to understand how it 

could have happened, some pointed the finger at “permissive education” for having 

“made us inferior in scientific subjects, at least to the hard, disciplined Soviet system 

which at the very outset threw out progressive education.”   That was why her “anger 

burned so brightly.”  Nationally syndicated newspaper columnist Irene Corbally Kuhn 

described the outrage she felt while listening to “a man who helped launch extreme 

progressivism from Columbia University’s Teacher’s College in 1932” tell parents at a 

PTA meeting that “‘permissive’ parents are likely to raise ‘creative’ children, while 

‘strict’ parents will probably have to settle for routine kids.”9  In the column, Kuhn linked 

such permissiveness to “the rise in number and violence of juvenile crime.”  No matter 

how determined they were, those who sought to “restore order and discipline to school 

and home, put parents and teachers back in the driver’s seat, exercise control over 

                                                 
8 “Future Weapons Demand Creativity, Navy Air Boss Tells 802 OCS Grads,” Newport Daily News, 
Newport, R.I., April 2, 1954, p. 1 
9 Kuhn, Irene Corbally, “PTA Groups Are Mis-lead [sic],” The Emporia Daily Gazette, Emporia, Kansas, 
December 24, 1958, p. 4 
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children for our own good and the community’s” were bound to fail as long as “parents 

are encouraged to equate creativity in children with abdication of parental authority and 

supervision.”10  

The tensions between creativity and control coursing through American life in the 

1950s and early 1960s were also apparent at MIT.  To attract and retain superior students 

and faculty, the Lewis Committee had encouraged the administration to nurture creativity 

and imagination by constructing a more relaxed and “permissive” educational 

environment and humanistic campus culture.  The relaxation of control, however, made it 

more difficult to keep the “educational machine” reliably producing its quota of elite 

scientists and engineers for the cold war.  It was an open question whether or not MIT 

could have it both ways—nurture creativity while maintaining control—in the midst of a 

nebulous, open-ended “national emergency.”   

In that context, this chapter compares and contrasts the efforts of two MIT 

educators to foster creativity in undergraduate students:  John E. Arnold, an assistant 

professor of engineering, and Herbert I Harris, a staff psychiatrist at MIT and later the 

school’s chief psychiatrist in the school’s Homberg Memorial Infirmary.  Arnold 

empowered students by mobilizing their interest in science fiction to develop creative 

problem-solving skills and abilities in the classroom that could be applied to social as 

well as engineering problems.  He was among the leaders of a larger postwar movement 

in education and business to develop the “creative potential” of students and employees 

using new psychological and pedagogical techniques.  Arnold’s methods met with 

disapproval in some quarters of the higher education status quo.  Staid professors of 

engineering accused him of “theatricalism” and “publicity seeking,” and denigrated the 

use of science fiction in the classroom as a “publicity stunt.”  Even some creative types in 

the fields of advertising and design expressed doubts about Arnold’s “inspirational 

approach to creativity.”11  Harris, by contrast, employed individual and group 

psychotherapy to enhance the mental and emotional efficiency of MIT students, enhance 

their self-esteem and social functioning, and remove their emotional blocks to creativity.  

                                                 
10 Kuhn, Irene Corbally, p. 4   
11 Smith, Paul, ed., Creativity: An Examination of the Creative Process.  A Report on the Third 
Communications Conference of the Art Directors Club of New York (New York: Hastings House 
Publishers, 1959), p. 46 
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Using similar techniques, Harris aimed to help MIT instructors develop greater self-

awareness and interpersonal skills that would help improve their relationships with 

students and humanize their classrooms. The principles of Freudian psychoanalytic 

theory, to which Americans responded more favorably than the people of any other 

nation (including Freud’s native Austria), promised relief from the unconscious 

repressions that stifled creativity.  Though neither Arnold nor Harris taught the liberal 

arts or humanities per se, each in their own way championed humanistic reforms which 

they believed would encourage creative and imaginative thinking among MIT 

undergraduates.  And both sought to help them gain the confidence to resist pressure to 

conform to mainstream norms and values.  Yet there were significant differences in their 

ideas and methods, and in their social, cultural, and political implications.  In a certain 

sense, they represented alternative strategies for coping with postwar America’s rapidly 

changing social order.  This chapter explores the conflicts and tensions between their two 

approaches in the larger context within which they operated—specifically, the postwar 

popularity of science fiction and psychoanalysis.  Both paradigms promised to free 

Americans to develop their creative potential, but also had to contend with countervailing 

pressures and impulses pushing to maintain a culture of control. 

 

 

Every Man His Own Einstein 

Before the war, creative ability was regarded as a rare characteristic determined at birth.  

Even the term typically used to describe it—“creativeness”—connoted an unchanging 

attribute or essence.  Scholarly literature on the subject was thin, as there seemed little 

point in dissecting what seemed an inherently mysterious process.  “In the part of our 

current Zeitgeist pertaining to psychology and education, no word has had a more 

dramatic rise in popularity than ‘creativity,’” wrote psychologist J.P. Guilford, one of the 

nation’s leading experts on the subject.  “Serious investigation of creativity by 

psychologists began only in recent years.  For centuries the common idea had been that 

only the exceedingly rare person is genuinely creative and that creativity is a divine gift.  

As such, it was not to be investigated, or at best, there was little hope of understanding 
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it.” 12  As the concept of creative ability was broadened to include a wider range of related 

aptitudes, the term “creativeness” gradually gave way to “creativity.”   If the former 

connoted a static and inborn attribute, the latter suggested a learned behavior which most 

anyone—with the proper education and training—could acquire.  The concept of creative 

ability, along with its distribution among the American people, was thereby democratized 

in the postwar period.  For educators, therefore, the salient question was how to more 

fully and consistently develop creative potential.  In the immediate postwar period, 

“Higher education’s blind spot,” argued G.W. Stewart, a physics professor at Iowa State 

University, in an article for educators, was “the Creativeness of the Ordinary Student.”13  

“The encouragement of creativity in the ordinary man at his own level of attainment is 

essential to the common good.”  As a virtue, creativity was both democratic and versatile.  

It performed the cultural work of upholding “traditional” American male identity and 

masculine ideals of self-determination, self-culture, and self-help at a time when that 

possibility seemed to be rapidly receding.  “By the exercise of creativeness the ordinary 

man can increase the demand for his services, can have a more buoyant life for himself 

and his family, can become more independent of circumstances, and more certain of 

economic security.”14  By developing the creative potential of the “ordinary” citizen, 

educators could help a John Doe regain his wavering self-confidence.  “As a people, we 

have a blind spot in our vision of what an ordinary man can do,” Stewart wrote.  “He 

shares it, too.  The truth is, most men do not believe in themselves, do not think that they 

possess enough originality to be creative in their day’s work.”  On the other hand, the 

revelation of his innate creativity could restore a man’s mettle.  “The realization by the 

ordinary man that he has the power to create, to make life more satisfying and more 

economically secure,” Stewart wrote, “will lead him to a greater belief in himself.”15   

In speeches, magazine and newspaper articles, commencement addresses, 

educational policies and practices, and college and university classrooms, educators 

implored policy makers to declare the development of America’s creative potential a 

                                                 
12 Guilford, J.P., “Factors That Aid and Hinder Creativity,” Adapted from an address presented at the 
Creative Education Institute at San Jose State College, June 21, 1961. 
13 Stewart, G.W., “Higher Education and Creativeness,” The Journal of Higher Education, Vol. 17, No. 1, 
(Jan., 1946), pp. 31-39. 
14 Ibid, p. 31  
15 Ibid, p. 35 
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national security necessity.  Those responsible for the higher education of America’s 

science and engineering students had a particularly important responsibility in this regard.  

If creativity could be defined in behavioral terms, it could also be observed, measured, 

and analyzed.  Indeed, the author of an article titled, “Creativity and Creativeness,” 

described creativity as having “roughly the same relationship to creativeness as IQ does 

to intelligence.”16  Psychologists took a leading role in researching and defining the 

nature of creativity and calling for public policies to develop the nation’s newly identified 

potential.  One of their most important—and controversial—findings had to do with the 

social and cultural climate in which creativity was best developed.  A “permissive 

environment,” they discovered, provided the optimal conditions for nurturing creative 

and imaginative individuals—the kind so desperately needed to save the nation.  Left-

liberals welcomed educational programs that encouraged curiosity, creativity, and critical 

thinking in the classroom, and resisted efforts to squelch spontaneity under the banner of 

anticommunism.  Yet conservatives clinging to “traditional” values were upset by the 

social and cultural repercussions and blamed the new “cult of creativity” for causing 

social instability.  They accused “overly permissive” parents and teachers of failing to 

discipline the rising generation, and charged their “misguided” efforts to stimulate young 

people’s creativity with fostering disrespect for traditional moral values, juvenile 

delinquency, and other social pathologies.  U.S. national security seemed to require 

creativity and permissiveness, on the one hand, and regimentation and control, on the 

other.   These competing paradigms sparked a culture war in the 1950s.    

To create the future, one had to destroy the present—and to some extent the past.  

“To lead in research, we must be able to destroy the old to give a place to the new,” wrote 

W.R. Woolrich, dean of engineering at the University of Texas.  “Life cycles established 

by the Creator in which a place is given each generation by the passing of the aged of the 

generations spent is the pattern for progress in creative invention.”  If the older 

generation had to give way to the young for science and technology to progress, it had 

best to start developing the creative abilities of youth as soon as possible in their 

development.  “Greater emphasis should be placed in our educational system on 

developing ingenuity in our students,” Woolrich continued.  “More effort should be 

                                                 
16 Nilsson, Neil, “Creativeness and Creativity,” Educational Philosophy and Theory, Vol. 10, p. 5 
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expended discovering young men and women of creative ability.  Experience indicates 

there is great virtue in developing this attribute at an early age.”17  Not unexpectedly, 

these “young men of creative ability” also had the same curious and questioning spirit, 

lack of deference to authority, and need to think things for themselves as their elderly 

counterparts—plus the rebelliousness characteristic of youth.   

In the early postwar period, the development of one’s creative potential also 

became associated with individuality and non-conformity, particularly among men, in 

mainstream popular culture.  In one common plot line for example, a male protagonist 

confronts with the challenge of establishing an independent masculine identity outside 

the purview of large bureaucratic organizations.  The story typically opened with the 

main character suffering from low self-esteem or a non-specific malaise characterized by 

symptoms of anxiety, restlessness, boredom, etc., to which creative work is looked to as 

an imagined antidote.  The main characters in these stories try to invent their way out of 

their identity crises.  One in the series of Blondie and Dagwood books based on the 

nationally-syndicated comic strip series created by Chic Young, titled, Dagwood’s 

Marvelous Invention (1949), is an excellent example.  Dagwood Bumstead, the 

prototypical white middle-class male for whom the “American Dream” often seems a 

nightmare, is trapped by a mortgage, a family of ten mouths to feed, and a wife who 

expresses her anger at him by going on shopping sprees that make him more financially 

dependent on the whims of his boss, Mr. Dithers.  To make matters worse, Dagwood 

lives in perpetual fear of being fired from a job he hates by the demeaning and tyrannical 

Dithers.  

The book opens with Dagwood sitting in his living room, straining to think up an 

invention that will enable him to quit the odious Dithers Construction Company and 

confirm his masculine identity and independence.  He stays up nights reading science and 

engineering magazines and maniacally tinkering with his “inventions” in a basement 

workshop.  Rather than a demonstration of his diligence and determination to become a 

“self-made” man, however, Dagwood’s behavior eventually threatens the stability and 

survival of the nuclear family.  After nearly blowing up the house, and causing a 

                                                 
17 Woolrich, W.R., “Creative Engineering Research: Its Stimulation and Development,” The Journal of 
Engineering Education, Vol. XXXVI (1945-46), p. 571.  
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neighborhood power outage, Blondie delivers her ultimatum: unless Dagwood agrees to 

swear off inventing, she is leaving him, and taking the kids with her.  Though he 

seemingly surrenders to his wife’s demands, Dagwood continues his nightly trips to the 

basement.  Physically and emotionally exhausted by his dual life, he begins showing up 

late for work and leaving early.  When he does not show up at all, the enraged Mr. 

Dithers fires him.  Meantime, Dagwood finds a buyer for one of his “inventions”—a 

manufacturer willing to pay him $250.00 for the patent rights.  This validation of 

Dagwood’s creative abilities leads Dithers to see the error of his ways and rehire 

Dagwood, who accepts only if he can regain his dignity by giving his boss a swift kick in 

the rear.  The reward and recognition of his talents, and the debasement of Dithers which 

this makes possible, restores Dagwood’s masculine identity and dignity.  “I knew you 

could do it, Pop!” Dagwood’s son proudly exclaims, “with hero-worship in his eyes,” 

while the rest of the Bumsted stands by “gazing at him with pride and admiration.”18    

A November 1949 episode of The Phil Harris-Alice Faye Show reprised a similar 

theme.  The show opened with the narrator explaining that:  “For the past few weeks, Phil 

has been feeling a little nervous, restless, and irritable.  Alice is a little worried and she’s 

insisted that he go to his doctor for a check-up.”  The doctor informed Harris that there 

was nothing wrong with him physically, and speculated that his “nervousness must be 

caused by some outside influence.”  After dismissing the possibility that Harris’s 

drinking problem—a long-running joke on the show—was part of the problem, the doctor 

suggested that, “perhaps it’s something in your work that’s preying on your mind.  What 

do you do for a living? . . .” The half-hour radio show, the doctor suggests, leaves Harris 

with too much time on his hands, and advised Harris “to keep your hands and your mind 

busy.  Build something.”19  Harris took to the idea.   

 
That doctor is absolutely right—I should create something.  You know, I always 
had a desire to build.  That’s what’s wrong with me—I’m a frustrated engineer 
[laughter].  You know something, I want to create something with my brain and 
then see it take form with my hands.  I know if I put my mind to it, I could 
accomplish a tremendous engineering project. . . I want to create something new, 
something that will be useful.20   

                                                 
18 Young, Chic, Blondie; And Dagwood’s Marvelous Invention (Racine, WI: Whitman Publishing 
Company, 1947), p. 237 
19 The Phil Harris and Alice Faye Show, “The Engineer,” November 13, 1949 
20 Ibid 
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Meanwhile, when Harris’s wife expresses concerns about his health, her sister says, “I 

hate to tell you this, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with Phillip—physically. . . 

I never wanted to bring this up before, Sis, but do you think Phillip is all there? . . .  

Frankly, I don’t think he has all his marbles.”  During this same conversation, the 

couple’s son showed up to inform his mother, “We know why he’s nervous—he’s a 

genius and he’s temperamental, and he’s got a lot on his mind.  You don’t understand 

him, mommy.  You should let him go out with the boys more often, and he should have 

more liberty . . . and if you raised his allowance, he’d be a lot easier to get along with.”  

The men in these programs are often infantilized, portrayed as weak and helpless 

compared to their more mature, realistic, and competent wives.  Faye is incredulous when 

Phil declares, “All I need is something to occupy my spare time and I know just what it 

is:  I’m going to become an engineer!”   

 
 Alice: A what? 
 Phil: An engineer.  I-N-J-U-N-E-A-R.   
 Alice: What kind of an engineer—civil, mechanical, aeronautical—or choo- 

choo? 
  Phil:  Go ahead, laugh . . . people are always laughing at genius.  They 

laughed at Edison; they thought Fulton was crazy; they thought 
Marconi was crazy. . . 21 

 
Harris is determined to do something “worthy of his engineering talents” around the 

house and Alice Faye (his wife on and off the show) assigns him to change a light bulb in 

the garage.  “Just change the bulb and have it done by the time I get back from the 

market,” she commands.  “How do you like that,” Phil testily responds, “she’s asking a 

great engineer like me to change a bulb.”  To make the task “worthy” of his attention, 

Harris and an accomplice decide to install a switch that turns the garage light on and off 

from inside the house—a project which predictably ends in disaster and presumably a 

decision to keep his day job.  In this story, the creativity of the “ordinary man” is 

valorized in a different, more indirect way—by cutting the celebrity (i.e. bandleader and 

radio star Phil Harris) down to size.  Harris’s ineptitude as an engineer or household 

handyman, valorized the masculine identity of the “ordinary man” who built things in his 
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basement or garage workshop, and made him feel superior, more confident, and more 

“manly” than the fumbling musician.   

In stories of the foregoing type, the protagonist is initially frustrated by the stifling 

of his creativity, leading him to take desperate measures to express it, which, if 

continued, threaten dire consequences.  Dagwood faces the possibility of losing his job 

and family; Harris, his mental balance and self-esteem.  Both men back away from their 

“crazy” behavior and make peace with their circumstances.  Though the creative ideas 

about which characters in these plots are impassioned initially appear outlandish or far-

fetched, the male protagonist typically exhibits a glimmer of genius (often the result of 

accident, mistake, or other serendipitous act) that casts him in a newly positive light.  The 

boss or manager is forced to recognize the protagonist’s value to the company and 

reintegrate him into the organization.  The message to the employer was clear—creativity 

is both valuable and essential in fostering productivity and employee morale—and to the 

employee: creativity is a good thing, but do not get carried away and quit your day job.  

Writing in response to the question, “If people used their creative imaginations would it 

solve most of their troubles?” the physician author of a newspaper health column 

unhesitatingly answered in the affirmative.  Citing Alex Osborn, one of the most 

prominent creativity experts of the 1950s, and author of the book, Your Creative Power, 

he noted that “using imagination to create something new is one of the best methods to 

cure inferiorities, fears and worries.  Even if you only imagine a better way to peel 

potatoes, or arrange your furniture or plan a dinner party, your troubles don't get a look 

in.  Imagine, imagine, imagine creatively, says Mr. Osborn. It’s the highway to happiness 

and success.”22  The message to those with aspirations beyond the invention of a better 

potato peeler was essentially the same.  Properly channeled and controlled, creativity was 

portrayed as a source of pride, self-esteem, and masculine identity.    

It also provided a substitute for an earlier model of manhood for white middle-

class men during the age of heroic science and engineering.  In the 1930s, for example, 

the professional engineer was still celebrated as a “civilization builder”—a hard-headed, 

no-nonsense problem-solver.  Earlier in the twentieth century, he (the engineer was 

almost always portrayed as a male) was portrayed as a builder of men as much as of 
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bridges, reservoirs, dams, roads, and skyscrapers.  This model of manhood, however, did 

not necessarily fit the new corporate structures in which scientists and engineers would 

be working in the postwar world.  The age of heroic science and engineering had passed 

and, along with it, the larger than life images of manhood associated with them.  In the 

era of “Big Science,” white middle-class men in these fields had a different challenge, to 

keep from becoming “robots” or “mere technicians” by maintaining an autonomous 

masculine identity rooted in their capacities to think and act freely, creatively, and 

independently from the “minders” who managed them.   

 

 

Free-Wheeling for the Future 

The scientists and engineers who populated the mushrooming military-industrial complex 

often found their creativity stifled by the culture of control.  Nor were they alone, noted 

Ruell Denney, co-author with Nathan Glazier and David Riesman, of The Lonely Crowd.  

Denney counted himself among what sociologist C. Wright Mills called the “New Middle 

Class”—“the salesmen, teachers, professionals, and specialists in our society who 

comprise a skilled group—the white collar class from its lower to its higher levels, and 

especially the salaried groups with relatively intense occupational training.”23  For 

validation of the particular forms of alienation with which they were afflicted, and the 

relief of knowing that they were not alone, some turned to the newly popular literary 

genre of science fiction.  Viewed as a species of folk tale or myth, science fiction took on 

the task of representing “as its hero a specific kind of man,” Denney wrote, “the type 

sometimes called the Faustian type by anthropologists.  In his American engineer form, 

as a stereotype, he is the man who loves the world as an object of inquiry.”24  In science 

fiction, members of the New Middle Class could identify with and vicariously share in 

the protagonists’ fighting the forces of bureaucratic control arrayed against them in the 

story and real life.  Or, as Denney suggested, they could they could choose an alternative 

coping strategy and  indulge in what he called the “American Fantasy of Disappearance,” 

“a tendency on the part of Americans to feel themselves pressured into social conformity, 

                                                 
23 Denney, Ruell, “Reactors of the Imagination,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, July 1953, p. 208  
24 Ibid, p. 209 
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so that it satisfies them to involve themselves in strategies of beating the world by 

vanishing from it.”25  Through most of the 19th century, the romantic myths associated 

with the nation’s western frontier served that purpose; functioning as a “safety valve” for 

releasing various types of pressure, the mythic frontier provided Americans an imagined 

space in which to reinvent themselves and, for the reform-minded, their society.  The 

“space opera” breed of science fiction popular in the 1930s simply recycled the plots of 

Western fiction and transposed the action into outer space.  But postwar science fiction 

abandoned that “Buck Rogers stuff” and, instead, began to depict the futility of escape 

into fantasy.  Wherever they went, it seemed, humans brought their problems with them.  

It was becoming harder to “disappear.” 

Prior to World War II, science fiction was largely ignored by mainstream society, 

typically dismissed as a lowbrow, juvenile form of escape entertainment.  The lurid 

covers of the science fiction pulps—often featuring well-endowed, scantily clad women 

ravaged by alien monsters—did nothing to alter that perception or endear them to middle-

class parents and public school teachers convinced of their prurient influence on youth.  

In the letters columns of amateur and professional science fiction publications, readers 

and fans described the extraordinary measures they sometimes took to hide their pulp 

magazines from prying parents and the dismal experience of having their “queer” hobby 

exposed and collections confiscated.26  Something changed after World War II, however.  

More than any other factor, science fiction’s prediction of the atomic bomb—first in the 

writings of H.G. Wells and during the war in the pages of Astounding Science Fiction—

boosted the genre’s public image.27  As the line between science and science fiction 

blurred in the postwar period, the mainstream media began, for the first time, to take the 

genre seriously.  “World War II and its fantastic climax as the first bomb fell on 

Hiroshima have realized other prophecies in scientific fiction,” noted Joseph O. Bailey, 

author of the first doctoral dissertation on science fiction, later published as Pilgrims 

                                                 
25 Ibid, p. 210 
26 While the boosters of American science fiction in the first decades of the 20th century promoted it as a 
means of increasing public interest in science and engineering, its lowbrow image limited its penetration of 
mainstream culture.  Other than its partisan advocates, few took the relationship between science and 
science fiction seriously in the interwar period; literary critics generally dismissed it as fodder for feeble 
minds in the same category as westerns, romances, and detective stories.   
27 Another factor was the increasing availability of cheap paper that made pulp magazines and paperback 
books affordable to a mass audience.   
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through Space and Time (1947).28  As public interest in science fiction grew steadily 

between 1945 and the mid-1950s, and toy robots, spaceships, and ray guns soared to the 

top of children’s Christmas wish lists, the genre replaced Westerns on America’s TV 

screens and became a Hollywood staple.  In American popular culture, however, science 

fiction had a dual identity: on the one hand it was still dismissed as frivolous, lowbrow 

“escapism”; on the other hand, mainstream newspapers and magazines often noted that 

child prodigies, winners of national science contests, and top scientists, engineers, and 

mathematicians were avid readers.  Though science fiction gained respectability after 

1945, some of the social stigma remained.   

It could still be shocking, therefore, when John W. Campbell, Jr., the influential 

editor of Astounding Science Fiction, the nation’s best-known and most popular science 

fiction magazine, addressed an enthusiastic audience of MIT students in April 1949.29  

The very idea that a science fiction writer might have something meaningful to say about 

science and engineering students at MIT would have seemed preposterous, if not perverse 

before the war.  Yet here was the Grand Master himself, extolling the genre’s virtues in 

the sacristy of the nation’s “temple of science” and goading its acolytes to imbibe science 

fiction for the good of science.  Not only was there no public outcry, but MIT students 

responded enthusiastically to the message and the messenger.  Whether it was an 

evolutionary process or a dramatic transformation, it was a sign of science fiction’s new 

and more complex relationship to science, higher education, and society.  It was also a 

sign of student empowerment: Campbell appeared under the auspices of the Lecture 

Series Committee, a forum established and run by MIT undergraduates in the immediate 

aftermath of World War II.30  The topic and choice of speaker were certainly timely, as 

science fiction was building toward the peak of its postwar popularity.  “Astounding has a 

wide reader appeal at Technology,” noted The Tech, “with the Tech Pharmacy selling 

                                                 
28 Bailey, Joseph O., Pilgrims through Space and Time (New York: Argus Books, Inc., 1947), p. 9  
29 Following Campbell’s lead, science fiction in the late 1940s and early 1950s was fast becoming a 
“literature of ideas” that explored social, moral, and philosophical issues at the intersection of science, 
technology, and society, especially the problematic relationship between human impulses, emotions, and 
desires and the hyper-rationality of “giant brains” and “thinking machines” (i.e. computers) that were 
accelerating the pace of social change.  Science fiction was a predictable source of prophetic warning for 
humanity to change its ways or court disaster.  
30 According to the terms of its 1945 charter, the LSC’s mission was to ensure undergraduates a say in 
shaping MIT’s informal humanities curriculum.   
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several hundred per month, and about 50 more selling at the Graduate House.  The 

magazine which is half fiction and half science has among its more celebrated readers 

Robert Oppenheimer, Professor Richardson of the Mt. Wilson Observatory and others.”31  

It was Campbell who presided over the genre’s wartime “Golden Age” and his visions of 

its future that steered the genre away from the formulaic “space opera” plots and themes 

borrowed from western, romance, and detective fiction and toward a more sophisticated 

and adult exploration of the social, psychological, philosophical, and cultural impact of 

science and technology on people.   

The MIT students in Campbell’s audience who grew up reading science fiction 

were especially appreciative and captivated by his emphasis on philosophy and ideas.  He 

viewed Astounding as a “think tank” for idea-generation, and reveled in his “free-

wheeling,” back-and-forth dialogue with its readers over such meaty subjects as free will, 

the causes of war, and the nature of reality.  Campbell was famous for conducting his 

story conferences with authors and other editors much like an engineering class, and his 

“brainstorming” sessions with writers were legendary.  Professors of science and 

engineering, mathematics, professional scientists and engineers—and students of these 

fields—carried on a lively debate about the scientific accuracy of Astounding, providing 

Campbell and his writers with almost instant feedback.  In his talk at MIT, Campbell 

emphasized science fiction’s potential to stimulate creative work among scientists and 

engineers.  By “predict[ing] things that might be from the basis of what we know and 

what we might wish to know,” he argued, science fiction opened new frontiers of creative 

thought and imagination.32  Science fiction writers were busy thinking up answers to 

problems that scientists and engineers had not even thought about.  Campbell had 

expressed similar ideas in an article titled, “The Science of Science-Fiction,” published in 

The Atlantic Monthly about a year he spoke at MIT.  The engineers that designed a coffee 

flask suitable for space travel, Campbell confidently asserted, “will almost certainly” 

have first encountered solutions to the “problems of the space ship in science-fiction, and 

                                                 
31 “Campbell, Head of ‘Astounding,’ to Speak Wed.,” The Tech, April 12, 1949, p. 1 
32 “Science-Fiction Predicts Future Says J. Campbell,” The Tech, April 15, 1949, p. 1.  
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will accept them gratefully.”33  “Science-fictioneers,” as Campbell dubbed writers in the 

genre, thought up answers to questions that had not yet been asked.34   

As students groped for ways to make science and engineering studies more 

meaningful, they resonated with Campbell’s basic optimism and faith in humanity’s 

ability to solve its most pressing problems—if it exerted the will, energy, and brainpower 

to do so.  While “the fantastic stories in science fiction magazines” remained “a force in 

human affairs closely akin to fairy stories and songs,” Campbell remarked,  they were 

“not only interesting” from a humanistic perspective, but “useful” to scientists and 

engineers.35  By “predict[ing] things that might be from the basis of what we know and 

what we might wish to know,” science fiction opened new frontiers of creative thought 

and imagination.  A member of the MIT class of 1933 himself, Campbell was an ideal 

carrier of that message and ambassador to the mainstream public.  Ranked among the 

most important and influential science fiction editors and writers in the genre’s history, 

Campbell burnished the literature’s poor public image.  His intelligent, straitlaced, 

articulate, and unflappable persona contradicted stereotyped portrayals of writers, 

readers, and fans as psychologically unbalanced, morally depraved, and/or politically 

subversive.  As a white, middle-class Protestant—in a field disproportionately populated 

by immigrants, Jews, Catholics, lower-middle-class whites, and other cultural outsiders—

Campbell conferred mainstream respectability.36  In postwar gatherings of academics, the 

pages of middle-brow magazines and newspapers, on the radio in a series such as 

Exploring Tomorrow, and in public appearances such as the one at MIT, Campbell spread 

the gospel of science fiction and helped shape its postwar reception in higher education.   

 

 

 

                                                 
33 Campbell, John W., “The Science of Science Fiction,” The Atlantic Monthly, May 1948, p. 97 
34 Ibid, p. 98 
35 “Campbell, Head of Astounding To Speak Wed.,” The Tech, April 12, 1949, p. 1; “Science-Fiction 
Predicts Future Says J. Campbell,” The Tech, April 15, 1949, p. 1.  
36 The atomic bomb converted far more skeptics; rather, it was the uncanny accuracy with which science 
fiction writers envisioned the bomb—years before the “Manhattan Project” entered postwar discourse—
that weakened their resistance.  Now that science fiction and reality had converged, more people took the 
genre seriously. Educated, middle-class readers turned to it for help in coping with rapid and continual 
change.  As the preeminent literature of change, science fiction was fit for the purpose.  The new field of 
science fiction opened literary careers to those for whom mainstream markets were closed.   
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The MIT Science Fiction Society 

The enthusiastic response to Campbell’s address inspired a small group of MIT students 

to start meeting informally to discuss the philosophical and moral issues raised by science 

fiction’s leading authors.37  Drawn to the genre by its humanistic themes, openness to 

social criticism, and democratic, egalitarian ethos, students at MIT and elsewhere began 

to participate in a larger, national network of science fiction fans whose members shared 

concerns about America’s postwar social, moral, and political problems.  Student interest 

in the science fiction discussion groups at MIT soon led to the formation of the MIT 

Science Fiction Society (MITSFS)—the first known organization of its kind established 

on an American college or university campus—in 1949.  Its members and other MIT 

students began writing science fiction stories and submitting them to the Technology 

Engineering News, where they became the first fiction to be published in its pages.  

Science fiction was particularly appealing to young people looking for meaning and 

purpose in their lives, as it challenged the values and assumptions of mainstream society.  

In the jacket copy for his book, Pilgrims through Space and Time, Bailey credited his 

own experience as a graduate student of literature under Howard Mumford Jones for 

inspiring the book.   As he began graduate studies, Bailey recalled in the preface, 

“Professor Jones asked, ‘What have you read that stimulated you?  I don’t mean just in 

your college courses, but all the time you were growing up—what has provoked you to 

think?’”38  The answer was science fiction, and Jones encouraged Bailey to pursue it as 

the subject of his doctoral dissertation—the first to appear on the subject.   

Even as it was stimulating their creativity and imagination in relation to science 

and engineering, science fiction was also provoking readers to think critically about their 

own society and culture on Earth.  “For all their positiveness,” wrote science fiction 

editor Anthony Boucher in an introduction to a science fiction anthology, “you’ll find 

many of these stories markedly critical of the present state of man’s world—many of the 

authors markedly unconvinced that contemporary American culture is the ultimate and 

unchangeable Way of Life . . . it is as satisfying as paradoxical to see such a form 

[science fiction] growing in popularity in a period which otherwise tends toward 

                                                 
37 Preisendorfer, Rudy, “The Early History of the MITSFS,” Twilight Zine #16, March 6, 1966, pp. 7-11 
38 Bailey, Pilgrims in Time and Space (New York: Argus Books, 1947), book jacket copy.   
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increased timidity and conformity.’”39  It was also in its treatment of “social,” or 

humanistic,” or “philosophical” ideas and themes that science fiction showed the most 

promise of attainting to the status of “literature,” wrote Robert A. Lowndes, a member of 

the famous group of science fiction writers and editors known as “The Futurians” 

(including Isaac Asimov, Donald A. Woldheim, Judith Merrill, and Cyril Kornbluth), 

some of whom joined the communist party in the 1930s and promoted science fiction as a 

vehicle for progressive social change.40  “This was the type of story “with which most 

educated people are more or less familiar.” Included in the category were “Stories dealing 

with the ‘ideal society’ or its obverse; the nature of ‘life,’ ‘liberty,’ and the ‘pursuit of 

happiness’; questions of ‘love,’ ‘beauty,’ ‘truth,’ ‘ethics,’ ‘free will’; definitions of 

‘sanity,’ satire, etc.”41  Unlike philosophy, however, science fiction did not deal with 

these themes in the abstract, but in their impact and implications for both individuals and 

society.  “In another, and McCarthy-less era,” noted literary critic L.W. Michaelson in 

The Antioch Review, “these science fiction writers of ours would possibly be social 

scientists, reformers and pamphleteers, and they would come to the point rather bluntly 

about just what they felt was wrong with our society now and not pussyfoot around the 

way they do today.”42  For an article on “Science Fiction and Social Criticism,” 

Michaelson sampled the central themes in some sixty science fiction short stories and 

books and found a predominantly left-liberal perspective.  On the matter of war, some 

“fifty-four spoke out against it,” with “a good ninety percent” of that group attributing its 

cause to the “direct manipulation of ‘power mad’ rulers, munitions makers, or ‘greedy 

international bankers.’”  In this group, “some forty-seven deplored racial prejudice in 

America, either touching on it casually or pounding away with sledge-hammer blows, 

and at least half the stories made some sort of guarded and critical comment on our 

economic system.”43  Science fiction offered discursive space for subtly subverting the 

status quo and a large, decentralized social network of writers, readers, and fans who 

encouraged the questioning of authority and resistance to mainstream beliefs and values.   

                                                 
39 Michaelson, L.W., “Social Criticism in Science Fiction,” The Antioch Review, 14(4):502-508. December 
1954. 
40 See Knight, Damon, The Futurians (New York: John Day, 1977). 
41 Lowndes, Robert A., “Maturity in Science Fiction—2,” Future Science Fiction, No. 28, 1955, p. 94. 
42 Michaelson, L.W., “Science Fiction and Social Criticism,” The Antioch Review, December 1954, p. 504. 
43 Ibid, p. 504 
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By recognizing the necessity and desirability of social change, postwar science 

fiction also spoke to the concerns of youth growing up in the New Middle Class in ways 

that mainstream literature did not.  “I could say honestly that it taught me to think.  

Because it was different,” explained Marion Zimmer Bradley, who became a science 

fiction fan and reader in her teens and was poised to begin her own highly successful 

writing career when she responded to an essay contest question asking readers to submit 

essays answering the question of “what science fiction means to me.”  Bradley credited 

science fiction with helping her imagine alternatives to the milieu of “reactionary 

Republicanism” in which she grew up, where she was taught “respect for the Almighty 

Dollar, superstitious belief in a God who was just a bigger and less admirable Grandpa, 

prudishness and belief in innocence as the best Gift of God.   

 
It was a smug little world, and the carefully chosen books entering into that 
world were delicately censored to prevent anything ever shaking rigid and 
bitterly held conviction that the status quo was Life in the Real.  

Perhaps I read into those science fiction magazines something that wasn't there, 
for I made them a symbol of rebellion against the entire rigid mechanism of my 
constrained society.  They acted—as a scapegoat, too, for my family—unwilling 
to believe that any daughter could so betray her upbringing—blamed "those 
terrible magazines" for giving me such heretic ideas. Namely; that there could be 
more than one honestly-held political viewpoint, and that all non-Republicans 
were not Reds and Bolsheviks, but simply people who chanced to disagree 
honestly . . . That “innocence” was a transitory superstition left over from 
Victorian days, having no relevant relationship to decency. 

Science fiction taught me one thing; to examine all sides of a problem before 
making my opinion known.  How did it do this?  By introducing me to a scope 
not limited or terrestrial, but universal and all-embracing.44  

 
Bradley had come to the right place to expand her horizons.  The best of the postwar 

science fiction writers were in the business of conducting “thought experiments,” what 

philosopher Susan Schneider has described as “a hypothetical situation in the ‘laboratory 

of the mind’ . . . that depicts something that often exceeds the bounds of current 

technology or even is incompatible with the laws of nature, but that is supposed to reveal 

                                                 
44 Bradley, Marion Zimmer, Vanations, February 1953, p. 17.  Biographical information from Marion 
Zimmer Bradley Literary Works Trust, http://mzbworks.home.att.net/bio.htm  
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something philosophically enlightening or fundamental about the topic in question.”45  

Science fiction attempted to answer the question, “What would happen if  . . . ?” by 

extrapolating current trends into the future.  Warnings about the future consequences of 

present actions were intended to rouse Americans from their sleepy indifference and 

press them, as Campbell later put it in a 1958 broadcast of Exploring Tomorrow, to “read 

the writing on the wall.”46  By pushing the boundaries of thought into uncharted territory, 

writers calculated some of the costs and consequences of science and technology for 

society.  Cautionary tales attempted “to foresee the new world science is constantly 

forcing us to face; they have attempted seriously to suggest ways we may adjust our 

thought, our lagging culture, and our statesmanship to face it with wisdom,” Bailey 

wrote.  On a more hopeful note, he suggested that scientific fiction’s growing influence in 

popular culture might help transform public attitudes and behaviors in a positive 

direction.  “Perhaps the people of the world, through this fiction made familiar with the 

idea of a World State and other utopian adjustments,” he wrote, “are more ready for 

leadership in a good Atomic Age than our statesmen suppose.”47 

That proposition could have been fodder for discussion at the first meeting of the 

MIT Science Fiction Society March 16, 1951.48  The group’s initial raison d’être was to 

provide a forum for MIT students to discuss the philosophical aspects of science fiction 

as “a literature of ideas.”  From the beginning, the group strived to build bridges between 

its student members and the broader academic and science fiction communities.49  The 

featured speaker at the first meeting was Isaac Asimov, a professor of biochemistry at 

Boston University, on his way to becoming the nation’s most prominent postwar science 

fiction writers.  A member of the MIT faculty was also present:  John E. Arnold, an MIT 

professor of mechanical engineering, was already attuned to the popularity of science 

                                                 
45 Schneider, Susan, “Introduction: Thought Experiments: Science Fiction as a Window into Philosophical 
Puzzles,” from Schneider, Susan, ed., Science Fiction and Philosophy: From Time Travel to 
Superintelligence (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell Publishers, June 2009), p. 1 
46 Exploring Tomorrow, 1958 
47 Ibid, pp. 11- 12 
48 “Minutes of First Meeting,” MIT Science Fiction Society, Friday, Mar 16, 1951, MIT Archives, AC331 
49 Ibid.  “Possible speakers and topics for future meetings were discussed,” at a meeting in November 1952, 
and “a partial list of MIT faculty members who might be contacted was drawn up.”  Thomas O’Dea of 
MIT’s English and History Department was the featured speaker at a January 1953 meeting at which he 
“gave a stimulating talk on Sociology and Science Fiction, with considerable concurrent discussion by the 
audience.” 
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fiction among MIT undergraduates, and hoping to draw upon and incorporate that interest 

and enthusiasm into a new unit for his course in engineering design.  “Arnold, speaking 

informally after Asimov,” the Society’s meeting minutes recorded, “told members of the 

Society of a new phase in Tech’s Product Design Course.  Under the projected set-up, 

students will design products for use in alien environments, specifically other planets.  He 

invited members of the Society to contribute ideas on possible environments.”50  The 

invitation did not come entirely out of the blue.  It was a well-known fact that science and 

engineering students—and professionals—found the genre particularly appealing, and a 

stimulant to the imagination.  Harry G. Stine, a top American rocket scientist and flight 

safety engineer at the U.S. military’s guided-missile proving grounds in White Sands, 

New Mexico, was a case in point.  The lead sentence of a newspaper feature story about 

the 25-year-old “scientist-writer,” described his joy in “jubilantly . . . living ‘the greatest 

adventure mankind ever had.’”  Stine’s colleagues at White Sands, all of whom were 

reportedly “confirmed science fiction readers,” voiced similar sentiments.   The chief of 

operations for missile surveillance, and the person responsible for hiring Stine, lauded 

science fiction writers as “‘the mental pioneers of the field’” whose creative imagination 

opened up “new frontiers of possibility” which might well become reality. “‘We are just 

beginning to learn something about our universe,” he noted.  “The field is unlimited if we 

can keep regimentation from crushing the creative thoughts out of existence [emphasis 

added].’”51  Stine and his colleagues were not alone, it turned out; a disproportionate 

percentage of regular subscribers to Astounding Science Fiction magazine, the most 

successful in a rapidly growing field, were themselves scientists and engineers.  Research 

studies on the characteristics of superior science and engineering students confirmed it: a 

majority of the 75 the National Science Talent Search winners (68 percent) and of 429 

Honorable Mention winners (78 percent) were readers of science or science fiction and 

liked to daydream (80 percent).52  Like Stine and his colleagues at White Sands, science 

                                                 
50 Ibid 
51 Associated Press, “Stine Says He’s in Gateway to Space,” The Cedar Rapids Gazette, August 20, 1956, 
p.13 
52 MacCurdy, Robert Douglas, “Characteristics of Superior Science Students and Their Own Sub-Groups,” 
Science Education, p. Vol. 40, No. 1, February 1956, pp. 9; 12 
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fiction readers at MIT also tended to be more hopeful about the future.53  Though science 

fiction magazines could never compete with mainstream publications in sheer numbers of 

subscribers, reader demographics also indicated that they tended to be young, students or 

professionals (many in the sciences and engineering), and well-educated.  Younger 

women also represented an important, and growing, segment of the readership.  Superior 

science students, researchers found, “were convinced of the interdependence of science 

and society, for while they enjoyed free competition if the rules were obeyed, they 

concluded that a person is not responsible for himself alone, and . . . questioned the use to 

which science was put.”  A composite portrait of superior science students showed that 

they “were not the ideal American as pictured in stories so far as their interests were 

concerned.”54  Though Stine came out sounding like a booster in the newspaper article, 

there was another side to the story.  Scientists and engineers such as Stine sometimes 

wrote science fiction under assumed names to insulate their professional identities from 

association with the disreputable genre and, perhaps, conduct “thought experiments” that 

might be politically incorrect in their day jobs.  Writing under the name “Lee Correy,” 

Stine explored some of the troublesome side effects of rocket science in stories for 

Astounding Science Fiction and the Saturday Evening Post.  In “The Day the Rocket 

Blew Up,” for example, he described a narrowly averted cataclysm at White Sands and 

the human costs of rocket development.  Other scientists and engineers who used science 

fiction as a vehicle for social criticism also used pseudonyms.   

 

 

Project Arcturus IV 

John E. Arnold’s awareness of the popularity of science fiction among MIT students and 

invitation for them to collaborate with him to incorporate it in his engineering design 

course reflected the “student-centered” philosophy of education promoted by the Lewis 

Committee.55  His openness to educational experimentation that included students in the 
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process was perhaps even more unusual than his unorthodox teaching methods.  His 

insights into the psychology of teaching and learning were also reflected in the non-

traditional route by which he came to engineering and MIT.  As an undergraduate at the 

University of Minnesota, he majored in psychology.  Unable to land a job in the field 

when he graduated in 1934, one of the depths of the Depression, he had instead taken a 

job as a night watchman at a local oil plant.  Arnold put the mental freedom and leisure it 

provided to good use, passing his free time by “reading the private technical reports and 

letters on the president’s desk.”  Thus began an engineering education supplemented by 

hanging around a garage of which he became part owner, reading engineering books on 

his own, and experience working as an “assistant designer in a small company making 

industrial machinery.”  One week when his supervisor was away, Arnold developed and 

put to the test a radical design of his own that turned out to be particularly ingenious.  

The success later induced him to earn a master’s degree in mechanical engineering at 

MIT, which was followed by an offer to teach the department’s courses in engineering 

design.  This “improbable combination of psychologist and mechanical engineer,” noted 

an article about Arnold’s use of science fiction to encourage creativity, led him “to think 

flexibly and broadly.  While wondering how on earth to strip a problem of all 

preconceptions, habits, and attitudes, he suddenly thought, ‘Why on earth at all—why not 

elsewhere?’  He needed a planet of his own, and he thereupon created Arcturus IV out of 

the void.”56  It was not entirely out of the void, however, as he also solicited help in its 

design from members of the MIT Science Fiction Society. 

Society members eagerly accepted Arnold’s invitation to collaborate in writing 

the case book for “Project Arcturus IV,” a three-week unit in his semester-long 

engineering design course.  The nearly 100-page-long document provided a 

comprehensive description of the planet—located some 36 light years from earth—

                                                                                                                                                 
students as the neophyte recipients of correct method . . . The leveling effect of using science fiction 
encouraged the students to take on leadership roles in relation to their lab work.  Arnold insisted that the 
future of the program is limited only by the imagination of those participating in it, and this includes 
students as well as instructors . . . who were encouraged to enter into its formulation, which they freely 
do.”55  Arnold’s use of science fiction “facilitated the deployment of cognitive strategies that favored 
divergent thinking (generating a spectrum of many possible answers) over convergent thinking (searching 
for one correct solution),” Pandora writes. “By rewarding moves toward independent, speculative thinking, 
Arnold thus bet that his students would generate creative mind-sets that would unsettle the mid-century 
status quo.  Why not imagine alternate worlds?” 
56 Hunt, Morton M., “The Course Where Students Lose Earthly Shackles,” LIFE, May 16, 1955,p. 188 
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including its climate, soils, atmosphere, temperature ranges, and inhabitants.  Students in 

the class also learned about the physical, psychological, social, and cultural 

characteristics of its bird-like inhabitants, the “Methanians” (whose name stemmed from 

the high concentration of methane gas in the planet’s atmosphere), by reading a series of 

internal memos and technical reports exchanged between employees of the imaginary 

“Massachusetts Interstellar Trading [MIT] Corporation.”  Amidst the statistical charts, 

graphs, temperature readings, and other objective data about the planet and its residents. 

Students subtly satirized members of the MIT administration and the culture of national 

security.  The Methanian capital was “Snafu.”  On a darker note, conditions on the planet 

were “ideal for human life except for high radioactivity,” the case book noted.  Looks as 

if some atomic disruption destroyed all life forms at some time or another on this planet” 

and the “status of the culture was described as “early 20th century, say around 1905, 

America”—the year in which Albert Einstein first published the equation that made the 

atomic bomb theoretically possible.  There was also a thinly veiled critique of cold war 

anticommunism.  “As has been stated before, the Methanians are a friendly cooperative 

people in spite of the somewhat backward culture.  Unfortunately, they are not the only 

race inhabiting Arcturus IV and from what we have been able to learn there are other less 

friendly people to deal with.  A good share of the information and data in this report has 

been obtained from Methanian libraries [emphasis added].”  This characterization of a 

rival group as “less friendly” is suspect because it is based on biased information.   

Plans to introduce new products into Methanian society had to take into account 

all the factors that could influence the product’s reception.  The Psychological and 

Physiological group was to undertake a “complete survey of animal and intelligent life on 

the planet so that we can advise all Terran (i.e. Earth) trading companies.  Do not, of 

course, overlook the spiritual, moral, and psychological aspects of their culture” and to 

“try to evaluate the effect of Terran contact on same.”57  The case book also included 

several comments on the problem of societal resistance to change.  “Apparently 

intelligent life is much the same the galaxy over when it comes to accepting innovation,” 

one memo noted.  “Whether we are descendants of birds or monkeys we seem to identify 

                                                 
57 Arnold, John E., “Case Study.  Arcturus IV.”  The case book is a 117-page document developed for the 
use of students in Arnold’s creative engineering courses at MIT.  A copy was obtained through interlibrary 
loan from Stanford University’s H. O. Fuchs Engineering case program case files, 1948-1972.  
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ourselves with the present and past and resist as much as possible any change. . . . Don’t 

be too advanced in your thinking.”58  Another memo, this from a fictional product 

designer, challenged that assumption.   

 
In spite of all the discussion and the general consensus that the vehicular design 
for Arcturus IV must be quite primitive in order that it be readily accepted by the 
Methanians, the attached design (as you will easily see) is quite to the contrary. 
 
The writer says, “To hell with history”—let’s see if it isn’t possible that a 
relatively primitive culture will accept a radical advanced design . . .  The writer 
hopes that MIT will give this design the “green light” in order that we can test 
out this “resistance to innovation” theory.59 
 

Based upon their knowledge of the planet’s inhabitants and environment, students 

designed new consumer products—from lawnmowers and watches to baby carriages and 

automobiles—that were likely to appeal to Methanian consumers.  Campbell featured 

Project Arcturus IV on the cover of the May 1952 issue of Astounding Science Fiction 

with a cover illustration by a student and sometime teaching assistant in Arnold’s creative 

engineering class.  The article had resulted from a deal in which Campbell agreed to 

speak at a MITSFS meeting if the Society could convince Arnold to write an article about 

his course for Astounding Science Fiction.  In his preface to that article, Campbell 

explained what he considered the broader social and cultural significance of Arnold’s 

creative education methods.   

 
Most of the articles we run in this magazine have to do with developments in 
physical science; there are very, very few social science inventions available for 
discussion, wherein a clean-cut break-away from traditional methods can be 
defined concretely, the reasons for the break-away stated clearly, and the theory 
behind the change made definite. 
 
Yet in our present world of gadgets, machines, and highly developed physical 
technology, social inventions are the crying need of Mankind.  Perhaps a major 
reason for the extreme paucity of social invention is the lack of just such training 
in creative thinking as Professor Arnold’s course is specifically designed to 
provide.60   
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Social inventions were essential, Campbell continued, because they created new methods 

of social adaptation which, in turn, made it possible for humanity to evolve in positive 

directions.  “[I]t is impossible to maintain the ‘Ancient Heritage’ and progress in any 

way! “ Campbell wrote.  “No man today can defend the democracy that Washington and 

Jefferson established, because America has learned greater wisdom and invented new 

social ideas, the heritage of Washington and Jefferson is forever gone!  For example, in 

their day, their concept of democracy held that no man who owned less than five 

thousand dollars worth of property had a right to vote. . . They would never have 

accepted the idea of women voters.”61  Though Campbell was hardly a left liberal, his 

support for progressive social change on this issue is a reminder that standard political 

and ideological labels may be deceiving within the culture of postwar science fiction.   

For an engineering design class of some 30 students, Arnold’s course attracted 

significant attention from the national media.  Stories appeared in LIFE, Popular Science, 

and other newspapers and magazines.  “Pretty fantastic?  Right out of H.G. Wells or the 

latest issue of Utterly Unbelievable Stories?  Don’t worry,” reassured the author of 

“Space Men Make College Men Think,” “the learned professors of MIT haven’t gone off 

their rockers from reading too much science fiction.  The existence of the Methanians and 

their planet may be hypothetical, but their part in training a new breed of scientist is very 

real.”62  Beyond the novelty factor, Arnold’s classroom methods struck a nerve in 

American education at all levels by emphasizing the importance of creative education and 

relative lack thereof in American schools.  In developing the course, and reading the 

relatively scant literature on the subject of creativity and education, Arnold incorporated 

his own ideas  and theories about the cultural, perceptual, and emotional “blocks” that 

prevented people from expressing and developing their creative potential—and ways of 

overcoming them.63  For some progressive educators and scientists and engineers, science 

fiction was the perfect stimulant for creative thinking.  Inviting aliens from other planets 

into the classroom was one way to stimulate creativity.  “Parents of small boys who 

spend most of their time in outer space, conjuring up wildly imaginative exploits of 
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 211

planetary discovery and adventure, may be relieved to know that their youngsters are 

actually engaging in a most educational play activity,” noted a feature article in The 

Anniston Star in mid-April 1953.  “As a matter of fact,” the story continued, 

“Massachusetts Institute of Technology . . . is encouraging its grown-up engineering 

students to stimulate their imaginations through just such ‘let’s pretend’ situations.”64  

Yet educators could not afford to wait until students entered college to start stimulating 

creative thought.  They had to begin as early as possible, in the formative stages when 

children’s minds were still developing.  One of the strategic objectives of educators’ 

emphasis on “the whole man” was, in fact, the goal of increasing or enhancing the 

creativity of future scientists and engineers.  According to the research, a “well-integrated 

personality” was also essential to creative thinking and problem solving.  Among the 

virtues of the “whole man” were his intellectual independence, mental flexibility, and 

social and psychological maturity—all of which were associated with greater creativity in 

science, engineering, and mathematics.  Efforts to humanize science and engineering 

students by requiring their exposure to the liberal arts and humanities were thus often 

promoted as methods of boosting their creativity.  From a national security perspective, 

then, the “whole man” qua creative man could give America a creative edge over the 

Soviet Union.   

Teaching future engineers and scientists to think “outside the box” promised to 

spur the discoveries and innovations of the future needed to maintain U.S. economic and 

military strength.   Thanks to its heavy involvement and stellar performance in World 

War II, the national media made MIT into an icon of America’s creativity-driven postwar 

progress and prosperity. “Buck Rogers Would Love It Here,” proclaimed the title of 

feature story about the school in the Saturday Evening Post.   While it was “not running 

hot as it had during the war,” military research remained “a specialty of the house,” and 

MIT scientists and engineers were busy “contriving [the] superscientific weapons” 

needed for victory in the next—sure to be high-tech—war.  The Post further reassured its 

readers that, in “the surly game now being played” between the superpowers, “MIT is an 

American blue chip” and “the nation’s paramount laboratory of superscientific, Buck 
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Rogers’ warfare,” the article continued.65  MIT was an apt cultural symbol of America’s 

postwar liberal consensus and higher education’s movement from the margins of 

America’s political economy to the center.  In the aftermath of World War II, MIT 

emerged as “a war hero with holes in his shoes,” and found itself in difficult financial 

straits—“with all the war work having been done on a no-profit cost.”66  The association 

of MIT with U.S. national security and big business reflected the hope—if not the 

reality—that Americans’ wartime spirit of strength, unity, and shared sacrifice could be 

carried over into the postwar era.  The Buck Rogers image of the future reflected 

Americans’ postwar longings for lasting peace and prosperity secured by the nation’s 

supremacy in science and technology.  The nation would soar toward the future on wings 

of creativity and imagination.   

For the first time ever, mainstream Americans were living into a projected 

world—the world of “Tomorrowland,” whose theme, when it opened at Disneyland in 

July 1955, was “The Future, Space, and Moving Forward”—Disney’s “Imagineers” 

dreamed up a world where possibility plus creativity morphed into probability.  In the 

Disney version, it mattered less where one was moving, as long as one was moving 

“forward.”  Along with the existentialist philosophers, the science fiction writers of the 

1950s pressed the shocking point that the future was created in the present—not 

something that “just happened.”   This, in turn, created a new postwar discourse in which 

every discovery, invention, or idea could be conceptualized, discussed, debated, and 

marketed in terms of how it might change the future, for better or worse.   Whether it was 

the design for a new coffee maker, lawn mower, or lunar landing craft, creative ideas 

were fast becoming the “life blood” of the nation’s science and technology-based society 

and culture.  To pioneer or “routineer,” that was the question facing MIT students after 

graduation in evaluating career opportunities promoted by companies in the defense 

industry such as IBM, General Electric, Raytheon, Honeywell, Lockheed-Martin and 

others.  “In simplest terms, there are two basic courses open to you when you apply your 

business degree in the business world . . .,” explained a recruitment ad for IBM (“where 

progress is engineered”), “you can “routineer” or pioneer.  As a routineer you will fill in 

                                                 
65 Ibid, p. 33 
66 Yoder, Robert M., “Buck Rogers Would Love It Here,” Saturday Evening Post, October 20, 1951, Vol. 
224, No. 16,  p. 126 



 

 213

the details of other men’s concepts.  As a pioneer you will operate on the frontiers of your 

chosen field—helping originate new concepts.”67  Other corporations used similar pitches 

to recruit MIT students.   

Like other advocates of creative education and problem solving, however, Arnold 

had a more expansive and progressive vision of how creativity and imagination could 

help transform American society and its relationship with the rest of the world.  By its 

very nature, science fiction confronted readers with radical difference that challenged 

preconceived notions about everything.  In using science fiction to stimulate creativity 

and imagination, therefore, educators were implicitly encouraging them to think like 

science fiction writers for whom no thought was too “unthinkable” or radical to 

contemplate, even—in fact especially—the most taboo or off-limits.  Creativity and 

imagination could not be cordoned off and continue to mean anything.  Ursula K. 

LeGuin, one of the most critically-acclaimed and best-selling science fiction/fantasy 

writers, once observed that there is “something that goes very deep in the American 

character: a moral disapproval of fantasy, a disapproval so intense and so aggressive, that 

I cannot help but see it as arising, fundamentally, from fear.  For fantasy is true, of 

course.  It isn’t factual, but it is true.  Children know that.  Adults know it too, and that is 

precisely why many of them are afraid of fantasy.  They know that its truth challenges, 

even threatens, all that is false, all that is phony, unnecessary and trivial in the life they 

have let themselves be forced into living.”68  Some of that fear resulted from the 

paradoxical relationship between creativity and control.  Scientists and engineers needed 

the freedom to develop the technologies that maintained U.S. economic prosperity and 

national security.  Yet it could also lead them to dream of doing things other than the 

“American Way.”  A key characteristic of the creative person, observed A.B. Zarem, was 

“intellectual integrity”—a quality associated with people who were “open-minded, who 

will listen, who resist being biased, who respect facts, not opinions, who unrelentingly 

seek the truth.”  Creative individuals were “uninhibited,” “not concerned with the 

conventional,” “skeptics,” “unimpressed with authority,” and intent on thinking for 

themselves.  Contrary to stereotype, creative engineers and scientists were also “easily 
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inspired and moved, they become dedicated, they feel things intensely, they react like 

emotionalists.”69  Once managers understood and learned to value the idiosyncrasies of 

their professional employees, especially their creative needs, the next and more difficult 

step was to face the implications.  “Are we willing to change our management attitudes 

and techniques in handling the professional man?”  If the answer to that question—

implicit in the title of Zarem’s article, “Are Engineers People?”—was “yes,” then 

managers and organizations had to become more adept at handling the inevitable 

conflicts that arose between them and their creative professional employees and, by 

implication, higher education officials had to become less heavy-handed in dealing with 

the inevitable conflicts that arose between the administration, faculty, and students in the 

cold war university. 

 
 

Toying with Ideas 

Arnold’s teaching methods were predicated on the conviction that creativity was not a 

mysterious quality possessed by the few, but a process that could be learned by the many.  

Though everybody had creative potential, he believed, it was inhibited by pressures to 

conform to social norms and expectations.  This pressure, in turn, produced a problem of 

perception.  People were literally unable to perceive that which the society and culture 

failed to identify as valuable and important to see.  Social and cultural conditioning—“all 

the things that other people do to you that inhibit creative activity”—combined to 

“govern somewhat the way you react, the way you solve problems or the way you 

respond to certain situations,” he explained in a 1956 lecture to military officers at the 

U.S. National Defense University.  To overcome that conditioning, he told his audience, 

“You must search yourself very carefully.  You must go back to Socrates and know 

yourself as best you can, and decide whether you are avoiding certain areas because of 

fear or anxiety.”70  Citing sociologist David Riesman, author of The Lonely Crowd, 

Arnold described the conditioning that shut down children’s curiosity and creativity early 

on. “Today’s teacher . . . conveys to the children that what matters is not their industry 
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and learning, but . . . their adjustment to the group  . . . today all little pigs go to the 

market, none stay home, all have roast beef if any do, and all say, ‘wee, wee, wee.’” 71
  

Arnold cited other experts who blamed cultural repression for stifling creative impulses, 

including University of Chicago psychologist Morris Stein, who listed the societal 

conditions required to nurture and support creativity.  “[D]oes the culture tolerate 

deviation from the traditional, the status quo, or does it insist on conformity, whether in 

politics, science or at school?  Does the culture permit the individual to seek new 

experiences on his own, or do the parents and teachers, and so forth, spoon feed the 

young so that they constantly find ready-made solutions available to them as they come 

upon a situation that is lacking in closure?”72  Creativity required a “permissive” 

environment that encouraged child-like play, spontaneity, and imagination—freedom 

from the social controls that normally regulated adult behavior and suppressed 

experimentation, questioning of the status quo, and the expression of fanciful ideas.   To 

be creative one had to be willing to appear foolish or crazy at times—or both.  “All too 

many scientists don’t care to speculate; they leave that to the science-fiction writers,” 

Arnold explained to the readers of Popular Science.73
   

Arnold urged parents to encourage creative thinking and behaviors in their 

children’s lives as early as possible.  “I sometimes think that I will not get a true measure 

of the effectiveness of my course,” he wrote, “if it has any, until my present students have 

married and have raised children, and then I shall check the children, not the parents.” 74  

Arnold’s teaching methods and philosophy were designed to help students overcome 

cultural inertia and defy the gravitational forces that pulled hearts and minds into 

conventional orbits.  The most important thing was to create a permissive culture in the 

classroom, where students were freed from the fear of premature judgment and 

evaluation of their ideas, and therefore able to express themselves and their ideas without 

self-censorship.  During class sessions, he walked around the laboratory, “listening and 

asking questions,” noted the writer for LIFE Magazine.  “He seldom criticizes or offers 
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guidance at this point because he believes that premature evaluation throttles creative 

thought,” he continued.  “Since there is no such thing as a ‘correct’ answer to any design 

problem on Arcturus IV, Arnold’s students get a chance to think freely toward goals of 

their own choosing.  They learn to stir up their own minds until they reach that wonderful 

moment when, intuitively and mysteriously, a new notion pops into consciousness.”  

Arnold’s pedagogical practices deviated from the traditional model where the teacher was 

the authority and students empty vessels to be filled with his or her knowledge.  Instead, 

he approached teaching as a non-hierarchical, collaborative, open-ended process.  On 

some occasions, for example, students strayed from the casebook narrative to 

invent/introduce new characters or situations and new or different problems to solve than 

those originally assigned.  Arnold was open to the idea when another group of students 

wanted to explore life on a new planet, an off-shot of Arcturus IV, with a new set of 

conditions and problems to solve.  “I’ve lost control,” Arnold proudly explained in the 

LIFE story.  “The planet has a life of its own.”75   

A creative classroom created a safe and supportive space in which students could 

reconnect with the primary psychological processes of childhood.  The talent or 

“‘childish’ trait . . . of imagining or fantasy,” Arnold noted in a summer 1956 creativity 

seminar for Minneapolis employees of the Honeywell corporation,” is basic to the 

creative personality and is present to a large degree in most children.  Yet too many of us 

look upon the fantasies of children as idle play and one of the childish things that must be 

put away when one becomes a man.  Daydreaming is accepted in the very young and the 

very old and tolerated in the genius,” he told the group, “but the rest of us better stick to 

active work if we are to be accepted as ‘normal’ people.”  Another of the behaviors 

associated with childhood—constant questioning—also played a critical part in the 

creative process.  The often irritable response of adults, however, led children to discard 

it as “a useless skill or one that causes more trouble than help,” Arnold noted.  “We are 

told to keep our eyes open and our mouths closed, or worse still, that ‘curiosity killed the 
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cat.’  But the spirit of inquiry is basic; and essential to the creative personality.  The art of 

asking good questions must be revitalized if we are to be successful innovators.”76   

Not only was creative education good for fostering innovation, agreed University 

of Chicago psychologist Carl Rogers, but it was also good for the society and the psyche.  

Rogers was known for developing the new and more democratically structured “client-

centered” philosophy of psychotherapy in the 1940s and 1950s.  “Progressive” educators 

considered the tenets of Rogerian therapy particularly relevant and applicable to the 

classroom, in its concern for the establishment of a psychologically safe and nurturing 

learning environment.  “For the individual to find himself in an atmosphere where he is 

not being evaluated . . . is enormously freeing,” Rogers observed in reference to Arnold’s 

philosophy and practice of teaching.”  Arnold, in turn, frequently credited Rogers with 

developing the theoretical foundation and basis for his educational methods.  In the 

summer workshop for Honeywell, for example, Arnold listed some of the attributes 

“essential to the creative personality” identified by Rogers.   

 
First of all he believes that the creative person must develop openness to 
experience.  This is not only openness and awareness of all the events occurring 
in his external environment, but also an awareness of the changes that take place 
within himself.   He has developed this problem sensitivity, this questioning 
attitude . . .  Secondly, the creative person has developed an internal locus for 
evaluation and criticism.  He is not forced to conform by outside pressures, and 
what is probably more important, he can turn on or off his judicial thinking at 
will.  Lastly, Rogers points out that the creative individual has the ability to play 
or toy with ideas and concepts.  He gets pleasure out of arranging and re- 
arranging materials and ideas into new patterns and configurations.  He is not 
afraid of fantasy [emphasis added].77   

 

MIT psychiatrist Dana L. Farnsworth agreed.  “The creative thinker or the one who is 

trying to be a creative thinker,” he wrote, “is the one who can go back into the well-

springs of his own existence, who can understand himself, see what these motives are, 

who can accept himself for what he is, who can recognize when he is becoming fearful, 

angry, jealous, suspicious, or what have you, and then direct his own energies over to the 
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daring side of things.  When he has learned that technique then he is in a position to learn 

to be creative.”78  Learning to express one’s creativity could in itself even be therapeutic, 

since everyone repressed it to some extent.  The Freudian technique of “free-association” 

whereby patients articulated their immediate, uncensored response to certain key words 

had a certain affinity to the “brainstorming” process used to stimulate creative thinking.  

Here again the idea was to thwart the internal censor by expressing ideas rapidly, before 

the superego kicked into gear.  “I believe brainstorming is so successful because it is a 

form of group therapy [emphasis added],” Arnold explained in an address at Stanford’s 

1959 Creative Engineering Seminar.   

 

Here you have an ideal environment for being yourself.  You set up an artificial 
environment that contains most of the essentials required for what the 
psychologists call ‘psychological safety’ and ‘psychological freedom.’  External 
standards of evaluation are completely absent.  You have no fear of being called 
a fool.  Even internal evaluation is effectively ruled out because you are 
specifically asked to think up as wild ideas as you possibly can, and as many as 
you possibly can.  To meet the speed and quantity demands you don’t have time 
to evaluate your own ideas.79 

 

Arnold invited students to become active learners and step outside their comfort zones by 

participating in the construction and design not only of unusual products for alien 

consumers, but in creating and designing the course itself.  Members of the MIT Science 

Fiction Society helped write the casebook and Arnold invited one of his top 

undergraduate students to help him teach the course.  This was not a closed universe, 

either; students were encouraged to change the world of Arcturus IV, a planet 

permanently under construction.  The whole point of the exercise, its “practical” value, 

was that students could apply this same process to other situations in the “real” world.  

Immersion in the imaginary world transferred to the real one, and could help them learn 

to change it as well.  “Arnold’s greatest impatience stems from mankind’s obvious 

everyday failure to apply a few principles of creative thinking to its most immediate 

problems,” noted the article in LIFE.  These included everything from methods of 

handling marital and parenting problems to “economic matters, our methods of handling 
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the mentally ill, and in our approach to the terrible problems of international tensions.”80  

One of the distinguishing characteristics of science fiction readers at MIT was their 

relatively optimistic outlook on the future.  For his senior thesis, one MIT student did a 

survey comparing the characteristics of MIT undergraduate readers and non-readers of 

science fiction; according to the results, readers of the genre tended to be more optimistic 

about humanity’s future than their non-reading classmates.81  In an age of anxiety and the 

atom bomb, where human beings sought to “escape from freedom” and its existential 

burdens, creativity pointed in the direction of a more humane and hopeful future.  In this 

sense, the genre supported and reinforced the core values and culture of the 

Enlightenment’s faith in reason and rationality as the engines of progress.  If the 

development of the mind was not matched by equivalent and offsetting development of 

the heart, however, the excess dose of rationality and reason could overpower and 

interfere with the educational process.   

Students at MIT in the 1950s, a school “that Buck Rogers would love” to attend, 

might be seeking something more than the satisfactions of ratiocination.  Entering MIT 

potentially led to something grander than a career in science or engineering—a chance to 

help create the future.  “Although man cannot ever predict with certainty what his needs 

and desires will be in our rapidly changing world, one thing will be certain: He can never 

stand still or be smugly satisfied with the betterment of his earthly life,” noted the closing 

lines of Men of Science, a 1953 documentary film about MIT produced for RKO-Pathé’s 

“This is America” series.  “The need for progress not only is constant, but growing.  And 

to provide it, MIT, and other places like it, will forever stand in the forefront of a 

program of education for fulfillment.”  The closing shot of the film, of a lone tree, 

branches billowing on a wind-swept hill, lit by sunlight streaming through a cloudy sky, 

portrayed the pursuit of science as a quasi-religious quest.  “For the world of science 

leads virtually to infinity,” the narration closed.  “There is no end.  It is forever a 

beginning.”82  The more mundane existence they encountered on the MIT campus, 

however, took some adjusting to.  
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Close Encounters of the First Kind 

In novels, magazines, books, and films, first encounters with MIT were often described 

as an inspiring—even otherworldly—experience.  The narrative almost inevitably begins 

with a description of the school as approached from a distance and involves crossing over 

the Charles River from Boston into Cambridge.  The symbolism seems clear enough: 

MIT could not be fully apprehended; like the infinite, it represented an ideal that could 

only be approached, never attained.  Crossing over the Charles River symbolizes the 

willingness to undertake what may be a perilous journey, where one will encounter both 

the possibility and limits of one’s earthly existence.  A woman student in the class of 

1958 recalled her vivid memory of the night when she and her parents pulled into 

Cambridge and, as their car was crossing the Charles River, she glimpsed MIT for the 

first time.  “I almost was afraid to look at it; it was glowing like a temple.  It was all lit 

up, and there was a big dome and . . . big Grecian pillars . . . I remember that I didn’t 

even want to look at it; it was just awesome.”83  The main character in John Updike’s 

novel Villages described a somewhat similar scene when he alighted in Cambridge to 

begin his first year as a student at MIT in the early 1950s.  “A long and windswept bridge 

misnamed Harvard Bridge connected Back Bay with MIT, its hovering pale dome eerily 

evoking, from across the river, the flying saucers from which, in those days, 

extraterrestrial creatures were supposedly spying, with impotent solicitude, upon a 

benighted planet about to blow itself up with atomic bombs.  MIT seemed heroic in the 

grand and mazy scale of its vast central building: a series of buildings interconnected by 

passageways, each segment known not by a name, but by a number.   

 

The main entrance, numbered 77 Massachusetts Avenue, led into Building 7, 
where six great pillars and a high circumcameral inscription to INDUSTRY, 
THE ARTS, AGRICULTURE, and COMMERCE upheld the limestone dome.  
Fabled Building 20, the “plywood palace” on Vassar Street, had sheltered secret 
radar researches by which, it was said, the Second World War had been won.  
Underground infusions of government and corporate wealth continued to enlist 
scientific intelligence in the Cold War.  In the analysis center and the digital 
computer laboratory—rooms entirely taken up with arrayed cabinets full of wires 
and vacuum tubes, fed by punched cards—all the radar stations around the 
United States were linked, undergraduate rumors claimed, and electric circuits 
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calculated missile trajectories that a hundred savants with pencils could not 
compute in a hundred years.84  

 

Under these circumstances, students entering MIT from the mid-1940s through the mid-

1960s did not need to be science fiction readers to experience some disorientation from 

their earthly surroundings.  “Ordinary mortals are uncomfortable at Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology,” warned a feature story on MIT in the December 1951 Saturday 

Evening Post.  “For in this ‘arsenal of brains,’ the bright and superbright work and study 

in a gee-whizz atmosphere unique in American education.”85  The article’s spare-no-

superlative style portrayed an institution of mythic proportions: MIT was an 

“atmosphere,” its campus “100 acres of the best,” its students among a “hand-picked 

group” with “more than ordinary promise” of joining the scientific elect.  At the same 

time, the author identified the school’s embrace of unorthodox methods to stimulate 

creativity as one of its most distinctive qualities.  On one occasion, for example, MIT 

arranged for a group of scientific experts to gather in a congenial, country-club setting for 

“a venture in the purest of free-wheeling, in which tiresome old fashioned work was 

carefully avoided.  The consultants talked, strolled, smoked, matched their wildest ideas 

like pennies,” the article noted.  “The setting was agreeably rural, and they took most of 

their meals under the trees, picnic-style.  Not a single experiment was performed.”  The 

method by which the scientists eventually solved the problem—the informal, 

unconventional gathering in pleasant, off-site surroundings—was an important 

“discovery in itself,” the writer suggested, for it was quicker and more efficient than the 

“normal” procedures.86 

Adjusting to the alien environment on Arcturus IV could be a breeze compared to 

the rarefied hothouse culture of MIT.  The shock produced by sudden immersion into this 

electric atmosphere—“as potent as the smell of ozone in a power plant,” according to the 

Post, where life implicitly obeyed the slide-rule a good deal of the time—could trigger 

mental and/or emotional problems among “ordinary mortals” in the undergraduate 

population.  The attrition rate at MIT was notoriously high in the mid-1950s; a member 

of the class of 1958 recalls a freshman orientation session where she and other first-year 
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students were told to “look around at the people sitting next to you—one of you is not 

going to make it to graduation.”87  The high attrition rate—about one-third of admitted 

students either failed, dropped out for other reasons, or transferred—suggested that many 

students bright enough to succeed academically at MIT were failing for other reasons.  

Left to their own devices, some students began to flounder early in the freshman year 

and, as a result, develop myriad personal and academic problems that interfered with 

their studies and social lives.  Given the rigorous intellectual demands, these problems 

quickly mounted and made it difficult to keep up with their studies.  For those with “more 

brittle personalities,” the stress of competing and comparing themselves to their “bright 

and superbright” classmates interfered with their ability to concentrate or study—a 

phenomenon that MIT psychiatrist Herbert I. Harris likened to “a mechanism such as the 

schizophrenic resorts to,” and required psychiatric treatment.88   

Still, many students whose “symptoms” fell within the normal range, and did not 

require psychiatrist services, also had difficulty adjusting to the school’s cold war campus 

culture.  “The more highly skilled and sensitive a person is, the more vulnerable he is to 

factors of stress and strain in his environment,” Dana Farnsworth noted.  In other words, 

the “sensitive” and “highly skilled” students, those with the greatest creative potential, 

required the most help adjusting to the MIT culture and learning environment.  

“Successful training and the acquisition of skills and habits in a specialized field tend to 

counteract the tendencies toward neurotic behavior.  The student, however, is frequently 

bewildered and perplexed by the numerous demands made on him before he has made a 

mature adjustment and may respond to them in a highly inappropriate manner.”89  For 

both the good of these students and the institution, the MIT administration and the Lewis 

Committee had emphasized the need for more and better student and faculty counseling 

services.  By extension, enhancing the mental health of this population would also boost 

the creativity, imagination, and psychological maturity of America’s future leaders.  Yet 
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college psychiatry, as a specialized field within the psychiatric profession, was in its 

infancy following World War II.   

 

 

Psychiatry and Higher Education 

Postwar psychiatry, like the original mental hygiene movement earlier in the century, was 

a largely optimistic enterprise.  Many of its leaders were idealists, and left-liberal 

political progressives were motivated by hopes that, by exposing and understanding the 

hidden recesses of the mind and heart, they could help create a more peaceful and just 

world.  Psychiatry and psychotherapy were, in effect, tools for battling the psychic causes 

of violence and injustice.  The results they hoped to achieve through the understanding of 

group behavior fit comfortably with left-liberals’ promotion of cooperation, brotherhood, 

acceptance of difference and diversity, integration, well-roundedness, free/independent 

thought, etc.  College and university presidents quickly realized the value and 

transferability of psychiatrists’ wartime experience and research to their institutions.  As 

the management ethos of higher education accelerated during and after the war, however, 

and higher education institutions increasingly resembled other large bureaucratic 

organizations, professional managers were required to supervise and oversee virtually 

every aspect of campus life.   A whole new cadre of experts—including psychiatrists—

was required to keep it working.  These included student personnel workers, residential 

counselors, academic advisers, architects, planners, psychologists and psychiatrists—all 

of whom were responsible for making the college experience as humanistic as possible.   

Farnsworth, Harris, and the four or five other psychiatrists who served on the 

Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry’s Committee on Academic Education, later 

renamed the Committee on the College Student, played a significant role in marking the 

profession’s territory in this period.  More than anything else, the specialty was 

distinguished by its relationship to undergraduate education.  More specifically, college 

psychiatrists were responsible for integrating mental health knowledge and principles into 

campus life.  College psychiatrists such as Harris were particularly intrigued by and 

interested in the relationship between psychiatry and education. “[T]here is a place for the 

psychiatrist,” Harris wrote, “and especially for the psychoanalyst in the college setting, if 
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he is prepared to discover and accept as valid the apparent similarities between the 

teacher and the student and the doctor and the patient.”  In fact, he continued, there were 

some striking parallels between the processes of psychotherapy and education.   

 
There are, indeed, many psychiatrists who consider that the process of 
psychotherapy is predominantly a learning process and that save for the 
superficial dissimilarities, that is to say, the teacher teaching a class of students, 
the psychiatrist teaching one patient, there is no fundamental difference between 
the two processes. Socrates certainly showed how effectively a skilled teacher 
could bring out the knowledge of all things in a supposedly ignorant student. 
Such Socratic dialogue has constituted a challenge to the teaching profession 
ever since, and we may suspect that the psychiatrist is caught in some degree by 
the same challenge in many of his dealings with patients.90 
 

 

Given these parallels, the question became how could college psychiatrists improve, 

enhance, facilitate, or otherwise ameliorate the student’s educational experience.  Like 

other efforts, the goal was to make MIT a more humanistic, warm and friendly place to 

obtain an undergraduate education.  Like Arnold, Harris was interested in helping MIT 

students develop their creative potential.  “Creative thinkers are everywhere in demand,” 

Harris wrote in notes for a possible article on the subject of creativity and imagination.  

“How does Russia produce them?  How can we produce more of them?  What are the 

conditions that encourage creative thinking?”91   

Those with the best intentions felt a certain urgency about their mission.  Late 

adolescence, which coincided with the college years, presented the last major opportunity 

for psychologists and psychiatrists to significantly alter the trajectory of an individual’s 

life course for the better.  The college psychiatrist, many practitioners believed, was the 

last best hope for students to identify and address their mental health problems before 

they produced life-altering consequences.  Undergraduates were “by and large more 

malleable, more flexible, more responsive to the techniques of psychoanalytic 

psychotherapy than [they] will be in another ten years,” Harris wrote.  Moreover, some of 

the characteristics of college campuses constituted “highly valuable forces for positive 
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motivation which do not exist in the community at large.”  Individuals were unlikely to 

experience the “homogeneity of age, manners, of background, of relation to authority, of 

social values” found on the college campus that combined “to encourage satisfactory 

academic, social and extra-curricular performance which can be marshaled to the work of 

hastening the response to psychotherapy.”92  The high intelligence of community 

members could also be used to therapeutic advantage.  Both students and faculty stood to 

gain from preventive group psychotherapy.  “How, one may ask, can greater preventive 

measures be incorporated into the educational process without disturbing the 

effectiveness of the teacher, student, or the palatability of the subject matter?  

 
In the writer’s experience, one of the most promising measures by which this can 
be accomplished lies in the use of group psychodynamics with both students and 
faculty.  It may be that in a scientific institution there is a higher level of 
acceptance of new ideas, of a willingness to accept an experiment than one may 
encounter in the liberal arts college.  Certain it is that the writer’s experience, the 
interest in and acceptance of group psychodynamic experimentation was 
widespread and enthusiastic. Starting some five or six years ago with groups of 
volunteers from the freshman class, a gradually widening program of group 
discussion has developed to include in the past three years an increasing number 
of the younger faculty members.93   

 
 

The earlier problems were detected and treated, psychiatrists believed, the happier, more 

successful and productive a student’s college years would be.  At a school such as MIT, 

populated by intellectually superior students whose emotional development typically 

lagged well behind their intellectual abilities, it was best to start as soon as possible.  

Now that scientists and engineers had cracked the atom, writers and thinkers on education 

and society urged colleges and universities to produce graduates with well-developed 

hearts and minds.  It was also important to make clear what that did not mean, however.  

In his contribution to this special symposium issue of Mental Hygiene, 

Farnsworth also wanted to dispel one of the more common misperception/myths about 

campus psychiatrists responsible for faculty suspicion and resistance to their work.  

“Some teachers are very suspicious of acquiring any of the newer techniques of 
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counseling because they fear that there is some kind of regimentation back of the whole 

idea,” he wrote.  “The type of counseling I am talking about is designed to free the 

individual from his internal conflicts instead of regimenting him in any way.”  Like 

Harris, and MIT’s Dean of Students, E. Francis Bowditch, Farnsworth identified the 

problem of encouraging individuality, freedom of thought, and non-conformist behavior 

while, at the same time, maintaining the institution’s academic and moral standards.  

“Dean Bowditch and I have talked a great deal in recent months about the question of the 

general attitude of this institution toward variations from what is considered to be the 

usual expected behavior,” he wrote.  “For lack of a better term, we have used the phrase 

‘permissive attitude’ to describe a point of view that we think is healthy in a college.  

This is not what it might seem to imply—namely, that anything goes—but rather that the 

level of tolerance of the college community is quite high for all kinds of variation from 

what is usually expected. The variation may take the form of some kind of emotional 

disturbance, an acting out of a personal problem in terms of behavior, some degree of 

character disorder, eccentricity in dress or manners, or variations in belief or ideology.”94  

For advice on walking the line between “permissiveness” and the regulation and 

enforcement of high standards, Farnsworth turned to an address by Mark Hopkins 

responding to some who complained about the poor manners of college students in his 

day.95  

  “Our position in viewing the overall psychiatric program should be made clear—

it is not our ambition to produce a student body of bland, well-adjusted, and uniform 

personalities,” Harris emphasized.  “The psychoanalyst, by the very position he takes 

toward the individual, indicates the great value he places upon the uniqueness of that 

individual.  In using group methods our aim is far less to produce a lot of happy Alphas, 

to use the Brave New World nomenclature, than it is to tide growing and developing 
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young men and women over periods of stress so that they may preserve that precious 

uniqueness which is their own and strengthen it with the sinews of learning.”96  While 

Harris disavowed any interest in to molding students to the mainstream, he was, by 

theoretical orientation and experience inclined to do so.  Through the work of campus 

psychiatrists such as Harris, therefore, psychoanalysis was incorporated into the 

educational philosophy, policies, and practices of the cold war university.  In a school 

such as MIT, where a significant program of preventive group psychotherapy was 

developed, that meant many students who would otherwise not have seen a psychiatrist 

were subject to its educational influence.    

Farnsworth and MIT psychiatrist Herbert I. Harris, who came to MIT in 1950, 

helped lead the new push to prevent mental and emotional problems from snowballing by 

catching them early.  Drawing upon their experiences as naval psychiatrists during World 

War II, and the findings of other wartime clinicians and researchers, they sought to 

identify and treat the problems of MIT students before they interfered with their 

educational progress.  Through their books, journal articles, public addresses, and 

memberships in professional organizations such as the Group for the Advancement of 

Psychiatry and Boston Psychoanalytic Society and Institute, Farnsworth and Harris 

influenced the development of college mental health services at MIT and other college 

and university campuses nationwide.97  Farnsworth urged psychiatrists to embrace a 

broader humanistic mission to help students develop mental, emotional, social, and moral 

maturity.  “The psychiatrist is most useful in a college,” he wrote, “when his acceptance 

by other faculty members and by students is such that he may serve as an additional 
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agency in the structure of the institution, which is working toward the attainment of 

emotionally mature points of view in all concerned.  In such a position, he must be as 

ready to learn as he is eager to teach.  Only when he functions more or less as a catalytic 

agent in the process of education for emotional maturity is he being used to the greatest 

advantage.  It is to be hoped, however, that in the process he, too, will be changed for the 

better.”98  Psychiatrists at other campuses also adopted a humanistic philosophy of 

treating students, and saw themselves as humanistic educators as much as applied 

scientists.  The move toward preventive psychiatry on college campuses, accelerated by 

the psychiatric lessons learned in the war, was a relatively new phenomenon.  The new 

focus on prevention significantly expanded the educational role of the psychiatrist at MIT 

and other colleges nationwide, and Farnsworth and Harris both played leading roles in 

that expansion.  In order to prevent problems from developing, however, one first had to 

recognize and detect the symptoms. 

 

 

Detecting Deviance 

The insights and lessons of wartime psychiatry, leaders of U.S. higher education quickly 

recognized, could be directly applied to college and university campuses.  Yet that same 

wartime experience colored the experience of these same psychiatrists, and their 

approach to the conflict between the cultures of creativity and control.  With America’s 

entry into the war, Harris, like Farnsworth, rose to become one of the U.S. Navy’s top 

psychiatrists and served tours of duty aboard a navy hospital ship in the South Pacific and 

at a navy hospital stateside.  While stationed at the Newport, Rhode Island Naval Station, 

however, Harris played a leading role in developing the screening techniques used to 

assess young men for mental health problems that could interfere with their military 

service in the U.S. Navy.  The size and scope of the Navy’s psychiatric screening 

operation in World War II—the first to include men drafted under the Selective Service 

Act—was unprecedented.  Harris and his fellow psychiatrists at Newport were 

responsible for screening young men volunteering for service in the Army and Navy and 
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for mental health problems that could cause “wartime mental breakdowns” which could 

endanger their lives and those of the men with whom they served.  “In World War I,” 

noted an article in Time Magazine, “almost one-third of all casualties were disabled by 

mental disorders, most of them within a month after they got into the Army.  About 

34,000 mentally disabled veterans are still in Government hospitals.  They have cost 

taxpayers to date more than a billion dollars.”   

Undetected mental health problems also undermined morale aboard ships and 

endangered the lives of the affected individuals and their shipmates; a mental breakdown 

in a combat situation could endanger the lives of all aboard.  “The Surgeon General is 

most interested in the work done at the training stations and in the possibilities which are 

offered by the presence of naval psychiatrists in the induction centers,” reported a captain 

in the U.S. Navy’s Bureau of Medicine and Surgery in Washington, D.C. informed 

Harris, “and he regards it as one of the most important assignments in the 

neuropsychiatric field!  It is hoped that, by your efforts, the psychiatrically unfit will be 

eliminated before they reach the training stations.  You realize that their rejection at the 

training stations necessitates their removal from the service, either by action of the 

Aptitude Board or by medical survey.  This is both time consuming and expensive.”  The 

captain closed his letter to Harris with a request for monthly reports of his work, 

including “the number of selectees you examine and the number your reject,” as part of 

the U.S. Navy Medical Department’s mission, “To Keep as Many Men at as Many Guns 

as Many Days as Possible.”99   

Psychiatric evaluation in both the Army and Navy generally took three to six 

minutes following the recruit’s physical examination.   In addition to establishing that the 

recruit was neither an alcoholic nor a criminal, “the eagle-eyed specialist” probed for 

signs of serious or “merely neurotic” mental health problems in their backgrounds and 

“men with insane relations, or those who come from broken homes” and therefore prone 

to break down under wartime stress.   To make these interviews as efficient and revealing 

as possible, psychiatrists used stress techniques to probe for cracked psyches.  Psychiatric 

exams were likened to “walking the plank”; psychiatrists “hammered” their reflexes and 
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“machine-gunned” them with questions aimed at eliciting false or misleading answers.  

The techniques employed by Navy psychiatrists were particularly invasive.   Worn down 

from all the physical tests, recruits were ushered into a separate examining room, stripped 

“completely naked, identified only by a mercurochrome number on their chests,” and 

confronted by a psychiatrist specially trained to scrutinize every utterance and gesture for 

possible signs of mental, moral, and emotional deficiency and/or weakness.  It did not 

take much to attract the wrong kind of attention.  The Time Magazine reporter described 

the details supplied by Lieut. Commander Herbert I. Harris, MIT’s future chief 

psychiatrist. “Wary examiners are suspicious of boys who speak up first (normal boys are 

silent until the doctor questions them), those who fail to close the door, or fling down 

their papers on the table.”  Still, some allowances were made for “regional differences” in 

attitudes and behaviors: “a down-east boy might be considered psychotic in the 

Bronx.”100   

However necessary or laudable the goal, the screening process set up an 

adversarial relationship between the navy psychiatrists and inductees.  Based on World 

War I statistics showing the ratio of “unfit” and “inapt” men to “normal” men, the Navy 

was not screening out the numbers that were to be expected.  From the beginning, Harris 

and his colleagues had the expectation and goal of finding more “misfits” than were 

currently being identified.  In a sense, the more men they disqualified for service, the 

more their expertise was validated.  Navy psychiatrists were under considerable pressure 

to screen out as many “unfit” men as early as possible in the induction process—to avoid 

wasting time, money, and resources on the unfit.  Given the speed with which they had to 

conduct examinations, psychiatrists had to make snap judgments about who did—and did 

not—pass muster.  Forced by circumstances to forego standard and more comprehensive 

psychiatric assessments, they had to believe in their own powers of perception, that they 

could “see through” psychological defenses to detect pathology.  The speed and need to 

make snap judgments required of the wartime psychiatrist, Harris noted, were quite 

different from “the usual clinical situation.”  In fact, he continued, “the task of military 

selection demands certain fundamental changes in personal orientation.  The most 

important of these is the primary necessity of considering the welfare of the organization 
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rather than the welfare of the individual [emphasis added].  In this same draft of an 

article, Harris counseled psychiatrists against empathizing and/or identifying too closely 

with recruits: 

 
The possible damaging [deleterious] effects that discharge from the service may 
have on the recruit’s personality must be entirely disregarded.  Nor can the 
chance that the discipline routine of Naval Life [sic] may cause a favorable 
change in an individual with psychopathic traits be even considered.   
 
The Navy is neither a therapeutic nor a custodial institution.  It is a fighting 
organization in which every individual must be a fit and efficient unit in the all-
important defense of his country.  The examiner must beware of his own 
humanitarian feelings toward the recruit, and render a perfectly objective answer 
to the question, “Is this man fit?”101   

 
Harris described the details of this screening process in the language of police procedure 

and criminal justice.  Psychiatrists became inspectors whose screening skills depended on 

their ability to detect the slightest signs and symptoms of mental or emotional infirmity 

through skillful interrogation.  In the draft version of an article advising psychiatrists on 

how best to conduct the three-minute psychiatric exam, Harris suggested varying “the 

questions asked depending upon the suspicions of the examiner.”  Recruits, on the other 

hand, were cast in the role of “suspects” who tried to conceal the truth.  The psychiatric 

exam, in which the psychiatrist played police, judge, and jury, was the “trial” for 

determining guilt (pathology) or innocence (“normality”).  Harris explained that “every 

attempt is made to give each man a fair trial,” and dispensed advice on dealing with 

“suspects” who passed their initial exam and were “released” for a probationary period 

known as a “diagnostic trial,” yet whose suspicious behavior warranted further 

monitoring.  “This is especially important in the case of suspected criminal delinquents 

and psychopaths,” he wrote.  Harris and his colleagues at Newport published their 

observations and findings in a number of medical and psychological journals, including 

Bulletin of the New England Medical Center, War Medicine, Psychological Review, and 

the United States Naval Medical Bulletin.102  If “screening,” as a metaphor, suggested a 
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sieve-like “filtering” or weeding out of the psychologically “unfit,” “screening” also 

connoted a public performance in which the subject performances were scrutinized for 

discernible markers of difference.  

 

 

Psychiatry as Humanistic Education 

The distinguishing feature of prewar psychiatry had been its focus on abnormal behavior.  

“Psychotherapy was concerned with bringing mentally disturbed persons to normality; 

while education was concerned with imparting knowledge, helping the formation of skill, 

and in general in assisting boys and girls to develop along lines that would help them to 

fit as responsible members into the society in which they were growing up.”  Yet that 

distinction faded as each assumed responsibilities formerly in the other’s province.  

“With the passage of years the function of psychotherapy is conceived to be that of 

assisting in belated personality development while education, too, has accepted greater 

responsibility for the all-round development of the individual instead of for isolated 

segments of his personality,” noted Percival M. Symonds, one of the nation’s leading 

educational psychologists.  “Methods of the two disciplines, too, have become more and 

more alike until some writers suggest that they are almost identical. 

 
Axline, for instance, says: “The basic principles of non-directive therapy seem to 
have far reaching implications for educators” . . . “the most important single 
factor in establishing sound mental health is the relationship that is built up 
between the teacher and his or her pupils.  It is the permissiveness to be 
themselves, the understanding, the acceptance, the recognition of feelings, the 
clarification of what they think and feel that helps children retain their self-
respect and the possibilities of growth and change are forthcoming as they all 
develop insight.”103 
 

The psychologists who participated in a 1949 symposium on “Areas of Agreement in 

Psychotherapy” concluded that there were “more areas of agreement than disagreement” 
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on the relationship between education and psychotherapy.  In his article on “Education 

and Psychotherapy,” Symonds argued that further research into group psychotherapy held 

the most promise for bridging the two fields and reinforcing the progressive elements in 

both.  “Group therapy points the direction for education in a number of important 

respects,” he wrote.  “By studying the operation of therapy groups teachers can learn to 

dare to permit greater freedom in their classes; they can learn the meaning of acceptance 

and permissiveness.”104 As noted in chapter one, college counseling services were not a 

postwar invention, but traced their beginnings to the World War I era.  The continued 

convergence of psychotherapy and education, however, paved the way for expanding the 

role of psychiatrists and psychologists on the cold war campus to include their 

involvement in shaping humanistic education programs.   

For the new prevention model to work, however, psychiatrists had to overcome 

the stigma surrounding mental health treatment on campus.  Students had to be convinced 

that they would not be judged “crazy” just for seeking help.  Some faculty and members 

of the administration accused campus psychiatrists of “coddling” students or excusing 

them for poor academic performance—to say nothing of mainstream public opinion.  “I 

swear to John, I don’t know what this younger generation's coming to, with its crutches 

and shortcuts to easy living,” wrote newspaper columnist John C. Ruark.  “I have been 

plowing around in the educational pastures and so help me, now they got staff 

psychiatrists to help the freshmen adjust themselves to whatever freshmen have to adjust 

themselves to.”  Ruark mocked what he considered the indulgent practice of providing 

students with mental and emotional support prior to the onset of a problem.  Rather than 

solve problems on their own, as the inner-directed man of the previous generation had 

done, students were being coddled and infantilized by the psychiatrist’s presence on 

practically every college and university campus.  “There has been a Freud dispensary at 

Colorado U. for about eight years now, and they say the undergraduates drop in to have 

their psyches overhauled at regular intervals, to see if their traumas are hitting on all eight 

and their syndromes free from stain, grit, and other harmful ingredients.”  Ruark decried 

the trend toward preventive psychiatric treatment as part of the general postwar softening 

of masculinity associated with “Momism.”  “So now we are replacing mother’s soft 
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 234

shoulder and father’s iron discipline with a canned approximation of same—a crying 

towel and a comfortable couch to aid the young in remaining young . . . We rob our 

young men of so much when we take away their opportunity to make their own mistakes 

and cover them their own scar-tissue of experience.”105
    

Those who associated psychiatry with severe mental or emotional disturbance 

were concerned about the potentially disruptive effects of extending psychiatry’s reach 

into the classroom.  “There are many who feel . . . that the nature of a college curriculum 

and the educational process is such that inclusion of any preventive psychiatric 

procedures would inevitably disturb the smooth functioning of the teacher and the student 

in their efforts to master mathematics, logic, or music as the case might be.”106  In 

addition to good old-fashioned ignorance, some administrators took the attitude that the 

same basic procedures used to screen out “neurotics” and “psychopaths” among military 

recruits in World War II should be used to eliminate the mentally and/or morally “unfit” 

among college applicants.  “In fact,” Farnsworth wrote in The Journal-Lancet, “some 

administrators have expressed the idea that a good admissions officer can eliminate 

psychiatric problems by the simple expedient of not admitting potential neurotics.  This 

concept overlooks the fact that every person is a potential neurotic and that whether or 

not disabling symptoms ever occur depends on a large number of variable circumstances.  

Experience with combat casualties during World War II convinced the writer that every 

man has his breaking point.”107   

 

 

The “Big Experiment” 

Prior to the war, Harris worked with psychiatrist Joseph Pratt, a pioneer in the 

development of group therapy methods at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston and 

later as a part-time instructor at the Harvard and Tufts medical schools.  Building on this 

and his wartime experience, Harris undertook a massive experiment in preventive group 
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106 Harris, Herbert I., “The Practicing Psychoanalyst in the Academic Setting,” unpublished ms, ca. 1949-
1956, BPSI, HIH Papers, Box 5, Folder 8 
107 Farnsworth, Dana L., “The Student Health Service in the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,” The 
Journal-Lancet, March 1948, p. 88 



 

 235

psychotherapy at MIT from 1951 through 1958.   When freshmen students in the class of 

1955 arrived on campus, they were all offered the opportunity to participate in preventive 

group therapy.  “It was hoped that the experiment might encourage growth in emotional 

maturity on the part of the freshmen who participated in group psychodynamics,” Harris 

wrote.  “The response was heartening; nearly one-fourth of the class volunteered and 

gave us ample numbers to set up both control and experimental groups.”  Volunteers 

were assigned to preventive psychotherapy groups that met one hour per week for ten 

weeks.  Harris expected the groups to be of most benefit to students suffering from 

homesickness, a prediction borne out by “a gradual diminution in the number of 

emotional disturbances in the freshman class in the first one or two months of school.”108  

By helping to smooth the transition from home and college, Harris commented, students 

“might gain time and conserve emotional energy for use in adjusting to and profiting 

from other elements in the college setting that encourage emotional maturation.” For 

garden variety adjustment problems, group psychotherapy could be more effective and 

efficient than individual treatment.   

Most of the mental health issues which students presented to MIT’s psychiatric 

service, more than 70 percent, were in some respect related to or exacerbated by their 

academic or social lives on campus.  These were not moderate-to-severe cases of 

psychoses or chronically debilitating neuroses, but the kind that were most amenable to 

treatment either by solving a real academic or social problem in their lives or through 

relatively brief psychotherapy.  “A frequent complaint we received from the freshmen 

with emotional difficulties who came to see us,” Harris reported, “was that the Institute 

was impersonal, cold and uninterested in the individual.  “Some students complained that 

they could go for a whole year without ever having spoken to a member of the faculty 

and on occasion students were found who had not spoken to fellow students, even in their 

own classes.  It was felt that the group experience would encourage in the participants a 

freer expression of thought and feeling and enable the individuals to overcome the sense 

of isolation and impersonality of which they complained.”109   
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Rather than a type of “treatment” for students with mental health “problems,” 

however, Harris envisioned preventive group psychotherapy as a form of student-

centered humanistic education that could “immunize” students against the neuroses that 

might be spawned by life on the harshly competitive MIT campus.  Like the “intimate 

seminar,” group therapy offered students the rewarding experience of belonging to and 

learning in a small, humanistically-oriented community.   By engaging both their minds 

and hearts in the learning process, they would “become more emotionally committed” to 

“facts and ideas which they realize are true with their intellect, but to which they cannot 

commit themselves emotionally.”110  In other words, group therapy and the “intimate 

seminar” were both methodologies for students to integrate emotion and intellect in their 

undergraduate education at MIT.  The hoped for result of the process, “especially when 

led by a professional skilled in group psychodynamics,” was that “appreciable areas of 

the preconscious, if not the unconscious mind” of the participants would be “uncovered,” 

thereby increasing students’ “self-awareness” and providing participants with “aids to the 

process of emotional maturation. Thus the ultimate goal of preventive group 

psychotherapy was to recreate or make possible the ideal or imagined educational 

experience of an earlier era, embodied by a teacher such as Mark Hopkins before the 

drive to specialization diverted professors’ attention to research and away from the 

overall well-being of students.  Since Hopkins lacked the insights and therapeutic tools of 

modern psychoanalysis, the results of group therapy might even exceed that high 

standard.  “Ideally, the figure of Mark Hopkins on one end of a log and the student at the 

other could best be realized so far as emotional ripening is concerned if, in addition to all 

his other gifts, Mark had a working knowledge of psychoanalytic theory and its 

techniques,” Harris and his co-author suggested.111  Yet no one could turn back the clock 

to recreate the idealized student-faculty relationships of the nineteenth century, when a 

Mark Hopkins could personally know and inspire their students.  Perhaps certain 

individual and environmental characteristics of those relationships could, however, be 

identified and deliberately engineered.   While most instructors could never hope to 

match Hopkins’s virtuosic pedagogical performance, they could aspire to become better 
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teachers, and more attuned to their students as “whole” men and women, by utilizing the 

insights and tools of modern psychoanalysis and group dynamics.  The relationship 

between students and teachers was a two-way street.  For the relationship to improve, 

therefore, instructors also needed help to identify and work through their ambivalence 

about teaching and repressed feelings of hostility, love, desire, etc. toward their students.  

If that happened, Harris believed, MIT could become a much friendlier and more humane 

place to live, work, and study.112     

 

 

Looking in the Mirror 

There were two main ways in which psychiatry could be of service toward this goal.  

First, MIT psychiatrists could help prepare faculty and instructors to help students with 

the sorts of academic-related issues which, left unresolved, could mushroom into more 

serious mental and emotional problems that required counseling or psychotherapy.  This 

could also help solve a resource allocation problem.  In an academic community of about 

10,000, there were simply not enough psychiatrists to go around.  Farnsworth, Harris and 

the other psychiatrists who worked with MIT students and staff did not have enough 

hours in the day to meet the school’s psychiatric needs, and had to limit time spent on 

direct care to the more serious cases.  Fortunately, only about 30 percent of the cases 

presented to the MIT mental health clinic fell into the moderate to severe category.  The 

other 70 percent stemmed from the everyday stresses and strains of the MIT environment, 

culture, social and/or academic program.  Most of these, Harris and Farnsworth believed, 

did not need professional help but could be handled by faculty or staff.   Yet that 

presumed a pre-existing relationship that could be deepened or expanded to include a 

more personal dimension.  That assumption was doubtful at best.  Whatever 

shortcomings there had been in student-faculty relations before the war, these were 

multiplied several- fold in the aftermath.  The spike in postwar college enrollments made 

                                                 
112 The figure most consistently cited as worthy of emulation was Mark Hopkins, a physician by training 
who began his career in higher education as a professor of moral philosophy and rhetoric at Williams 
College in 1830 and later served as its president from 1836 to 1872.  More than any of his formal 
accomplishments, however, what made Hopkins an extraordinary educator was his legendary mastery of 
the art of college teaching.  Among those at MIT who sang his praises in print were Vannevar Bush, 
Samuel Prescott, James R. Killian, Farnsworth, and Harris.   
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it more difficult for students and faculty to establish collegial relationships outside their 

scripted, formal roles.  One of the major obstacles to this in the postwar era was the fact 

of increased class sizes, more dependence on the lecture method.  This in turn created 

greater feelings of anonymity, alienation, distance, and detachment of the 

relational/emotional components form learning—the abstraction of knowledge from the 

social/relational context, separation of feelings from the intellect.   This problem—for 

both students and faculty—was greatly exacerbated by the dramatic increase in the 

student population at MIT and other colleges and universities nationwide.113  Faculty and 

instructors had even less time for students than they had before the war.  

Because the faculty was not chosen for its teaching skills, however, most 

instructors lacked the temperament or theatrical talents to educate or entertain a large 

audience or do individual counseling.  If MIT were serious about humanizing 

undergraduate education, then faculty would also have to learn to understand their 

students.  Attempts were made.  In 1950, for example, a Faculty Committee led by MIT 

Prof. Robley D. Evans, prepared MIT’s first-ever teaching manual to help instructors 

improve their classroom skills and encourage a spirit of “teamwork” between students 

and faculty.  Though careful not to imply that experienced MIT professors might possibly 

need help in the classroom, You and Your Students enabled faculty to implicitly 

acknowledge what everyone already knew:  “few of us regularly spend even one percent 

of our annual professional time deliberately studying the mechanism of teaching—with a 

view to self-criticism and self development.”  Instructors were reminded that their 

qualifications as educators included the expressed “desire to teach” and “the ability to 

transmit knowledge to the student so that it shall be alive and meaningful,” and thereby 

inspire students with “the desire to learn [emphasis in original].”114  This whole 

dysfunctional arrangement further alienated students from their teachers.   

Faculty and instructors, too, were frustrated by the conditions under which they 

worked—bloated class sizes, crowded facilities, the wide range in experience and 
                                                 
113 Students at Harvard were particularly distressed by the curtailment of the tutorial system—the hallmark 
of a Harvard College education prior to World War II.  Between 1946 and 1948, the Harvard Student 
Council appointed two committees to investigate the issue.  Both committees reported substantial student 
dissatisfaction with the tradition’s decline and the impersonality of the lecture system.   Students at MIT 
voiced similar complaints about their invisibility to their instructors 
114 Evans, Robley D., et al, “You and Your Students,” (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, 1950), p. 3-5  
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maturity of students, the lack of rewards for teaching, and the increasingly corporate 

culture of the institution—that strained student-faculty relationships.  The dramatic 

postwar spike in college enrollments nationwide meant that instructors and faculty had to 

deal with crowded classrooms, students with widely divergent life experiences, levels of 

maturity, and career aspirations, leaving them less time to spend helping or getting to 

know individual students.  Moreover, since faculty were rewarded for the quality of their 

research and publishing, not teaching or counseling students, they had little incentive to 

spend their precious discretionary time meeting with undergraduates.115  Large lecture 

courses, where instructors “performed” and students passively absorbed material, became 

the norm.116   

 
Univ. prof. feels exposed in ref. to student body.  How am I going to perform.  
Imp’t. to seduce bright students.  Risk of exposure to college student.  
Anonymity, Hostility, & Guilt in the Teacher.117   

 

The faculty’s repressed emotional conflicts and ambivalence about teaching, combined 

with the submerged hostility of students toward their substitute parental figures, infused 

anxiety into student-teacher interactions, making it more difficult for students to admire 

                                                 
115 The rise of the research university that began in the latter part of the previous century and splintered the 
college curricula into increasingly specialized disciplines and departments shifted the emphasis and 
incentive system from teaching to research.  With the institution of the elective system, which replaced the 
unified curriculum in the early 20th century, students had more freedom to choose their subjects—but it was 
a mixed blessing.  This occurred at the same time that the quality of the student-teacher relationship was 
rapidly declining.  Whereas the cultivation of students through informal mentoring relationship with 
students had been the faculty’s major responsibility, the new priority placed on research made these 
relationships the rare exception rather than the rule.  Over time, however, faculty had disengaged from this 
responsibility.  In addition to their disliked students complained that their instructors were either too busy 
or distracted to regard them as anything more than empty vessels to be filled.  Students were handed a 
smorgasbord of highly specialized courses from which to choose and then, with relatively little guidance 
from research-focused faculty, expected to make their choices add up to something more than the sum of its 
many different, often incongruous parts.  [Yale students complain]  The dramatic emphasis on 
specialization in the disciplines that had fundamentally restructured higher education in the latter 19th and 
early 20th centuries had rewarded specialized research and publications at the expense of teaching and 
counseling students. 
116 “Our universities have tried to fill the gap created by professors’ absence by hiring more counselors and 
more psychiatrists,” observed psychiatrist Seymour Halleck in 1966.  “The philosophy behind this policy 
seems to be that faculty should teach and do research and professionals will take care of the student’s 
emotional needs.  The student who wishes to maintain a close relationship with an adult is thereby 
encouraged to define his need as a psychological problem, a problem for a professional.  It does not take 
much sophistication to appreciate that for most students a counselor or psychiatrist is a poor substitute for 
an interested, dedicated, and available teacher.”  See: Halleck, Seymour, “Psychiatric Treatment of the 
Alienated College Student,” American Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 124, No. 5, (November 1967), p. 650 
117 Herbert I. Harris Papers, BPSI Archives, Box 5, Folder 10 
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and identify with their instructors.  The faculty’s repressed feelings of rage, inferiority, 

homoerotic desires, Harris asserted, created inner conflict and ambivalence toward 

teaching that affected the classroom dynamics and their relationships with students.  

The science and engineering faculty and instructors in the preventive 

psychotherapy group, some of whom were as emotionally underdeveloped as their 

students, were encouraged to ask themselves deep and searching questions aimed at 

exposing their hidden, repressed conflicts, anxieties, fears, and desires.  F.D. Ezekiel, an 

instructor in the MIT mechanical engineering department, wrote an article for The 

Journal of Engineering Education that described in detailed his experience in one of 

Harris’s preventive psychotherapy group.  The first step toward becoming a better 

teacher, Harris advised the group, “was to look first of all into our own motivations in 

teaching.  In other words, we have to study ourselves first.  

 

We have to ask ourselves the following questions:  Why am I a teacher?  Do I 
like teaching?  What are my attitudes towards teaching, students, courses, etc.?  
What personal satisfaction or reward do I get out of teaching?  What type of 
personality do I have? What are my weaknesses?  Do I derive pleasure in 
imparting knowledge to others, flunking students, showing others how much I 
know, or acting as a supreme authority?  Do I try to make my students happy?  
Do I arouse their enthusiasm, curiosity, and interest?  Do I consider the students’ 
feelings?  Do I have the patience, tolerance and perseverance to deal with 
students?  Am I teaching because I like to teach, because it is an easy profession, 
or because I am afraid to go out and seek another job?118  

 

After conducting this fearless and searching self-assessment and inventory of strengths 

and weaknesses, instructors were to probe the emotional make up and motivations of 

their students.  “After having acquired a clear and deep understanding of ourselves and 

our motivations, the next step is to learn as much as possible about the students.  Here 

again it is imperative to ask ourselves some more questions: Who is the so-called student 

arid what are his motivations?  Is he here because he has the inward desire to learn, or is 

he here because his parents want him to study, or because going to college is the thing to 

do?  Does he enjoy studying?  How mature and responsible a person is he? Is every 

course to him another package of learning or another hurdle before his degree? Is he 
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intelligent and capable enough to handle what we are offering him?  What does he think 

of the teacher?  How does he respond to him?  Does he picture him as a person who is 

interested in helping him or another authoritarian like his father or uncle who has bossed 

him?  Does he like or resent authority?  Does he think the teacher to be honest and 

desirous of helping him pass the course, or tricky and seeking to fail him?  How does he 

regard quizzes and grades?”119 

All of this searching and probing into the psyche was ultimately for teachers to 

create a more respectful, trusting, emotionally safe, and permissive classroom 

environment—to change the interpersonal and group dynamics that placed teachers in the 

position of the “Authority” and students the passive and/or rebellious children.  It was 

important to set the right tone at the very beginning of the semester before students had 

formed their first impressions of the instructor that were difficult to change midstream.    

If “Mr. Teacher” walked into class for the first time acting like “Mr. Authority” he would 

trigger all of his students’ “attitudes, defense mechanisms, and resentments” toward 

authority figures.  The way to ameliorate the situation, the author continued, was to 

“always be careful when dealing with students.  He must strive to keep his students happy 

and make them like him as much as possible, especially the students whose grades fall on 

the lower half of the scale.  A student’s pride can be injured very easily and 

unintentionally.  For example, when a student asks a relatively simple question to which 

he is supposed to know the answer, the teacher may easily hurt the student’s feelings by 

consciously or unconsciously ridiculing him.  In most cases, it will be the last time that 

particular student will ask that teacher a question.  As a result, he will resent the teacher 

and let other problems ride and, as a consequence, may fail the course.”  To establish 

positive student-faculty relations, it was important to “encourage questions and 

discussions and respect everything that students ask.”120  Once teachers understood and 

accepted their own repressed feelings, and those of their students, they not only felt great 

emotional relief, but more empathy and warmth toward their students, thus restoring 

qualities of friendship and collegiality that once characterized these relationships at their 

best.  In the context of a personal, mentoring relationship with their teachers, students 
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could better integrate thoughts and feelings, intellect and emotion.  With their teacher as 

an example, students could expand their hearts as well as their minds—and in the process 

become “whole” men and women.  “Teachers who have been through a group experience 

rich in insights about their own blind-spots and motivation seem to be much more widely 

acceptable as heroes or models for their students than those who have not had such an 

opportunity.  Plainly, increased awareness of one’s own concealed tensions lessens the 

need to reject defensively other individuals with like characteristics. Such increased 

tolerance on the part of faculty enables the sensitive and perceptive student to approach 

his teacher and to be reassured and inspired by such acceptance as a colleague rather than 

as a lower form of academic life.  It is in these lively encounters with their teachers, freed 

in some measure of the usual rejecting and negating defenses, that many students are 

fired with the true incandescence of scholarship.”121 

Both Harris and the faculty participants in preventive group psychotherapy 

reported encouraging results.  “The striking changes which occur in the teaching 

effectiveness of the members of the group becomes [sic] fairly generally apparent,” 

Harris wrote.  “One teacher reported two weeks after the beginning of the term that he at 

that time knew more than half of his students by name, whereas previously he would not 

have accomplished this feat by the end of the term.   

 
The same teacher remarked that he was now so besieged by students after class 
with questions and suggestions about the homework, problems, and class 
material that he was forced to reorganize his schedule to give more time to this 
personal discussion and relationship with his students. Other teachers testified 
that their classes seemed to have come alive, that the participation of almost all 
the students in their classes was much greater than it had ever been prior to their 
group experience.  Still others noticed far less fatigue incident to teaching a class 
or classes of students and felt they had more energy to work on their own subject 
at the end of the day.  A number of teachers found that taking a boy who was 
performing poorly and talking with him personally after class oftentimes caused 
a great change in his performance, in some cases raising a B or failing student to 
a B or better performance. A number of the younger faculty members, too, were 
torn between desires to enter industry and to continue in teaching and it appears 
in some cases that participation in the groups has enabled them to clarify for 
themselves their own feeling and attitudes about both possibilities. These men, 
too, sensitized as they are by this experience in the group discussion, act as very 
effective detectors of early emotional disturbances in the students. They are, by 
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and large, far more effective in this work than the faculty member who has not 
been through such an experience.122 

 

The experience of group therapy, Harris believed, increased participants awareness of 

their own “sensitive areas and consequent acceptance of them,” which opened them to an 

“appreciation of many aspects of life which had formerly lacked appeal because the 

defenses of the individual excluded them.”  As an example, Harris cited “the common 

tendency among many insecure young American males to regard literature and the 

classics as effeminate” and therefore to avoid them.  “The discovery, for example, that 

Hoover, the engineer, translated a work on engineering from the Latin makes the classics 

much more acceptable to the strenuously masculine student.”  As a result, their 

perception of literature “as effeminate is gradually diminished and a movement toward a 

cultured, intellectual maturity initiated.  The end result is a broader and more well-

rounded individual.”123  Ezekiel corroborated Harris’s findings based on his own 

experience and observations of colleagues in mechanical engineering.  While 

psychiatrists could not reverse the increasing reliance of higher education on large lecture 

courses to teach large numbers of students, or magically restore the tutorial system at 

Harvard to its former glory, preventive group therapy techniques could improve student-

faculty relations and thereby make the classroom experience more personal.  

 

 

Freud Comes to Campus 

Yet this expression of support for the right to deviate from the norm was not unqualified.  

The psychiatrist’s chief responsibility, after all, was to help students successfully “adjust” 

to society.  It was unclear, however, just when the unhappy Alphas and Betas should 

rebel against and unjust and oppressive system and when they should settle for the 

consolations of accommodation and adjustment.  It was not clear that the ambiguity and 

tension between the competing paradigms of “adjustment” and “being true to one’s Self” 

could be resolved within the postwar consensus society.  One possibility was to break 
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free of the consensus itself through the exercise of creative imagination and problem-

solving.  By imagining and creating new possibilities and ways of being, individuals 

could perhaps work to bring about a more just and sustainable society.  Science fiction 

writers and readers had been conducting such “thought experiments” for years.  Yet the 

dominant paradigm of postwar psychiatry—Freudian psychoanalytic theory—did not 

encourage moves in this direction.  Psychoanalytic theory had a major influence on the 

practice of preventive psychiatry on American college campuses.  Therefore, Freud’s 

ambivalent, contradictory views about creativity were effectively incorporated into the 

practice of cold war campus psychiatry.   

 In order to see and understand the source and implications of Harris’s ambivalent 

attitude toward creativity, it must first be noted that he was a strong believer in Sigmund 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of the human psyche.  A physician by training, Freud 

developed his conception of the human psyche in the context of his medical practice and 

presented its tenets and concepts in the language of science.  Psychoanalytic theory 

provided physicians with a medically-based model for diagnosing and treating mental 

and emotional “illness.”  It also came with a vocabulary that could be used to describe 

and diagnose the collective ills of society, particularly the deviations from rationality and 

reason at the root of violence and other manifestations of social pathology.  In some 

ways, therefore, psychoanalytic theory was the perfect complement to republicanism.  

Psychoanalysis, like republicanism, writes psychoanalyst and historian Michael Eigen, 

was “clearly rooted in that Western philosophic-literary tradition which viewed man as a 

‘rational animal’ (Freud 1923).”124  Both looked to reason as a liberating force; 

republicanism set humanity free from the oppressive bonds of tradition, psychoanalysis 

from the repressive “tyranny” of the unconscious.  The liberal citizen, like the 

psychoanalytic patient, was constantly warring with forces of fragmentation—not only 

from societal restrictions and inhibitions, but also, and more devastatingly, by psychic 

forces outside conscious or rational control.  He or she needed an outside expert to set 

things right.  The reason and rationality on which republican government depended were 

already always in danger of being swamped by the repressed forces of the unconscious; 

by bringing them to light, the psychoanalyst released psychic energy for both private 
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(individual) and public (collective) good.  If the rational superstructure of civilization 

rested on the shaky netherworld of the unconscious, psychoanalysis aimed to shore up the 

foundation. 

Yet not all the psychic and behavioral phenomena which psychoanalytic theory 

purported to explain could be neatly categorized as rational, and therefore “good,” or 

irrational, and therefore “bad.”  One with which this dualistic view of the psyche had 

difficulty understanding or explaining was the concept of “play.”  In the original sense in 

which Freud used the terms, “play” and “acting out,” were equivalent, and neutral, terms.  

In practice, however, it was difficult to maintain this studied objectivity and it is here, 

notes one Freudian scholar, that a critical conflict and contradiction between Freud’s 

“informal” and “formal” psychoanalytic theories is revealed.  “It was above all in Freud’s 

descriptions of creativity that two views of life met, passed, opposed, or dialectically 

engaged each other,” notes Michael Eigen, a clinical professor of psychology at New 

York University lauded and acclaimed expert on psychoanalysis.  “There was no 

phenomenon Freud was more invested in.  Creative work was the one activity Freud 

considered to have made his life worth living.  One might expect whatever alternative 

views he entertained on the basic nature of psychic life to emerge there.  It was in fact on 

the issue of creativity that a radical difference persisted between what might be called 

Freud’s formal and informal theories.  In his informal theory psychic life was seen as 

basically orderly; an intrinsic order pervaded psychic life from its earliest beginnings.  In 

his formal theory order was imposed on a more basic disorder or chaos.”125  Within the 

formal framework, creativity was usually seen as a manifestation of irrational repressed 

psychic conflict.  Yet Freud’s theory of sublimation included an essential exception for 

the creative genius, without which he was committed by the terms of psychoanalytic 

theory, to classify great works of art such as a Mozart symphony or a Bach concerto as 

manifestations of latent psychic disorder.  The genius had the rare ability to translate or 

transform the chaotic disorder of the psyche’s foundation into a work of art.  For Harris 

and Freud, the line between creativity and neurosis was thin indeed.  In formal 

psychoanalytic theory, “neurosis and language arose from a common source,” Eigen 

explains.  Both stemmed from an “original empathic experiencing, a sensed union of 
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cognition and affect,” (or mind and heart)” that was “the ground of artistic sensibility as 

well as neurotic sensitivity.”  The primary processes that spawned creativity originated in 

the “irrational and chaotic” foundation of the psyche, later known as the “id.” 126    

Freud’s theory of sublimation, however, stood in opposition to the 

democratization of creativity in the broader society.  That movement posited that 

creativity was not the exclusive property of geniuses, but an innate potential within every 

human being.  Privately, off the record, a Freudian psychoanalyst such as Harris might 

agree with that assertion, but, as Freudian psychoanalyst, he could not do so 

professionally without directly contradicting the master and pointing to one of his 

theory’s weaknesses.   Harris was in good company.  The vast majority of psychiatrists in 

the postwar United States were, like him, psychoanalysts.  As such, they were committed 

to the psychoanalytic perspective on creativity and predisposed to diagnose difference as 

deviance.   

 

 

Artistic Expression and Repression 

Harris exhibited the same ambivalent attitude toward creativity as Freud.  “In every 

generation the artistic spirit has offered man the promise of free and untrammeled 

expression of emotion,” Harris wrote in notes for a planned article on “Rabelais, Jazz, 

and Gertrude Stein.”  “In fact, it may be in this promise lies one of the strongest appeals 

of art.  In music, for example, feelings that, translated into words, would shock and 

dismay pour forth often in near orgiastic intensity and serve only to delight and 

inspire.”127  Harris was clearly referring to the artistic productions of the prodigy who 

succeeded, via sublimation, in ordering the chaotic and irrational impulses of the id into 

artistic expression.  Great works of art represented the victory of the rational/organizing 

superstructure over the irrational/passional foundation of the psyche—a victory in which 

we could all vicariously share.  This was the therapeutic value of art—and the only value 

recognized by Freud’s formal theory.  But what about the common creativity of the 

“ordinary man”?   Most artists were not Rabelais, Gertrude Stein, or Count Basie, and for 
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psychoanalysts, the line between their “art” and neurotic fantasy was not always so clear.  

Harris’s account of the relationship between “Art and Repression” reflects the ambiguity 

of his distinction between creative expression and neurosis.  The activity of painters in 

attempting to reduce or to bring three dimensional material onto a two dimensional plane 

is in a sense the reverse of the process that takes place in the child as it comes to see and 

perceive depth.   

 
It is then perhaps an effort via the techniques of repression to return to the 
childlike control over the external surroundings which putting them in a two 
dimensional plane accomplishes.  Similar activity is seen on unconscious levels 
in the symptom that many patients that suffer from depersonalization complain 
of, namely a sense of things being two dimensional.  In phantasy a patient of 
mine in analysis imagined himself in a stained glass window . . . These two 
dimensional symptoms in depersonalization may well represent the pathological 
path taken by the impulses which, properly sublimated, go in painting, and which 
indirectly serve to glorify repressive activity in this case by means of the artistic 
techniques which succeed in changing or repressing sense of depth or third 
dimension by reducing it to a 2 dimensional plane.128 

 

Here, the analysand’s artistic production is not viewed as a form of creative expression, 

but as evidence of neurotic depersonalization.  The patient’s supposed lack of artistic 

ability, as manifested in the painting’s “repression” of the third dimension, suggested 

pathology.  Such ambivalence about the creative process had important implications for a 

psychoanalytic psychiatrist working in a college setting to help free students to become 

more creative.   In the informal theory, creativity was part of “a fundamental generative 

order,” the basic psychic unity on which all psychotherapy depends.  As such it was 

something to be appealed to and encouraged.  In his formal theory, however, “creativity 

maintained and developed the irrational foundation/rational superstructure model—par 

excellence.”129 

Harris’s devotion to Freud is exemplified in the two particularly characteristic 

ways that Freudians expressed that loyalty—in doting admiration and in the ferocity with 

which they attacked heretics, especially former Freudians, such as Carl Jung who split 

with Freud to develop separate schools of thought.  His vehement attack on Jung is 

important here.  Beginning in the late 1950s and early 1960s, Jungian theory became very 
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popular on American college campuses; his ideas, particularly about the value of 

creativity and play, were one of the intellectual and cultural strains feeding into the 

developing counterculture.  Harris inveighed against the growing popularity of Jung 

among artists in the mid 1950s.  One “may suspect that the failure of artists to discern the 

faulty logic, contradictions and inconsistencies in the writings of Jung is due in part to the 

unfamiliarity that many have with activities outside their own special fields.”  Harris 

compared the folly of Jungian psychology to Dianetics, a system of thought that science 

fiction writer L. Ron Hubbard first introduced in the May 1950 issue of Astounding 

Science Fiction and has since been defined as “a mix of Western technology and Oriental 

philosophy.”130  “In the naive acceptance of Jung’s writings or dianetics,” Harris wrote, 

“we may see clear signs of the breakdown in present day communication. 

 

Untrained or overspecialized people relatively isolated from the broad life of 
feeling in the community seize upon such shoddy writing hungry for the rich 
experience it promises.  Lacking background or with knowledge and vocabulary 
limited to one narrow field of specialization they are easily gulled by the 
dogmatism and assertiveness of writers like Jung and Hubbard whose confused 
hunger for security may well be as great as that of their proselytes.  This book 
will provide students of Freud with a clear cut comparison between the writings 
of Jung and Freudian theory.  I feel, however, that the purpose for which Dr. 
Glover has designed the book will not be achieved.  For we are dealing in Jung 
not with a reasonable approach to a body of scientific knowledge, but with a 
pseudo-religious dogmatism before which logic and the orderly approaches of the 
intellect give way.131 
   

Harris dismissed Jungian psychology as unscientific and, therefore, an unsound 

foundation on which to base a theory or practice of psychotherapy.  Unlike 

psychoanalysis, Jungian psychology had a much higher regard for creativity and the 

positive psychological value of “play.”  At a critical junction in his career, when Jung 

prepared for his momentous break with Freud, he found himself lost and uncertain.  The 

way through the impasse, he discovered, was to confess his ignorance and “submit 

himself to the impulses of the unconscious,” writes Jung biographer Barbara Hannah.  
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For a Freudian, this seemed like madness.  Yet Jung permitted himself to follow his 

emotions, even if they appeared “childish” to others.  “Even if they said it just showed his 

mental instability or the frivolity of his outlook, he still followed his creative impulse 

wherever it led him.” 132  In fact, it led him to spend many hours on a beach near his 

home building sand castles in the water—“and discovered the unknown realm of the 

collective unconscious.”  For Jung, “play” was “the necessary rite d’entrée to the creative 

spirit of man.”133  To eventually arrive at this insight, however, he first had to overcome 

his own preconception that the “unconscious was a rubbish heap, upon which everything 

one did not like was discarded” and the evaluations and judgments of others.  “This, 

however, was the essence of Jung’s character,” writes Hannah, “if no way opened except 

one that most people would despise and dismiss as childish, then he went that way and let 

everyone around him think as he liked.”   

Jung’s acceptance of childlike curiosity, which the counterculture embraced as an 

attractive alternative to the rigid rationality of postwar liberalism, also led him to study 

and write about one aspect of extraterrestrial life—the “UFO phenomenon” of the 1950s, 

during which sightings of Unidentified Flying Objects became almost a mania.  While 

Jung remained an agnostic about whether alien life actually existed, he considered these 

sightings a manifestation of the collective unconscious that was rising to the surface 

amidst the fears and anxieties of the atomic age.  He took the shining disc-like image 

reported by observers to be a mandala—a representation of the unconscious self—which 

is typically translated from the original classical Indian language of Sanskrit as a “circle,” 

with an emphasis on the sense of completion, essential unity, or wholeness.134  For Jung, 

the mandala came to represent “the epitome of psychic wholeness and a symbol of his 

ultimate concern.”135  In addition to its psychological and spiritual connotations, the word 

“mandala,” some authorities point out, contains a lesser known political meaning. 136 For 
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many years, Jung himself painted images of mandala which, he believed, deepened his 

understanding of emotional disorders and the value of creative expression in the path to 

wholeness for his patents, whom he also encouraged to paint, “noting that, ‘the aim of 

this method of expression is to make unconscious content accessible and so bring it closer 

to the patient’s understanding.’”137  In another work, Hannah describes Jung’s methods 

for promoting “active imagination” as, by far, the most efficient and “powerful tool for 

achieving wholeness.”138  Here was another important distinction between the Freudian 

and Jungian conception of the individual’s relationship to society.  For Freud, the 

unconscious was a “rubbish heap” of repressed feelings that threatened the integrity of 

the individual and society.  These feelings had to be identified and analyzed for the 

individual to successfully adjust to societal norms and expectations.  By contrast, Jung 

distinguished between this “personal unconscious” unique to each individual, and the 

collective unconscious, or “deep levels of the unconscious which were common to all 

mankind.”139  Unlike psychoanalysis and most other forms of psychotherapy, the primary 

goal of Jungian analysis was (and is) “to build a vital relationship between the conscious 

and unconscious parts of the mind so that psychic development can be ongoing.”140   

Whereas Freud and other practitioners of psychoanalysis viewed the unconscious as “the 

repository of repressed memories,” Jung also regarded it “as the wellspring of psychic 

energy and healing . . . and stressed the need to look to the future as well, to understand 

our inner urge to become the unique individuals that we each have the potential to be.”141  

In Jung’s analytical psychology, dreams, daydreams, fantasies, and other psychic 

manifestations of creativity and imagination were not ipso facto evidence of pathology, 

but pathways to personal growth and the realization of one’s unique potential. 
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Psychiatry vs. Science Fiction 

That the period in which science fiction and psychoanalysis became popularized in the 

United States coincided was more than accidental.   In some ways, the two modes of 

thought supplied alternative systems for coping with the fears and anxieties about the 

postwar future.  Both psychoanalysis and science fiction were concerned with 

understanding and minimizing the heightened risks and dangers surrounding uncertainty 

and contingency in the atomic age.   Yet these two systems had different approaches to 

the conflict between creativity and control in the broader society.  Science fiction writers 

and readers decried “conformity,” and mobilized creativity, fantasy, daydreaming, and 

imagination to address problems in the relationship between science, technology and 

society that were otherwise difficult to see or articulate in their relationship to each other.  

Freudian psychiatrists, on the other hand, were prone to pathologizing fantasy, 

daydreaming, and play as “infantile” and “narcissistic” and often diagnosed science 

fiction readers, writers, and fans as “addicts.”  According to psychiatrist Ednita Bernabeu, 

for example, “science fiction represents much more primitive, infantile fantasies of 

defense” than the western or detective story.  “The progressive illimitability of space, and 

the consequent magnitude of previously unimagined physical dangers and psychological 

loss of identity, are countered in imagination with equal and opposite regressive and 

omnipotent, schizophrenoid fantasies,” she wrote.  The genre’s popularity was a sign of 

the times and the propensity toward psychic fragmentation.  Whereas most “normal” 

adults had not previously resorted to such neurotic coping methods, the new 

psychological and military threats in the postwar era caused many more to seek relief in 

the genre.  “Reality has overtaken among adults what was not long ago discovered to be 

expressly the reactions of neglected or abused infants whose only recourse—in the 

absence of adequate ego development—was resort to autism and persistence of the 

primary process.”142  There was a clear conflict between the psychiatric and science 

fiction approaches to America’s postwar problems.   The conflict and tension between 

these competing perspective was also a common theme of postwar science fiction stories 
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that equated adult hyper-rationality with rage and self-destruction and children’s 

innocence with authenticity, imagination, and life-giving spirit.  A story titled, The 

Toymaker, by Raymond F. Jones, opens by introducing the readers to an unusual 

children’s toy, the Imagino, which “to those who were not children in spirit” appeared to 

be “nothing but little, dull, meaningless clods.”  Children, however, “and the rare adult 

with the simple beliefs of a child,” saw something quite different “in the shapeless little 

Imaginos which [the Toymaker] sold,” Jones writes.143  Despite their seeming 

insignificance, however, these “dull, meaningless clods” represent the greatest threat to 

the militaristic, power-mad dictatorship that wields power over the people of “Curran” 

through the machinations of the story’s chief—a ruling class of psychiatrists determined 

to destroy the Toymaker’s creations.  Reas Corper, an opponent of the regime, is 

intrigued by the Imaginos and pays a visit to the Toymaker only to make an astonishing 

discovery.  He turns out to be Rold Theorn, a former holder of the “Chair of Peace at the 

University of Curran,” who “had made a lifetime career of studying and teaching the 

methods of insuring peace between races.”  “Yes . . . yes, I was Rold Theorn, Professor 

of Peace,” the former academic confesses to Corper.  “Now I am only the Toymaker.”  

Baffled by the revelation, Corper seeks to understand the Toymaker’s motives.   

 
 “But I don’t understand!  You were the greatest professor of peace the 
University ever had.  Why did you give that up to become the proprietor of an 
obscure little toy shop?  Surely there must have been a reason!” 
 “Yes.  There was a reason all right,” said Theorn.  “In a warrior world 
there is no place for a Chair of Peace on the University staff.  The study of peace 
is only an academic one in the world of political struggle that constitutes our 
rulers’ chief activity.” 
 “I see.  So you resigned in protest and turned your talents to something 
neutral.  Is that it?” 
 “Something like that,” said Theorn.144 

 

Of course, Theorn has done nothing of the kind, but has simply found a more effective 

means for pursuing his peacemaking efforts through the Imaginos.  Through their efforts, 

and help from Corper, war is averted at the end of the story.  But it was a close call and 

Theorn recognizes the need to put many more Imaginos in circulation for his civilization 
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to survive its self-destructive impulses.  Science fiction and psychiatry constituted 

alternative philosophies and methods for dealing with the postwar conflict between 

creativity and control played out in The Toymaker.   

The conflict between science fiction and psychiatry also erupted at two meetings 

of the MITSFS, first in May, and then again in October 1952, when Harris was the 

featured speaker.  At the first of these meetings, Harris where Harris was the featured 

speaker forewarned the students in attendance that his ideas about science fiction and the 

“theoretical material” they were based upon would “certainly sound far-fetched” and “a 

lot of it might be hitting too close to home with some of us, so we would automatically 

reject it the way we tend to reject all kinds of unpleasant things about ourselves.”  As 

strange as his psychoanalytic interpretations might sound, he was inclined “to suppose 

that, to science fiction people, nothing could be too incredulous to encompass in your 

thinking.”145  Given the psychoanalytic interpretation of science fiction that he would be 

discussing, this was a back-handed compliment of sorts.  In other words, Harris seemed 

to imply, one either had to be a psychiatrist or practiced in suspending disbelief and 

indulging in fantasy to understand what he was talking about.   

Harris began his dissection of science fiction and its readers with an analysis of 

their interest in, and fascination with, science.  For scientifically-minded young people, 

therefore, the subject matter of science fiction was of obvious interest.  Yet the 

underlying motivations to study science or read science fiction, he suggested, were 

potentially pathological.  At a school such as MIT, Harris asserted, “unquestionably one 

of the attractions about science fiction is that it is practically all about science and all of 

you people are scientifically oriented, and probably all of you have thought or dreamt, as 

when you were youngsters (and still may do) of being a great inventor or a creator of 

some kind in some field of science,” Harris posited.  Rather than a laudable ambition for 

young people with such inclinations, however, he suggested that it might be the sign of 

an inferiority complex, i.e. “because physically we’re all relatively weak.  We’re not 

Charles Atlases or great powerful primitive people by any means.”146  There was pleasure 

in identifying with the superhuman characters of science fiction, Harris continued, “and 
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[thereby] living out this wonderfully imaginative and impunitive role.”  Overindulgence 

in daydreaming, “and of course this is what science fiction or a movie or a play is—a 

form of . . . well-constructed daydream,” Harris cautioned, “can represent an obstacle to 

your real development as an individual.”147  While everyone daydreamed from time to 

time, Harris emphasized, it could become a habit-forming way “to escape from situations 

or pressures of any [sort] that are painful or unpleasant.”  In moderation, daydreaming 

was harmless, but “this thing can go too far,” he cautioned.148  He went on to describe 

some of the “very sick, emotionally sick, people” whose psychoses he likened to the 

“constant state of daydreams” that occurred with the decompensation of the personality 

and the emergence of “primitive and savage impulses . . .  rising within them and being 

formulated into terrifying forms of daydreams which are repeated.”149  The original 

frustrated desire for power that led to daydreaming was a manifestation of the infantile 

stage of emotional development—a regression back to infantile narcissism and the desire 

for cosmic power.  While Harris acknowledged the possibility that science fiction could 

play a constructive role in stimulating imagination and creativity, he was concerned about 

the psychological effects of absorbing excess fantasy.   

 
Now, in your reading of science fiction it seems to me that you are introducing 
into your mental experience a whole lot of fantastic ideas which are not based in 
many cases on any reality whatsoever but which has been elaborated by the 
imagination of the writer, and so you decorate your mind with these various, 
what we can call, wild ideas and at some later time when you have mastered the 
material which you are studying now it may be that in some one of the wild 
relationships you came across in some reading of science fiction you may have 
the opportunity to take and discover actual relationships in the field that you’re 
working in.  So to my mind it may have this constructive aspect of perhaps 
encouraging creative imagination and thinking.150 
 

According to the Society’s meeting minutes, “the talk was followed by a long debate, 

which became rather heated at times.”151  In preparation for his second visit to the 

Society, in October 1952, Harris purchased a copy of Other Worlds and read two short 

stories recommended by the group’s members, including, “To Serve Man” by Damon 
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Knight and, “Universe” by Robert Heinlein.152  Based on his reading, and his 

psychoanalytic interpretation of the genre and its appeal to readers, Harris stated what he 

admitted was a “fairly wild” and provocative thesis that he might not be able to 

substantiate and invited students to “tear them apart” in the discussion period.  At this 

second meeting, Harris opened with the provocative thesis that science fiction reading 

was an “addiction that is like drugs or alcohol [that] . . . could possibly cause or 

encourage war.”153  From his standpoint, certain aspects of science fiction encourage 

readers to maintain an “immature emotional attitude toward life” by satisfying or 

gratifying “what is usually considered an infantile need for power.”  While the 

“emotionally secure person” had no need for such compensations, insecure persons used 

science fiction to escape the feeling of adult responsibilities (such as voting) “closing in” 

on them, “as they do more and more in these days of turmoil.”  “Dreams of glory are 

something to be amused at [sic],” Harris told the group, “but not something to indulge in 

yourself if you are interested in becoming an emotionally mature adult in your society 

and taking on the garments of adulthood as is usually expected of us.”  To support his 

argument, Harris cited description of scenes in the stories he had read which hearkened 

back “to the time of emotional development when boys are interested in throwing knives 

and shooting guns and all that sort of thing.  

 
It’s a time when they are not too sure of their manhood when they are using all 
kinds of masculine symbols to reassure themselves that they’re men and not 
women and so they go into all this business of heaving axes around at trees and 
throwing knives all over the place. . . .  It’s really just a means of assuring 
yourself that you’re really a man and that you really have this powerful 
masculine aggressive weapon. . . . [T]hese various symbols and satisfactions of 
this sense of power are undoubtedly indicating that some of us at any rate who 
are gripped or addicted to science fiction may need the sort of reassurance we get 
from identifying with these various heroes in the thing who are showing 
themselves to be terribly powerful and masculine.154   

 
Harris went on to describe the omnipotence fantasies indulged in by science fiction 

“addicts” to the “narcissism or self love which, unbrooked, produces a thing like a 

dictatorship in Russia or Germany or something like that.  This kind of power,” Harris 
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warned,  “must be trimmed down to size as we become more emotionally mature,” or it 

could cause “a real mental breakdown.”  Rather than fantasizing about “being all 

powerful and controlling space and going anywhere you want to,” students needed to 

mature beyond the stage of “infantile self-love” and confront the “grim realities of life 

which we adults have to face.”155  Better to face the music now, Harris implied, before 

the addiction took hold and the daydreamer could not awake.    

The contrast between Harris’s and Arnold’s views of creativity was particularly 

evident in their attitudes toward “daydreaming.”  Arnold, and other advocates of creative 

education, saw something valuable in the practice of letting the mind wander freely.  For 

Harris, however, there was a real risk of the daydreamer’s absorption into the daydream.  

By reading science fiction, he told the MITSFS gathering,” students “were indulging in a 

synthetic daydream” and were “paying this fellow [the writer] to make up daydreams for 

you, because they are all daydreams, there is no question about that, and we know that 

the daydream is one of the best means of escaping from reality that we have.”  

Daydreaming, Harris admitted, could be “relaxing and restful at times” but in 

“maladjusted” or otherwise “disturbed” individuals, could mushroom into a “real 

addiction.”  In extreme cases, he implied, the symptoms of a science fiction “addiction” 

resembled the delusional state characteristic of schizophrenia, where the individual lost 

touch with reality altogether.  The concern for Harris was not so much that science fiction 

readers were dissociating from reality, however, but “cutting themselves off from contact 

with other human beings” by identifying with literary characters whose inner lives were 

not portrayed or developed by their authors.  The lack of character development meant 

that there was no hero “with whom to sympathetically identify and, by vicariously 

experiencing their struggles, develop emotional maturity.”  Unlike great literature, 

science fiction writers “did not solve a single problem” for their readers, he argued, but 

reinforced “a subtle and I think dangerous form of emotional isolation for people who 

become addicted to science fiction.”156  Harris urged MITSFS members not to miss out 

on the development of social relationships by immersing themselves in science fiction 

during their years at MIT, which might well be their “last chance” to develop positive and 
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emotionally intimate relationships “with anybody but your immediate family. . .  After 

you leave here and get into the competitive and industrial or business world and all the 

different rigidities that various strata of society set up for us outside the academic 

environment, you may find that your possibilities for really warm emotional contact . . 

and mutual support in all kinds of situations, will be very limited.”157  

These asocial or antisocial tendencies, fostered and reinforced by science fiction, 

Harris added, fostered anti-democratic attitudes and behaviors.  As an example, Harris 

cited Robert A. Heinlein’s, “Universe”—a story recommended to him by the MITSFS 

membership.  The story concerns a group of space travelers who have lived their entire 

lives onboard a spaceship which, from their limited perspective, makes up the universe. 

Because the ship’s captain was regarded by the passengers as a god, and scientists ranked 

at the top of the social hierarchy, Harris accused Heinlein of having violated the 

“principle that ‘all men are created equal’” on which “American democracy was 

founded”  by creating “this nice little ‘Universe’ . . .  [where] you start off first of all by 

saying ‘Ah, the scientist.  There they are boys right up there at the top; they’re the real 

chosen ones, you see.’” Harris further pointed to the elaborate and “totally undemocratic” 

social hierarchy described in the story as appealing to readers desire to “feel more 

powerful and more chosen, more select and special than our fellows.”   

 
But this is the poison of the antidemocratic spirit, and I don’t think it’s a very 
good thing for people to be enjoying and feeling that this is the stuff ‘I like’ . . . 
You see, there are all these satisfactions, very subtle, that I think play upon our 
vanity; I don’t think that anybody who has ever amounted to anything has 
allowed his vanity to get out of hand.  But these just pander to every aspect of 
vanity that particularly the young scientist or the student of science or something 
like that might have.   Of course, I get the satire in this, too.  It’s an attempt to 
satirize dictatorships, too.  But at the same time it’s a poison thing; it’s got poison 
in it I think.158   
 

Following the talk, several members of the Science Fiction Society challenged Harris’s 

characterization of science fiction reading as an “addiction” and its readers as deluded or 

demented.  They also argued that his interpretation of Heinlein’s “Universe” was 

completely off-base and missed the moral and philosophical points that its author was 
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trying to make.  In this following excerpt from the transcript of Harris’s talk, “S” stands 

for Student and “H” for Harris. 

 
S.  May I ask a question? Might it be in this ‘Universe” the fact that you might 

not be seeing the forest for the trees?  Possibly, I really shouldn’t ay this but 
now that you’ve shed your cloak of saying that you’d like to study science 
fiction and now that you’ve come to the point where you’re going to study 
us, I’d like to state something shout the story that released a feeling that I had 
about it. . . .  I was wondering what you thought the point of the story onto or 
what Heinlein was trying to get over in his story. 

 
H:  Well, he was attacking a great many of our modern font. in one sense he was 

attacking religion by pointing out how these people in this “Universe” need a 
religion which be tried to give as much veritable solitude to as any one of the 
religions that are existent in our civilization today. . . . The other one, I think 
he was appealing to our love of power in the sense that he does condone at 
least by writing about it the whole setup of the dictatorship.  

 
S.  I conclude from that, that you more or lees discount the ending of the story 

and the last couple of dozen pages. 
 
H.  Well, what do you think of the ending? 
 
S.  I think more or less the O’Henry type of touch which man involved in this 

one the bringing about of a realization of something far more vast than 
anyone had every realized;  realization that this ship was not all, that it was 
inconceivably small in comparison to what really existed. 

 
H:  Well, now, after reading Doyle’s Nature of the Universe or any number of the 

things over in the Book Shop, do you need a setup like that to convince you 
of the vastness of space? 

 
A.  Well, hard1y.  
 
H.  Do we, any of us, need that? 

 
S. Oh, I hardly meant it in that direction; I will have to clarify my remark a little 

more.  What I meant is it seemed to me that this story is conveying more or 
less the idea, “think if out yourself,” “think of the possibilities,” and to me 
the possibilities are many in the fact that a race of people confined, if you 
will admit that, confined to a ship of finite size and thinking this ship was an 
entire creation and then suddenly through some quirk of circumstance, well 
worked out in the plot, they discover that their universe is infinitesimal, is 
nothing, is absolutely nothing.  The kick I got out of this story was in what 
happened inside the minds of these people when they realized that this finite 
universe, which they once considered all, is suddenly nothing, a cosmic 
speck.   There was a tremendous impact for me because of the changing of 
attitudes the opening of new horizons, if you wish.  It must have been a very 
potent force. 
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H:  Your imagination has taken that one; that wasn’t in the story. 
  
S. I think the story led up to the point. 
 
H:  Well, he just said it must go on, and they must go on in trying to get this thing 

so that they can continue Jordan’s trip, you know. I think that’s right, isn’t it? 
 
S.   No, it absolutely is not.  You’re overlooking what I bluntly think was most 

obviously the point of the story. The idea that people can be so vastly 
mistaken as to the nature of their universe. The point is how do we know 
we’ve done any better.  That’s one major question; it’s an important 
philosophical point and to me that is what the story was about.  That is what I 
remember from the story. 

 
H.  You mean that it was kind of a fate-shaking story. Is that what you mean? 
 
S.  It was a story that made a major philosophical point—the point that it is 

extremely difficult to know anything with complete certainty about your 
universe, the universe in which you live.  This ship was their entire universe. 

 
H.   Well, now you’re aware of the fact that this same thing that you have just 

mentioned has been said since Plato, at least, and is continuing to be said 
right up ‘til the present day, isn’t it? 

 
S.  Find me a story in which any point is made that has not been made many, 

many, many times.  This just wakes it a good deal better than any of them I 
think. 

 
H.  You think it does? 
 
S.  I definitely do think so. 
 
H. Well, then it must have somehow had impact to shock you into accepting this 

possibility in a way that no other previous experience you’ve had has 
shocked you, is that what you would say?159 

 
Harris dismissed the “shock” value of science fiction as inferior in quality and kind to the 

superior catharsis for which more “serious” writers strived.  From another perspective, 

however, the shock effects of science fiction could be designed for a purpose other than 

either shock or catharsis, suggested Ruell Denny in the July 1953 issue of the Bulletin of 

the Atomic Scientists.  Denny considered the possibility of looking at the science fiction 

writer as a sort of “symbolic psychologist, sociologist, and moralist of the current scene.”  

Science fiction writers used the form of a story, but the story was subordinate to the 
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“argument” or results of the thought experiment being conducted.  Science fiction 

appealed to the reader “as a morality play, an allegory, a parable” intended to stimulate 

philosophical reflection, discussion, and debate of ideas and values.160  “A general debate 

about the status of good, evil, culture, history, progress, psyche, and human freedom is as 

native to science fiction as rectilinear motion was to the atoms of Democritus.”161 

Harris either failed to recognize or rejected the value of that purpose in his 

encounters with the MIT Science Fiction Society.  Nor was he sympathetic to those who 

raised moral or philosophical questions about his own profession.  “There is much 

excellent technical material in this book, well presented,” Harris wrote in a book review 

of Adolescence and the Conflict of Generations by Gerald H. J. Pearson.  “It is 

regrettable that questions of a moral and philosophic nature have been introduced.  They 

serve only to distract and disturb, for consensus departs when philosophers meet.”162 
Harris’s insistence on decoupling philosophical and moral questions from psychiatry 

suggests that he did not consider “values” as such to be important considerations in the 

practice of psychiatry.  It also explains the inability “to see the forest for the trees” that 

the members of the MITSFS found so exasperating about his misreading of Heinlein’s 

“Universe.”  If a “generation gap” helps explain the difficulty that Harris and the students 

had in communicating with each other, it is also worth noting that, in the mid- to late-

1960s, blue-jeaned hippies on college campuses were among Heinlein’s biggest fans.163  
Following Harris’s October visit, the Society’s official Secretary, Leslie A. Irish, 

wrote John W. Campbell a letter that described the event as “a rather provoking criticism 

of science fiction on psychiatric grounds, followed by hours of near-violent argument 

from the floor.”164  Campbell was not surprised.  “I am afraid that science fiction and 

psychiatry seldom go well together,” he wrote back in reply.  “I would have suspected 

something of the sort of reaction you got from Dr. Harris.  Remember that the basic 

orientation of the psychiatrist is that the individual must adjust himself to society-as-it-is.  

                                                 
160 Denney, Ruell, “Reactors of the Imagination,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, July 1953, p. 210 
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162 Harris, Herbert I., review of Adolescence and the Conflict of Generations, Psychosomatic Medicine, 
Vol. 21, No. 3, 1959, pp. 260-261    
163 MacFarlane, Scott, The hippie narrative: a literary perspective on the counterculture (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland & Co., 2007), p. 95 
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The society actually holds that any man who disagrees with something Society believes 

in is neurotic or insane, and the Society reacts to suppress the deviant. 

 
The psychiatrist’s bounden duty in the Society is to induce deviants to reaccept 
the structure of Society-as-it-is; inevitably, then, science fiction, which is the 
literature based on adjusting the Society to the needs of the individual, rather than 
the individual to the Society, annoys him.    
 
The great and ancient trouble, the problem of the ages, is and has been this: when 
a certain individual says “Society is wrong, and my idea is right!” a decision 
must be made as to whether the individual is a far-seeing genius, a Jesus, Galileo, 
Luther or Fulton—or simply another crackpot.  But on what basis can we 
determine that?  Society has always used the easy way: 50,000,000 people can’t 
be wrong.  And besides it’s easier to change one man’s ideas (or eliminate him so 
he stops bothering us) than to change the opinions of 50,000,000.  The difficulty 
is that our present society displays the familiar symptoms of a homicidal 
paranoid. Like a homicidal maniac, it insists on seeing all its neighbors as 
plotting’ against its life, and storing guns, knives, and other weapons in its house.  
Therefore, it is a very real and important question, this problem of on what basis 
shall we decide whether society or the individual is right. 
 
The psychiatrist, however, is somewhat like the policeman; he does not judge 
society, but instead seeks to enforce Society’s rules.  From such a viewpoint 
science fiction is disturbing, because it constantly discusses changing society.  
And the psychiatrist is human first, a psychiatrist second; like any human being, 
he, too, has his basic beliefs and orientations.165  

 

Harris was not the only psychiatrist to plumb the depths of science fiction and its readers’ 

in the 1950s.  Other psychiatrists and psychologists also took their turns at divining the 

genre’s psychic significance.  Psychiatrist Robert Lindner’s collection of “psychoanalytic 

tales” titled, The Fifty Minute Hour, included a chapter titled, “The Jet-Propelled 

Couch”—the case history of a brilliant physicist who, during certain times of stress, had 

created a highly elaborated imaginary world to which he would escape.166  Arnold V. 

Goulding, the chief clinical psychologist at the Auburn state prison in Syracuse, New 

York, and a self-identified science fiction fan, warned about this very phenomenon in 

March 1953.  A veteran of the Pacific campaign in World War II, Goulding claimed to 

have discovered subversive communist ideology in one of the nation’s leading science 

fiction magazines.  Goulding sent the offending story, along with a stack of other 

                                                 
165 John W. Campbell, Jr.  letter to Leslie Irish, October 23, 1952, MIT Archives, AC322 
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seditious science fiction pulps, to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover for analysis and further 

action.167   

Of course, science fiction writers also cast aspersions on the motives and goals of 

psychiatrists and psychologists, and typically cast them as enforcers of adjustment to the 

status quo.  So, too, did the editors of science fiction magazines who wrote editorials 

warning about the dangers of stifling the creative impulses nurtured by the genre.  In the 

letters columns of these same publications, readers and “fen”(slang for “fans” who not 

only read science fiction but incorporated elements of its culture and values into their 

personal identities by socializing with other fans and attending conventions) frequently 

decried the dangers to individuality posed by the mental hygiene movement.  They 

sought freedom to engage in social and cultural practices that some might consider odd, 

eccentric, or deviant.  If the prophets of science fiction and their readers were without 

honor in their own land, they banded together to create a close-knit community of 

“outsiders” where they were understood and accepted.   

 

 

Magical Thinking 

Science fiction also provided an imaginative escape from what undergraduates asserted 

was a stifling educational environment, where the “fun” part of science and engineering 

that brought them to MIT in the first place was systematically snuffed out.  And science 

fiction was fun.168  It also encouraged a kind of speculative thinking and questioning of 

societal norms that could not be contained to the classroom or subjected to academic 

discipline.  By definition, science fiction was, and is, about social change—its 

                                                 
167 Annan, James M., “Science Fiction Invaded by Reds, Auburn Psychologist Discovers,” The Post-
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reflected and supported a left-liberal political perspective.  See Mickenberg, Julia, Learning from the Left: 
Children's Literature, the Cold War, and Radical Politics in the United States (New York: Oxford 
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inevitability and desirability.  The genre implicitly admonishes us to take responsibility 

for our individual and collective destinies.  More than simply reflecting the anxiety and 

uncertainty of the atomic age, science fiction offered a place for liberal subjects (readers) 

to consider and, perhaps, begin working out solutions to problems in the here-and-now.  

In the 1950s, students at MIT and elsewhere hungered for just such a space in which to 

think about and discuss big questions about values and the meaning of life.  While it may 

seem counterintuitive, one of the insights derived from such exploration included a 

heightened awareness of the limits that reason and rationality imposed on creative work 

in science and technology.  While it might look like a “factory” to someone on the 

outside, to someone on the inside, the MIT microcosm could look more like a wizard’s 

castle.  Creative work required groping in the dark, fumbling down darkened hallways, 

and sometimes prolonged periods of time spent in the great cloud of unknowing.169 

The value of stumbling in the dark, non-linear processes of thought, and 

serendipity in the history of scientific discoveries and innovation is the subtext of 

“Building Nine,” a short story published in the August 1959 issue of Original Science 

Fiction, a small science fiction magazine edited by Robert Lowndes.170  The story, 

written by an MIT undergraduate and member of the MITSFS, is worth examining in 

considerable detail because, I argue, it is both a metaphor for the creative process and a 

reflection of the ambivalence about creative education—the tension between the obvious 

desirability and need to foster creativity, on the one hand, and the fear, anxiety, and 

desire to control it, to contain it within certain limits, on the other hand—explored 

specifically in chapters three and six, and, more generally, throughout the dissertation.  

The story begins with the main character, a freshman student named Ford Miller, lost in 

the labyrinthine halls of the Rogers building, “a monstrous crab-shaped edifice . . . more 

than a quarter-mile through the halls from claw-tip to claw-tip.”  Miller is desperately 

searching for a men’s bathroom, or the exit leading to his dormitory, so that he can 

relieve his bladder.  Just when it looks like time s going to run out and he is not going to 
                                                 
169 “The Cloud of Unknowing,” written by an anonymous monk in the latter fourteenth century, cautions 
against placing undue importance on the accumulation of conceptual knowledge in the quest for truth and 
instead emphasizes the importance of “naked intent,” or the desire to know (in this case, God).   
170 Graetz, Jay Michael, “Building Nine,” Original Science Fiction, July 1959, pp. 99-112.  Lowndes was a 
member of “The Futurians,” a group of science fiction writers formed in the late 1930s known for their 
radical political ideas and for producing some of the nation’s top science fiction writers.  Lowndes and 
several others became members of the communist part during this period. 
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make it, he finds himself running down the corridor of a building that is not supposed to 

exist—Building Nine—so focused on his mission that he barely notices the signs on the 

doors reading: 

9-103 
Pyrology Spell Research 
Prof. Culp, D.A. Appling 

--- 
9-1102 

Senior Necromancy Laboratory 
--- 

9-121 
Sealed Bottle Supply Room 

(Keep Door Closed) 
--- 

9-126 
MEN171 

 
As Miller dives through this last door, he breaches a space-time inter-phase gateway that 

ordinarily prevents non-authorized personnel from discovering the Institute’s greatest 

secret:  the School of Magical Research, housed in the non-existent Building Nine.  The 

security system is able to detect and discriminate between the thought of those who know 

and do not know about Building Nine, allowing access only to the former group.  Miller’s 

intense, single-mindedness, however, has jammed the thought discriminator, and thus to 

accidentally discover the Institute’s greatest secret.  After exiting the lavatory, he “ambles 

down the corridor of Building Nine, studying the door captions like any freshman.”  In 

doing so, he “suffered several rapid-fire shocks” before “his brain cleared, and the True 

Scientist in him . . . began to recite [to himself]:  

 
“It is intuitively obvious” (a phrase he had learned at his first physics lecture), 
“that Tech has set up a research laboratory and several courses to investigate the 
medieval theories of alchemy.  This is perfectly legitimate work, and may well 
lead to significant discoveries in modern chemistry.  I’ll have to see about any 
electives here.”172   
 

Try as he might, however, Miller is unable to contain his excitement and reporting the 

discovery he stumbled upon at the next meeting of the Institute’s Science Fiction Society, 

of which he is a member.  Just as he begins to describe his dramatic entry into the non-
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existent Building Nine, however, the Society’s president, Dan “Buck” Rogers, interrupts:  

“You are obviously demented from the unseasonable heat.  There is no such place as 

Building Nine.”  Still, Rogers instruct him to “continue your narrative.  I shall be 

delighted to hear the end, at which time I shall pass judgment on its merits as a story.”  At 

the end of the meeting, Miler is approached by a graduate student, Harold Copley [an 

allusion to Boston’s Copley Square, where MIT was housed in the original Rogers 

building?], informs the freshman:  “Do you know what you’ve done?  . . . You have 

nearly broken the Institute’s most closely guarded secret of the last 50 years!”173 Copley 

invites Miller to meet with him in his room at the Graduate House where he can tell him 

the whole story.   

The ambience and atmosphere of Graduate House “are unique on the Tech 

campus,” Miller informs us.  “Like none of the other living groups, it exudes an ivied 

permanence from its vaulted lobby, through the long, dim carpeted halls, to the heavy 

oak-paneled doors that should open into quarters that reflect a hushed, restrained mode of 

living.”   The other graduate students’ rooms did not meet this expectation, whereas 

Copley’s fulfilled it, and more.  His rooms bespoke “a quiet assumption of post-graduate 

superiority, not crudely flaunted, nor yet idly tossed off with an affectation of noblesse 

oblige.  It was just right in the scheme of things . . .”   Miller notices other details that 

helped convey the impression of a Victorian-era gentleman’s abode.  When Miller 

entered the room, Copley sat in an overstuffed chair, smoking a pipe. 

 
“Ah, Mr. Miller!”  Copley greeted him with a precise measure of heartiness 

that revealed, somehow, a true warmth and friendship.  “Come in, close the door, 
and sit down.  There’s Lisbon the table if you’re thirsty.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Copley.”  Ford, now infused with confidence at having been 
accepted, sat down by the window. 

“It’s Mr. Copley only to my students.  To members of the Society and 
people, it’s Harold.  Really, Graduates are human—in some respects.”174    

 

Several elements in this section deserve comment.  Copley’s expressions of “true warmth 

and friendship,” hospitality, and informality sharply contrast with the anonymous, 

impersonal external image of the Institute.  Copley’s offer of Lisbon wine to his guest is 
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also an unusual gesture, since, as far as I have been able to determine, it was not sold or 

referred to as such in the mid-twentieth century United States.  Lisbon was, however, 

among the most (if not the most) popular wine during the American Revolution and a 

favorite drink of the Founding Fathers, including George Washington and, especially, 

Thomas Jefferson.175  In this congenial atmosphere of comfort and camaraderie, Copley 

tells Miller that the significance of the secret he has discovered is much bigger than he 

realizes knows.   

 
Look, I.T. has been the world’s most highly regarded school of 

engineering and science since for nearly a century.  But back before 1916, when 
the present buildings were constructed [by the Maclaurin administration], we had 
a devil of a time getting the really top researchers from Europe and the Far East 
to come over here.  Reason: No magical research.   

It would only be approximately accurate to say that Ford goggled.  
“I mean it.  For hundreds of years, apparently, the best universities 

in the Old World had conducted rigorous work in the fields of Magic and 
what we now call Alchemy . . .  

At any rate, about 1910, when the plans fro the new campus were 
being discussed, the most influential of these scientists who had been 
persuaded to come to Tech insisted that a school of Magical Sciences be 
incorporated into the plans.  Understand that this was back at a time of 
intense skepticism, so it was no surprise that the Administration was 
shaken.176   

 
Copley goes on to explain that I.T. went ahead and built the School, which was housed in 

Building Nine and hidden from view by the thought-reading inter-phase security system.  

All of the professors, researchers, and students authorized to work in the area of Magical 

Research also has a “psychological block” that prevents him or her from telling outsiders 

about the school’s top-secret.  By jamming the thought discriminator, however, Miller 

escaped detection as an intruder, thus enabling Copley to share the secret.  In fact, Copley 

regarded this as a good thing—he and a group of others working in Magical Research had 

long wanted to reveal the secret—so that those already in the School of Magical Research 

could devote full time to working in it (and did not have to spend time doing the 
                                                 
175 Lisbon made up half the stock in Jefferson’s first wine cellar at Monticello, and was always on his list of 
wine purchases; during at least one period in the 1790s, it was the only wine Jefferson drank.  Lisbon was 
also a favorite of George Washington’s. “Wine from Lisbon. Pastoral, warm, gracious—so flowed life in 
Mt. Vernon,” noted an October 15, 1951 article in Time Magazine about Douglas Southall Freeman’s 
recent published biography of Washington.  It flowed so freely, in fact, that it contributed to Washington’s 
financial overextension during the period.   
176 Graetz, Jay Michael, p. 103 
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“ordinary research to justify our fellowships  . . .  Much more real research could be done 

if we could devote our full time to Magic.”177  So far, Copley and his colleagues had been 

unsuccessful in overcoming the psychological block and spread the news.  With Miller’s 

help, however, the secret could be exposed.   

Miller convinces Dan “Buck” Rogers that Building Nine is real and he gets 

member of the Science Fiction Society to help spread the news.  The strategy will be for 

students to include references to Building Nine activities “in quizzes, lab reports, problem 

sheets, and other work that’s turned in to staff and faculty.”178  As these hints and clues 

piled up, “strategic professors” would compare notes, figure that the cat was already out 

of the bag, and admit to the existence of Building Nine.  That prediction turns out to be 

right.  Students start turning in assignments that solve the assigned problems, but explain 

how an application of Magical Science could have solved it much more quickly and 

elegantly.  The faculty gets together and, using the WHIRLWIND Computer [an early 

warning system designed to prevent the Soviets from launching a surprise nuclear attack 

against the United States], conduct a statistical analysis that traces the cluster of clues to 

the I.T. Science Fiction Society.  Faculty were then faced with the choice of either 

rounding up the group’s members, taking them into the lab and wiping out “their 

memories of this episode,” or divulging the secret.  The Associate Dean of Students, and 

Dean of the Institute’s School of Inter-phase Science, persuades the group to choose the 

second.  The conditions that created the need for secrecy 50 years ago no longer exist; the 

“public is sufficiently receptive to the unusual in science” that “there would no longer be 

a question of embarrassment” and acknowledgment would free up the Institute to devote 

more of its talents and resources to Magical Research.  The story closes at a meeting of 

the Science Fiction Society as Harold Copley, thinking to himself about the 

circumstances that led to the exposure of Tech’s biggest secret, burst out laughing.  “How 

can the Institute reveal to the public that their biggest secret had to be disclosed because a 

freshman had to go to the john!”179 

 “Building Nine” provides a perfect metaphor for the conflicts and tensions that 

arose with respect to creativity and control at MIT in the 1950s through about the mid-
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1960s.  The message is clear:  creativity, and all of the elements required to support it, is 

the one essential ingredient that makes discovery and invention possible.  In the story, the 

best scientists in the world, then in Europe and Asia, would only come to Tech if they 

could continue to conduct their “Magical Research.”  “Magic,” in this context, describes 

the mysterious, serendipitous, sometimes absurd workings of the creative process that 

resist rationalization, management, regulation and control.  In chapter one, it will be 

remembered, Richard C. Maclaurin, devoted student of William Barton Rogers, builder 

of the “New Technology” campus in Cambridge, had said as much in his satirical account 

of an imagined conversation between MIT’s “Manager of Physical Infrastructure” and Sir 

Isaac Newton.  Scientists and engineers also needed insulation from the market forces 

that demanded a minute accounting of processes that could not be quantified or justified 

by the bottom line.  Ford Miller, a lowly freshman, indeed makes the story’s critical 

discovery while wandering the halls looking for a bathroom—not something to put down 

on a time sheet.  At the same time, his discovery demonstrates the impossibility of 

suppressing the creative process merely out of a generalized fear or anxiety about what it 

might produce.  Finally, the existence of the “space-time inter-phase” and the fact that the 

School of Magical Research is rooted in the medieval tradition of alchemy, the “science” 

and philosophy of transformation, challenges the Enlightenment narrative of continual 

progress over time.  Discovery and invention are associated with the pre-Enlightenment 

era of the medieval period, prior to the installment of reason and rationality as “gods.”  

The unified cosmology of the Middle Ages, and its association with the primary 

processes of the pre-rational or “irrational” mind, represent an earlier stage of emotional 

and psychological development before the societal censor had been internalized to 

discipline and control the self, when children played spontaneously and let their fantasies 

and imaginations run wild.  In Jungian psychology, alchemy metaphorically represents 

transformation through the processes of personal individuation, the object of which is the 

attainment of wholeness and the path to which leads through the body, not the rational 

mind.180  There is a direct connection between the manifestation of Jungian metaphor in 
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“Building Nine” and the emerging consciousness of the student movement and its 

critique of the cold war university.  “The great stimulus for the more widespread study of 

Jung and for the literary appreciation of his ideas came in the 1960s with the 

counterculture of the younger generation that, for a variety of reasons, started a radical 

questioning of the effects and the foundations of our rational, scientific thinking and our 

technological society,” notes historian Renos K. Papadopoulos, in his critical study of 

Jung.  “It was not only the political disasters of those years that made the need for 

cultural self-criticism so strongly felt,” he writes.  Papadopoulos goes on to include the 

influence of Jungian psychology and, in particular, the increasing popularity of Jung 

among college students in the arts and humanities, as one of the factors, “among all the 

cultural, social, and political factors that contributed to the rise of the counterculture.”181  

The lessons learned in “Building Nine” were indeed ahead of their time.   

 

 

The Science Fiction Gap 

“I am sure that one of the reasons why there is an increasing interest in the creative 

process in certain circles today is that some people are becoming aware of the 

tremendous pressure that is being exerted on them to conform,” Arnold noted in the 

Honeywell creativity seminar.  “In some areas the herd state actually exists and the area 

that this thinking influences increases daily.  Our country is by no means immune to this 

kind of thinking.”  To underscore the point, Arnold quoted psychologist Solomon Asch, 

whose pioneering experiments on the psychology of conformity demonstrated the 

profound influence of social pressure on perception.   

 
Life in society requires consensus as an indispensable condition.  But consensus, 
to be productive, requires that each individual contribute independently out of his 
experience and insight.  When consensus comes under the dominance of 
conformity, the social process is polluted and the individual at the same time 
surrenders the powers on which his functioning as a feeling and thinking being 
depends.  That we have found the tendency to conformity in our society so strong 
that reasonably intelligent and well-meaning young people are willing to call 

                                                                                                                                                 
symbols, which are able to contain paradox and ambiguity. Alchemy reflects the process of personal 
transformation in the metaphor of transmuting base metals into gold.” 
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white black is a matter of concern. It raises questions about our ways of 
education and about the values that guide our conduct.182 
 

Translated into the political realm, this finding exposed a major paradox and vulnerability 

in the postwar liberal consensus.  To maintain its postwar status and strength in the cold 

war, creativity and the non-conformist, questioning spirit that went with it had to be 

encouraged.  That same questioning spirit, however, represented a challenge to the status 

quo and those with an interest in maintaining it.  Though science fiction lent itself to 

cooptation by the military-industrial complex, the genre and its growing army of fans 

conducted thought experiments of their own that challenged simplistic portrayals of the 

cold war as an epic struggle of “good” (the United States) versus “evil” (communism, the 

Soviet Union, etc.)  Science fiction, in fact, became a powerful outlet for social criticism 

and dissent at a time when the fear of communist subversion contained political debate.  

Because the genre especially appealed to young people, science fiction became 

increasingly linked to the growing postwar youth culture.  As science fiction became 

increasingly accepted and integrated into mainstream American culture from 1945-1965, 

more and more young people—especially those bent toward science and engineering—

participated in the “movement.”  They organized themselves into grassroots fan clubs, 

published, distributed, and communicated with each other via fan magazines (known as 

“fanzines,” whose letters to the editor sections resemble contemporary “blogs”), and met 

each other at science fiction conventions.  Not only did science fiction readers and fans 

help build the culture of non-conformity in the 1950s, but many of them would become 

social activists and /or supporters of the 1960s counterculture.  

Science fiction’s concern with making the unthinkable thinkable was a politically 

subversive move that involved crossing boundaries, breaking taboos, challenging 

established authorities and disrupting cultural norms.  Science fiction offered discursive 

space for subtly subverting the status quo—a large, decentralized social network of 

writers, readers, and fans that encouraged the questioning of authority and resistance to 

mainstream beliefs and values.  By extrapolating the status quo into the future—i.e. 
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showing what the future might look like if current trends continued—science fiction 

writers conducted “thought experiments” that challenged trends toward the regimentation 

and the repression of free thought and expression.  In order to both pursue their interests 

in science and engineering and, at the same time, grapple with significant ambivalence 

about their pursuits, science and engineering students turned to science fiction.  The 

genre provided a discursive space within which MIT students could work through their 

experiences as students and the moral and social dilemmas facing scientist and engineers.  

It carved out a space where students could conduct “thought experiments” related to their 

doubts, dreams, and inner conflicts about the cold war culture of science and engineering.    

Some members of the military-industrial complex had already classified creativity 

and imagination as strategic resources.  In early May 1956, researchers from the RAND 

Corporation asked John Arnold and the students in his creative engineering design course 

to help explore the feasibility of building lunar bases on the surface of the moon.  “By 

mid-1956,” they wrote, “the idea of permanent, virtually self-sustaining, extraterrestrial 

installations had already been confirmed by a number of writers. “ Due to a lack of funds, 

the authors of a RAND report wrote, “such speculations . . . had never been pursued to 

the point where development could proceed with confidence, and no military- or civilian-

studies of lunar bases were underway.”   The techniques used in the RAND experiment 

were “suggested by results obtained by Professor John Arnold in several years’ 

experience with his course ‘Creative Engineering,’ whose “primary objective . . . was to 

encourage in students an inventive, what may be called imaginative, but systematic 

approach to the solution of product design problems.”  RAND and Arnold would conduct 

an educational experiment, using the lunar base project as a test case, to assess the 

method’s possible application to similar design problems.  The outcome could help 

establish a new working relationship between science and engineering students and the 

nation’s national security and space agencies. Since “the only group with which the 

experiment could then be performed was that at MIT,” the results could be decisive.183 

If the experiment succeeded, the researchers also anticipated its application to a 

“very perplexing” “class of problems” whose study should be “undertaken at once,” but 
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that lacked a “suitably qualified professional group” and the funds to pursue them.184  

“This is the problem of how to get the very desirable early start on studies of complex 

systems of the future when there is not clearcut urgency and hence when general interest 

and support has not been developed.185  

 
For some time professional educators had recognized the need to give instruction 
in methods for dealing with problems of this type, since they admit of many 
solutions. One of the best known courses attempting this was given by Professor 
Arnold, for a number of years to both Freshman and Senior groups at MIT 
General engineering problems set in unfamiliar and non-standard environments 
were posed, forcing the students to invent acceptable solutions. A familiar kind, 
of product might be required to work in an unusual environment (e.g. a welding 
torch at 20,000 ft undersea depth) so that established designs could not be used.  
Or an entirely new product might be desired, such as a typewriter for Chinese.  In 
general, judging from earlier work, considerable native ingenuity was stimulated 
by this approach. The engineering designs obtained in certain cases were 
industrially useful.  On such evidence the authors felt that student groups using 
this approach might be able to usefully attack many important problem areas well 
in advance of more professional groups. A study of this kind which produced 
useful results could be of mutual benefit to the students, the university, and the 
country at large.186 
 

The results of this “first crude experiment” were “not surprisingly inconclusive,” the 

researchers wrote in their final report, and would need further study to determine its 

potential utility.  Unfortunately, the researchers added, John Arnold’s removal to 

Stanford—where he no longer taught the creative engineering course—made that 

impossible.187  Here was The RAND Corporation, the nation’s most important and 

influential cold war “think tank,” employing MIT undergraduates in Arnold’s creative 

engineering class as a kind of “tool” for “social innovation,” just as John W. Campbell 

suggested in Astounding Science Fiction three years earlier.  The science fiction mindset, 

as both he and Hugo Gernsback hoped and expected, was now officially in the business 

of constructing—not just predicting—the future.     
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The urgency of that construction ratcheted up a notch in early October 1957, 

when Americans awoke to the beeping sounds of Sputnik and its social and political 

reverberations.  “Only forty-five days have passed since Sputnik transformed the Buck 

Rogers of fiction into fact,” noted Julius A. Stratton, Chancellor and acting president of 

MIT in November 1957.  “The impact upon the world is heavy and perhaps has brought 

us to a turning point in history.  Science, not masses of the bravest men, will be the major 

factor in peace or war in the future.”  In a sense, Sputnik further heightened the ongoing 

postwar crisis of masculinity which MIT’s campaign to educate the “whole man” 

attempted to address.  Freighted as it was with political and ideological significance in 

the cold war between the United States and Soviet Union, the latter’s great leap forward 

in the space race dealt a significant blow to the former’s international status and prestige.  

How could the managed minds of its arch-rival upstage the leader of the “free world” in a 

creativity contest?  Sputnik signaled the Soviet Union’s post-Stalin political renaissance 

and its re-emergence as a scientific power.  “Suddenly to be given the moral and spiritual 

conditions for independent and creative research,” one commentator observed a year after 

Sputnik, “filled Russian scientists with optimism and self confidence for the future.”188  

The Soviets’ new-found confidence, and impressive display of creativity in science and 

engineering, caused some experts in this country to warn that a creativity “gap” with the 

Soviet Union could severely compromise U.S. national security.  “The preservation of 

our way of life and our future security depend upon our most important national 

resources: our intellectual abilities and, more particularly, our creative abilities,” wrote 

psychologist J.P. Guilford, one of the nation’s foremost experts on the psychology of 

creativity.  “It is time, then, that we learn all we can about those resources.”189 

In an October 1960 address to members of the MIT Science Fiction Society titled, 

“Science Fiction vs. Reality,” Gernsback, urged the group’s members, and science fiction 

readers and writers nationwide, to contribute their creativity to the effort.  If it were ever 

to close the alleged missile gap between the United States and the Soviet Union, 

Gernsback, declared, the nation would also need to monitor the science fiction gap. 

Gernsback, “the father of American science fiction,” attributed the Soviet Union’s 
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successful launch of Sputnik and other technological achievements to the regime’s recent 

discovery of the virtues of science fiction.  While the genre was vilified as a decadent and 

subversive type of capitalist culture under Stalin, the party line shifted under the more 

liberal leadership of his successor, Nikita Khrushchev.  “Why does the U.S.S.R. suddenly 

go into science fiction so assiduously?” Gernsback queried.  The reason is elementary.  

The Russians know all too well that before there can be any progress there must be ideas.  

And what is one of the greatest proving grounds for future scientific progress?  Science 

fiction, of course.  It is at once one of the cheapest and most universal sieves with which 

to catch ideas.  These ideas—absurd as often they may sound—frequently prove to be the 

very stimulus some sober technician needs in his work.”190  As a stimulant to the creative 

imagination that sparked progress and innovation in science and technology, science 

fiction became a “weapon” in the cold war of ideas.  Gernsback bemoaned the recent 

emergence of the “New Wave” of science fiction literature that downplayed the 

importance of scientific accuracy and realism.   

 
They do not know that science fiction is educational first and foremost because it 
always aims to instruct.  Second, it is a trail-blazer in that it heralds new ideas 
and trends.  Third, it has a sacred mission in the future progress of the world.  
May I venture here a strong conviction that science fiction, now emerging in the 
USSR, will certainly never be read as pure entertainment by the masses.  The 
Russians are far too serious and practical for that.  Nor will the Ministry which is 
to guide its future, fall into the American fantasy trap which has recently de-
natured science fiction to such an alarming degree in this country.191 
 

Educators, industrial managers, and psychologists agreed “creativity craze” to develop 

the creative potential of students and employees.  The cold war reinforced this emphasis 

as educators suggested that the “creative way of life” defended the “American Way of 

Life.”  Given its importance to nation security, they made it a priority to boost the 

creativity of science and engineering students and future professionals.  Creative thinking 

was needed, they believed, to spur constant innovation in industry needed to maintain 

economic prosperity, and stay ahead of the Russians in science and engineering.  At the 

same time, creativity was, almost by definition, a subversive act.  And there were 
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limitations to how much or how effectively it could be “managed” or “channeled” into 

socially or politically “desirable” directions.  For Gernsback, at least, the national 

security benefits outweighed any of science fiction’s subversive spillover.  It was 

important to promote interest in science fiction among the best and the brightest on 

America’s college and university campuses.  “But at the moment I do not know of the 

existence of any other S.F. organization connected with a learned technological faculty,” 

Gernsback told members of the MITSFS.  “Your movement here certainly augers [sic] 

exceedingly well for the future of science fiction and deserves all encouragement as a 

permanent and growing movement in the U.S. Such a movement deserves official 

recognition and encouragement by every faculty.”  As the spearhead of such a movement,    

 
Every college science fiction society should publish its own modest, yet 
outstanding magazine, edited by its own staff.  Not only would other S.F. society 
members subscribe to it, but outside science fiction enthusiasts would subscribe 
to it as well.  Such a magazine should not be only the usual fanzine that discusses 
stories and authors from other magazines, but it must print its own stories by its 
own college men.  

 
It seems to me that such an undertaking would be a “natural” for the Science 
Fiction Society of MIT.  It has the best talent in the world.   It has access to a vast 
reservoir of science and technology in every form and it could easily become the 
leader of an important new movement in science fiction.  I fervently hope that it 
will succeed.192   

 
As science and engineering students heeded Gernsback’s advice to reach for the stars, 

and the MIT Science Fiction Society began publishing, with his initial financial support, 

The Twilight Zine, there was no telling what the social and cultural repercussions of space 

exploration might be.  There were already hints of one such change within the 

membership of the Society itself.  While most science fiction readers were still men, 

more women were becoming readers, writers, and fans, and were being welcomed as 

equal participants into the MIT Science Fiction Society and the vast universe of science 

fiction.  “Coeds are welcome in the society,” wrote Twilight Zine editor Doug Hoylman 

in November 1962, “in fact we have a disproportionate number of them.  Our vice-

president and our treasurer are coeds.  The views held by V—D— [Voodoo, the 
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notoriously anti-feminist MIT humor magazine] and other forces of evil regarding Tech 

Coeds are not subscribed to by the Society.”193   

 

 

Conclusion 

Creativity and its overtones were bound up in their most romantic, utopian hopes of 

finding meaning and authenticity within an increasingly vacuous and materialistic 

society.  In an age of anxiety and the atom bomb, where human beings sought to “escape 

from freedom” and its existential burdens, creativity pointed in the direction of a more 

humane and hopeful future.  On this score at least, interests and desires of students 

seemed to happily converge with those of the state.  If the survival of the individual 

seemed to depend on the cultivation of creativity, so, too, did America’s postwar 

prosperity and national security.  If their creativity had to be developed early on, so, too, 

did their deference to the controlling authorities.  The program for developing the “whole 

man” had subtler ways of teaching those lessons.  While educators were to play a critical 

role in developing the nation’s creative human resources, they had to make up the 

methods as they went along.  “The modern view of childhood is in complete contrast with 

elements of all the others,” argued Robert Igelhart, chairman of the art department at the 

University of Michigan in August 1957.  “Creative education, that gets its cue from the 

needs of children, is new:  ‘We have invented a child who is himself an inventor.  Reality 

is ‘not out there waiting for us; it is a conscious construction.’  Education is “Romantic” 

in the sense that each child must express himself.  It is hard for a teacher to set up 

situations in school for creative self-expression, but creative education is essential for a 

democracy.  We must see the future—not as we remember the past, nor as an adjustment 

to the inevitable, but with imagination.  For the needs of today, creative education is 

indispensable.’”194  As creativity became a strategic asset in the nation’s cold war 

“arsenal of brainpower,” “play” became a serious business.   

Yet there were risks to encouraging daydreaming, divergent thinking, and non-

conformity in the classroom and on the cold war campus.  Where was the line between 
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“acceptable” and “unacceptable” non-conformity, or between the “healthy” 

dissatisfaction with the status quo that stimulated creativity and the “unhealthy” type that 

challenged authority of all kinds and fostered social and political dissent?  “[C]reative 

architects have been found to be quite independent people,” noted psychologist Nevitt 

Sanford.  “Sometimes their independence goes beyond independence to rebelliousness, or 

perhaps to compulsive nonconformity.”   The social and psychological pressures that 

promoted conformity were also effective in extinguishing creative behavior.  “The 

general tendency to yield under group pressure,” Sanford noted, “correlates negatively 

and significantly with virtually all the numerous measures of originality and creativity 

that have been tried.”195  The tensions between creativity and conformity that could not 

be resolved strained the capacity of the postwar consensus to maintain order and, at the 

same time respond creatively to the nation’s many foreign and domestic challenges.  

There was little doubt, however, that the tectonic plates of the consensus were shifting, 

and bringing new continents of thought and culture into view.  “Underlying patterns of 

thought and belief are affected by the advent of the space age, and these changing beliefs, 

in turn, constitute part of the conditions in which future decisions in shaping the space 

program will be made,” noted a group of humanistic educators convened by the Space 

Science Board of the National Academy of Sciences at Iowa State University in the 

summer of 1962.   

 
Certain major historical events and technical innovations have created major 
‘discontinuities’ in thought with consequent profound changes in outlook, 
customs, political and economic institutions, and in art, literature, and religion.  
A major example of such a “discontinuity” was the discovery and settlement of 
the New World beginning in the late fifteenth century. Perhaps the advent of 
nuclear weapons with their risk of demolishing life on Earth may constitute such 
a discontinuity, and the opening of outer space to human exploration may prove 
to be another.196 

 

Those who unleashed the creativity, talents, and imagination needed to send a man to the 

moon and back did not fully realize the forces they had set in motion.  From the 
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perspective of outer space, the world looked different.  Viewed from hundreds of 

thousands of miles away, or through the eyes of an alien race described in the latest issue 

of Astounding Science Fiction, it was plan for all to see that there were no national 

boundaries etched into the blue planet.  If humans were to have any hope of acquiring 

that perspective, and begin exploring the vistas of outer space, the “discontinuities in 

society that helped produce those “profound changes in outlook” would need to bring 

about new ways of looking at humanity’s age-old problems—and a new synthesis of 

heart and mind.  For that to occur, the cold war university had to open up more space for 

creativity, one writer argued, which also honored “the right to fail” as a virtue. 

“Creativity seeks new solutions; it puts old principles together in new ways, or with new 

emphasis; it jumps to new principles. Creativity dreams, and guesses, and has hunches; it 

makes lyric leaps into the unknown, trusting intuition, and insight, and its inner vision,” 

wrote Albert Sullivan, a professor of communications at Boston University, in a 

description of the creative spirit reminiscent of Ralph Waldo Emerson and William 

Barton Rogers.  In a 1963 article titled, “The Right to Fail: Creativity versus 

Conservatism,” Sullivan explicitly contrasted the progressive nature of creativity with the 

retrogressive force of conservatism.  “Conservatism prefers traditional solutions; it puts 

old principles to work in tried and true ways and distrusts any shift in emphasis; it 

suspects new principles . . . it is comfortable only with what it is known, and proven, and 

measurable . . . Thus conservatism is rational.”197  Conservatism had to give up its 

stranglehold on academic culture, Sullivan argued, so that students, especially, could 

benefit from the freedom to fail.  The right and freedom to fail required for creative 

growth also opened up possibilities for marginalized groups to develop their potential 

outside the gaze of those who would criticize every awkward step forward.  That was 

especially true in the case of women students at MIT in the 1950s, as they entered a 

critical phase in the school’s 80-plus year “experiment” with coeducation.  What they 

needed more than anything to expand their presence on campus was more space, 

specifically a residential home of their own.   
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By opening up the final frontier of outer space, science fiction writers were 

opening a new window on this world.  Viewed from outer space, the spatial divisions that 

caused so many calamities on Earth disappeared; boundaries or race, nationality, gender, 

etc. were revealed for the artificial constructions they were.  As the endless expanse of 

outer space seemed to be opening up, there were pressures to tear down those boundaries 

on the home planet—including those that limited opportunities for women students in 

science and engineering on the cold war campus and in the workplace.  When it came 

time to launch a human into outer space, some evidence suggested that women might 

even be better suited, physiologically, to space travel than men.198  To imagine that the 

female body, when combined with the mind of a top scientist or engineer, could be the 

ideal explorer of humanity’s final frontier radically undermined the traditional view of 

women as inherently inferior to men in mind and body.  “In the matter of pure space 

science, some of America's greatest triumphs to date could not have been achieved 

without Eleanor, Ann, Edith, Jaylee, and Barbara,” noted an article on women scientists 

and engineers in America’s space program.  “You could go on and on in this vein, citing 

scores of brilliant and hard working women who have made careers for themselves with 

the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).”199  The agency’s 

requirements for women scientists were “exactly the same as those for men,” explained 

Dr. Nancy G. Roman, chief of the astronomy and solar physics branch of NASA's office 

of Space Sciences.  “It is strictly ‘a matter of merit—education and experience—without 

regard to sex.  The fact that there are no women astronauts as yet should, not worry us,’ 

she told a female audience a while back. ‘After all, there are thousands of men in the 

space program who are not astronauts either.’” By placing women scientists and 

engineers in outer space, and proving their competence, it suggested that this was one of 

humanity’s areas of “backwardness” that needed to be overcome.  Yet the prospect of 
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often change elicits fear and anxiety.  If women could work, bear and raise children, and 

travel into outer space, were men even necessary beyond their biological role in 

reproduction?  Fear of women “taking over” was often reflected in postwar popular 

culture, in both humorous and tragic forms.  How that fear affected women students at 

MIT in the 1950s—and what they did about it—constitutes the subject of chapter four.
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Chapter Four 

Mother was a Tech Coed: 

Dueling with the Double Standard  

 
The ability to make the necessary differentiation varies widely from individual to 
individual, but, given reasonably sympathetic surroundings, most capable women 
can reach a satisfactory compromise.  Of the students I have known, one of the 
most successful in this respect was a very attractive blonde who could meet 
colleagues, male or female, with a sharp and critical mind but who, on a social 
occasion, gave a convincing performance of being without a brain—Walter 
Michels1 
 
Everything is something, but it appears to be something else and it is felt to be 
another.  This “feeling” is determined by our mind, our heart—Li Ying2 
 

“This is an era of technical skills and science,” proclaimed the opening voiceover in Men 

of Science (1952), a 16-minute documentary film about MIT produced for RKO-Pathé’s 

“This is America” series.  “This is a civilization whose watchword is progress, and whose 

keynote is fulfillment.”  A series of images flash across the screen—a rocket blasting off; 

jet fighters roaring into action; a woman cooking in a modern kitchen—that visually link 

scientific progress with national security and economic well-being. “Today man must 

think of tomorrow and be prepared,” the narration continues.  “We live in a world of 

marvels, great and small—a world which puts an accent on use, which forever seeks 

shortcuts to convenience.”  The camera then turned its focus on a powerful symbol of 

postwar America’s “holy trinity” of liberalism, higher education, and science: the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Men of 

Science portrayed MIT as a beacon of hope and progress.  Like similar pitches of the 

period, the film clearly aimed to interest more of America’s junior and senior high school 

students in science and technology related careers that could help close the nation’s 

science and engineering “gap” with the Soviet Union.  Maintaining U.S. scientific and 

technological superiority over its communist adversaries was a prime directive for Cold 

War presidents from Harry Truman to George H.W. Bush.  Men of Science portrayed the 

world of science and technology as a primarily masculine domain, an accurate depiction 
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of MIT, and the scientific profession generally in the early 1950s.  Between 1945 and 

1960, men outnumbered women students by ratios of 50 or more to one; during this same 

period, fewer than a dozen women each year graduated with bachelor’s degrees from 

MIT.  Because there was only enough on-campus housing for about 17 women, and 

women students had to live on campus or commute from their homes in the Boston-area, 

young women accepted by MIT had to pass higher admissions hurdles than the men.   

Looking back, this hardly seems shocking.  A sharp decline in opportunities for 

educated women is a defining feature of what historians have rightly termed the age of 

“domestic containment.”  This was not the result predicted just ten years earlier, 

however—before words such as “cold war” and “containment” had entered America’s 

political lexicon.  During World War II, for example, the nation’s leaders had exhorted 

bright young girls to pursue careers in science and engineering.  In addition to fulfilling 

their patriotic duty, they were told to expect bright futures in the postwar reconstruction 

period.  Yet the relative invisibility of women students at MIT in the early 1950s 

reflected the failure of that vision to materialize.  Despite all the postwar rhetoric about 

needing to develop America’s “greatest untapped resource”—“Womanpower”—to meet 

the challenges of “the defense decade,” neither the federal government nor the states 

showed the political will to ensure equal opportunities for women in science-related (or 

any other) fields.  In fact, this period is rightly regarded a dark age for well-educated 

women professionals generally, who lost much of the ground gained they during the war.  

Like their working-class counterparts replaced by men in the manufacturing industries, 

women scientists were often nudged out of their positions on university faculties, or 

“voluntarily” stepped aside to make room for veterans returning from World War II.   

Nonetheless, women did not completely vanish from the picture. Despite their 

small numbers at MIT during this period, and the pervasive domestic ideology that 

limited the roles of women generally to wife and mother, even a casual observer could 

not fail to find them in the frames of RKO-Pathé’s Men of Science.  Whether they were 

taking notes in a physics lecture, working in a computer lab, or monitoring various 

scientific experiments, they were not invisible.  If anything, the film overrepresented their 

presence at MIT, especially in a scene showing a large group of students in a large lecture 

hall.  After panning the room to give viewers an overall impression of the scene, the 
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camera cut to four individual close-up shots of students: two women and two men.  One 

close-up of a female student showed her sitting in a cluster of other women students—

one on her left, and two directly behind her.  Though only a handful of female faces stand 

out in the sea of men, the film made some effort to visually balance the scales, thereby 

“normalizing” the presence of women at MIT and implicitly encouraging women to 

imagine themselves sitting in that same lecture class.  This small gesture could be read as 

an encouragement to bright, scientifically-minded girls who were not overly deterred by 

the odds against them.  To put it another way, a high school girl watching the film in 

1953 could see herself in the picture if she wanted to.  Some who saw Men of Science in 

their darkened classrooms were even inspired to apply to MIT in the early 1950s.   

Among them was a 17-year-old senior at Ely Memorial High School, in Ely, 

Minnesota, a small town on Minnesota’s Iron Range.  An avid reader of popular science 

books such as Sir James Jeans’s The Mysterious Universe and Edna Mae Kramer’s The 

Mainstream of Mathematics, Betty (Ahola) Kizilos excelled in high school physics and 

mathematics.  Her hobbies included photography, one of the extracurricular activities 

which many superior science students listed among their interests.  The film not only 

introduced her to MIT, but it engaged her interest and imagination.  After viewing Men of 

Science, she decided to apply to the Institute and nowhere else; MIT symbolically 

represented one of two major alternatives open to her.  “I thought my options were two:  

MIT or Ely Junior College,” she recalled 50 years later.  “And I figured, if I didn’t get 

into MIT there was no problem getting into Ely Junior College.”  MIT did not simply 

offer a first-rate science education.  Rather, it was a pathway to explore “the secrets of the 

universe” that intrigued her so much.  “After seeing that film, I thought, well, that’s the 

place . . . I had a very narrow focus—this was it.”  Like young people in other places and 

times, she viewed higher education not simply, or even primarily, as a way to gain 

“marketable skills,” but as an initiation into the adult world of knowledge and learning.  

While both parents supported her plans, her mother was concerned about the difficulty of 

majoring in physics at MIT.  “She said, ‘Oh, but physics, that’s so hard,” Kizilos recalled. 

“Why don’t you study Home Ec.?  That would be a lot easier.”3  Given the obstacles 
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facing women in science-related fields, her mother’s concerns were well founded.  A 

total of only 10 women graduated with bachelor’s degrees in physics between 1941 and 

1955.  Like many in her generation, her mother did not finish high school or attend 

college.  Though she secretly completed a high school equivalency degree through 

correspondence courses, she had difficulty identifying with her daughter’s plans to attend 

one of the nation’s most prestigious, highly competitive, and rigorous scientific 

academies in the world, and one that was almost exclusively male.   

Though their numbers were few, women students at MIT challenged the strictures 

of higher education’s double standard in ways that have not been properly recognized or 

acknowledged.  Between 1945 and 1965, they subverted the house rules of the women’s 

dormitory, assembled in small groups to challenge demeaning and satirical 

representations of women students, supported each other in encounters with the MIT 

administration, successfully beat back efforts to eliminate their representation in MIT 

student government, and took the lead in organizing and convening the first major 

meeting of professional women scientists in the United States in 1964.  This significant, 

but incompletely understood chapter in the history of the cold war university sheds light 

on the contradictions, conflicts, and tensions surrounding the double standard on the cold 

war campus and its relationship to the mainstream domestic ideology of the period.  As 

women students at MIT attempted to redeem the promises won by women in World War 

II, and they ran into the double standard, they began to see the forces of resistance more 

clearly.  To overcome the obstacles, they would have to organize themselves and demand 

what was rightfully theirs.  Proceeding in small steps, they began to set down permanent 

roots at MIT, and build themselves a home of their own.        

 

 

Divided We Fall 

Nervously anticipating the disruptive effects of World War II on the battle between the 

sexes at MIT, The Tech’s 1941 April Fool’s edition spoofed the possible implications of 

expanding wartime opportunities for women.  Two of the prominent front-page articles 

featured under the full-page banner headline, “CHANGES PLANNED FOR FALL,” 

described fictional shifts in the gender balance of power.  The first headline read: 
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“Nominees Announced; Coeds Will Compete for President in Four Classes.”  The article 

proceeded to report on what amounted to an attempted “coup” by the Association of 

Women Students to take over student government by nominating “a special slate of coeds 

to run for the president of the classes of 1941, 1942, 1943, and 1944.”4   The other story, 

headlined, “300 Girls Will Enter Institute Next Fall Under New System for Class of 

1945,” described a “shattering precedent in the selection of candidates for the entering 

freshman class of 1945” that would result in half the class being female.  The article’s 

matter-of-fact tone and style made the decision sound reasonable rather than laughable: 

“This announcement follows closely a series of conferences held by the Institute wherein 

co-educationalism in engineering schools was the principal topic.”5  One of the striking 

features of this story, in particular, was its uncannily accurate prediction of the role that 

war and national security concerns would play in increasing the number of women who 

worked outside the home.  The MIT administration explained that a major reason for 

making the change was an issue “of vital importance, with reference to National Defense.   

 

With the possibility that the majority of young male engineers would be called 
into the army and might be incapacitated or further industrial service in the event 
of war, the advent of the female technician is predicted to rise to great heights.  
With this purpose also in mind, the Institute deemed its action necessary. 
Undergraduate opinion on the subject is still characterized by amazement, but it 
is hoped that readjustments will not be too difficult for the majority of students.6 

 

In popular culture, anticipatory anxiety about the war’s effects on gender relations was 

reflected in Phillip Wylie’s Generation of Vipers (1942).  While the book has been 

roundly criticized as misogynistic, particularly in its vitriolic attacks on “Momism”—a 

term he coined to describe the stifling and smothering influence of the American cultural 

construction of motherhood, and that Wylie likened to a form of political tyranny—for  

conditioning Americans to accept fascism.7  In fact, however, the complexity of Wylie’s 

views on gender relations is exhibited in The Disappearance (1951), a science fiction 
                                                 
4 “Nominees Announced; Coeds Will Compete for Presidency in Four Classes,” The Tech, April 1, 1941, 
p.1 
5 “300 Girls Will Enter Institute Next Fall under New System for Class of 1945,” The Tech, April1, 1941, 
p. 4 
6 Ibid, p. 4 
7 On closer reading, it is clear that Wylie’s views on gender relations were actually more complex than the 
caricature which is often presented.   
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novel in which all the men and all the women on earth suddenly vanish from each other’s 

sight, leaving the members of each sex to make it on their own.8   In the novel, Wylie 

uses each gender’s experience of the other’s absence to explore the relationship between 

men and women and the social and psychological effects of the double standard prior to 

the women’s movement.  Considered “a masterpiece of speculative fiction” by some, 

Wylie uses the plot device of “the disappearance” to “explore the radically different 

trajectories of the gendered histories” of his main characters, notes the jacket copy of a 

recently reissued edition, to reveal “stark truths about the rigidly defined expectations 

placed on men and women and their sexual relationships and make clear how much 

modern society depends on interconnection between the sexes.”9 

Though such dire events never came to pass—neither sex “disappeared” nor did 

women students “take over” the MIT campus—The Tech’s editors were not off the mark 

in linking the war with expanded opportunities for women at MIT.  At the end of the 

conflict, in recognition of wartime women’s contributions to the nation, the Compton 

administration announced plans to improve the educational environment for women 

students by establishing the school’s first dormitory for women students.  To fulfill its 

postwar responsibilities, MIT would need to adapt to some of the specific social changes 

resulting from the war—including the expanded role of women in science, engineering, 

and society.  Moreover, the number of women applicants had been steadily rising in 

recent years.  The place women had earned in the workforce, workshop, and laboratory 

had to be recognized on the MIT campus.  “We must not only adapt our courses to the 

needs of G.I. Joe, but with the increased number of women enrolled at the Institute in 

recent years,” Compton wrote, “the educational requirements of the G.I. Jills must also 

receive proper attention.”10  By rhetorically linking the educational needs of America’s 

male and female veterans, Compton officially recognized that, through their contributions 

to the war effort, women had won a permanent, and long overdue, place on the MIT 

campus.  While the number of women attending MIT had slowly but steadily risen over 

the previous 20 years, and they had “reasonably satisfactory accommodations . . . during 

their daytime work at the Institute,” women students were even more invisible to school 

                                                 
8 Wylie, Phillip, The Disappearance ((New York: Rinehart & Co., 1951). 
9 Wylie, Philip, The Disappearance (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), back cover copy. 
10 “The State of the Institute,” Technology Review, July 1945, p. 572 
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officials outside than inside the classroom.11  “We have made no provision to assist them 

in securing appropriate living accommodations” near the campus, a “difficult and 

serious” problem in ordinary times, and one that was sure to worsen after the war.  It was 

high time women obtained the “special living quarters” they needed to participate more 

fully and equally in the campus life and culture of MIT. 12  Compton’s plan broke new 

ground by including a women’s dormitory among MIT’s postwar priorities.  Yet a culture 

of benign neglect built up over almost 80 years was not going to suddenly embrace 

women students with open arms.  For every two steps forward, there would likely be at 

least one step back.  

Once the back-stepping began, however, it was difficult to stop.  The door to new 

opportunities for women in the postwar era had scarcely opened before it was slammed 

shut.  As mainstream society celebrated the reinstallation of domestic ideals and 

traditional gender norms, the women’s dormitory at MIT lost some of its luster as a 

symbol of women’s expanding opportunities at MIT.  Rather than an outpost from which 

to further advance the cause of women students, as it might have symbolized to an earlier 

generation of women, their new home also acquired associations with postwar ideology 

and its pressure to accept the double standard.  It was not just in the dormitory where 

regression to the gender norm occurred; it was everywhere—in classrooms, cafeterias, 

the halls of student government, the pages of The Tech and the campus humor magazine, 

and the lyrics of MIT’s annual Tech Show.  Once again, the social and cultural pressures 

of the double standard and domestic ideal put women who dared enter male-dominated 

professions on the defensive.   

Though the context was different, the return of the double standard reversed a 

longer-term trend both in American society and at MIT.  Traditional gender roles had 

already been shaken up during the Great Depression when women left home to take jobs 

needed to help support their families.  And this liberalization was strengthened and 

accelerated when women left home in unprecedented numbers during World War II to 

                                                 
11 Between 1931 and 1940, 45 women graduated with a bachelor’s degree, from 1941-1950, 78; and from 
1951-1955, 43.  These figures were reported in, “The MIT Coed—Then and Now,” Technology Review, 
December 1955, pp. 94-96.   The article was based on information provided by the Registration Committee 
of the MIT Women’s Association.  The group undertook the effort at a time when the future status of 
women students was in jeopardy in hopes of demonstrating their success after graduation. 
12 “The State of the Institute,” Technology Review, July 1945, p. 35 
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work in defense industries.  Wartime campaigns urged the necessity of women stepping 

into traditionally male careers—including science and engineering—to make up for 

men’s absence.  Although the promised opportunities for women in these fields did not 

materialize after the war, and instead women were largely shelved as a “reserve labor 

force to be called up and channeled into certain levels of work as occasion required,” the 

cold war did change the social and cultural context in which women scientists and 

engineers were educated.13  The nation’s leaders continued to urge women to help close 

the science and engineering “gap” between the United States and Soviet Union.  This 

ensured that there would be a continuing campaign to mobilize the “Womanpower” 

needed to maintain U.S. national security in the “defense decade” of the 1950s—and that 

a steady stream of determined young women would continue braving the obstacles to 

attend MIT.   

 This produced a new set of societal problems and contradictions, however.  

Women were asked to support the nation in time of cold war by becoming scientists and 

engineers, as they did in World War II, but this time the men were still in the picture.  

Once again, women were supposed to endure the rigors of professional training at schools 

such as MIT, as they had before. Since the cold war was not a total war, however, they 

there was no need, desire, or pride in having them become “Rosie the Riveter.”  The new 

emphasis on traditional gender roles, in fact, practically forbade it.  “Elise the Engineer,” 

“Betty the Biologist,” and “Phyllis the Physicist” were educated to be capable of doing a 

man’s job, should the need arise, yet all the while expected to uphold the domestic ideal.  

Not only were they supposed to perform on par with the men in these male-dominated 

professional fields, but they were still expected to perform the traditional woman’s role in 

the home and family that defined female identity in mainstream American society.  They 

practically had to become “split personalities” to meet the conflicting and contradictory 

demands placed on them by society’s double standard.  

The expectation that women could—and would—lead a double life, splitting 

mind and heart without complaint, was so ingrained that a Bryn Mawr physics professor 

could see no connection between the mental and emotional effects of the double standard 

                                                 
13 Rossiter, Margaret, Women Scientists in America: Before Affirmative Action, 1940-1972 (Baltimore and 
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), p. 26 
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and feelings of insecurity or self-doubt suffered by some women who aspired—or might 

otherwise have aspired—to pursue a physics career.  In an article titled, “Women in 

Physics,” Walter Michels praised the hundreds of Bryn Mawr students to whom he had 

taught physics in his 16 years at the prestigious all-women’s college in Pennsylvania.  

While women were just as capable of learning physics and of advancing to the highest 

rungs in the profession, he believed they suffered from one major handicap.  It was “very 

difficult to persuade most women students to develop the degree of self-confidence which 

is desirable in professional work and which comes naturally to most men,” he wrote.  

Even if his women physics students could have been “persuaded” to develop greater self-

confidence, his arguments were not likely to win them over.  “The tendency to defer to 

the superior male has such strong social advantages that it has become deeply-rooted,” 

Michels explained.  “Here, unless she can differentiate clearly between her intellectual 

and social life, is one of the greatest handicaps of the professional woman. 

 
The ability to make the necessary differentiation varies widely from individual to 
individual, but, given reasonably sympathetic surroundings, most capable women 
can reach a satisfactory compromise.  Of the students I have known, one of the 
most successful in this respect was a very attractive blonde who could meet 
colleagues, male or female, with a sharp and critical mind but who, on a social 
occasion, gave a convincing performance of being without a brain.  I later had the 
opportunity to observe her in a laboratory job and was pleased to find that she 
could carry out the same division there, in spite of the fact that she spent many 
evenings with her daytime colleagues. Neither she nor they suffered from this 
procedure, or seemed to resent it in any way.14 

 

Michels’s transparent articulation of the double standard is striking both in its 

assumptions and in the brazenness with which he endorsed it.  Nevertheless, he merely 

gave voice to an attitude typically expressed more subtly and covertly.  That he did so 

while teaching at an all women’s college is an indicator of its social acceptability—even 

among women.  In Women Can Be Engineers, a collection of brief profiles of prominent 

women engineers intended to inspire girls to consider careers in engineering, Alice C. 

Goff, a University of Michigan-educated structural engineer, played up the idea that 

women could become engineers without losing their femininity.  “In her strenuous job as 

engineer and supervisor,” Goff wrote of one recent civil engineering graduate, “Margaret 

                                                 
14 Michels, Walter C., “Women in Physics,” Physics Today, December 1948, p. 18 
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does not wear slacks.  This pretty blond young woman wears sheer hosiery and two-toned 

shoes, ruffled blouses and pleated skirts.”15  Yet the assertions of femininity in these two 

cases were not the same.  Goff sought to reassured women that they could maintain their 

female identity in “male” professions without becoming men.  For Michels, that same 

identity was a badge of inferiority that signaled their submission to male authority and 

deference to the double standard.   

 

 

Surveying the Situation 

The end of World War II provided an opportunity for the MIT administration to reassess 

the status of women students.  In addition to shuttering wartime laboratories and 

refocusing on its primary educational mission, the Institute had to be ready for the 

anticipated upsurge in postwar student enrollment.  The spike in postwar demand for 

student housing near college and university campuses exacerbated a postwar housing 

crisis in Boston and Cambridge, along with many other U.S. cities.  As of August 1946, 

the federal government had constructed only about one-tenth the number of temporary 

campus residential units for veterans that it had planned.  Compton and his wife 

symbolically did their part to alleviate the shortage by taking into their home a returning 

veteran and MIT graduate student along with his wife and their five-month-old baby.16  

To its credit, MIT planned ahead to accommodate veteran students and their families and, 

as a result, was more prepared to meet their housing needs than most, if not all, other 

colleges and universities.17  America’s college and universities were swamped by 

veterans’ unexpectedly strong interest in using their government-paid higher education 

benefits under the G.I. Bill.18  Putting up a student population expected to double in size, 

                                                 
15 Goff, Alice C., Women Can Be Engineers (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Edward Brothers, Inc.: 1946), p. 171 
16 “Compton Shares Home; MIT President Takes in Student, His Wife and Baby,” New York Times, March 
8, 1946, p. 23  
17 Killian, James R., The Education of a College President: a Memoir (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1971), p. 62 
18 Making sure undergraduate women had an appropriate—and permanent—place on the MIT campus was 
a partial downpayment.  America’s wartime slogans heralded the nation’s commitment to freedom and 
equality around the world; now these claims had to be honored at home.  MIT could do its part by making 
sure women undergraduates felt welcome and at home on campus.  Yet it was not quite that simple.  As 
Men of Science indicates, by the early 1950s women’s wartime gains at America’s science-related colleges 
and universities had all but evaporated.  Historians such as Margaret W. Rossiter, Amy Sue Bix and others 
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while maintaining high academic standards and tending to the needs of individual 

students, was a significant challenge.  With the perennial shortage of student housing 

around Boston-Cambridge expected to worsen after the war, Compton made the 

construction of more and better campus housing—long an unmet need—one of MIT’s top 

postwar priorities.   

But campus housing had to do more than physically shelter the student body; 

residence halls and dormitories had to provide educational value as well.  As at many 

other U.S. colleges and universities, student personnel workers, residence counselors, and 

a slew of other service professionals associated with college dormitories and residence 

halls also joined the battle for their hearts and minds.  It was particularly important for 

women’s dormitory and residence hall staff to help women students become more 

independent on the postwar campus, where they “suddenly found themselves in an 

environment peopled by men of more maturity than they possess themselves because of 

the men’s three or four year age advantage and because of their infinitely broader war-

time experiences.  It behooves the women to develop maturity of their own rapidly, if 

they wish to compete and cooperate on anything like equal terms with the men in all of 

the opportunities offered by the University for student growth and development.”19  And, 

the author might have hastened to add, in the home, workplace, and other institutions 

they would enter after graduation.   

Like many other aspects of campus life, the living conditions in men’s and 

women’s dormitories and residence halls were not equal, a fact whose implications some 

women educators were concerned about.  A 1947 psychological study titled, “The 

Emancipation Status of College Students,” for example, found that male college students 

were two-and-a-half times more likely to score in the top quartile than women on a test 

measuring their emancipation status (a high score indicating “a greater feeling of personal 

adequacy and less feeling of difference—either superiority or inferiority to their 

contemporaries than those whose emancipation is defective”).20  Women students were 

also more than twice as likely as men to score in the bottom quartile.  “Is it possible that 

                                                                                                                                                 
have ably documented how and why the rollbacks occurred.  In sum, “scientific women”—both students 
and educators—experienced the same reversals as working-class women in factories and war plants.   
19 Schleman, Helen B., “Women’s Housing,” Journal of the National Association for Deans of Women, 
Administrators & Counselors, Vol. XI, No. 1, October 1947, p. 39   
20 Ibid, p. 35 
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our continuation of restrictions similar to parental control prolongs this defective 

emancipation which is characterized by some of the undesirable behavior mentioned?” 

she wondered.  “Should we be doing some careful study as to how we can improve the 

emancipation score of women students?”  The answer to both questions was obviously 

yes.  Women who lived in dormitories with more stringent rules enforced by 

housemothers than their male classmates did not gain as much experience in making their 

own everyday decisions.  The authors suggested that women look more closely at “the 

opportunities that men students have to practice making decisions that are withheld from 

women students—and do they have to be withheld?   I suspect that the educational 

activities involved in improving the women students’ emancipation score will have to 

emanate from the laboratories of [college campus housing] rather than from the campus 

academic laboratories.”21   

 

 

120 Bay State Road 

If women were to have a place on the postwar campus, school officials would have to 

provide them with a safe and comfortable home.  Since MIT was a school “designed for 

men,” however, school officials lacked the expertise or experience to proceed, and 

therefore turned to leading members of the MIT Alumnae Association and Association of 

Women Students (AWS) for help.  Along with a small group of alumnae, the wives of 

prominent administrators and faculty wives, and Margaret Compton, the president’s wife 

and official leader of the effort, the women established a Residential Advisory Board 

whose purpose was to oversee the management and operations of the house at 120 Bay 

State Road.  Numbered among its members were women who had graduated as far back 

as the turn of the century all the way up to graduates from the class of 1945.  This was a 

highly accomplished group of women with proven leadership skills and experience.  With 

the financial backing of Katharine Dexter McCormick, MIT ‘05 and wife of Stanley 

McCormick (an heir to the estate of Cyrus McCormick, inventor of the McCormick 

reaper), the group purchased a three-story, flat-roofed house in Boston’s Back Bay—“one 

of the good houses which so well served the last Boston generation” that Compton had 
                                                 
21 Ibid, p. 35  
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suggested for the purpose in his 1944 President’s Report.22  It was not clear, however, 

that the previous generation’s concept of a women’s dormitory would serve as well.   

Dormitory policies and practices had to strike the right balance between 

permissiveness and discipline; support the developmental needs of young women whose 

backgrounds and interests fell well outside the domestic ideal; and nurture a living 

environment that would enhance their studies and social lives.  That was a tall order.  The 

MIT administration had a more ambiguous yardstick for measuring success.  The 

dormitory would have to provide a supportive environment for women students and 

reassure the general public that they did not threaten mainstream gender norms and 

values.  Beyond that, however, school officials gave little thought to how the dormitory 

might affect women’s overall educational experience or their relationship to the larger 

MIT campus culture.  Before moving ahead with the idea, however, and making plans to 

purchase the property, furnishings, etc., the Residential Advisory Board had to begin 

dividing roles and responsibilities for overseeing and managing the house between 

students and representatives of the administration.   In endorsing the women’s dormitory, 

Compton had called for the house to be managed by “a house mistress, preferably a 

professional woman,” who would also stand ready to dispense sage advice and provide 

the girls with “appropriate chaperonage.”  A second, and related, issue concerned student 

government.  Historically, the MIT administration had granted male students an unusual 

degree of independence and freedom for living groups to govern themselves.  Yet the 

rules and expectations for the operation of women’s student housing were not the same in 

mainstream culture.   Which model should MIT adopt?   There was ambiguity in 

Compton’s assertion that policies and procedures at the women’s dormitory should be set 

by “a house committee of the girls themselves . . . on whatever scale of service the 

occupants might desire.”23  Did that also mean that the residents would have the same 

rights as men to decide house rules? 

Robert M. Kimball, then serving as an advisor to the MIT Personnel Office, 

described the three most likely scenarios in a February 1945 memo.  Kimball identified 

two major considerations in structuring and organizing an official women’s residence.  

                                                 
22 President’s Report, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, October 1944, Vol. 80, No. 1, p. 17 
23 President’s Report, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, October 1944, Vol. 80, No. 1, p. 18 



 

 294

First, there was the relatively small number of women students at MIT which made it 

impossible “to have a series of administrative experts” well-versed in the problems 

“inherent to young women.”  Secondly, there was the challenging group dynamics of a 

small, heterogeneous group of hard-core individualists.  “Despite our efforts in recruiting 

women students,” Kimball wrote, “we are not likely to get a group that is entirely 

compatible socially—one big happy family as it were—and since the total number is 

small, minor differences within the group may be accentuated all out of proportion to the 

true situation.”24  This anticipated issue should have been an early warning sign—a 

reminder that, historically, women students at MIT did not fit the mainstream feminine 

mold.  Kimball suggested three alternative models for managing the house.  The first 

model involved appointing a full-time house mother—“young enough in outlook to 

appeal to the students and mature enough in judgment to be able to give practical 

personal advice to the girls”—who would also be responsible for the operations and 

business management of the house.  Kimball described the ideal candidate as “a widow, 

between 45 and 55 years of age, of good family background and preferably one who has 

had daughters of her own to deal with in their adolescence, would provide the proper 

balance and guidance in the social life of the women students.”25  He also suggested an 

alternative arrangement whereby dormitory residents would elect a three- or four-member 

committee of students to manage the house and monitor compliance with school rules, 

regulations, and standards of personal conduct.   Under thus scheme, the student 

committee would be supported by a Board composed of the Technology Matrons and 

wives of MIT professors.   

In response, Florence W. Stiles, an architect, MIT alumna, and ex officio dean of 

women, suggested the possibility of having a professional woman, not a “housemother,” 

live in the house—“not as a matron, but more as an ‘older sister’ and to some extent 

chaperone.”  Stiles doubted that house residents would have the time or interest to 

manage the house, since “women are at Tech mainly for study,” yet thought that “they 

probably would like to feel that they had something to say about its management.”  She 

was convinced that that there would be sufficient opportunities for “developing student 
                                                 
24 Memo from Robert M. Kimball to Florence W. Stiles, 2 February 1945, MIT Archives, AC 4, Box 240, 
Folder 11   
25 Ibid  
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government and group thinking” in the “framework of a chaperoned organization” under 

the general supervision of “house mother, dean of residence, or head of house” whose 

presence “was vital for, unlike a men’s dormitory a house for women will undoubtedly be 

visited by members of the opposite sex.”  In addition to housing a significant percentage 

of undergraduate women under one roof, the house should “give the students a certain 

standing in the community” and “be quite an aid in developing esprit de corps.”  Stiles 

sensed that establishing the house could mark a significant milestone in the history of 

women at MIT:  “What effect in the long run a women’s student house will have on the 

quality of future generations of women students can not be measured,” Stiles prophesied, 

“but it would seem that a larger percentage of entering students would probably receive 

degrees and that Technology women might put their education to more and better use.”26  

Sometime in the winter of 1944 or early spring of 1945, members of the MIT 

Women’s Alumnae Association (MITWAA) decided it was important to solicit their 

members’ response to the proposed establishment of a dormitory/residence hall for 

women students.  The alumnae group developed and mailed out a brief questionnaire that 

made reference to President Compton’s 1944 endorsement of the project and estimated 

that as many as 25-30 women students living in and around the Boston-Cambridge 

area—at home, married and in their own homes, or renting space in rooming houses, 

private homes, and apartments—would potentially choose to live in the house if it were 

to be an option.  The survey asked respondents whether the proposal was, in principle, a 

good idea and, if so, how it should be funded, who should be responsible for its 

management and operations, where it should be located, and who should be eligible to 

live there, e.g. graduate and/or undergraduate women.  The last two open-ended questions 

solicited their input about running the residence and asked about their lives after MIT.   A 

dormitory could make the MIT environment more hospitable to women, easier to get 

involved in campus life, provide a central location for women students to get to know 

each other and give and receive mutual support and encouragement, and help women 

establish a firmer foothold at the school.  If living there meant giving up an iota of 

freedom and independence, however, most women graduates were dead set against it.       

                                                 
26 Memo from Florence W. Stiles to Robert M. Kimball, 25 February 1945, MIT Archives, AC 4, Box 240, 
Folder 11 
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Most of those who filled out and returned the form supported the idea of a 

woman’s dormitory—at least in principle.  Whether they studied at MIT in 1905 or 1945, 

they imagined that it could help attract more women to the school.  “I am deeply 

interested in this project of a Student Women’s House at MIT,” noted an alumna from the 

class of 1928.  “I do not know enough to say how it should be managed!  But I will be 

glad to subscribe to the plan when you start it & to aid in raising funds—more girls 

should have the splendid opportunities that MIT offers—I only wish I had started my 

training there earlier!”27  An alumna from the class of 1918 agreed: “I feel that a student 

house for women students is very desirable.  I have heard people advise girls not to go to 

MIT because there is no college life there for a girl.  It does not seem to me that the 

character of the girls coming would change because of the dormitory life.  The work at 

MIT is too difficult to attract any but those seriously interested in scientific work.  They 

need the convenience.”28  Establishing a house for women science and engineering 

students would also continue and strengthen MIT’s historically progressive leadership in 

furthering opportunities for women in these fields.  “I was delighted to note the 

President’s suggestion for the house when I read his report,” wrote another class of 1928 

graduate.  “It is a fine thing that the school which is foremost in technical education takes 

the lead in considering social problems.  New York University, by unfortunate contrast, 

does not to this day admit women to their day engineering school.”29  “It seems to me that 

a student house for women is not necessary unless MIT wishes to encourage a larger 

enrollment of undergraduate women students than it now has,” wrote another.30  Others, 

however, qualified their support with the proviso that residence in the house not be made 

compulsory.  “I think that a student house for women is needed at Tech,” wrote a member 

of the class of 1944, “but that it should not be compulsory for any woman to live in it if 

she does not want to.”31  Many were equally adamant that living in the dormitory should 

never be mandatory.  “It should not be compulsory to live in house,” another emphasized.  

“There should be no more rules than would be found in a boys’ dormitory.”32   

                                                 
27 Leslie Cutler, ‘28, MIT Archives, MC 65, Box 3, Folder 20 
28 Helen Byron Colson,’18, MIT Archives, MC 65, Box 3, Folder 20 
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The most consistently expressed reservations about the project had to do with the 

house rules that would manage and regulate the behavior of women in the dormitory.  

There was a general consensus that an older woman should live at the house and act in a 

supervisory and/or management role—both to maintain discipline and order and to 

handle the operational details of running a group home.  “I think such a house should 

have an older resident who is there a greater part of the time, certainly at night, unless 

one of the graduate students could substitute for her,” wrote a woman in the class of 

1925.  “I think students should draw up a set of house rules by which any one living in 

the house should agree to live and that there should be a system of signing in and out . . .   

This is not a “nosey” measure but purely a safe-guard and convenience for all 

concerned.”  Ideally, another student wrote, the housemother or other adult woman in 

charge would help to create a home-like environment where students could learn 

cooperative living skills and broaden their social and cultural horizons through 

involvement in humanistic activities outside their academic work.    

 
I think it would be desirable to organize the house along the lines somewhat 
resembling girls’ dormitories in other colleges, especially for the undergraduates.  
This means that there should be some supervision, some definite rules about time 
in, etc.  . . . But I do think that a mature person should live in the house to offer 
supervision, companionship, inspiration and a sense of security to the parents of 
the girls.  I think that a lack of such an arrangement has been the main obstacle to 
the increase of the number of undergraduate women students.  The girls should 
develop a certain poise, which is hard to develop in the atmosphere of cafeterias.  
Also the House can be instrumental in inspiring interest in many lectures, art 
exhibits, theaters, etc., etc. which can, and should, be a composite part of 
education supplementary to the sterility of purely scientific studies.33  
 
  

Recent graduates were especially adamant, however, that the house should not impose 

undue restrictions on house residents’ social lives. “[W]omen at Tech have been 

accustomed to a good deal of freedom in their extracurricular lives, and I don’t believe 

there should be too many restrictions set up in the student house,” wrote Peggy Bowles 

Smith, a [XVI] major in the class of 1944. 34  Melissa Wood Landing, from the class of 

1945, agreed:  “A sign up sheet is a good idea so that a student can let people know 

where she expects to be in case of emergency, but each girl should be provided with a 
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key and, in my opinion, no rules should be set up as to times of coming and going.  . . I 

think that there should be no rules governing times when the girls have to be in at night or 

on weekends.  This would allow the girls to come and go when they please.”35  The house 

should provide “a maximum of freedom & minimum of government,” wrote Suzanne 

(Wilson) Zarzecki, 1944, “as long as high standards of conduct & cooperation in happy 

pleasant profitable living can be upheld.”36 

On the other hand, many of the alumnae were concerned that house rules and 

regulations, and/or the adult supervisor, would unduly restrict women students’ freedom.  

“I feel any woman student capable of going to MIT and making social and other 

adjustments necessary to do so should have the maximum amount of freedom consistent 

with the good regulation of the house,” a 1935 graduate wrote in to say.  Another alumna 

opposed the very idea of the house because of the inevitable regulations it would entail.  

“I do not favor a house for women on the campus or elsewhere.  If such a house were 

started it would probably be necessary to require students to live there.  Any house run as 

part of the Institute would necessarily have certain rules and restrictions in keeping with 

the regulations of other colleges.  One of the best things about MIT is the complete 

freedom of both men and women students in the conduct of their private lives.  They are 

treated by the Faculty as if they were adults and as a result they generally behave like 

adults.  Perhaps I am a born revolutionary but I liked it this way.  Please don’t start 

making a ladies’ seminary out of the old factory.”37 

On a similar note, several other graduates from the 1930s alerted organizers to the 

dangers of unrealistic expectations that MIT’s strong-willed, independent-minded women 

students would “go along to get along” or naturally coalesce into a supportive small 

support group or therapeutic community.  A spike in female enrollment at MIT during the 

Depression years of the 1930s, when women first entered the labor market in significant 

numbers, had helped increase their visibility and begun to break down some of the 

prejudices against them.38  In the mid- to late 1930s, during James R. Killian’s reign as 
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editor, the Technology Review (the MIT alumni magazine) began publishing a series of 

profiles of prominent MIT alumnae.39 “The general prejudice long held by the men 

students lately has shown distinct signs of diminishing,” noted a 1938 article in the New 

York Times.  “For the first time in the history of the institute a girl was elected this year to 

the freshman council . . . Three coeds are playing a prominent part in the affairs of The 

Tech  . . . Last week another hurdle was cleared when Miss Ida Rovno of Fichtburg was 

elected associate editor of the student newspaper, to become the first woman on its 

managing board.”40  Yet all these inroads did not succeed in conjuring up a collective 

identity. 41   “It is my memory that even in the Margaret Cheney Room the ability of the 

various girls to adjust to one another was decidedly limited,” recalled a graduate from the 

class of 1937, an era when women students were breaking down barriers to their 

participation in student life.  “Perhaps we had an unusual number of ‘problem children’ 

in those years.  If however our groups were representative I think a student house under 

student management might have hard sledding.  There is no doubt that such a house 

would be convenient if located on the campus, but it is doubtful that it would appeal to a 

group of rugged individualists.  Can you image the Class of ’37 and ’38 living together in 

the same house?  In large student groups it is possible to group congenial people but with 

such a limited number it wouldn’t be practical.”  The adult in residence would need to be 

sensitive to the problems common among young women who were attracted to attend 

MIT.  “If this house did materialize,” the writer continued, “it should be more than just a 

place to live; it should be a good substitute for a happy home.  If possible, some 

experienced woman should be in charge who is capable of understanding the emotional 
                                                                                                                                                 
95.   Two letters written by “Millie, the Coed,” and a threatening response, are discussed in The Tech, 
November 2, 1928, p. 1. 
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41 Statistics on the number of women students at MIT from 1900-1955 come from the results of a survey of 
MIT alumnae summarized in, “The MIT Coed—Then and Now,” Technology Review, December 1955, p. 
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problems and adjustments of a group of unusual and brilliant girls trying to express 

themselves in a difficult environment.”42   

Managing the group dynamics of the house could be one of the adult authority’s 

greatest challenges agreed Ida Rovno, class of 1939, who, in addition to being elected to 

the board of The Tech, also helped re-establish the Association of Women Students and 

served as one of its first officers.  “I’m afraid MIT women students are too individualistic 

to like living in the ordinary girls’ dormitory.  If a house is deemed necessary, however, 

because of lack of other adequate housing, I feel that it should be a more or less 

independent unit, without rigid rules, and conforming to the independence of spirit which 

characterizes most Tech girls.”  Another graduate who attended MIT in the late 1930s, 

and had helped lead an effort to establish a women’s student house, attributed its failure 

to that same independent streak.  “In 1937 I sent a questionnaire out on this question of 

having adequate housing for the girls,” wrote Barbara (Laven) Goldberg, class of 1941.  

“Surprisingly enough at that time the majority of girls at school were not for such a 

house.  Their chief objection was that they wouldn’t enjoy the freedom of action—come 

& go as please, etc., that they were then enjoying.   Also, as I recall the tabulated results, 

they felt that they should govern themselves.”43  Goldberg’s comments reflected the same 

independent spirit as most other survey respondents.  Lacking societal support or a 

critical mass in their formative years, they had had to maintain a strong sense of 

individual identity to overcome the social pressures working against them and still make 

it to MIT.  They, and the members of the Residential Advisory Board, did not envision 

the dormitory as more than the sum of its parts—a collectivity rather than a collection of 

individuals.   

Even so, a few of the women saw the dormitory in the broader context of MIT’s 

relationship with women students.  “It would seem to me that funds for the house should 

be a project for MIT as a school and not for the Women’s Association itself,” wrote 

Deborah (Rubenstein) Dauber.  “As a woman alumna, I have contributed to the general 

Alumni Fund drive over a period of years.  Other women, I am sure, have done the same 

without questioning whether women students were to obtain the use of projects 
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developed with these funds.  Why should the Women’s Association of itself assume the 

task of raising funds for a women students’ house, especially since the women alumnae 

are not numerous and in general have smaller incomes that men alumni?”44  Another MIT 

alumna also touched on the socioeconomic status of women in connection with the 

dormitory.  “The probable increase in the reaction against industrial employment of 

women already setting in makes me more doubtful of the timeliness of the project than of 

its general desirability,” wrote Jane Dewey, a professor of physics at Bryn Mawr College 

and daughter of philosopher John Dewey.45  “With wholesale discharges of women now 

employed in wartime technical work to be expected at the war’s end, it will be difficult to 

justify training of female engineers for many years (alas)”; on her survey form, Jane 

Dewey drew a line through the final clause of the sentence, “except to women.”46 

Dewey’s comments were perceptive and prescient.  As it turned out, she was right to 

doubt the glowing predictions that women would be rewarded for their wartime service 

with new postwar opportunities.   

The reversal did not come as a shock to other women, including author Elizabeth 

Hawes, a former fashion designer who sold her retail business during the war and went to 

work in an aircraft factory.  The experiences she described in Why Women Cry: 

Wenches with Wrenches (1943) convinced Hawes that, however sunny some predicted 

the outlook for women after the war, the only sure path to achieving equal treatment was 

to organize and demand it.  While ultimately she hoped that Americans would get over 

their irrational fears and create a more equal and just society by adopting some version of 

Socialism, Hawes urged women not to wait, but to take matters into their own hands. 

“We women have got to come out of our houses and engage in Local, State, and Federal 

Politics if we are ever to solve our problems,” Hawes wrote.  “If we agree it is a vital 

necessity to get life arranged so women can function fully and children be educated to the 

compete extent of their capacity, let us agree to stop pulling our punches and come right 
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out into the open.  The day of the Common Man is never going to arrive as long at the 

Common Man adheres to the rules laid down by the status quo boys.”47   

 

 

A Home of Their Own 

Women students, alumni, and others interested in their cause largely took matters into 

their own hands in establishing the first official women’s residence near the MIT campus. 

After more than 80 years of being “tolerated” at MIT, women went about establishing a 

“home of their own” that would enable them to more fully participate in campus life, 

culture, and the classroom.  After considering several properties near the MIT campus, 

the self-selected Residential Advisory Board decided, with the financial backing of 

Katharine Dexter McCormick, to purchase an old brownstone at 120 Bay State Road, 

located about a mile from the campus on the Boston side of the Harvard Bridge spanning 

the Charles River.  This was actually a much bigger step than was realized at the time or 

since.  With the establishment of the dormitory in 1945, MIT had for the first time, at 

least implicitly, assumed responsibility for their overall physical, emotional, moral, and 

intellectual well-being, for educating the “whole woman”—and all that that entailed.  

Compton and his administration considered this welcoming of women students into more 

equal membership in the “Technology family” to be a milestone in MIT history.   

From the beginning, the dormitory served a symbolic as well as a practical 

purpose.  For the first time in its history, the MIT administration had recognized and 

made specific provisions for the developmental needs of its female students.  

Establishment of the house was an acknowledgement by school officials that MIT had a 

responsibility to provide its women students with the same sorts of non-curricular 

educational experiences and opportunities provided to men.  MIT could not reasonably 

help male students become “whole men,” while withholding the resources and support 

their female classmates needed to become “whole women.”  By providing women 

students with a home of their own, MIT began abandoning its de facto separate and 

unequal treatment of male and female students.  The women’s dormitory became a 
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symbol of women’s educational progress, an outpost from which to make further inroads, 

and a site for intergenerational learning where MITWAA members shared their 

experiences and ideas with undergraduates.  

The opening of the women’s dormitory was portrayed as a watershed in MIT’s 

relationship with its women students.  By providing on-campus living quarters for 

women, the dormitory increased the number of girls that could be admitted to MIT in any 

given year.  It made it significantly easier for girls from distant states and countries to 

attend MIT.  Upon its opening in the fall of 1945, incoming women students from outside 

the East Coast were automatically assigned to live in the women’s dorm.  Having an 

official women’s dormitory increased the visibility of women students—to each other 

and the MIT community—and help create the critical mass that could help MIT women 

gain a status equal to men.  Yet none of that could be taken for granted.  “In a sense, this 

unit is experimental,” noted a November 1945 article on the dormitory’s official opening 

in Technology Review, “since the experience gained in its operation will undoubtedly 

play a major role when the time comes for building larger facilities for women students at 

Technology.”  If the house was portrayed as part of an “experiment” to determine 

women’s future presence on campus, there was a lot riding on the results.  If they passed 

the test, the article seemed to imply, women students would be granted further rights and 

privileges.  By what standard, however, was success to be measured, and by whom?  

What were the precise consequences of “failure”?  For good or ill, the future of women 

students at MIT could hang in the balance.  They were clearly to recognize that their 

presence at the school was provisional and probationary; any missteps by one could 

jeopardize women’s future at MIT for all. 

How would women students fare now that they had a home of their own and 

built-in support group?  Now that one of the most significant obstacles to their success 

had been removed, how would it affect the outcome of MIT’s “experiments” in housing 

and coeducation?  One of the key measures of success seemed to be the women’s 

capacity to govern themselves graciously and responsibly in their domestic enclave.  

“Student self-government is in force,” the Technology Review story continued.  House 

residents were expected to demonstrate independence and responsibility in the carrying 

out of domestic duties.  Beyond establishing and enforcing house rules, however, the 
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young women were also expected to uphold the “gracious living” standards associated in 

popular culture with the traditional female roles of wife, mother, and homemaker.  “Each 

student cares for her own room and may reduce living expenses by helping with the 

cleaning of the general rooms of the house and by waiting on table.”48  The house at 120 

Bay State Road also reflected a particular vision of how future women scientists, 

engineers, and architects were to be educated.  The dormitory and its leaders were 

charged with creating the proper atmosphere and schooling the women in genteel values 

and behaviors.  In keeping with the culture’s overall desire to return to “traditional” 

values after the war, the women’s dormitory sought to recreate a warm, “homelike, 

uninstitutional atmosphere, carefully planned and designed to appeal to the young women 

students.”  An article on a “housewarming” reception in Technology Review described 

the dormitory’s guiding philosophy.  

 
The purpose of the house is to provide a pleasant economical place in which 
some of the Institute’s increasing number of women students may live in an 
environment conducive to study and personal development.  The Residence 
Advisory Board, Appointed by President Compton to develop plans for the new 
unit, believes that “experience in gracious living is an important part of a 
woman’s preparation for effective personal and professional life and has made 
very effort to provide a framework for such experience.  All students accepted for 
residence in the house are expected to contribute to the fulfillment of these 
purposes.49  

 

To achieve such ambitious ends, the author of this article commended members of the 

Residence Advisory Board for the arduous work of renovating, remodeling, equipping 

and furnishing the four-story house in the midst of wartime shortages.  After listing each 

of the individual rooms in the house, and the specific “equipment” provided each girl—

“bed, mattress, pillow, three blankets, bed linen and towels, chest of drawers and mirror, 

desk and chair, bookcase, rug, and desk lamp”—the author noted that all this, and meals 

prepared by a cook would be provided at a cost “as low as is consistent with wholesome 

living.”  In this protected enclave of domesticity, the girls and young women students of 

MIT would learn the practical arts of self-government and harmonious group living.  

Evidence of success was already apparent, noted the article in Technology Review:  “The 
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almost immediate amalgamation of a variety of unknown human beings into a 

commendable unity has produced among the first group of residents a harmony and high 

degree of cooperation which give character to the house an augurs well indeed for the 

future.”  Nowhere was there any hint of the “rugged individualism” that might make it 

difficult to create a harmonious group; the article suggested the exact opposite—that an 

“almost immediate amalgamation” and “commendable unity” had been achieved.  

Contrary to the predictions of the Robert Kimball and the “feminine scholars” polled by 

the MIT Women’s Association, the girls portrayed in the article were “naturally” at home 

in their domestic surroundings.  

For those who needed it, the article also reassured readers that the girls would not 

be left to their own devices, but would be living under the watchful eye of the 

housemother, Mrs. Margaret Alvord.  “A graduate of the Boston Conservatory of Music 

and mother of four grown children,” the announcement of her appointment stated, Alvord 

would have the task of instilling the virtues of “gracious living.”  “With its piano, her 

room is a popular place for the students to gather after dinner to relax and listen to good 

music.  A housewarming gift of a set of symphony records accentuates the need for a 

radio-phonograph for the house.”50  Alvord’s duties, along with the ambience she was 

responsible for maintaining in the dormitory, were designed to create the homelike 

environment expected before higher education abandoned its in loco parentis 

responsibilities altogether in the 1960s.51  The women’s dormitory at MIT was, in most 

ways, modeled after similar houses at women’s colleges such as Mt. Holyoke, where the 

rules of gracious living required girls to wear skirts to dinner twice a week and learn the 

art of hosting tea parties.  “Through the housemother more than any other one is the 

atmosphere of a house created,” counseled a manual for chaperones and housemothers.  

“One entering can at once sense the air of naturalness and cordiality, courtesy and 

refinement, or the reverse, as the case may be.  These are revealing standards of any 
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group, high and cultured, or mediocre and cheap.”52  One of the college housemother’s 

traditional responsibilities was to cultivate and refine the aesthetic and artistic taste of 

women students.53   

 

 

Taming the Spoiled Horse 

A graduate student in architecture from China, and one of the first women to live at the 

new dormitory, articulated a different view of what a woman’s dormitory could—and 

should—be to promote the humanistic development of its residents.  She envisioned the 

dormitory as a counterforce to the dehumanizing processes of the education machine 

rather than a place to cultivate domesticity or perpetuate the double standard.  In her 

master’s thesis, “A Dormitory for MIT Girls; or a Humanized Machine to House a 

Machined Human,” Li Ying characterized the dormitory as a “machine” for humanizing 

science and engineering education and resisting societal forces which, under the banner 

of scientific and technological progress, were enslaving humans to their machines.  “This 

is Machine’s Age, or materialistic age, an age of quantities,” she wrote in her 

introduction.  “All interests are in matters that can be measured, numbered, and counted.  

The rest are neglected, out-cast, simply considered as non-existing.”54  A properly 

designed women’s dormitory, Ying contended, could help bridge gaps between 

materialism and spirituality, Western and Eastern civilization, minds and hearts, thoughts 

and feelings.  “Machine is powerful and it brings us a new scale,” she wrote in a 

prophetic-sounding introduction.  “It is strong; it conquered the West and is aiming at the 

East,—this wild uncontrolled, spoiled ‘horse.’  It progresses and progresses.  It produces 

objects after objects.  Beware; humans are going to be turned into objects, too.”55  Ying’s 

dissertation drew inspiration from the works of architects, architectural historians, and 

critics such as Lewis Mumford, Siegfried Giedion, Geoffrey Scott, and Frank Lloyd 

Wright, all of whom subscribed to a humanistic philosophy of architecture.  Li combined 
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this architectural sensibility with Eastern philosophical and spiritual insights and the 

concept of the college dormitory as a “laboratory of democracy” and developer of 

“whole” men and women.  “Man is but victim of specialization, slave of routine, prisoner 

of hours and forced labor of machine,” she wrote.  “We fight for rights.  It caused the 

battles, the wars, but there is one right that we are all born with.  We lost it on our 

journey.  And it is forgotten—the joy of living. 

 
Living in and being part of this age, we are but lost ships without rudders sailing 
the uncharted sea.  Our spontaneous impulse is striking against the external 
regimentation.  This is the cause of disintegration.  Yes, this is an age of chaos, a 
stage of transition, when the old culture has passed away and yet the new has not 
grown up.  As Matthew Arnold said—“between two worlds, one dead, the other 
powerless to be born.”56 

 

For Ying, the liminal period in which she was living presented an opportunity to re-

imagine the relationship between living and learning long since sundered in the West.  

The architect was as much, if not more, of an educator and shaper of consciousness as the 

humanities instructor, psychiatrist, priest, or philosopher.  In fact, the architect of a 

college dormitory was perhaps as well positioned to help students cope with the rapid and 

profound changes of material life in the mid-20th century as any of them.  “It is the Task 

[sic] of architects, the ‘planners of life,’ to heal this wound, this separation of ‘thinking’ 

and ‘feeling.’  Help the blind help themselves.  Try to clasp to their hearts the truth, the 

beautiful.”57  “A college, a place where the seeds of culture grow, not a mere image of its 

society, a puppet on the stage of its age or a lost leave [sic] floating down the stream of 

the “predominance,” following the “trend.”  Try to see through the disguise, the chaos.  

Penetrate, reflect, absorb, and also react and reject, and try to lead.”58  To “see through 

the disguise” of mainstream American culture, and the illusions of the domestic ideology, 

women students at MIT needed a living space, a “home of their own,” to which they 

could retreat, reflect upon, and share their experiences.   As a resident of 120 Bay State 

Road, Ying knew the dormitory’s deficiencies first-hand and how to fix them.  “The Tech 

coeds need a new home a new way of living to spend their hours before and after school.  
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We need a place to crystallize what we are taught in class and a place to find something 

we cannot find in the school.”59   

   Ying’s concept of a women’s dormitory aimed to support the psychological, 

social, and spiritual development of its residents, “to help us grow, to develop our 

potentialities, our ‘biological functions’ into a ‘whole person,’ an integrated human . . . 

and to inspire us to achieve a balance between intellectual and emotional power.”60  One 

way she hoped to accomplish this was by providing space in the dormitory for a faculty 

member “and his or her family members” to live with the students.  The purpose was to 

cultivate closer student-faculty ties in daily living. “Teachers teach students to learn and 

stimulate their thinking in class.  Why shouldn’t they guide their activities and ways of 

living outside of the classroom?  This is the only way teachers can know what the 

students really need.  In the class, the relation is a teacher to a group of students and here 

[in the dormitory] teachers can find students as individuals.”61  To encourage women 

students to become more independent and self-confident, Ying sought to create a stronger 

and more effective form of self-government in the women’s dormitory.  “After an 

observation of the existing condition of fraternity houses and cooperative houses in 

contrast to the dormitory of the existing girls’ dormitories, I found the former one more 

healthy because self-governments are practiced . . . . It is undeniable that an organic 

government growing out rather than forced on or superimposed will be more successful.  

‘That government is best government that is least government.’  Jefferson.  The advisers 

should be adviser only, not ruler.”62 

Ying’s proposal for a new women’s dormitory reflected the hopes of educators’ 

during and after World War II that new, more “democratic” methods of education, 

especially the progressive ideas of John Dewey, could become the basis fore creating a 

more just and peaceful society in the aftermath.  Genteel methods of inculcating 

humanistic virtues and consciousness through the study of classic literature had failed to 

forestall western civilization’s second collapse into barbarism.   
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At the same time, there is a distinctly transcendentalist cast to her thoughts and 

one hears an echo of Emersonian idealism in her phrasing.  “In spite of the seeming 

confusion there is nevertheless a true but hidden unity, a secret synthesis, unconscious 

and inert.  Behind this veil of mist, there is warm delight—waiting.  Let us work.”63  

Optimists such as Ying hoped that humanistic education that incorporated and integrated 

humanity’s material and spiritual natures, emotion and intellect, hearts and minds, could 

yield more substantive social and psychological change.  The college dormitory was a 

liminal cultural space where the public and the private spheres intersected—and the 

personal had the potential to become political.  It could also perform social and cultural 

work by serving as a “laboratory for social experiments” and showing society “how to 

secure a compromise between chaotic individualism and regimented collectivism.”64  

College dormitories were supposed to offer as close to a “homelike” living environment 

as possible and, at the same time, serve as staging grounds for men and women to prepare 

themselves to assume their professional and civic responsibilities in the adult world.  

At the same time, changes in campus customs, traditions, norms, and values of the 

magnitude represented by the establishment of the women’s dormitory could also have 

larger social and political repercussions.   Campus “mores,” according to sociologist 

Janet Kelley, arose “to satisfy some need—the need for stability and security, perhaps 

more than any other.”  Moreover, campus mores “represent systems of control and 

elements of force, and such factors as dominance and submission.   

 
The mores include reactions due to the cultural processes of change, such as 
invention and diffusion. . . . [T]hey are the attitudes, sentiments, and life –
philosophies of all who are in any way part of the campus organization and 
community.  The mores also are a product of the total culture; individuals not 
only acquire their family culture but are molded by variations and differences as 
they move from group to group, and when they enter college they do so with all 
these imprints upon them.  The mores concern the whole of life and serve all 
interests, political, social, religious—the ways of governing, the ways of 
sociality, the morals.  The mores are social rituals in which all participate 
unconsciously—the current habits as to social life between the sexes, propriety, 
amusements, or reading materials.  The mores are the manners, the styles, 
and the codes of group living.  . . .  In other words, the mores bring to an 
individual codes of action, standards, and rules of ethics.  They represent 
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the living character of a group or community, operative in conscious or 
unconscious control over its members.65 

 
It was essential to recognize, Kelley added, that the combination of campus mores added 

up to something more than the sum of their parts.  “It is the interaction of all parts of 

student life that is important—the interaction between faculty, administration, students, 

groups, and community.  According to Gestalt psychology, the whole determines its 

parts.”  Discontinuities occurred when parts of the system functioned separately and 

independently of each other, as occurred, for example, when the student-faculty 

relationship broke down.  Dissatisfaction with this state of affairs could, in turn, spark the 

invention of new mores.  It could also work the other way around.  If societal change 

created new campus mores, perhaps they could also facilitate societal change.    

The implications of this possibility for progressive educators to introduce and or 

implement social reforms in higher education were significant.  The mores, according to 

Kelley, always sprang forth “from the organization, structure, and functioning of 

groups.”66  “College campuses must become laboratories of experience in cooperative or 

democratic living,” she wrote. “‘Democracy was born of the struggle of groups—

religious groups, economic groups, ethnic groups—against the intolerance and abuse of 

power.’”67  The implication, certainly, was that dormitories also had the potential to 

empower women and expand their opportunities in higher education.  Successful 

alterations in patterns of group life on college campuses could, after all, emerge from 

America’s “laboratories of democracy” and provide new templates for restructuring 

society along more democratic lines.   

 
 
Skirmishes in the Technology Family 

In the meantime, women challenged the double standards, rude behavior, sarcastic 

humor, and hostile attitudes in other ways.  They also voiced discontent with the status 

quo and double standards to which they were subjected.  Some of the most overt and 

significant evidence of women students’ dissatisfaction could be found in their proto-
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feminist response to the social and educational double standards encountered on campus.  

In the April 1947 edition of The Tech’s intermittently published newspaper column, 

“Woman about Tech,” for example, Geraldine Sapolski prefaced her article with an 

excerpt from a recent issue of Voodoo which chided MIT men for eating with their 

elbows on the table.  The magazine attributed such poor table manners to fatigue; they 

had to keep their heads propped up, and those who did not were “busy eating with both 

hands.”  “It is clearly to be seen,” the excerpt continued, “that these men have never read 

that scintillating and revealing book by E. Post.”  The student humorist further 

dramatized the point by adding: “There seems to be as great an aversion to manners as 

there is to the female contingent.”  Sapolski struck back at the sideways slam by 

describing a women student’s recent experience trying to find a seat in the student dining 

hall “during a particularly busy hour.”  Since there were no empty tables, she sat down at 

a table with four male students, who suddenly stopped talking, “carefully put down their 

knives (standard eating equipment), turned up their coat collars, and bent over their trays 

to converse in a very low tone.  Needless to say she left very hurriedly, leaving the poor 

unenlightened Tech men to their just desserts.”68 

By calling attention to such effrontery, Sapolski underscored the gap between the 

standards of decorum and etiquette that the women students were supposed to uphold and 

the male students’ brazen disregard of those same standards.  Rather than state the case 

directly, however, Sapolski used sarcasm instead.  “No hard feelings, boys, but she has 

been looking for the answer to this sudden display of upturned collars.  If anyone does 

know tile reason just send it in, and the most informative answer will receive a copy of 

Emily P’s “Etiquette,” or, “Eating Made Easy.” 

 
Straying for the moment from the trials and tribulations of the Tech family in its 
search for gracious living, there is one important piece of information with which 
everyone should be acquainted. According to the calendar, one-half of the term is 
now the far distant past. So my parting thought to you is to have fun now, 
because the Day of Judgment is fast approaching.  And every night repeat this 
little rhyme to spur you on to new heights:— 
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“I hope that I shall never see 
A Tech man with a 1.3 
And though I hope I never see one 
I know I'd rather see than be one.”69 
 

The very presence of Sapolski’s column in The Tech was also a sign of the times.  Not 

since the 1930s, when The Tech published an occasional column titled, “Co-Edgewise,” 

had women students had such a public forum for sharing their perspective on campus life.  

 Other MIT student publications also provided women students with a forum to 

express their grievances.  An article on the women’s dormitory by Margaret Hughes and 

published in the April 1952 issue of Technology Engineering News (T.E.N) included 

some sharp criticisms of living conditions—more specifically, the management, rules, 

and social etiquette that structured the lives of house residents.  Hughes began with an 

unflattering description of the building’s exterior façade, which she referred to as “one of 

those repetitious four-story brick houses which endlessly line the streets of Boston.”  In 

sharp contrast to the glowing November 1945 article that described the dormitory’s 

opening and “housewarming” in terms of familiarity and domesticity, Hughes matter-of-

factly described what she considered the downside of dormitory life.   

“Most of us probably first heard of the place by reading about it in some of the 

MIT information sent us before we came.”  The description placed a distance between the 

students and the house; the house was an abstraction to women students before they 

moved in; it was described to them; they were passive recipients of others’ 

representations and ideals.  Almost immediately, however, Hughes hints at a clash 

between the idealized women’s house and the actual structure encountered by her and the 

other women students.  “Half are freshmen, and as you might expect, many of us, 

especially those from a distance, thought it would be a good idea to live in a dorm at first 

to get used to the place.  Some were obliged to stay here by their parents, and still others 

are here because they didn’t realize what they were in for.”   The obvious implication is 

that the farther away a woman was from the actual building, the better it looked as a 

possible first-year residence and that an element of coercion was involved in her choice 

of residence.  Up close and in person, however, the situation appeared less than ideal to 
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Hughes.  “A few of us very soon found that we did not like the situation here, and so had 

some idea of moving out for the second term,” she wrote, “but the authorities made this 

extremely difficult no matter what reason was offered.”  Hughes adopted an adversarial 

tone to describe her relationship to the MIT administration—school officials are cast in 

the role of “authorities” that prevent her from making a free choice of where to live.   

In the rest of the article, Hughes described other aspects of the women’s 

dormitory not to her liking.  While she identified the dormitory’s distance from campus 

as “the biggest disadvantage of living in the dormitory,” she specifically identifies this 

geographic distance as a hurdle to residents’ full participation in student/campus life.  

The distance “makes it impossible to get home for supper if one happens to have a 

meeting of a student activity to attend or if one wants to go to any one of a number of 

lectures that occur at five o’clock at the Institute,” she writes.  Those who return home 

after the official 6:15 dinner time cannot count on there being any food left over.  At the 

same time, Hughes expresses an appreciation for the freedom to come and go, which 

enables her to opt out of a mealtime ritual that she finds offensive.  “The house mother 

says grace, which is tolerable for those who appreciate it, but something I consistently try 

to avoid usually by arriving at the table after it’s been said.  I would much prefer having a 

short period of silence before starting so the girls could say grace to themselves if the 

wished.” 

   
If one doesn’t eat breakfast it is not necessary to have to cook or wash dishes 
then, but apparently this doesn’t hold for supper: this is a fact I am extremely 
annoyed with, because it obliges me to go home for supper to do dishes even if 
there is something going on at school I want to go to, and there are many things 
I’m interested in at school.  The boys certainly don’t have this trouble unless they 
belong to a fraternity.  But the girls’ dorm is not a sorority, so why must it have 
to have the disadvantages of both sororities and dorms?  The women’s dorms 
compare unfavorably with the International House at Berkeley, at which I stayed 
for one summer.  There the girls enjoyed the freedom of a hotel, food as good as 
here, and at much lower prices. One wonders why this cannot be duplicated here. 

 
In all fairness we must note that the rules are not as bad as those of many girls’ 
dormitories. They do not make the place a prison, and indeed if they did no one 
would continue living here. Perhaps it is not surprising that all of them are easier 
to state in the negative, and a large part of them concern boys — no boys above 
the first floor, no boys in the house after two on Saturday nights, i.e., Sunday 
mornings, and no boys after eleven other nights.  There is one recent rule of 
special interest that is that no couple may lie on the floor together.  This refers to 
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lying on the living room rug usually in front of a fire which I imagine can be 
quite aesthetic.  There are two obvious objections to this rule. First, outsiders 
hearing of the rule will be informed of the possibility of the practice, for merely 
having the rule implies this has been abused enough to require one.  Second, it 
encourages the girls to retire dangerously to their boy friends’ rooms.  Of course 
there are other minor rules such as no scotch tape on walls, no using light bulbs 
over one hundred watts, no using the shower after eleven or before seven, and no 
moving furniture from floor to floor.  We also have a sign-out book which we are 
supposed to use if we intend to be out after ten-thirty. We are not supposed to 
have liquor in the house, but that doesn’t matter; we can always get it elsewhere 
if we want to. 
 
Many of the girls are exceptional, and there certainly are some types you don’t 
find here. You don’t find many of the overly frivolous type, the type that tries to 
outdress the other girl, or the type that thinks prestige is gauged by how frequent 
dates you get, but on the whole they’re as bad as any bunch of coeds.  I have 
never lived with such a conceited criticizing lot, but maybe I feel this way 
because I am a freshman and look young, for I have noticed that other girls will 
make the same occasional mistakes as I do and are not criticized for it I also have 
the feeling that many girls here have the notion that self-denial is noble; this is a 
conception I’m afraid I cannot appreciate, as their particular form of it does not 
exist for me.  I’m apt to think it’s all tommyrot designed to win other people’s 
admiration. Of course there are other types of girls besides the kind with a desire 
to shove other people around. There are a few of the essentially kind type who 
are much to be admired and seldom found. There are one or two conformists with 
puritan ideals, who are barren of most intellectual pursuits other than their 
studies, who would rather be boys and yet deny themselves of boys’ privileges. 
There are more with various contrasting tendencies. I sometimes wonder how 
many of them really enjoy the life at Tech and bow many have only succeeded in 
persuading themselves they do.70 
 

Margaret Whitcomb, one of the original founders of the MIT Women’s Association in 

1938 and an active member of the alumnae group that helped oversee the management of 

120 Bay State Road, was similarly dispirited by the ongoing challenges of women at 

MIT.   In a 1953 survey of MIT alumnae that asked respondents if their “educational 

experience was impaired by being one of a small group of women” at MIT, Whitcomb 

responded: “No, but that depends on your definition of educational experience.  If you 

feel that as women we missed something that other colleges provide I would say yes,” 

but, she added, this “depends completely on the individual’s personality.”  As for 

suggestions about how MIT could be more helpful to women students, she had none.  

“[M]ore is provided for the MIT women students than for the men.”  But more did not 

                                                 
70 Hughes, Margaret, “The MIT Women’s Dorm,” Technology Engineering News, April 1952, pp. 11-12; 
46; 50   



 

 315

necessarily equal better in this case.  “It is the attitude of the men students toward the 

women that makes for 90% of the heartache,” she wrote.  “This attitude can only be 

changed by a basic policy change on the part of the administration of MIT which I cannot 

conceive as taking place ever, from the very nature of MIT.”71  In its emphasis on the 

virtues of domesticity and celebration of spaces for women to retreat and find refuge 

from the dominant, and sometimes hostile, male environment at MIT, the passage reflect 

a dominant strain of postwar American culture.  Rather than deal squarely with postwar 

anxieties about the atomic bomb, unfettered sexuality, and the rapid rate of social and 

economic change accelerated by the war, cultural producers invested in the status quo 

divert public anxiety and attention towards women.  The suburban home and the college 

dormitory could both serve as “psychological fortresses” against sexual chaos and the 

disintegration of the nuclear family.72  Yet “That Singular Anomaly” was also a Whig 

narrative recording a slow but steady movement toward equal and better treatment for 

women students.  The story of the expanding space allotted to women students runs 

parallel to the story of their wider acceptance and greater inclusion in the “Technology 

Family.”  With the founding of the new women’s dormitory, the next phase in their 

progress also came into view:  the possibility of women students brought into the fold as 

full-fledged members.  That, however, would require a more fundamental restructuring of 

student life—and society—to accomplish.   

Mainstream American society did not look kindly upon women getting together in 

small groups and setting up housekeeping outside the supervision of adult authority 

figures.  Not only did such independent living arrangements potentially compromise their 

reputation and moral character, but they looked a little bit too much like a “family,” only 

absent the male figure that marked it as heterosexual.   The absent presence of the male 

missing from the family portrait did more than simply undermine the domestic ideal; it 

also seemed to suggest that women would be just fine, thank you very much, living on 

their own without men.  It was no small thing to call into question the domestic 

institution upon which the prevailing social order, and the construction of male and 

female identity were based.   The very idea raised anxieties and suspicions about just 
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what it was that women were plotting behind their parlor doors.  The assumption that it 

bore some looking into helps explain efforts to keep them under observation by the wary 

and watchful eye.  It also helps explain why male students at MIT orientalized their 

female classmates and looked upon them as objects of curiosity to be scrutinized and 

surveyed for signs of deviancy.  

Faced with male curiosity, fear, and revulsion, women students often found 

themselves in the awkward position of having to both reassure sensitive male egos and 

protect themselves from ridicule and other demeaning behavior.  In addition, women 

students occasionally protested egregious examples of male students’ attitudes towards 

their female classmates.  “Humorous” put-downs of women students were staples of The 

Tech’s annual April Fool’s issue and Voodoo, the student humor magazine.  It was not a 

laughing matter, however, when men tore down women’s suffrage posters on campus or 

publicly threatened a female classmate who declared her intention to join in MIT’s 

traditional “Field Day” festivities in the fall of 1929.  The Tech’s annual fall profile of 

incoming women students, briefly describing each new female member of the class, with 

comments on her physical features, was a typical example.  The female subjects were 

often asked leading questions designed to bolster the egos of male students.  These 

profiles were often written to spark Tech men’s interest and curiosity and had a slightly 

“conspiratorial” tone about them.  The articles also reinforced a stereotype that “Tech 

Coeds” were a strange, exotic breed.  In some contexts, and for some purposes, male 

students portrayed women students as “representative” of their gender.  Other times, 

women students’ assertions of their own femininity were mocked, challenged, or denied.   

 

 

The Class of ‘58 

Overall, the small group of women who entered MIT in the class of 1958 were fairly 

typical of those attending MIT between 1945-1965—an era that scholars such as Evelyn 

Fox Keller have described as a phase of general “stagnation” and declining opportunities 

for women in science.  Women in the Class of 1958 came from as far away as Bombay, 

India and as nearby as the cities of Cambridge, New York, and New Haven, Connecticut.  

All but one girl from India were white.  Most came from traditional middle-class families 
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where the father worked outside and the mother took care of the kids and the home.  

Their fathers’ occupations ranged from self-employed professionals, blue-collar workers, 

business owners or “organization men” who worked in large corporations.  About half of 

the girls’ mothers finished college and worked outside the home at some point.  Their 

religious backgrounds were also diverse: there was at least one Lutheran, several 

Catholics, two from Jewish backgrounds and a couple where religion was not a 

significant part of their upbringing.  One of their commonalities, however, was the 

perception of themselves as “outsiders” or non-conformists who expected their plans and 

ideas to meet resistance and who steeled themselves to press on anyway.  A close reading 

of the oral history interview transcripts reveals one of the major shared a number of 

things in common, including a tendency to have learned early to depend on their own 

resources and/or to have been raised in a family that was, in some sense, not a full-

fledged member of the American white, Protestant middle-class mainstream.  Most came 

from religious, class, or ethnic groups positioned outside the middle-class mainstream—

several were Catholic, one Jewish, one Finnish-American, several came from working 

class families, etc.  Others had learned self-reliance a different way—they were only 

children or had a physical handicap from birth.  One almost universal manifestation of 

their “non-conformity” was their almost uniform indifference in many traditionally 

“feminine” activities and interests.   

Perhaps most importantly, they were stubbornly determined to develop 

themselves as individuals—not to allow their futures to be limited because they were 

women and expected to serve as wives and mothers.  Rejecting the discourse of 

domesticity, they clung to the “acceptably” outsider identity of the non-conformist.  Non-

conformity offered a culturally sanctioned space for these women to socially, if not 

politically, defy dominant gender role norms and expectations.  As non-conformists, they 

could rebel without fundamentally threatening the status quo; they cultivated a “proto-

feminist” consciousness before there was marching in the streets.  By claiming the 

promises and appropriating the discourse of liberal individualism, they accepted its 

emphasis on individualism, pragmatism, and self-development and revealed its strengths 

and weaknesses as a path to gender equity.  Like the male avant-garde artists of the 
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1950s, they occupied a liminal space between social, political, or artistic extremes, 

between resistance to and acceptance of the status quo.   

The dormitory, along with the Margaret Cheney Room, however, helped foster a 

sense of group identity among these idiosyncratic individualists.  “I think that we were all 

quite supportive of each other,” recalls Toni Schumann, who lived at 120 Bay State Road 

in her sophomore and junior years, represented the Association of Women Students on 

the Institute Committee (the governing body representing MIT undergraduates), ran for 

class president, and was elected president of the women’s dormitory in 1957.  “There 

were only 60 undergraduates . . .  16 started in our class.  And so there were just not that 

many [women students], so you knew everybody.  I found that there was generally a 

feeling that we were all in this together.   Not that it was a men-against-the women kind 

of thing; we were just similar.  For the first time in our lives, I think, we were all with 

women who were like us, ourselves.  In high school, they were all liberal arts majors, or 

they were going to be.”  By contrast, Schumann found kindred spirits at MIT who “saw 

the world my kind of way.  They were interested in engineering and math and science.  

There was a certain cohesion.”73 

It may be difficult, if not impossible, to quantify the educational value of a space 

such as a women’s lounge or a college dormitory.  Among those who used the Margaret 

Cheney Room and lived at or were regular visitors to 120 Bay State Road, however, there 

is no doubt that these spaces made a difference in the quality of their educational 

experience and helped create the sense of being a supportive small group.  The Margaret 

Cheney Room “was our retreat,” recalls Patricia Sherman.  “That was a very important 

thing . . .  another indication of how much MIT supported us.  Because we had this huge 

room that had a kitchen and places to sleep, it was really a class act.  And . . . the guys 

envied us because it was right in the main building.  And it was very nice, it was 

comfortable; it was huge.   They had lockers and showers, a bathroom and a kitchen.”74  

For women in the 1950s, like their predecessors in the 1880s, the Cheney Room was a 

godsend.  “Well, that’s pretty much where I spent all my time when I wasn’t in class,” 
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said Schumann.   “I mean it was a refuge.  It was big.  It had the bathrooms and the 

sleeping rooms and sofas, and places where women could just hang out.  It was kind of 

an important part for all the women.”75   

It was the opportunity to share space at 120 Bay State Road, however, that led to a 

lasting friendship between the cosmopolitan Schumann, who grew up in a politically 

“radical” Jewish family on Central Park West, attended the prestigious Walden School in 

Manhattan, and belonged to New York City’s cultural and intellectual, and Sherman, who 

grew up in a staunchly Catholic family and attended a parochial Catholic girls’ school in 

New Haven, Connecticut.  “At the dinner table one night we got into some discussion . . . 

I have a feeling it was around religion,” Sherman recalled.   “And the house had a big 

open staircase that went up the three flights of stairs and we started in the dining room 

and we sort of progressed into this middle parlor, which was where the stairs went up.  

And this discussion went on for, I don’t know, three or four hours.   And we started out 

being sort of adversaries and ended up being extremely good friends—that night we 

solidified the friendship, because we  debated and argued this subject until we had come 

to a basic understanding of each other.  And I remember when we finished, we looked up 

the stairs and the girls were around the balcony on the upper level listening.”  Sherman 

and Deutsch subsequently became friends and roommates at the women’s dormitory.76  

Students in the women’s dormitory could now participate in the “bull sessions” that were 

long regarded by both students and the MIT administration as one of the most valuable 

aspects of undergraduate education.  The sharing of these intense and informal 

educational experiences helped bond the group together.  “What was being discussed 

among students, apart from common interests, was existentialism,” recalled Joan 

Costello, a member of the class of 1958 and resident of 120 Bay State Road who later 

transferred to Brandeis University.  It was “philosophical topics,” she continued, “other 

philosophical things that grabbed the attention of people.  But philosophy tends to grab 

the attention of people around that age.  That’s what I remember, hearing people quote, 
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was it Sartre, French existentialists, that sort of thing.  People were talking about 

poetry.”77 

Sherman, like Schumann, also recalled a spirit of solidarity and empowerment she 

experienced at the women’s dormitory.  “There were a lot of geniuses in that dorm,” she 

said.  “There was a general attitude in the dorm that there wasn’t much we couldn’t do.   

If somebody said you couldn’t do it, about four heads would pop up and it would be 

done.  But I didn’t sense competition, woman to woman.”  In fact, by living together and 

sharing common experiences outside the classroom, dormitory residents developed an 

esprit de corps.  “As you know, it was just a big old Back Bay house,” she said.  “And 

this big old kitchen on the first floor and there was this stainless steel, the double door 

refrigerator.  And we had a cook and the cook would leave after dinner and everything 

was put away and the refrigerator was locked because the cook would come in, in the 

morning, and the refrigerator would be empty.  We decided that that just wasn’t right, so 

we just took the pins out of the hinges, and took the doors off, and took what we wanted 

and put the doors back on.”  On a more serious note, dormitory residents also banded 

together in a crisis—whether it was forming a bucket brigade to bail out the dormitory 

basement after two hurricanes went through the Boston area in two consecutive weekends 

or helping a fellow student at the dormitory who ran afoul of the housemother and MIT 

administration.  She was out all night, and Mrs. Alvord went to Miss Bean and must have 

said something,” Sherman said.    

 
I think the rumor came down that there was going to be some disciplinary action.  
Something was going to happen and a group of us got together and we went to 
Miss Bean to plead her case . . .  I think our feeling was, we can take care of this 
ourselves.   You don’t have to do anything and H— will be better off if we deal 
with it and you don’t . . . go the authority route.  We didn’t win, but we went to 
plead her case.   I remember [Dean Bean] being understanding, but I think that 
the infraction in those days was that the responsibility was to talk to the parents.  
And she eventually did leave school under a cloud.78   
 

The dormitory helped consolidate and support a collective/group identity among 

MIT women students whose scattered living arrangements had divided and isolated them 
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from each other and campus life.  From their new outpost, women students might feel a 

greater sense of inclusion in the MIT community and gain the mutual support and 

encouragement needed to survive a campus culture that was ofttimes hostile or indifferent 

to the needs of women students.  It provided a space for independent-minded young 

women to learn to better cooperate with each other, work toward common goals, and gain 

confidence and encouragement from the support of a tightly-knit group.  It also became a 

site whereby the faculty and administration could interact with women students and 

discuss matters of mutual interest and concern.  With a stronger sense of collective 

identity, women students could gain a sense of belonging to a unique and special subset 

of the undergraduate class.   

 
 

Shooting Back 

In early October 1954, in keeping with its annual fall tradition of profiling the incoming 

cohort of women students, The Tech featured a front-page story of women in the class of 

1958.  This time, residents of the women’s dormitory gave as good as they got in a letter 

to the paper’s editor published two weeks later.  “The following article,” an editor’s 

preface explained, “presents a sequence of thoughts toward the MIT Males by some of 

our MIT Coeds during an evening dinner at the Women’s Dormitory.”  A purported 

conversation at the women’s dormitory followed, wherein women students vented anger 

and frustration at the demeaning, sexist behavior to which they were often subjected by 

male classmates:  “Aren’t Tech men nice, sometimes.  One even held a door for me 

today. Most of them know how to behave, but they're reluctant to do the polite thing. 

They’re afraid someone might call the hairy brutes ‘sissies.’”   

 
Oh, they never talk to you in class— 

at least, not until they've seen you 
for a year or so. 

I wonder what makes them so unfriendly. 
Perhaps we look forbidding—in our worldly ways. 
Ahem! 
I wish that when they do decide to 

talk to a girl they would find a better 
opening than, “Why did you, a girl. 
come to Tech”? 

Oh, I've been asked that one hundreds 
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of times. 
Me too.  I always say, “To meet you, 

of course.” 
No wonder they don't talk to us. 

You've frightened the poor boys. 
I think we’ve been' too hard on 

Tech men. Some of my best friends 
are Tech men. 

Yes. Some of them are quite nice. 
There are some darling grad students 
from Dartmouth in my chem class. 

Do you know what my chem professor . . . ? 79   
 

This salvo from the women’s dormitory was a marked departure from standard operating 

procedure at MIT.  The editor of Voodoo picked up on the novelty of the women’s 

acerbic response to the traditionally patronizing, condescending tone of the fall profile of 

incoming Tech coeds.  “It has come to our attention lately that certain uneasy rumblings 

have marred the pacific bliss of coeducational intercourse, or, more properly, non-

intercourse, at the Institute,” wrote Voodoo’s managing editor.   “Until now, all the action 

has been confined to the pages of an obscure campus journal, but it would not be prudent, 

we think, to ignore the incidents to date as insignificant.”  Fallout from the flap exposed 

some of the submerged bitterness and resentment that domestic containment aimed to 

camouflage.  “Of course, it is no great secret that Tech men place their own coeds only 

slightly higher in social esteem, generally, than inanimate objects, and it has only rarely 

occurred that a co-ed has confused one of her male colleagues with Prince Charming, but 

never before, in our recollection, has either side publicly denounced the other in 

words.”80  Strictly speaking, of course, that was not true; generations of MIT men had 

made sport of ridiculing and condemning women students.  In his remarks, the editor of 

Voodoo sensed that the lid was coming off and the strategy of domestic containment 

failing—and that drastic measures might be required to restore the status quo.  “It would 

seem that serious consideration on the part of our keener official minds is warranted 

before this situation gets out of hand.  As noted above, it has already been exploited by 

the baser element of the campus press, and, if unchecked, there’s no telling what manner 

of trouble these gleeful irrepressibles will foment.  The very scheme of coeducation is 

                                                 
79 Sherr, Cynthia E., “A Dinner Requiem by the Coeds at 120 Bay State Rd.,” The Tech, October 26, 1954, 
p. 2.   
80 Solomon, Arthur H., Voodoo, Vol. 37, No. 6, November 1954, p. 1. 
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questioned.  Perhaps MIT, where men come to study, is no place for the traditionally 

frivolous and troublesome woman.  Perhaps there should be a law against lady engineers, 

just as there are laws against bookmakers, bank robbers and other public nuisances. 

  
It is well to reflect on what has come to pass, and with mature judgment, to 
resolve the problem sensibly.  Surely it is not wise to banish the women from the 
Institute entirely.  Such procedure, among other things, would entail a reworking 
of the student government (no women’s student association, etc.) and who knows 
what trouble we’d have when those boys get their fingers in the pie!81 

 
Ironically, behind the scenes, the future status of women students was up for discussion 

and debate at just this time.   During a cold war, when the United States needed to 

develop its full science and engineering potential, some school officials questioned the 

viability of the Institute’s 80-year-old “experiment” in coeducation and resigned to 

hanging a “men only” sign on MIT’s front door.   

The women’s dormitory was creating a community of women students and slowly 

increasing their participation in undergraduate life, though not necessarily in ways 

foreseen by the administration.  Simply by becoming a small group, women students at 

the dormitory had more opportunities to learn and grow from the informal education that 

occurred outside the classroom.  In addition to providing the funds to purchase the house, 

Katharine Dexter McCormick endowed the famous “taxi fund” that paid for women 

students to cab ride across the Charles River in inclement weather.  She also took a 

personal interest in their health and welfare in more unexpected ways.82  “Once a year, it 

was expected that all the women in the house would go over and have tea with Mrs. 

McCormick,” recalled Elisabeth Drake, a member of the class of 1958 who lived at the 

women’s dormitory in her freshman year.  “Mrs. McCormick had a very fancy Boston 

house on Commonwealth Avenue.  And Mrs. Alvord, our housemother, made sure that 

we all got dressed up in dresses and stockings and gloves and hats.  Most of us didn’t 

have hats and gloves, so we visited the five and ten and got ourselves suitably equipped.”  

                                                 
81 Ibid, p. 1  
82 McCormick herself graduated from MIT in 1906 with a bachelor’s degree in biology after which she 
married Stanley McCormick, a son of Cyrus McCormick, inventor of the McCormick reaper that 
revolutionized American farming.  Unfortunately, he was stricken by serious mental illness, probably 
schizophrenia, and spent the rest of his life battling the demons to which he eventually succumbed.  In 
addition to constantly seeking a cure for her husband’s ailments, Katherine McCormick threw herself 
wholeheartedly into the woman suffrage movement, a cause she had supported since her college days at 
MIT.  Yet there was still another cause to which she was just as dedicated.   
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When Drake and four or five other girls from the women’s dormitory arrived at the 

elegant brownstone on Boston’s prestigious Commonwealth Avenue, with two large 

stone lions guarding the steps leading to the front entrance, they were greeted at the door 

by Mrs. McCormick’s butler.  “As a freshman, I had no idea what to expect,” Drake 

remembered.  She was not overawed by the stunning interiors, beautiful rooms filled with 

antiques, butlers and maids attending to guests, and other accoutrements of wealth and 

power, however, because “we had been really prepped for this.  We were told that Mrs. 

McCormick had a lot of money and someday she might do something for the women at 

MIT because she, of course, had gone through MIT herself.”  Yet Drake did not 

anticipate the scene that unfolded. 

 

Well, we all go, and we sit down in this living room perched on the edge of our 
chairs with our gloves and, you know, trying to balance a tea cup.  And I didn’t 
quite know what to expect, and [Mrs. McCormick] pipes up.  She said, “Well, 
young ladies, thank you for all coming here.  It’s good to see you all.  I assume 
you all know about birth control.”  Well, I was about ready to drop my teeth.  She 
wanted to make sure, you know, we didn’t get ourselves into any trouble.  And 
we had a great time with her.  She was very easy to talk to, and—I think that was 
the only year I went because after my freshman year I moved out of the 
[women’s dormitory on 120 Bay State Road].  I don’t really remember whether I 
went back again, but I remember her as being a very, very unique, interesting 
down-to-earth person—certainly not my picture of a Bostonian social butterfly.83   

 

For those who knew about the financial support she lent to scientific research on birth 

control, McCormick’s “radical” interest in the subject would not have been surprising.  In 

addition to all the time and money she spent researching and supporting efforts to find a 

cure for Stanley’s mental illness, her financial support made possible the scientific 

breakthroughs that led to the development of the birth control pill in 1960.84  Following 

this memorable outing to the McCormick mansion, some of the women students may 

have felt more comfortable talking or asking questions about the issue of birth control, 

which at that time was illegal in the state of Massachusetts.  The openness and comfort 

                                                 
83 Author interview with Elisabeth (Mertz) Drake, MIT Archives, MC 356, Alumnae Oral History 
Collection, TBD 
84 In the fall of 1954, when Drake, Kizilos, and other dormitory residents visited her, Katharine Dexter 
McCormick was funding the birth control research of Drs. Gregory Pincus and John Rock, and closely 
monitoring their progress.   
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with which McCormick discussed the subject likely made it easier for the girls to discuss 

the subject among themselves at the dormitory.   

 

 

Suspended in Air 

In the early to mid-1950s, as women science and engineering students at MIT and other 

college and university campuses quietly asserted their rights, the symbolic figure of the 

female scientist or engineer became more prominent in American popular culture.  Since 

at least the 1930s, the Soviet woman scientist or engineer had symbolized the revolution 

in gender ideology associated with Soviet-style communism.  “Liberated” from domestic 

serfdom in the kitchen, women were celebrated as equal partners with men in building 

the revolutionary workers’ paradise.  “These revolutionary changes, which have torn 

women out of thousands of years of tradition, are strictly in line with the contention of 

Lenin that the masses could not be enlisted in politics unless women were enrolled in the 

party and given full rights,” noted a 1930s newspaper series on the status of Soviet 

women.  “He believed that in addition to being treated ruthlessly by old governmental 

systems, women were ‘home slaves.’”  As proof of women’s progress, the article noted 

that “ten percent of engineers in all industries are women,” along with one-third of all 

college- and university-level students, and three-fourths of medical students. This 

association in American popular culture of women scientists with communism and or 

radical social change continued through the late 1940s and 1950s. 85    

                                                 
85 This same symbolism continued during the cold war.  In 1961, for example, the Soviets unleashed “a 
trim little woman who looks more like Judy Garland than a Soviet scientist” as a “not so secret weapon in 
the space propaganda war.”  Mrs. Alla Massevitch, “the head of the Soviet satellite tracking program,” 
created a stir with her ability to combine traditional femininity with a brilliant mind for science, defying 
American stereotypes of the Soviet female scientist as a “husky, buxom woman with a stony face.”  Later 
in the article, the reporter offers the following description of Massevitch:  “her sandy hair is usually waved, 
and she even uses a touch of lipstick—a revolution of a kind for the Soviet Union.  Her dresses fit and are 
chic.”  Her voice is described as “soft and sweet, like a little girl’s.”  Her Italian audience went wild after 
when she demurely indicated her own desire to “fly out there among the stars.”  See Levin, Eugene, “Pert 
Soviet Scientist Stars in Propaganda,” Stevens Point (Wisconsin) Daily Journal, April 14, 1961, p. 3.  
About this same time, the communist party of East Germany presented a revolutionary chess board during 
the “chess Olympics” in Leipzig, East Germany.  In place of the traditional pieces representing the king and 
queen, the East Germans substituted “a worker, reading a Communist economic plan” for the king ,and for 
the queen, “a rather plain woman with hair in a severe bun.   She is a woman scientist representing ‘the 
progressive intelligentsia’ hand in hand with the workers.”  See Boultwood, George, “Chess Goes Political 
in East Germany,” Stevens Point (Wisconsin) Daily Journal, October 15, 1960, p. 10. 
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The Tech Show of 1955, titled, “Suspended in Air,” included a trifecta of 

subversive elements: anti-McCarthyist satire, the assertion of women’s sexuality and 

shifting gender roles, and the return of the repressed woman scientist and engineer.  

Beginning in the early 1900s, and continuing annually into the early 1960s, MIT students 

produced the annual Tech Show—a musical theater production written and performed by 

undergraduates.  “Suspended in Air” was clearly intended as a thinly-veiled satire of 

McCarthy and other anti-communist extremists who equated “subversive” behavior of 

any kind with the communist menace.86  The plot concerns a down-at-the-heels Russian 

dress designer and a near-bankrupt manufacturer of men’s suspenders who join forces to 

produce an innovative product: suspenders for women.  The team meets its nemesis, 

however, in the character of “Senator Joseph Muckrakey,” an intolerant Southern 

politician who has the men arrested and thrown in jail for “corrupting” American morals.  

The business partners were guilty of transgressing gendered dress codes and, thereby, 

implicitly undermining gender roles.  Yet how the show’s creators chose to convey their 

message reflected some fascinating and hitherto unexplored cultural connections between 

anti-communism, women’s scientific education, and responses to the strictures of Cold 

War culture.  “Suspended in Air” implicitly compared McCarthy’s campaign against 

communism to Senator Muckrakey’s campaign against gender role “inversion.”  By 

making the women’s dress designer a Russian, “Suspended in Air” poked fun at the fear 

that communist takeover plots included plans to subvert traditional gender roles, by 

making American men “soft” and feminine and women “mannish,” by wearing a 

traditionally male article of clothing.  Women’s suspenders become a symbolic challenge 

to gender roles and a threat to domestic order.  The show suggests that both McCarthyism 

and “Muckrakeyism” are absurd and misguided.  The inventor defends himself against 

the charges by insisting that his radical behavior was not designed to promote a political 

revolution, but was caused by having a nonconformist mother who graduated from MIT.  

                                                 
86 Inspired by the headlines, a group of MIT undergraduates produced “Suspended in Air” for Tech Show 
1954, MIT’s annual spring variety show.  The musical parodied the excesses of anti-communism generally 
and, more specifically, McCarthy’s verbal assaults on “pointy-headed intellectuals” and their “subversive” 
ideas and activities.  These attacks had recently hit close to home.  The same year that McCarthy and the 
House Un-American Activities Committee took on the U.S. Army, they also investigated charges that three 
(?) MIT professors were communist party members.  Given MIT’s status as the nation’s most important 
developer of military technology, these charges made the front page of the New York Times. 
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The highlight of the show, according to a contemporary reviewer was, in fact, the song 

titled, “Mother Was a Tech Coed.”  The first few stanzas convey the flavor of the work:  

  
She never held me on her knee 
 But she was all the world to me 
That lady with a pointed head 
 My mother was a Tech coed 
She couldn’t cook, she couldn’t sew 
 But she could fix a radio 
She used T-squares to make a bed 
 My mother was a Tech coed 
She gave her fingernails a hue 
 By dipping them in thermal glue 
Her lips were dyed with grease all red 
 My mother was a Tech coed 87 

 
 

The song’s parody of gender norms and assertion of non-traditional, non-conformist 

femininity reminiscent of the 1930s reflects a return of the repressed memories of an era 

when women made substantial progress toward equality.   Although “Mother Was a Tech 

Coed” poked fun at women students, it also celebrated and to a certain extent enlisted 

their non-conformist to satirize and resist McCarthyism.  In postwar American popular 

culture, the woman scientist was a numinous figure that inspired fear and trembling.  For 

left-liberals, she embodied social reform; for those who wanted to maintain the status 

quo, she threatened traditional gender roles and expectations.88   

                                                 
87 MIT Archives, AC 299, “Suspended in Air,” Vocal Scores: 1920-1954 
88 In Blandings’ Way (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950), Eric Hodgins’s biting satire of American 
politics and culture in a rural Connecticut small town, Mr. Blandings, a New York City advertising 
executive, becomes increasingly aware of the dark underside of the “American Way of Life” in the 1950s.  
Hodgins, a graduate of MIT, develops a satirical sub-plot involving Mr. Blandings’ daughter, Joanie, that 
satirizes the double standards and schizophrenic expectations foisted on intelligent, educated women.  
Joanie, who wants to be a physicist, writes an essay on the theme, “What the Atomic Age Means to a Girl 
on the Threshold of Life,” for a contest sponsored by Nubile Girlhood magazine.    After winning first 
place, Joanie appears on the “Hot Tots” radio program, where she is described as “the gifted young girl 
scientist.”  Things go awry when the show’s emcee asks her how many elements there are in the Periodic 
Table.  Joanie gives the correct answer but, in her enthusiasm, adds that the Periodic Table “was invented 
or discovered or whatever you want to call, it by a Russian—.”  A deafening silence follows, after which 
Joanie finishes her answer, “—a Russian scientist by the name of Dmitri Mendelyeev . . . He died in 1907.  
In the past, quite a number of Russian scientists have made notable contributions to progress.   This was 
one of the greatest made by anyone.”  The horrified emcee abruptly switches the subject, and launches into 
a pitch for “new, improved Zafties . . . the only atomized breakfast cereal.”   Following this fiasco, Joanie’s 
prize-winning essay attracts greater public scrutiny and she gets hauled before a Congressional Committee.  
There, she stands by her words and testifies that, even with the benefit of hindsight, would not take back a 
single one.  The scandal continues to be stoked in the media.  “The hideous defect” of her essay, according 
to one newspaper columnist, was the author’s “drooling veneration of Madame Curie” and portrayal of her 
as “the woman of the modern world who should be the model for conduct among women who would live in 
the age of the sundered atom.”  The columnist archly noted that “this Mrs. Curie, or Sklodowska,” who 
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 “I clearly remember the song,” recalled Elisabeth (Mertz) Drake, ’58, who also 

served as a representative of women students on Inscomm.  “People would sing it, and 

they’d laugh at the Tech Coeds.  The Tech Coeds would sing it because they thought it 

was kind of neat.”89  “Mother Was a Tech Coed” invoked repressed cultural memories 

and tensions between postwar gender roles and expectations, science education and 

national security imperatives, and the dilemmas of conformity and non-conformity that 

confronted MIT’s “scientific women” in the early postwar period.  On the one hand, 

“Suspended in Air” and its most memorable song reflected a pervasive fear of female 

power and sexuality in Cold War America.  In the song, the Tech Coed’s deviation from 

gender norms is contained within the domestic sphere.  Despite her various eccentricities 

and non-conventional ways, she fulfills the traditional duties of wife and mother.  Though 

her radical potential is muted by the mainstream culture, the song reflects the “return of 

the repressed.”  While her scientific career is aborted, the radical consciousness of the 

Tech Coed gives birth to sons and daughters whose socio-cultural and technological 

innovations threaten social norms.  The song, therefore, both satirizes and celebrates the 

radical and subversive lineage of the “Tech Coed.”  The song also contributed to the 

ongoing After attending a performance of “Suspended in Air” and hearing “Mother was a 

Tech Coed,” a group of women students gathered around the dormitory’s dining room 

table to compose “Daddy Was an Engineer,” which they subsequently performed at the 

“All Tech Sing” in  1955. 

 
He never was a normal guy 
And if perhaps you wonder why  
The reason really is quite clear 

My Daddy was an engineer. 
 
His outfit couldn’t have been better  

With khaki pants and ragged sweater  
He even washed them once a year  

My Daddy was an engineer. 
 
This eager beaver grew a beard 

In sophomore year to look more weird 
With bristles fine he came to be 

                                                                                                                                                 
lived until 1934, “which as the faithful remember was a year after Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his 
crowd took over the White House,” “made no bones about her own political views.  La Curie was a 
socialist which in 1906 talk meant what we mean today when we say a man is a Commie.” 
89 Author interview with Elisabeth Drake, MIT Archives, MC 356, Alumnae Oral History Collection, TBD 
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UMOC at MIT . . . 90 
It hurt his manly pride to see 

The distaff side at MIT 
He thought coeds were pretty queer 

My Daddy was an engineer.  
 
Although he couldn’t write a line 

By VooDoo standards he was fine 
Cause knew how to hold his beer. 

My daddy was an engineer. 
 

One night he laid his books aside 
And took the time to find a bride 

But dad and mummy never kissed 
My father was a scientist (spoken) . . . 91  

 

By satirizing stereotypes of male scientists and engineers in “Daddy was an Engineer,” 

women students delivered a “counterpunch” and, in some sense, neutralized the 

caricature of “Mother was a Tech Co-ed.”  Their speedy rebuttal reflected a more 

assertive response to elements of MIT campus culture—such as demeaning forms of 

“humor”—that had historically reinforced the school’s masculine identity by 

marginalizing women students.  By writing and performing “Daddy was an Engineer,” 

women students were sending the message that their days of grinning and bearing it were 

over.  Still, women students did not have equal access to the campus media where the 

issue of the double standard was debated or, more often, derisively dismissed.  The 

Tech’s editorial response on a 1956 speech by Margaret Mead, author of Coming of Age 

in Samoa and professor of anthropology at the University of Chicago, on the subject, 

“Women: a Single Look at the Double Standard,” was typical.  “Dr. Mead condensed her 

topic into the folk-saying, ‘What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander,’ while 

talking of the attempt to equalize the freedoms of men and women in the social world. 

‘The double -standard condones extra-marital relationships for men but not for women,’ 

said Dr. Mead.  Have you noticed any change in the Simmons girls lately?”92 

 

 

 

                                                 
90 Male students competed for in the annual “Ugliest Man on Campus” award in the 1950s. 
91 Lyrics to “Daddy Was an Engineer,” ca. March 1955, MIT Museum, Women Students Folder 
92 “Concerning Man’s Best Friend,” The Tech,” December 14, 1956, p. 2 
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The Limits of Non-Conformity 

From the first, the dormitory at 120 Bay State Road served as a nexus for competing 

and/or conflicting and evolving ideas about what it meant to be a modern, educated 

professional woman in the aftermath of World War II.  While mainstream America 

expected women to give up the gains they made in the 1930s and during the war to make 

way for returning veterans, and a new “domestic ideology” glorified traditional roles of 

wife and mother, some women persevered against the odds to make further inroads into 

male dominated fields such as science and engineering.  The women’s dormitory at 120 

Bay State Road was a product of ambivalent and conflicting social forces.  Women had 

“earned” a permanent place at MIT by demonstrating their skills and abilities during the 

war.  Although they might be mavericks in their chosen fields of study, there was 

pressure for them to play the part of domesticated, traditional women who just happened 

to also be gifted in science, math, and engineering. 

Though not all the young women who attended MIT in the mid-1950s “self-

identified” as non-conformists, they assumed this stance almost by definition.  These 

“exceptional” females were culturally “acceptable” deviations from the cult of 

domesticity.  They were, after all, pursuing the noble calling of science when public faith 

in science was never greater.  At the same time, public opinion polls repeatedly found 

that the public also regarded scientists as “weird” creatures, asocial or antisocial “nerds” 

who preferred spending solitary time in laboratories than interacting with other humans.  

For the most part, women students who graduated from MIT in the 1950s downplayed 

the difficulties they faced during this period.  They cite many reasons for this perspective: 

youthful immaturity and lack of awareness; low expectations for equal treatment; 

systematic desensitization to insensitive remarks and/or offensive behaviors; a necessary 

focus on academic and career interests; a determination not to be demeaned by other 

people’s failings or insecurities.  Rejecting the discourse of domesticity that glorified 

women’s roles as wives and mothers, they clung to the “acceptable” outsider identity of 

the non-conformist.  Non-conformity offered a culturally sanctioned space for these 

women to defy, if not politically oppose, dominant gender role norms and expectations.  

As non-conformists, they could rebel without fundamentally threatening the status quo; 

they could cultivate a “proto-feminist” consciousness without marching in the streets.  By 
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claiming the promises and discourse of liberal individualism, they could both validate its 

supreme emphasis on individualism, pragmatism, and self-development and reveal its 

strengths and weaknesses as a path to gender equity.  Like the male avant-garde artists of 

the 1950s, they occupied a liminal space between social, political, or artistic extremes.  In 

the words of historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., they occupied an important position 

within “the vital center” of American liberalism.  Another common attribute is the 

perceptions of themselves as “outsiders” or non-conformists who expected their plans and 

ideas to meet resistance, but who steeled themselves to press on anyways.  Many came 

from families outside the white Protestant middle-class mainstream where they had 

already learned to rely on their own resources and resolved to develop their talents as 

individuals.  “Well, yeah, it was peculiar in many ways,” recalled Toni (Deutsch) 

Schumann, MIT Class of 1958.  “I sort of tended to ignore it.  But I was a mechanical 

engineer—I think I was the only one.”  Other women in the class described her as an 

energetic and outgoing class leader, and the most “sophisticated” woman student among 

them.  In addition to representing their interests on the MIT student council, Schumann 

ran for president of the MIT student body and served as a president of the women’s 

dormitory.  Like many of her female classmates, Schumann came from a community 

outside the nation’s white, middle-class Protestant culture.  Her parents were members of 

New York City’s cultural elite, Jewish intellectuals active in liberal causes such as the 

left-leaning Jewish American Refugee Committee and strong supporters of the civil 

rights movement of the 1950s.  When her father, Herschel Deutsch, founded his own 

advertising agency it became the first on Madison Avenue to represent the makers of 

beauty and skin care products for Black Americans—a radical move in the highly 

conservative advertising industry of the period.  Schumann also inherited her parents’ 

identification with the underdog.  Her mother’s godfather was Eugene Debs, the 

legendary labor organizer and perennial socialist candidate for U.S. President in the early 

20th century.   

Schumann attended the prestigious and progressive Walden School in Manhattan.  

As the only woman in the MIT class of 1958 to major in mechanical engineering—still 

one of the most “male” of all the departments at MIT—Schumann was considered an 

interloper by some of her male peers.  The response of these students is particularly 
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interesting in that it demonstrates the flexibility of gender as a category and the ease with 

which it was mobilized to serve the group’s interest in maintaining masculine privilege.  

When she struggled to lift a thirty-pound chuck onto a lathe in a required machine tool 

class, for example, she recalled that “nobody would help me, of course—and the same 

thing with foundry lab.”  It wasn’t just that she was a girl in an all-male engineering 

class, but that she was the star student.  “I was the number one student in that machine 

shop,” Schumann reported.  When MIT held its annual spring Open House for area high 

school students, however, she was denied the honor traditionally accorded that status.  “I 

was the one who was supposed to be doing the [class] demonstration [at the event],” she 

said, “since I was the Number One.  And [the boys] kept saying, ‘Well she can’t do it; 

she’s a girl.’” Here was a prime example of the double standard in action.  The 

limitations of her physique in the foundry and machine shop—curricular vestiges of the 

masculine engineering school culture whose relevance to the modern engineering 

profession was questionable—“proved” women’s “unfitness” for the profession.  When 

Schumann still managed to outperform her male classmates and earned the traditional 

privilege of taking a public role at the Open House, she discovered that gender identity 

trumped achievement.  “These guys were really schizophrenic who had to deal with me,” 

Schumann noted.93  In another sense, however, the two snubs were perfectly consistent.  

Technology, and the field of engineering in particular, was a “male” domain, and women, 

no matter how well qualified, had no business representing it in public.   

 As a student leader on the MIT junior prom committee, Schumann also 

experienced sexism in yet another form.  “I think we were trying to pick out what favor to 

give the girls who were coming as dates for the guys,” she recalled.  “And the guys were 

going through all these various things and I would say, ‘No, girls don’t like that,’ and, 

you know, ‘A girl would like this.’  And they said, ‘What do you know?  You’re not a 

girl.  You’re an MIT co-ed.’ It’s little things like that.”  Mostly, Schumann said she 

sloughed off such incidents rather than becoming indignant.  “I was there to get an 

education and to have a good time,” she said.  “You know, there were not that many girls 

in our class. . . I was very popular.  I would make dates four, five weeks or more in the 

                                                 
93 Author interview with Toni Schumann, MIT Archives, MC 356, Alumnae Oral History Collection, TBD 
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future.  So I was having an absolute blast.”94  Though an intelligent, attractive young 

woman with far above average poise and self-confidence, she was not considered 

“woman enough” to offer a female perspective on prom favors.  Now she lacked enough 

experience and expertise in being a woman to claim even that marginal identity.   

Many of the nine women in the MIT class of 1958 were, in fact, “outsiders” from 

the perspective of mainstream American society.  Schumann, for example, grew up in an 

upper-middle class Jewish home with parents who were members of the city’s cultural 

elite during the 1930s and 40s.  In addition to running his own successful New York City 

advertising agency, her father belonged to the city’s cultural elite, including intellectuals 

and writers such as writer Dorothy Parker, critic Alexander Wolcott and actor Zero 

Mostel who gathered at the Algonquin Hotel’s famous “round table” to drink heavily and 

trade sophisticated insults.  He was also a sometime contributor to Franklin P. Adams’s 

satirical newspaper column, The Conning Tower.  Other women who entered MIT with 

Schumann in the fall of 1954 also came from religious, ethnic, or cultural groups that 

were either marginalized or outside the American mainstream—e.g. Catholic, Jewish, 

politically radical, feminist—and/or self-identified non-conformists.    

This outsider identity helps explain why women students at MIT typically saw 

themselves as individualists first, women second.  The caption under Betty (Ahola) 

Kizilos’s senior year picture in the high school yearbook, for example, simply read, 

“Non-Conformist,” a label and identity with which she identified as the result of specific 

secondary school experiences.  She recalled participating in a classroom debate about 

communism in which she took the part of defending communism.  “This was back in the 

McCarthy, or pre-McCarthy era—it was in the early 50s.   I was saying why communism 

was a good thing.  And I won the debate.”  She described other experiences of going 

against the grain, such as a junior high school debate on whether comic books “were 

good for you or not.”  Citing the example of the Classic Comics (comic book versions of 

classic literature), she “I took the role that, yes, comic books are good” and won the 

debate.   She recalled another instance of challenging expectations in elementary school.   

“The teacher went around the whole room asking everyone what they wanted to be when 

they grew up.  All the girls—except me—said either ‘secretary,’ ‘nurse,’ ‘teacher,’ or 
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‘mother.’  I said, ‘doctor.’  So early on, I was not going to confine myself to any pre-set 

[options].”  In high school, she sent away for some issues of the Daily Worker, the 

official newspaper of the American communist party.  Kizilos attributed her youthful 

dalliance with “radical” political viewpoints, at least in part, to the strong streak of 

egalitarianism growing up in a Finnish family on the Minnesota Iron Range, in the small 

town of Ely, Minnesota—a major destination of Finnish immigrants to the United States 

in the early 1900s.  

 The non-conformist streak also helps explain why so many of the women in the 

class of 1958 applied for admission only to MIT in the fall of their senior year of high 

school—a seemingly atypical and risky strategy.  Kizilos first began thinking about 

applying to MIT in her junior/senior year of high school after watching Men of Science in 

a science class.  As a winner of her high school’s physics’ prize, she had already 

considered studying science in college.  The film’s portrayal of MIT captured her 

imagination and motivated to apply there.  Well, of course . . . I had kind of a romantic 

idea of physics,” she recalled.  That “romantic idea” was further stimulated by reading 

books such as Sir James Jeans’s The Mysterious Universe and Mainstream of 

Mathematics.  “So . . . it wouldn’t be all that weird.  One of the books she most enjoyed 

reading for an MIT humanities class was a biography of Albert Einstein.  “I would say he 

was pretty poetic in some ways.”  Like several of the other women in the class of 1958, it 

was also the only school to which she applied.  Kizilos also recalls that she and the other 

residents of the women’s dormitory chafed at the few restrictions on their freedom at 120 

Bay State Road. The principles of gracious living also regulated conduct in the 

dormitory.  This meant everything from wearing skirts to dinner on Sundays and always 

“keeping one foot on the floor” when socializing with male guests in the house to not 

keeping alcohol in the rooms and not coming to the dinner table with hair in curlers or 

pins.  At one of the periodic meetings to discuss “the rules of the house,” she recalled, 

“we—the freshmen—wanted to erase a provision of no liquor in the rooms.  . . . We 

hadn’t the slightest intention of having any liquor in the rooms, but we just hated to have 

it forbidden and written down in black and white.”95 “Self-government” could easily 
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appear to be a farce when women directly confronted the code of gracious living or 

sought to challenge rules that flatly prohibited the consumption of liquor in the women’s 

dormitory or that forbade male visitors in the rooms.    

If anything, the challenge of facing and overcoming such obstacles, and proving 

that women could compete with men as intellectual equals, appealed to many of the 

young women who applied to MIT.  By her senior year in high school, certainly, Kizilos 

had a history of questioning “conformist” cultural norms in the classroom.  In elementary 

school, she recalled a teacher going around the room and asking students what they 

wanted to be when they grew up.  “All the girls, except me, said either a secretary, or a 

nurse, teacher, or mother,” she recalled.  “I said, ‘doctor.’  So early on, I was not going to 

confine myself to any pre-set ideas.”  During the nation’s subsequent panic over the 

alleged link between comic book reading and juvenile delinquency, another elementary-

school teacher asked students to debate whether comic books were “good for you or not.  

And I took the role that, yes, comic books are good,” Kizilos said.  “I talked about the 

classics—comic-book versions of the literary classics.  And I won that debate, too.”96   

Kizilos continued to express controversial opinions in high school.  For example, 

when teachers in the early 1950s asked students nationwide to debate the pros and cons 

of communism, she rose to defend Marxist ideals.  “I was saying why communism was a 

good thing,” she recalled with a sense of pride.  “I talked about the ideals—from each 

according to his ability and to each according to his needs.  And I won the debate.”  

Growing up in northeastern Minnesota, within the left-leaning Finnish-American 

community, communist sympathies were not particularly unusual among the mostly 

working-class residents of Ely, where her father was a dentist and one of the town’s few 

professionals.  For a short time in high school, Kizilos even had her own subscription to 

The Daily Worker, the American Communist Party’s official newspaper.  When the 

editors of Ely’s high school yearbook, for which she was the photographer, asked 

graduating seniors in the class of 1954 to choose the caption for their yearbook photos, 

Kizilos chose “Non-Conformist” under her picture.  Non-conformity summed up a 

defining feature of her developing self-image—one that included a strong aversion to 
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conformity and “conventional” behavior.97  As discussed later in this paper, it was also 

part of a larger intellectual concern about the loss of individuality in a postwar “mass 

society” that encouraged conformity, consumerism, and “keeping up with the Jones’s.” 

As might be expected, girls who were serious about pursuing scientific careers in 

the mid-1950s were a determined lot.  Whether they arrived in Cambridge in the fall of 

1954 or transferred into MIT as sophomores or juniors, those who joined the class of 

1958, needed a strong inner drive to resist the “domestic ideal” and its attendant pressures 

to conform.  Those who excelled in science and mathematics in the early 1950s often 

found themselves swimming upstream.  “Since I was an only child—my parents were 

also older—I was brought up to really be very work-oriented,” recalled Elisabeth (Mertz) 

Drake, MIT ’58.  “I think I was kind of rebellious too.  I didn’t like being told there were 

things I shouldn’t do.  Part of that got me to MIT.”  Drake’s mother fancied her daughter 

attending an elite women’s college, such as Mt. Holyoke, marrying a wealthy man, 

joining the country club, and living a life of suburban ease.  To prepare Elisabeth to 

achieve domestic bliss, she enrolled her in dance lessons—which she hated.  She 

preferred math and science classes, where she was often the only girl present, to dance 

instruction.  Hearing the boys in her high school math class talk about applying to MIT 

prompted Drake to consider applying there, too.  Though she was the top student in her 

class, Drake’s female math teacher balked at the idea.  “She said that I shouldn’t even 

think about it,” Drake recalled.  “And I think maybe to spite her, and because all the boys 

were doing it, I applied to MIT kind of for the hell of it.”98  Oral histories of other women 

admitted to MIT in the spring of 1954 reveal a similar independent spirit—along with the 

willingness to defy conventional wisdom that undermined their capacity to make personal 

choices and decisions.   

For different reasons, Joan Costello rejected the suggestion that she not apply to 

MIT in the fall of 1953.  While researchers at the Harvard School of Public Health 

strongly encouraged her interests in biology and food science, they questioned her plans 

to attend MIT.  “They wanted me to go to Wellesley or Radcliffe,” Costello said.  “And I 

said, ‘Why?’ And they were talking liberal arts.  They said [MIT] is not a good place for 
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a woman; you really need to have a broader education than it provides.  It doesn’t make 

any sense to me at all . . . I didn’t apply to any other college.  It had things I was 

interested in, so why not?”99   

While women were relatively “invisible” in their role as students at MIT, their 

skill in juggling two identities—the acceptable domestic ideal vs. the nonconformist 

modern professional—was subject to intense scrutiny and surveillance.  In the “Social 

Beaver,” for example, women students were consistently portrayed in domesticated 

environments, whereas men were shown in a wide range of social and academic 

situations.  The double-standard became a source of resentment at the women’s 

dormitory.  There is evidence that residents of the women’s dormitory in the 1950s did 

not passively submit to mainstream gender roles expectations during their years at MIT, 

but were ready, willing, and able to violate societal norms when they chose to do so.  

Through such acts of subversion, the “quiet rebels” at the MIT women’s dormitory 

demonstrated their agency and resistance to the “feminine mystique.”  Yet the non-

conformist attitudes and behaviors that led women to defy social conventions and apply 

to MIT to study science and engineering could also get them in trouble, especially when 

their non-conformity clashed with other agendas.  By defying the code of “proper” 

female behavior in the 1950s, MIT’s Tech Coeds were acting more like “regular”—i.e. 

male—MIT students than the demure “lady scientists” they were supposed to emulate.  

Their “unladylike” behavior disrupted the unarticulated agreement that women would be 

“tolerated” at MIT as long as they stayed out of the way and didn’t make too much 

trouble.  By rejecting or resisting the codes of deference, gentility, and “gracious living” 

that rendered their presence “acceptable” within existing cultural boundaries, MIT’s 

women students became visible and, perhaps unwittingly, pushed the institution to decide 

the question of coeducation once and for all.  Some women students on other college and 

university campuses were also rebelling against the strictures of “gracious living” and the 

double standard that it helped to uphold.  In an address delivered to the National 

Association of Student Personnel in America (NASPA), Harvard historian Howard 

Mumford Jones quoted from a letter written by a recent graduate of an Eastern woman’s 
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college in response to the dean’s appeal for funds to support the college’s commitment to 

the standards of “gracious living.”   

 
When I was a freshman you called me in and told me not to be so much of an 
individual.  I was completely shocked by this, and still can’t quite understand it. I 
would think that the whole point of going to college is to learn to be an 
individual, to learn to think clearly one’s own thoughts, and to learn to compare 
and evaluate them with the ideas of others. Yet this is not what I learned at 
college . . . Instead I learned to assimilate with the crowd; learned to work 
together with other girls on dorm functions, fashion shows, time-wasting social 
competitions, etc . . . What is the end result of “gracious living?” Should a person 
strive for it?  I think the college should be ashamed of such a motto. . . . I 
sincerely hope that my own children will have a chance to get a real education, 
not just four years of let’s- live-together, play-together-happily-to-our-own-
advantage.100 

 

The postwar emphasis on gracious living witnessed on many college and university 

campuses reflected the domestic ideology of mainstream culture and marketing strategies 

aimed at Americans aspiring to enter the middle-class.  By associating the consumption 

of new products made possible by new technology with the Puritan aesthetic and moral 

virtues of cleanliness and order, companies sold Americans on the idea that they did not 

have to choose between tradition and social progress.  That strategy did not work on the 

MIT campus, where women students identified “gracious living” as code for the double 

standards and domestic ideals that stood in the way of their educational, personal, and 

professional advancement.101  As a freshman at MIT in the 1954-1955 academic year and 

resident of 120 Bay State Road, one of __ women in the class of 1958, Kizilos recalls the 

housemother’s first lesson in proper social etiquette.  “She called it ‘gracious living,’” 

Kizilos recalled.  “‘Now girls, we are having to learn gracious living here.   And we are 

not to come to the table with our hair in curlers or pins, and on Sunday you must wear a 

skirt to dinner . . .’  I don’t know if any of us would have come with our hair in curlers or 

not, but . . . we thought this was kind of ridiculous, you know, what’s this ‘gracious 

living’ anyway?   We’re here to be studying to be engineers and scientists.  You know, if 

our mothers didn’t teach us gracious living, it’s too late now.  So we would come on 
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Sundays with a skirt, but underneath it would be our blue jeans or whatever.  We’d just 

slap it on, on top, like the letter of the law, not the sprit of the law.”102  Whether or not 

that particular infraction was ever detected, my research at MIT led me to discover that 

other minor violations did not go unnoticed or unrecorded, and could have had serious 

consequences for the future of coeducation at the school.   

 

 

Not Woman Enough? 

By the early 1950s, if not before, subtle signs of trouble had arisen at the women’s 

dormitory and led some school officials to question the place of women in MIT’s long-

term future.  In August 1951, for example, MIT’s unofficial dean of women students, 

Florence Stiles, had already retired and left Bowditch to appoint her replacement.  Until 

he got a better fell for the situation and what was needed, Bowditch suggested that his 

wife, Anna Bowditch, could unofficially fill the position.  Killian’s response included a 

veiled reference to “some very interesting problems in regard to the management of the 

house and its student government which you may already have heard something 

about.”103   Less than a year later, on April 24, 1952 Bowditch sent a memo to Killian 

indicating that the future of women students at MIT was open for discussion and that his 

office was gathering information “on the history of women students at the Institute, their 

numbers, records, etc.” to aid in the deliberations.104  “As you know, consideration has 

been given lately to closing the Women’s Dormitory and moving the girls to campus,” 

Bowditch wrote Killian.  “At a meeting this week . . .  it was unanimously agreed that any 

such action should be postponed for a year and that we should recommend to you that 

immediate steps be taken to study carefully the whole question of the place of women 

students, particularly undergraduates, at MIT.”105  The need to provide housing for 

women undergraduates, should MIT remain a coeducational school, placed on hold any 
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plans to develop the West Campus, since that was where it would make the most sense to 

build a new women’s dormitory.        

 

The present Women’s Dormitory is inadequate in size (17 girls) and is too far 
from the Institute.  It is the opinion of many that the place, program, and 
activities of women students has not been adequately worked out and that, in 
reality, we face one of two alternatives: eliminate women students, at least 
undergraduates; or decide we really want women students, plan an adequate set-
up, and then deliberately go out and get good girls.  Everyone seems to incline to 
the latter view.106  

 

In the early 1950s, quietly and under the radar, school officials had already been 

discussing among themselves the subject of women students and the inadequacy of their 

accommodations.  The subject was often referred to in veiled terms—perhaps to 

camouflage its potentially controversial nature.  It is fair to say that most of the top 

officials in the Killian administration favored increasing the number of women students.  

Yet planning documents cryptically refer to persistent doubts expressed in some quarters.  

Meanwhile, rumors continued to circulate on the East Coast that MIT’s women students 

were not happy, at least partly because of their living conditions.  Grade point averages 

were slightly lower than the men, and the dropout rate slightly higher.  MIT admissions 

officers discouraged senior high school girls from applying to MIT, because of the 

inhospitable educational environment.  In response to concerns about their morale and 

well-being, Killian appointed a special committee in 1955-56 to study the status of 

women students at MIT and make recommendations.  The issue for Killian was not 

whether MIT should continue to admit women undergraduates, but how their experience 

could be improved and, eventually, their numbers increased.  During the months that the 

committee met to elicit and evaluate the facts and circumstances surrounding the 

perceived crisis, for example, he proposed plans to create a special “women’s college” 

within MIT that would be more hospitable to their needs and interests.107   
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Meanwhile, women students were fighting for their rights to representation on 

other fronts, including the Institute Committee (Inscomm), the student government at 

MIT.   In April 1956, there was a consensus within Inscomm that women belonged at 

MIT, yet the strength of that conviction was not rooted in any concern for women’s 

rights.  “It was felt that the women students made definite contributions to the MIT 

society, and that the idea of MIT as a place of education for women should be placed 

before the public,” wrote a reporter for The Tech.  In the context of that debate, Elizabeth 

(Mertz) Drake, representing the women’s student association and a former resident at 120 

Bay State Road, “pointed out the need of the coeds for better dormitory facilities” and 

“certain aspects of the Ryer Committee Report [on student housing] concerning women 

dormitory facilities were discussed.”108 

By coming together as a more cohesive, identifiable group at MIT, women 

students posed a greater threat to conventional gender roles and stirred postwar anxieties 

surrounding female sexuality.  Yet these could also work against women on college 

campuses.  Rather than a laboratory for women to work out their own “successful 

alterations in patterns of group life,” it could become a fishbowl wherein outsiders could 

observe, catalog, and attempt to contain within safe limits the “unfeminine” attitudes and 

behaviors of women science and engineering students.   Women students who lived at the 

dormitory did, in fact, find strength in numbers and use their new support system to duel 

with the double standard.  But in doing so, they could also be more easily scrutinized and 

judged as a group.   For example, women students intent upon “invading” the male 

domain of science could also be suspected of “denying” or “repressing” their femininity.  

What else could explain their powerful and “unhealthy” drives to compete against men 

and boys in science and mathematics—turf that was so clearly and obviously marked as 

“male”?  If only those with strong masculine traits could successfully compete in these 

“hard-headed” disciplines, what did that say about the women who entered these fields?  

At best they were even “odder,” “stranger,” or “weirder” than their male colleagues—
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psychological “suspects” whose motivations required interrogation and monitoring.  At 

worst, they might be seen as mentally or emotionally unstable, unfit, or potentially 

dangerous disruptions of the gender boundaries and order of American society.  Oral 

history interviews with women in the class of 1958 reveal considerable resistance to the 

paternalistic policies that policed college women on campuses nationwide.  Those who 

failed and/or refused to accept their socially-sanctioned “domestic” identities, and instead 

wished to compete as equals with men in the classroom, could find themselves subject to 

psychiatric scrutiny and their desires for equality diagnosed as a species of pathology.  

Because science was so closely identified with the pursuit of public good, however, 

women scientists’ “exceptional” behavior could be tolerated, excused, or even praised—

as long as they didn’t flaunt their difference or demand “special treatment” because of it.  

Yet the “unfeminine” behavior of women students living at the dormitory was also 

subject to less charitable interpretations, and could be used to make the case against their 

admission to the undergraduate program. Yet the dormitory did not consistently provide 

the permissive psychological atmosphere in which a small group of non-traditional girls 

could be expected to thrive.  While men living in MIT dormitories were, in theory, 

supposed to demonstrate the virtues of “gracious living” in their residences, they had 

much more leeway to deviate from decorum. 

Between 1945 and 1956, the housemother at 120 Bay State Road, Margaret 

Alvord, kept a detailed log of her observations and assessments of the girls who passed 

through the dormitory’s doors.  Alvord’s contribution to the report on women students 

were prefaced by a disclaimer that, “The following information was provided by Mrs. 

Alvord, House Mother at the Women’s Dormitory, Bay State Road, Boston, at the 

request of the Chairman.   It refers to many of the students who lived in the House, their 

terms of residence, family status, career at MIT, and reasons for leaving the House.  The 

personal comments are confidential and are included in this report as “one person’s 

opinion” but with the hope that they may assist the Administration and the Committee in 

formulating a policy on Admissions, Environment, Control, Activities, and Housing of 

future generations of women students at MIT.”109  Based on her personal observations, 
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letters received from students after graduation, and second-hand reports from other 

sources, Alvord prepared a nineteen-page “dossier” that evaluated each of the residents of 

120 Bay State Road from 1945-1955.  Her “Report on the Women’s Dormitory,” 

submitted, in a folder marked “Confidential,” to the Hamilton Committee considering the 

future status of women, included notes and commentary on everything from the women 

students’ personalities, manners and demeanor to their behavior, the quality of their “love 

lives,” emotional problems, intellectual aptitude, professional potential, and likelihood of 

being successful wives and mothers.  While some entries were relatively brief, others 

went included considerable detail.  She also included a “reason why the girl left the 

dorm.”  Most of her assessments found the girls wanting.  Many of the housemother’s 

entries included information about the marital status of women graduates after graduation 

from MIT.  “Married an architect and has helped him in selling-remodeling houses,” she 

recorded in her notes on one 1945 graduate and dormitory resident.  “I think her training 

has been a definite advantage to her husband.  She was an awful headache that year 

here—rebellious because her folks made her live here—but in the end showed 

appreciation and matured beautifully after marriage.”  Alvord lauded other women who 

had trod the traditional path to matrimony and parenthood.  One whom she rated a “fine 

girl” and “credit to the school,” for example, had worked a year before marrying an MIT 

professor and giving birth to her first child.  “Had had an excellent upbringing so was 

well-disciplined,” the housemother recalled, “called on me last week with two children—

cannot see combining family and career.”  “Worked for Sperry Gyroscope—left when 

baby came,” another entry noted. “Outstanding girl while here at the house—was House 

president and showed great diplomacy in human relations—I think her job at Sperry was 

pretty routine.”  Other comments included: 

 
A good student–is using her training – but I suppose premedical work could have 
been done at any good school.   

 
Left after second or third year here to join Waves for two or three years—then 
returned and got degree—lived in Dorm this return period –fine mature person 
and good student—married Danish architect and they live in Copenhagen. 
 
Graduated from Bryn Mawr – very immature but good student – had violent love 
affair with Jewish boy which was, I think, responsible for her failing Dr.’s exams 
– married – he was teaching at ______ and she studied and returned when seven 
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months’ pregnant and passed the exams – tried working on a thesis . . .  but it was 
discarded after some months.  They came back here in 1953 and he taught late 
p.m. and evening classes at _______ so that he could mind the children while she 
was in the lab—that frizzled too and she settled for an MS in 1954  . . . Her father 
took her marriage very hard – mother stayed on good terms. 
 
As fine a girl as I ever met—AB from Gloucester – MS from Johns Hopkins– married 
well—now lives in Cincinnati—husband at GE, formerly taught at Johns Hopkins.  She 
expects to resume career when children are old enough. 
 
Sweet but naïve girl – transfer from some European school – moved from here to 
a Co-op living grouping Cambridge – was one of the parties in a marital mix-up 
– later married the divorced man. 

 
Very bright girl but felt superior to everyone.  Rang doorbells getting votes for 
Henry Wallace.  I believe husband now teaches at Brandeis. 
 
Very beautiful and capable girl—sang with Techtonians—character matured 
while here but she got involved with so much social life she did not study 
enough.  Happily married to MIT graduate—well to do. 
 
Failed because she had no self-discipline and too much social life but she entered 
as a freshman next fall and graduated. 
 
A disciplined student but hard as nails—has worked for GE ever since 
graduation.  D— saw her recently in Cincinnati and called her the “perfect co-
ed.”   

 
A _______ refugee and couldn’t forget it, which made her unpleasant to live with 
– but she was a good student – married a classmate and has one child.  I heard 
recently he is studying for PhD. Here. 
 
Excellent student – thought the sun revolved around [her] – married. 
 
Excellent student and most enthusiastic about MIT training - she will reflect 
glory on the school—very ill-adjusted socially. 
 
Fair student—sharpness to personality no doubt due to having been chased by 
communists. 

 
Psychologically unfit for MIT but she keeps coming back somehow—has entered 
summer school.  I hear-shifted courses two or three times—ask Dr. Harris about 
her. 
 
Acted very juvenile while here so I couldn’t understand how parents would allow 
her to go to apartment – but she gets good marks—kept awful hours here coming 
in at 5 and 6 a.m. frequently. 
 
Also juvenile and questionable love life.110 

                                                 
110 Ibid 



 

 345

 
Based on her experience with the women students she had observed at the dormitory, 

Alvord had formed a definite opinion about their fitness for the school.  “Asked for a 

statement of my opinion as to whether girls should attend MIT or not,” she wrote in a 

memo to the Hamilton Committee, “I can say in confidence that over the period of years 

that I have been Director of the Dormitory, doubt as to whether [women] belong in the 

undergraduate school has grown into certainty that they do not. 

   
From the standpoint of the girls: I believe as undergraduates they would receive a 
more rounded education under more normal conditions in any number of good 
colleges where there is sound basic training in science.  Then, if they are still 
serious about it, they could come to MIT as graduate students.   
 
From the standpoint of the school:  I believe that if, as Dr. Killian asserts in his 
annual report, we are committed to produce as many active scientists as possible 
and to maintain the standards of excellence expected of us, then there is little in 
the records of the girls who have lived in the dormitory in the past ten years to 
justify their continuance in the undergraduate school.111  

 

Alvord’s sharp reproof of the women students under her care at 120 Bay State Road is a 

reminder that women, as well as men, helped maintain the postwar double standard.  

Women students at MIT and others who challenged the domestic ideal represented a 

potential threat to women whose identities were bound up in it.  Women who seemed 

especially capable of dealing with the double standard could be perceived as stiff 

competition for male interest and attention.  A short story titled, “She Understands Me,” 

for example, opens with the main character, Milly, on her way to have lunch with her 

husband and “meet his new assistant, who was—of all things—a woman engineer.”  

Milly is described as the epitome of the postwar feminine ideal—“an addict of 

perfume, sentimental movies, and little white gloves” who “could not even imagine a 

woman working with a slide rule.  She had said as much to Sam use eight before.  ‘That’s 

what’s so amazing about Kay Jordan,’ Sam said. ‘She’s really brilliant. Has a man’s 

mind.’  He listed all the glowing facts about Miss Jordan; she had been valedictorian of 

her class in high school; president of her class in college.”  What Sam neglected to 

mention, which Milly discovered to her shock at lunch, was that Miss Jordan “was tall, 
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much taller than Milly, and strong looking, with a slender, powerful body,” a blond with 

a “slight wave in her hair,” a “magnificent smile,” and an impeccable dresser.  “A vague 

picture went through Milly’s mind of strong trees in the forest moving in the wind.”  In 

the ensuing days and weeks, Milly became “desperate and ragged” with insecurity.  

Determined to “turn herself into the sort of woman Sam wanted,” she went on a shopping 

spree to outfit herself in the college/professional style of Miss Jordan, sparing no detail.  

“Under her arm, in addition to the bundle containing her old clothes, there was a book on 

engineering.”  Deciding that sooner was better than later to show Sam she meant 

business, she marched down to his office and found . . . a transformed Miss Jordan, 

seated a type-writer.  Gone was the self-assured, gracefully groomed and tastefully 

attired, wavy-haired professional woman; in her place was a poor imitation of Milly—

adorned with all the trappings of traditional femininity:  pink nail polish and lipstick, 

“tortuously curled hair,” a ruffled blue-cottoned dress” that “uneasily . . . encased her 

lithe, powerful body,” and “a little bunch of artificial flowers . . . pinned awkwardly to 

the belt of her dress.”  Milly is so relieved by her rival’s domestication that she can 

scarcely suppress her giggling.  “Never again would she mind if Sam worked late or he 

acted cross,” she thought to herself.  “As long as Kay Jordan was around, there were the 

three precious words to remember: ‘She understands me.’”112  If Milly’s husband, Sam, 

had succeeded in domesticating and subduing Kay Jordan, he had plenty of help from 

popular culture, where the message was repeatedly reinforced that one could not be a 

full-fledged woman and a scientist or engineer at the same time.   

On any given occasion, mainstream culture expected women to choose between 

the two. “Debbie lives in a world of figures—calculations, estimations, and the like—and 

she has a figure to go with her job,” noted a 1956 feature story about one of the nation’s 

only women rocket scientists.  “On rare occasions she blossoms forth into evening 

clothes and becomes, not the laboratory or field service scientist, but a woman.”113  The 

story ended there in some newspapers, and omitted the last paragraph in the original:  

“But she wouldn’t trade the evening dresses for her clipboard, pencil, blue jeans, and the 
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answers to space flight.”114  Perhaps the “a little learning is a dangerous thing” applies on 

the prejudice problem since many lady scientists report it s the graduate students not the 

real experts-die professors and bosses—who often make it known that they don't like 

having women.  “‘When I started observatory work at Harvard,” told Miss Flather, “the 

male grad students always greeted me with, ‘Oh, not you again.’”  The story has a sweet 

ending though, she added. “Then I started taking along cookies and their tune changed to, 

‘When are you going to come again?’”  Not only were the headlines different, thereby 

altering the frame of reference and reception of the story by readers, but different 

meanings could be created by the omission or inclusion of text.  There was also a sense in 

which women’s traditional association with morality had a critical role in humanizing the 

male world of science and technology and its uses.  Men were often portrayed as lacking 

the good sense and precaution needed for human survival in the age of atomic weapons.  

They exerted a vitally needed moral influence over the development and use of science 

and technology.   

Alvord, however, clearly did not understand the women science and engineering 

students at the dormitory who refused to conform to domestic norms.  In addition to 

Alvord’s comments and conclusions, the Hamilton Committee consulted Herbert I. 

Harris, MIT’s chief psychiatrist.  In a memo to the Committee, Harris concurred with 

Alvord’s judgment and presented his psychoanalytic interpretations of women students’ 

behavior as corroborating evidence.  Harris began with the assumption that many of 

MIT’s women undergraduates would eventually marry and have families, thus taking her 

“out of circulation so far as her technical value to society is concerned,” for the “five to 

fourteen years at minimum” that it took to raise a family.  “During this time, had a male 

student had her place, he could have been contributing profitably in his [professional 

capacity.”  Given the shortage of scientists and engineers in the cold war, Harris 

suggested that MIT was not justified in “taking positions away from male students for 

female.”  Yet Harris claimed that his professional opinion on the future status of women 

at MIT was based on concern for their mental and emotional health rather than the 

interests of U.S. national security.  “From the point of view of a psychoanalyst and my 
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won experience with some of the female students at the Institute, I would say that the 

majority come to the Institute with an overidentification with their fathers and a 

corresponding tendency to devaluate their mothers or mother figures . . . . Young women 

who reject identification with their mothers and the feminine life tend to be more 

aggressive, more competitive with men, and to have deeper seated conflicts as to their 

own status in society.”  Thus far, Harris could have been describing the normal response 

of any member of a marginalized group whose attempts to break free from stereotyped 

expectations were greeted with hostility and defensiveness.  By definition, however, 

Harris defined these responses as pathological.  “Since their competitive drives derive 

from conflict within themselves, these are not as healthy as the type of competitive drive 

encountered in the average well-adjusted young male.  As a result, girls competing 

against the rather high-grade intellects which we have in the student body oftentimes 

suffer a severe blow to their pride in finding out that they are no longer the outstanding 

leader of both sexes as they very probably were in secondary school.  Occasionally, 

young women on an intellectual level may resort to the use of the femininity to 

compensate for their failure at intellectual competition with fairly devastating results to 

their own life pattern.”115     

Months later, in October 1956, the Hamilton Committee voted unanimously to 

end MIT’s experiment with co-education and, henceforth, to limit the admission of 

women at MIT to the graduate school.  “In retrospect,” writes historian Evelyn Fox 

Keller, “it appears that the Hamilton Report marked a crisis in the relationship between 

MIT and its women students.  The report itself produced a vociferous response.”  It 

stands to reason that the uproar came from the opposition.  “By at least one account,” 

notes Keller, “the reaction was so acute that all copies of the report were ordered 

burned.”116  It is unlikely that Killian seriously considered ending the 80-some-year long 

“experiment” with coeducation.  “I would venture the concluding observation that I do 

not see how the Institute, having admitted women for so long, can now change its policy, 

nor do I feel that even if such a change were practical we should do it in view of the 
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growing feeling that women should have access to our great universities.”117  For another 

thing, it would have sent a message that directly contradicted a nearly ten year effort to 

increase the number of women scientists and engineers for the cold war—an effort led by 

women’s groups and U.S. government agencies.  In the aftermath of WW II, women’s 

groups had been making major efforts to encourage more women to enter scientific 

fields.  Not only was it a matter of patriotism, but also regarded as a way for women to 

break down barriers to equal employment in so-called men’s fields and, by doing so, 

prove themselves equally deserving and capable of exercising other rights.  In 1947, 

when the California Institute of Technology was considering opening its doors to women, 

the school’s president, Lee DuBridge, wrote Killian to ask about MIT’s experiences, 

specifically “how the faculty and men students feel about the situation, and whether there 

has been any difficulty in keeping the problem ‘under control.’  In other words, would 

MIT, if it could reconsider the problem from scratch, make the same decision?”118  

Killian wrote back to say that, “MIT long ago capitulated and admitted students to all 

fields of study on an equal basis with men,” and cited the precedent set by Ellen Swallow 

Richards and added, with perhaps a hint of pride, “I believe we were the first of t h e 

eastern institutions for men freely to admit women.”   As for whether MIT would do it all 

over again, Killian had this to say:  “I know of nothing in our experience here which 

would lead us to feel that a mistake had been made in admitting women students without 

restrictions.”119  Situating Richards—and the inevitability of her triumph over the 

obstacles to coeducation—within the saga of MIT, validated the school’s current policy 

and at least implicitly recommended its adoption by the California Institute of 

Technology.  Despite the barriers and lack of equal employment opportunities, women 

had been urged to enter these fields as a way to help the United States avoid falling 

behind the Soviet Union in military and technological might.  To abruptly close its doors 

to undergraduate co-education at a time of “national peril” not only sent the wrong 

message to women, but also undercut the urgency of campaigns to encourage men to 

enter the fields.  How bad could the shortage be, after all, if MIT eliminated half the 
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population from its pool of potential students?  “Since the Hamilton Committee has failed 

to come through with anything helpful,” Killian wrote in a memo to Jay Stratton, “I 

would suggest that we seek to make administrative decisions . . . On the assumption that 

we will continue to have women students at the Institute, I think we need to think more 

boldly than we have about recognizing their presence and providing for them 

adequately.”120   

  

 

Fighting for a Future 

In images and representations of MIT designed for public consumption, women students 

were frequently depicted in traditionally female roles.  “About 100 coeds attend MIT and 

participate in all aspects of student affairs,” noted a segment of The Social Beaver (1957) 

a half-hour promotional film spotlighting the “MIT Family’s” new emphasis on 

extracurricular activities and the humanities.121  “The girls have their own social rooms in 

the main school building.  [Exterior shot of Margaret Cheney Room]  Inside this door, 

it’s strictly no men allowed.” 

Here the coeds congregate between classes and relax from the pressure of class 
work.  Among other things, this is the girls’ communications center.  In typical 
feminine fashion, the girls take time out to gossip about clothes and dates, 
exchange news, and congratulate or sympathize with one another about their 
grades.   

 
MIT coeds are gifted musically, too, and relax in this typical manner after 
finishing with gossiping and other talk.  [Camera shows group of girls gathered 
around a piano and singing]  The Margaret Cheney room is actually a beautifully 
appointed suite of rooms.  Besides the large living room, there is a locker room, 
fully equipped kitchen, and this special study room.  Here the girls study in 
complete silence and the signs of intense concentration are evident.  Well, most 
of the time anyway.  After all the studious beaver is also the social beaver.  
[Camera shows a woman student drawing a picture of a fashionable formal 
dress].  And what is more natural than planning and daydreaming about that new 
evening gown?122 
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Safely ensconced within the protective enclave of the dormitory, MIT women could be 

domesticated—monitored, managed, and made to conform to “acceptable” standards of 

femininity.  The women students that appeared in official representation of MIT 

conformed to mainstream standards of femininity.   

The virtues of “gracious” living were also extolled at 120 Bay State Road where 

Margaret Alvord, housemother throughout the dormitory’s 15-year existence, tried to 

teach “gracious living” to the 17 or so girls in her charge.  Each week during the 

academic year, for example, MIT faculty members were invited to dinner, after which the 

guest and the girls gathered in the living room for an informal discussion of the 

professor’s subject and related issues.  Another scene from The Social Beaver (1957) 

showed several women students entertaining two male professors at the women’s 

dormitory.  The girls are seated on the floor, smiling, and looking up at the men as if 

hanging on their every word.  During such occasions, and as a general rule, women 

students were expected to demurely adhere to the principles of “gracious living,” 

including everything from the observation of proper etiquette in receiving guests at the 

women’s dormitory to not showing up for dinner with one’s hair in curlers.  Through 

such studied refinements, women students brought a “feminine touch” to what might 

otherwise be a dreary cold war campus.   

From the double standard point of view, there was another good reason to educate 

women in science and engineering—to provide a pool of potential mates for the male 

students who went on to work in these fields.  If she could not make it as a scientist or 

engineer, her superior mental abilities and science and engineering education would not 

go to waste; she was still qualified to marry one.  “The women in science present an 

interest pattern that is wide, social, domestic, scholarly, and creative,” wrote a researcher 

studying the characteristics of superior science and engineering students.”  “All 

considered she would make an ideal wife for a scientist, engineer, or a professional 

person.”123  Her background in science or engineering made it possible to understand, 

appreciate, and help humanize her scientist or engineer husband and assuage public 

anxieties about their non-conformist ways.  In “I Married a Scientist,” one woman’s first-
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person account of her marriage to a brilliant, though not very sociable scientist, author E. 

Lucille Britt explained some of the challenges.  “A scientist to many is just an ordinary 

man who fools around with test tubes and may split an atom or two during the day. 

 
To others he is that member of the community who never seems to have time to 
enjoy golf, gardening, or a game of pool with the boys.  Still others raise this man 
to some lofty pedestal and think of him, not as a man, but a robot that turns out 
weird Martian-like objects and could, at the flick of a switch, destroy our entire 
universe.  To all these let me say, you’re right.  He is, in part, all of these things.  
I know.  I fell in love with my first scientist when I was 12 and he was my 
general science teacher.  I almost became one myself, but instead, I worked for 
and with research scientists until the strain was too great.  Then one caught me 
off guard, and I vowed to love, honor, and obey.124 
 

Though she abandoned her own scientific career for matrimony and motherhood, Britt’s 

insider status and overt acceptance of mainstream gender ideology enables her to 

humanize scientists in general and her husband in particular by explaining his 

personality, motivations, and values to the neighbors.  Acting in the manner of a cultural 

anthropologist, she makes him out to be more sympathetic than sinister.  “The scientist-

husband never feels he should answer his neighbor’s friendly, ‘Well, how’s everything 

down at the laboratory?’ for fear the neighbor will turn out to be a Communist.  The next 

time he steps out into his back yard, he looks out the windows first to be sure his 

neighbor isn’t around.”  Without this understanding, Britt suggests, suspicion and distrust 

build between neighbor and neighbor.      

 
The neighbor?  He goes home and tells his wife, ‘You know that Jones guy is a 
queer duck,’ and so it goes the rounds of the neighborhood gossips until the story 
reaches Mrs. Jones that her mister is a mad scientist, beats his dog, thinks more 
of his white rats than his children, is stealing the secrets of the H-bomb and has 
daily contact with Moscow.125 

 
It was not necessarily easy living with scientists “who held within their reach the key to a 

force that could return the earth to barren waste and man to extinction,” Britt admitted at 

the end of her article.  For all of that, however, she could love and appreciate her 

husband—and all men of science—because she, too, had once shared their passion for 

science.  “For me, I love them all and all of their eccentricities, but then, I’ve heard it 
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whispered around that I’m probably slightly mad too.” Britt may have succumbed to the 

double standard and traded away her independence and interest in science for  suburbia, 

but women students at MIT chafed at the double standards to which they were subject in 

the dormitory, where the domestic ideology clashed with MIT’s longstanding policy and 

practice of giving students unusual freedom to manage their own affairs.   

In its orientation manual for incoming women students titled, “Cheney and All 

That,” the Association of Women Students advised young women to proceed with 

caution before entering hostile territory.  

 
Hereafter, you will probably be on your own among a relatively large group of 
men.  Don’t let this situation frighten you into sticking to another coed like glue.  
The first thing to realize is that there really isn’t any problem unless you make 
one.  On the whole a group of men is easier to get along with than a group of 
women.  However, if you do get on the boys’ nerves they are likely not only to 
dislike you, but also to decide that they don’t want any coeds in their activity.  So 
you see, you must maintain a good impression for the benefit of the other coeds 
as well as for yourself.  A helpless female is a nuisance, but neither is it wise to 
adopt a “one of the boys” attitude, since quite naturally such an attitude is 
resented.  It is best to be a friendly sort of person who plays no favorites.  Since 
there are those who would like to give the coed the reputation of being flighty, 
dependability is a trait you should cultivate.126 

 

If there was a problem, in other words, it was by definition the woman student’s fault.  

Women students had to be indoctrinated into the art of impression management.  Women 

students had to perform a delicate balancing act.  They had to be friendly with the men 

who were “easier to get along with than a group of women,” but not so friendly as to 

“adopt a ‘one of the boys’ attitude.”  Nor should they lean too heavily on other women 

for support by “sticking to any other coed like glue.”  To succeed, the statement implied, 

they had to maintain a calm, even-tempered façade and avoid appearing “flighty,” 

“helpless,” or seeming to “play favorites.”  And their ability to pull off the performance 

was, unbeknownst to them, being closely monitored by the administration—even within 

the new home of their own.   

If discontent and anger over the double standard did not ignite the women’s 

movement until the mid- to late-1960s, rumblings were detectable long before among 

women studying science and engineering at MIT and other American colleges and 
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universities.  Some of these postwar college women did more than grumble, notes 

historian Ruth Oldenziel, and succeeded where others had failed to organize the first 

professional association of women engineers.127  On one occasion, a portrayal in 

mainstream popular culture of the attitudes that perpetuated the double standard helped 

galvanize the fledgling Society of Women Engineers into action.  An episode of the 

popular TV series Father Knows Best titled, “Betty: Girl Engineer,” in which Betty 

excitedly dreams of being an engineer, until her father and boyfriend help convince her to 

drop the idea, prompted some members to wage a letter-writing campaign explaining 

their objections to the show’s portrayal of women in engineering.  Yet the non-conformist 

attitudes and behaviors that strengthened their resolve to challenge the double standard 

and attend MIT in the mid-1950s continued to be tested in the latter part of the decade.   

Though women students had secured their place at MIT after 1956, the path to 

further progress remained a long and winding one.  As late as February 1958, Inscomm 

voted to eliminate women students’ lone representative.  The action, an ostensibly 

bureaucratic consequence of Inscomm’s reorganization, led to the removal of Toni 

Schumann, then serving as the women’s representative to the group, from her position.  

By this time, however, the “Tech Coeds” responded with an organized resistance.  “The 

removal of the representative of the Association of Women Students (AWS) from 

Inscomm has stirred deep feelings among the coeds,” noted an article in The Tech.  “Last 

Thursday’s meeting, at which this action was taken, was attended by eleven militant 

coeds.  They presented a petition which was unanimously adopted at an AWS meeting 

the previous night.”  Women students’ success in organizing, on such short notice, the 

meeting and printing copies of their petition to circulate among Inscomm members to 

oppose the expulsion of their representative suggests that the group’s consciousness had 

already been raised.  And the language of their petition, “which strongly urged that coeds 

not be removed from government”—also had the familiar ring of republicanism.  

According to The Tech, the petition, “stressed that, if the AWS representation were 

removed, they would have no status at all.  They would be neither a governmental 

organization, a living group, a social group, nor an activity, and would have no part in 
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any student organization.”  Women students resisted their subjugation to rules made by a 

governmental body in which they had no voice.   Schumann, who was also president of 

the AWS, considered Inscomm’s action to “‘bear overtones of oligarchy with a vague 

resemblance to a purge of the weakest.’”  The story noted Deutsch’s rejection of an 

Inscomm proposal to classify the AWS as an activity, which would have eliminated the 

group’s sole representative in MIT student government, and meant that women students 

could only participate in its policy debates as a “non-voting bloc.”   

 
Miss Deutsch stated the coeds' opinion on Inscomm's action, saying: “While I agree in 
principle with the motion presented by Mr. Jordan that a smaller, more truly 
representative body would be more effective, I feel that Institute Committee has done 
itself and the women students a great injustice by eliminating the Association of Women 
Students from that organization.”  She continued; “As a group, the AWS lacks any voice 
in its student government and has no means of expressing interest, concern, or opinion on 
issues concerning the student body—that student body of which the women students are 
most certainly members.”128 

 

A short sidebar accompanying The Tech story on Inscomm’s expulsion of the women’s 

representative supported Schumann’s position and painted an admiring portrait of the 

Tech coeds.  “Last spring, Chancellor Stratton said that, ‘Women are here to stay, and it 

is our hope to make them feel more a part of the MIT community.’  To many, it would 

seem that the latest Institute Committee action lacks the ring of hospitality.”  Even as 

Schumann and other women students were pushing to secure their rights and 

opportunities at MIT, the mainstream media continued to undermine their efforts, and 

force fit them into the traditional domestic roles of wife and mother, first, scientist or 

engineer second.   An well-intentioned effort to help the MIT administration promote the 

public visibility of women students could inadvertently reinforce the very stereotypes that 

Schumann and others were fighting against—as it did in a feature story titled, “Meet a 

Slide-Rule Girl,” that appeared in the March 23, 1958 Boston Sunday Advertiser.  “Toni, 

a petite and winsome MIT senior, is as at home operating a lathe as she is at the kitchen 

stove, will receive her bachelor’s of science degree in mechanical engineering in June,” 

wrote reporter Margaret Clayton. ‘‘It’s hard to believe that this energetic and feminine 

ball of fire can design machine tools, is in her element in applied and fluid mechanics, 

and can help solve industrial problems—those involving people as well as machines.  
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Toni’s slight 5’3” stature, 115 pounds, and ‘little girl’ appearance shouldn’t fool anyone 

because she is a capable citizen.”129 

Now that MIT had committed itself to the undergraduate education of women 

students, argued Dean of Women Ruth L. Bean, it was time to work harder to remove 

remaining barriers to their success and expand their opportunities at MIT.  Americans had 

accepted their participation in a “technological revolution,” and “already committed to a 

new way of life with its changing values and accompanying reassessment and re-

examination of our educational process and its underlying philosophy,” Bean asserted.  

“It seems fairly clear that the scientist and, engineer have created, on the one hand, a 

myriad of destructive forces, while at the same time, building space ships to explore the 

hitherto unknown realms of another world; and on the other hand, as a by-produce of the 

‘progress” of Technicolor, they have set up an extremely delicate balance between life 

and death which only the continuing and careful scholastic development of the intellect 

can maintain.  No longer can we afford to waste intellectual talent and potential. Nor is 

America challenged only by the scientific and technological revolution but by the 

tremendous social, political, and economic aspects of this revolution.”  The nation needed 

all of its best minds—male and female—to meet the test.   Broadly speaking, it was more 

than a matter of women needing to know science and mathematics so that they could 

encourage their children to learn about them.  Society needed women to participate in and 

contribute to public debates about the use of science in society.  That required women to 

understand “the real place of the scientist in our present-day society and to be able to 

discriminate between the real values and the artificial ones, thus serving as an influence 

for less division between the scientist and the humanist.”130   

More to the point, MIT and American society had to come to terms with the 

confusing and mixed messages that it gave to women and girls about their role in the 

society.  It was time for MIT to take a bold new approach to the education of women 

students.  “Realizing that the problems with which we are dealing here are sufficiently 

important for the welfare of the country as well as MIT itself. I would propose that MIT 

put its future plans before the public in several ways.    
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First, I would recommend vigorous study on two or three fronts: a) Take a basic 
look at MIT itself, a kind of sociological study perhaps beginning with some of 
the evidence presented in the Sussman report soon to be issued; b) Look into 
current studies on women’s education which might have some bearing, 
particularly those dealing with women and science; c) At least an informal study 
of MIT women in which we go back to the secondary schools for more 
information about them, compare them in several ways with girls who go to other 
schools.  Finally, I would propose, as a part of this public presentation, a series of 
conferences in which MIT would encourage participation by leaders in women’s 
education including administrators, teachers, a philosopher and representatives of 
those engaged in research. This would be intended to bring to this campus those 
who can help us recognize the differential pressures exerted on women and 
recognizing them, provide the motivation needed to make the best possible use 
by the young women of the resources offered by MIT, realizing that a democratic 
society demands of all its citizens a maturity enabling them to o beyond the 
traditional bounds of everyday living and examine with enthusiasm and 
imagination the new ideas, changing values and future relationships of men and 
women in our culture.131   

 

Not quite two years after Bean’s memo, in January 1960, there was subtle signs of 

change in the campus culture.  At The Tech, Linda Greiner, class of 1961, held the post of 

news editor and, in the following year, she would become the paper’s first female editor 

in chief.  In January 15, 1960, The Tech ran an editorial about women students that 

departed from the paper’s often dismissive tone.   “With the intensive long range 

planning taking place at the Institute currently,” it began, “we were disturbed to hear, at a 

press conference, that virtually none of it is going into the problem of the woman at MIT.  

Even though the school has harbored female degree candidates for the better part of its 

existence, the administration is noticeably lacking in concern for the problems which the 

MIT coed now faces, and has, perhaps, been facing for a number of years. 

 
The admissions office is presented with the problem of accepting a maximum of 
seventeen girls, not counting those who are commuters, because only that 
number can live in the freshman dorm on Bay State road.  Current trends, 
perhaps motivated by Russian women, point to an increase in the number of girls 
interested in scientific studies, and even now a number who would be qualified 
by the male standard must be turned down for lack of beds.132 
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The editorial expressed concern about the gender imbalance that caused “psychological 

and social problems” for women and that “seriously hampers her studies.”   Of greatest 

concern was the lack of a long-range or short range plan to remedy the situation, 

especially to improve the “social and residential side of the ledger.”  It was time for MIT 

to start actively defining “its goals in this field,” the paper argued.  “If it is going to stay 

in tune with the changing times, then it must point its way toward a position where sex 

will not seriously hamper the chances of any qualified applicant receiving the benefit of, 

and benefiting the world by, the MIT education.”133 

This chapter joins a part of an ongoing scholarly dialogue about the impact of 

Cold War culture on American politics, public and private life, educational institutions, 

and social movements.  Historians such as William Chafe, Eugenia Kaledin and others 

were among the first to draw attention to the new opportunities for women created by the 

profound social and economic transformations of World War II.  In Homeward Bound: 

The American Family in the Cold War Era, historian Elaine Tyler May presented a 

powerful analysis of the links between the U.S. foreign policy of containment and the 

hegemonic domestic ideology.  In this discourse on domesticity, the traditional American 

family was imagined as the great bulwark against communism at home and abroad; 

women were glorified as defenders and protectors of the American nuclear family.  

Domestic containment seemed appealing to Americans wearied by years of Depression 

and wartime dislocations and privations. It also buffered anxieties generated by Cold War 

hostilities and the ever-present threat of nuclear annihilation.  May’s landmark 

interpretation of the postwar domestic ideology as a “strategy of containment” for 

America’s domestic anxieties and social conflicts still provides a powerful explanatory 

metaphor and sparks constructive debate among historians of this period.  

In the early 1990s, social historians such as Joanne Meyerowitz began 

complicating and filling in the gaps of the “conservatism and constraints” interpretation.  

In her introduction to Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-

1960, Meyerowitz notes that stock images of smiling white middle-class housewives 

baking cookies or ogling new appliances in spotless suburban kitchens present a distorted 

picture of postwar women’s lives.  In fact, middle-class women challenged the domestic 
                                                 
133 Ibid 
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ideology in all sorts of ways.  According to Meyerowitz, the essays in Not June Cleaver 

“point to pockets of resistance, to significant groups of women who questioned and 

loosened postwar restraints.”  By reading the products of popular culture “against the 

grain,” she writes, historians of the postwar era “discovered subtle expressions of 

ambivalence, contradiction, and self-parody in postwar gender ideals.”  Rather than 

passively accepting stunted lives, educated middle-class women and others were 

wrestling with the domestic ideal and its “internal contradictions” and beginning to 

question and challenge the cultural construction of femininity.  “Despite the conservatism 

and constraints,” Myerowitz writes, “the postwar era now seems a time of notable social 

change and cultural complexity.”134   

Reading the stereotypical representations of women scientists and engineers 

“against the grain,” for example, complicates the traditional interpretation that these 

images merely reinforced the domestic ideology and double standard.  The more women 

scientists and engineers were portrayed as traditionally female and domesticated, the 

more the images belied the claim that science and engineering were “male” professions.  

The assertion of the double standard, in a certain sense, undermined the double standard.  

By trying to keep women in their place, these constructions showed that women who 

wrote poetry and knew how to cook a mean omelet could also be outstanding scientists 

and engineers. 

More recently, scholars such as Mary Ann Dudziak, Thomas Borstelmann and others 

have continued to explore in greater depth the connections between U.S. foreign and 

domestic policies during the Cold War and its “cultural fallout.”  Building on their work, 

other scholars have continued to explore subcultures that posed challenges to the 

dominant culture of conformity and domesticity.  As these and other historians have 

noted, the “consensus” narrative neglects some of the proto-feminist stirrings evident 

prior to the women’s movement.  Viewed through the lens of the 1960s, it is easy to find 

women’s response to the domestic ideology of the 1950s wanting.  Lacking the 

heightened “consciousness” needed to perceive and effectively respond to sex 

discrimination and inequality, women seemed unable to effectively challenge their 

                                                 
134 Meyerowitz, Joanne J., Not June Cleaver:  Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960, 
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1994), pp. 4-5. 
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second-class status.  This interpretation emphasizes the hegemonic power of Cold War 

domestic ideology to limit opportunities for women in these years.  The predictable result 

has been to reinforce the dominant view of the period from 1945-1960 as “stagnant,” 

“static,” a “dark ages,” etc.—a time of quiet desperation when women suffered in silence 

or feigned contentment.  The lesser known story, however, is more complicated.   

 

 

Conclusion  

The advent of the women’s dormitory, and provision of space for 17 women students, did 

not eliminate the double standard, increase the number of women students at MIT, make 

it easier to get a job after graduation, or put an end to gender discrimination in the 

workplace.  Yet it focused attention on the plight of women at MIT and helped change 

the conversation about their status.  By establishing the women’s dormitory at 120 Bay 

State Road, MIT undertook a social experiment with potential to challenge pre-existing 

campus norms and possibly help create new ones.  The dormitory helped consolidate and 

support a collective/group identity among MIT women students whose scattered living 

arrangements had divided and isolated them from each other and campus life.   From 

their new outpost, women students might feel a greater sense of inclusion in the MIT 

community and gain the mutual support and encouragement needed to survive a campus 

culture that was ofttimes hostile or indifferent to their needs.  It provided a space for 

independent-minded young women to learn to better cooperate with each other, work 

toward common goals, and gain confidence and encouragement from mutual support.  It 

also became a site whereby the faculty, administration, and alumnae could interact with 

women students and discuss matters of mutual interest and concern.  With a stronger 

sense of collective identity, women students could gain a sense of belonging to a unique 

and special subset of the undergraduate class.  The social infrastructure built to support 

this small-scale innovation in women’s housing also helped bring to a head issues which 

had for so long limited their numbers and educational opportunities on campus.   

Overriding the Hamilton committee’s recommendation that MIT eliminate the 

double standard by eliminating women students from the undergraduate program, 
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President James R. Killian and other top school officials ended the experimental stage of 

co-education at MIT.  The swiftness and firmness with which Killian rejected the 

committee’s recommendation, and his administration’s resolve to expand their future 

presence by building a dormitory to house more than 200 women students, aligned with 

MIT’s postwar emphasis on humanistic education.135  The circular argument by which 

“lack of a place to put them” limited the number of women students who could be 

admitted and, therefore, their allocation of space, and this same lack of space was sued to 

limit the number of women who could be admitted, etc. had finally run its course.  It also 

set forces in motion which would, after much effort and struggle, would yield a student 

body that began to approach an even split between men and women, and culminate in the 

appointment of Susan Hockfield as the Institute’s first female president in 2004.    

In 1963, with financial backing from philanthropist and MIT alumna Katharine 

Dexter McCormick, MIT built a new women’s dormitory on the main campus that could 

accommodate as many as 200 girls—thereby creating a critical mass and upward spiral to 

further change.   When the dormitory opened for the 1963-1964 academic year, it was 

heralded as a great leap forward that would, in the words of Julius A. Stratton, provide 

“MIT an unprecedented opportunity to advance the intellectual and social development of 

its women students,” and “increase the number of women students we can enroll.”136  As 

more women were admitted to MIT, and faced barriers to the development of their 

potential, students and alumnae became more and more aware of their need to organize to 

secure equal opportunities at the Institute, in higher education, the workplace, and 

American society.  Nevertheless, “the first tower of McCormick Hall stands as immutable 

testimony to the decision that women are to remain a permanent part of MIT’s student 

                                                 
135 Historian Margaret Rossiter attributes MIT’s “decision to retain coeducation” in the mid-1950s and 
build a new women’s dormitory in 1963 as an outgrowth “of the whole concern in the 1950s at MIT and 
elsewhere to ‘humanize’ (male) engineering students by broadening the curriculum and expanding the 
range of available social activities . . .  At MIT,” Rossiter continues, “this ‘education of the whole man’ 
was then incorporated into future building plans for a student center, art museum, and a chapel, as well as 
dormitories and dining halls (Rossiter, Women Scientists in America Before Affirmative Action, Rossiter, 
Margaret, p. 520 n12).”  While Rossiter seems to be implying that there was a connection between these 
two phenomenon—i.e. MIT’s decision to retain and increase the presence of women students and its 
emphasis on educating “the whole man”—she offers no explanation for what it might be.  Confused 
chronology then leads her to erroneously claim that “the big leap was in extending this new vision of 
‘gracious living’ to the women . . .” If anything, it was the other way around—the protocols of “gracious 
living” were established with the opening of the women’s dormitory in 1945, before the concept was 
extended to the men— and women students saw it that way.   
136 “A New Home for MIT Coeds,” Technology Review, December 1963, pp. 15-16 
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body,” noted Jacquelyn A. Mattfeld, associate dean of student affairs in a 1964 report on 

women students.  Now that they were to be a permanent part of the Technology family, 

Mattfeld wrote, “We cannot responsibly admit women or members of any other minority 

group into the Institute without extending to them, as to all other students, our policy and 

concern for the total education of the individual.”137  Now that they would be coming to 

the school in significant numbers, the administration had to take a greater interest in the 

personal and educational needs of women students and the barriers and double standards 

they faced at the school and in society.  As an indication of this growing awareness and 

empowerment, the Association of Women Students at MIT organized the first national 

meeting of women science and engineering in the United States, “Women and the 

Scientific Professions:  The MIT Symposium on American Women in Science and 

Engineering,” held on the MIT campus in 1964.  The event, “attended by 260 student 

delegates from 140 colleges, as well as by 600 guests including college deans, high 

school guidance counselors, and women professionally employed in science, personnel 

managers, and high school seniors.”138  By “containing” women students at 120 Bay 

State Road, MIT also brought them together in a living group, where, for the first time, 

they could know themselves as a community with a shared sense of identity.  And from 

that point on, their duel against the double standard became more determined than ever. 

Still missing from their educational experience at MIT, however, was a goal for 

their humanistic development equivalent to the “whole man” for men.  The simplest 

explanation is that the administration did not see women as needing that kind of help.  

The not-so-hidden assumption was that women students, as with women professionals, 

needed to internalize (or at least appear to) the double standard.  They had to demonstrate 

their aptitude for science and engineering, without becoming “mannish,” and display 

their domesticity without appearing too scatter-brained—difficult and treacherous terrain 

to negotiate.  It was worth having them around, however, if only to “leaven” the school’s 

technology-heavy atmosphere by acting as agents of humanization.   Even psychiatrist 

Herbert I. Harris, who recommended that they no longer be admitted as undergraduates, 

                                                 
137 Mattfeld, Jacquelyn, “A Program for Women Students at MIT, March 16, 1964, MIT Archives, AC 134, 
Box 48, Folder 11  
138 “Women and the Scientific Professions: The MIT Symposium on American Women in Science and 
Engineering,” Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), Abstract # ED015875, 1965 
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recognized their contribution to that end.  Abolishing coeducation at MIT would have 

gone too far in the opposite direction and reinforced the negative perceptions and 

associations from which MIT was trying to free itself.  As the Lewis committee 

suggested, its distinctive identity was strengthened by blending science, engineering, and 

humanistic education—the latter reinforced by women’s presence—not by narrowing, 

limiting, and/or excluding.  To build on its humanistic founding values, MIT sought to 

develop a more positive and “humane” undergraduate program by associating its culture 

with ultimate agent of humanization—the family—that was glorified in mainstream 

culture.  Evidence of this effort was reflected in The Tech’s increasing tendency to 

describe the MIT community as a “family”—e.g. the “Tech Family,” “MIT Family,” 

“Technology Family,” and “Institute Family.”139  If these expressed wishes for a 

“Technology family” were to be fulfilled, with gracious living and appreciation for the 

“finer things” included, women had to be involved.  Yet something else was also 

required—what was a family without “values”?   In a draft version of the chapter on 

“Staff Environment” for the Lewis Committee’s final report, the Committee indicated 

that it would “like to state its belief that all members of the MIT family—administration, 

faculty, and students—must be able to feel a sense of belonging to a great institution with 

a high moral purpose.  To achieve this aim completely,” the draft continued, “there must 

be (1) general agreement throughout the faculty on the major purpose of the Institute and 

(2) a master plan for the development of the Institute which is understood and 

enthusiastically endorsed by the faculty.”140  That recommendation had been heartily 

endorsed by MIT’s dean of students, Everett Moore Baker, and clearly supported by 

Presidents Karl T. Compton and James R. Killian.  While their administrations began 

planning to establish a program of moral, religious, and spiritual development to which 

the whole “Technology family” could subscribe, the meaning of terms such as “moral” 

                                                 
139 Out of curiosity, I did a computer search of the entire run of The Tech (1881-2008) to see how often, and 
when, the MIT community was characterized as a family in its pages during the period from 1945-1960.  
These were the results for various iterations: “Tech Family”: of fourteen total hits, fourteen fell within the 
period from 1945-1960; “MIT Family”: of forty-eight total hits, twenty-four fell within 1945-1960; 
“Technology Family”: of eleven total hits, seven fell within 1945-1960; “Institute Family”: of forty-four 
total hits, 36 fell within 1945-1960.  Of 109 total hits, eighty-one, or seventy-four percent, of all hits fell 
within 1945 and 1960; the remaining 26 percent were distributed throughout the other 112 years. 
140 “Report of the Committee on Staff Environment,” April 20, 1948, MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 1, 
Folder 2/2. 
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and “spiritual” was more difficult to pin down.  Was MIT, among the institutions whose 

rise in the nineteenth century had spurred the replacement of religion by science at the 

core of American higher education, now officially going to reinstitute religion?  Or did 

the Institute intend to promote “moral” and “spiritual” education in the secular humanist 

sense?  The conflict between these often competing paradigms—the sacred and the 

secular—was also one with which the United States as a whole was struggling to sort out.  

Whether or not MIT would be any more successful, and the means by which it made the 

effort, is the subject of the next chapter.  
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Chapter Five 

The Moral is the Story: 

God and Man at MIT 

 
We now know we can either blow everything alive off the face of the earth and 
leave it for a few million years for some other form of life to evolve—or we can 
bend our energies and our ideals to a common purpose and create the community 
of our dreams—Everett Moore Baker1  
 
We continue to do a far better job of producing students who are ‘whole 
men,’ in an educated sense, rather than the Spartan technicians of 
Russia”—Sen. William Benton of Connecticut.2  
 
 

In their battle against the original Axis of evil, scientists and engineers became the 

“miracle workers” that helped save western civilization from its own darker impulses. 

For a brief and shining moment, mind and heart, intellect and emotion joined together to 

prevent its descent into the abyss.  “God and uranium were on our side,” thundered Orson 

Welles, the narrator of 14 August, a CBS radio documentary broadcast the day after 

Japan’s surrender.  The victory described in writer Norman Corwin’s script was moral as 

much as it was military.  “And the wrath of the atom fell like a commandment, and the 

very planet quivered with implications.  Sound the gun for Achilles the Atom and the war 

workers: Newton and Galileo, Curie and Einstein, the Archangel Gabriel, and the 

community of Oak Ridge, Tennessee”—the small farming village where engineers 

designed and built the first atomic bombs.3  In saving the world, however, the demigods 

had also devised the means to destroy it.  The shadow side of the “good war” fought by 

the “greatest generation” also caused some to doubt the morals and motives of the society 

that needed saving from itself.  Some of the science and engineering educators who left 

campuses to serve in the war had second thoughts when they returned.  “The Book says 

                                                 
1 Baker, Everett Moore, “Religion for Scientists,” TCA Embassy, April 1947, MIT Archives, MC 13, Box 
2, Folder 13 
2 Thompson, John H., “Asks Millions So U.S. Schools Can Beat Reds: Benton Calls Education Vital in 
Cold War,” New York Times, March 7, 1956, p. 8.  The quote from the article was from former U.S. 
Senator William Benton of Connecticut, the sole senator to take on Wisconsin Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy at 
the height of his power. 
3 Corwin, Norman, 14 August, CBS Radio broadcast, http://broadcastellan.blogspot.com/2005/08/god-and-
uranium-corwin-vj-day-and.html. The city of Oak Ridge, Tennessee, known during World War II as the 
Clinton Engineer works, was the site where engineers applied the new knowledge of atomic physics to 
actually assemble and build bombs for the Manhattan Project.   
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that a city which is built on a hill cannot be hid,” reflected physics professor Benjamin 

Franklin Halverson in novelist Michael Amrine’s, The Secret. “But this city they built on 

a hill called Oak Ridge, and for a time it was hid even from the humanity who worked 

there.”4   In the novel, Halverson sets up and lead safety operations at the top-secret Oak 

Ridge facility where components of the bombs dropped on Japan were made.  Only after 

their detonation, however, is he stricken by the full impact of his moral complicity in the 

act; the secrecy in which the bomb’s developers worked shielded them from public view 

and the perils of self-examination.   

If humanity were to have a future, it seemed clear, science and technology—both 

their development and use—had to be counterbalanced by moral and spiritual values.  

Yet there was less agreement on precisely which “values” these were, or where science 

and religion, the sacred and the secular, belonged—or did not belong—in American 

public life.  Perhaps it was because the subject itself raised difficult questions about 

which “values”—and nation—Americans had fought and died to defend in World War II.  

Was it the Enlightenment-inspired secular state devoted to protecting the rights and 

liberties of all its citizens in a pluralistic society?  Or was it the divinely appointed 

“empire of liberty” whose “manifest destiny” included spreading the gospel of capitalism 

around the world?   In either case, “victory culture” repressed Americans’ awareness of 

the war’s profound effects on the nation’s psyche, especially the ruthlessness, 

regimentation, and diffusion of moral responsibility to which they had acquiesced as the 

price of victory.   

For reasons both foreign and domestic, the nation faced the challenge of restoring 

its moral and spiritual stature at the onset of the cold war.  While this dynamic has 

traditionally been interpreted as a hubristic manifestation of “victory culture,” historian 

Wolfgang Schivelbusch suggests that the losers of major conflicts also have an impulse 

to claim “a new role for the nation in the international community,” in the aftermath of 

defeat.   “It is a short step from understanding defeat as an act of purification, humility, 

and self-sacrifice—a crucifixion of sorts—to laying claim to spiritual and moral 

leadership in world affairs.  The three loser nations discussed here took this step by 

transforming their philosophies of defeat into a moral bulwark for the protection of all 

                                                 
4 Amrine, Michael, The Secret, p. 45 
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humanity.  To accept their own defeat as a verdict by the court of world history was one 

thing; to sit idly by while all humanity was threatened by future disaster was another.”5 

To win hearts and minds abroad, the United States had to demonstrate its 

ascendency over the Soviet Union and the world’s other “godless” communist states.  Yet 

the radioactive dust rising from Hiroshima and Nagasaki clouded American assertions of 

moral superiority during the cold war.   Beyond the usual platitudes, what principles did 

the United States intend to stand for in the postwar world?   Overt propaganda on the 

virtues of the “American Way of Life” did not sell well in the developing and non-

aligned countries.  Young people there were more impressed by the moral imperatives of 

communism than the materialism peddled by Uncle Sam.  To succeed in winning the 

hearts and minds of young people around the world, especially the college students from 

whose ranks the next generation of leaders would emerge; they had to be persuaded that 

the United States, and not the Soviet Union, was the moral and spiritual “wave of the 

future.”  The same strategy was needed to sell American youth on the righteousness of 

the U.S. cause.  They also had to be convinced, or at least have their patriotic inclinations 

reinforced, that the humanistic values for which it supposedly stood were morally 

superior to the militaristic Soviet Union.  It was especially important for American 

science and engineering students to believe that their talents would be mobilized for 

moral purposes, while those of their Soviet peers were not.  Yet some questioned the 

premises on which such conclusions were based—and the basis for defining terms such 

as “moral values.”  Where did these values come from, they wanted to know, and who 

decided what they meant in practice?   Besides, if they were to bend the arc of science 

and technology toward humanistic ends, as their elders were so insistent about, it was 

their responsibility to start asking such questions.     

Before the war, and historically throughout American history, learned to emulate 

social and moral virtues through religious instruction.  Yet the social and cultural 

foundations of that system, especially in the realm of higher education, had eroded away. 

The replacement of religion by science at the center of the college curriculum had, by the 

early 20th century, resulted in the “marginalization of morality” in the modern research 

university.  Leaving questions of truth to science, humanistic educators took advantage of 

                                                 
5 Schivelbusch, Wolfgang, pp. 4-31 
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the opportunity to secure their place in the institution by assuming responsibility for 

instructing students in the “good and the beautiful” aspects of moral virtue that could be 

discussed in the modern research university.    

That arrangement seemed inadequate with the advent of the atomic bomb, 

however.  Science and engineering professors believed that they could not entirely 

delegate “moral education” to the humanists, but had to shoulder some of the 

responsibility for accomplishing it themselves—if not in their classroom, then at least 

satisfying themselves that it was occurring somewhere on campus.  promote the public 

good, and the interests of MIT, school officials assumed a leading role in the campaign to 

infuse social, moral, and spiritual values into undergraduate science and engineering 

education.  Between 1945 and 1955, the administrations of MIT presidents Karl T. 

Compton and James R. Killian supported plans to establish a program of moral and 

spiritual education aimed at helping undergraduate students grapple with the ethical 

issues in their professions.  To that end, they appointed men with strong religious 

backgrounds and interests related to higher education to lead the Office of Dean of 

Students;  made  plans to build an interfaith campus chapel and public auditorium to 

create public and private spaces for students to reflect on moral and spiritual values 

through the cultivation of religion, the visual arts, theater, music, public lectures, etc., that 

would help fulfill its commitment to educating “whole men”; and commissioned architect 

Eero Saarinen to design the structures and composer Aaron Copland to compose the 

musical score performed at their dedication.  Through these and other efforts, Institute 

leaders hoped to reaffirm the higher purposes for which the Institute stood and the 

sincerity of its commitment to humanistic reform.   

Yet that attempt was complicated by a series of Catch-22s.  The more specifically 

terms such as “moral,” “spiritual,” and the “whole man” were defined, the more 

polarizing and less universal” they became.  Which moral or spiritual “values” could 

“unify” the “Technology Family” in a time of mortal peril?  How clearly should they be 

spelled out?  The more ambiguous and open-ended the formulation, the easier it would be 

to forge a consensus, but the less meaningful, and the less likely it would be taken 

seriously by students.  The more specifically one defined the values, the more polarizing 

and controversial they were likely to be.  And there was another sticking point.  To 
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sustain a consensus about the meaning or implications of the “whole man,” the purpose 

and goals of the program had to be clearly and consistently articulated and reinforced in 

all aspects of undergraduate education.  School officials had to support the “whole man” 

across the board, or open themselves to charges of hypocrisy and the program to ridicule.  

The more consistent and comprehensive the reinforcement, however, the more likely 

students were to perceive it as an attempt by the administration to curb their freedom and 

independence.   

In different ways, Everett Moore Baker and E. Francis Bowditch both sought to 

humanize undergraduate education by enlisting students in transforming their school into 

a moral community whose members cared as much or more about the moral 

consequences of science and technology as they did about pushing the boundaries of 

discovery and innovation.  Baker relied on personal charm, charisma, and his 

interpersonal skills to build rapport and trust with individual students and groups.  

Bowditch attempted to institutionalize moral education so that it could be supported and 

sustained without an exceptional leader.   Both men believed it important to re-introduce 

moral and spiritual values into science and engineering education as a necessary response 

to the world crisis and means of boosting student morale and school spirit.  The MIT 

community’s response to these two men, and their different approaches to moral and 

spiritual education, help illuminate the complexity of the issues and interests of the 

parties involved.  This chapter explores the tensions and ambiguities of MIT’s postwar 

efforts to develop a program of moral and spiritual education for the “whole man” and 

transform the Institute into a moral community concerned about the impact of science 

and technology on society.    

 

 

Nuclear Giants and Moral Infants 

For all the ballyhoo about the technological marvels “coming soon to a showroom near 

you”—everything from family helicopters in every garage and robots that performed 

household chores to stylish and affordable plastic houses—Americans were anxious 

about the “dehumanizing” effects of science and technology and alarmed by the speed 

with which they were transforming their nation and world.  More were second-guessing 
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the morality of developing and using the atomic bomb.  According to a Gallup Poll 

survey, the percentage of Americans who considered it wrong—or at least a “bad 

thing”—to have done so more than doubled between September 1945 and May 1947.6  

Perhaps it was the delayed stirrings of a guilty conscience and/or a budding awareness of 

their nation’s complicity in the horrors fomented by World War II.  Others connected the 

dots between the bomb, fear of war, and societal decay, and moral corruption and warned 

that the wrath of God could be visited upon the nation for its sins. “Men are rightly afraid 

today of the rising tide of evil and uncertainty that sweeps the world,” proclaimed a 

newspaper advertisement for the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic men’s fraternal 

organization.  “We tremble at the menacing danger of the atomic bomb. We live in dread 

of another full-scale war ... the remembered shadow of economic depression ... the 

widespread prevalence of crime and immorality.  

 
We see these and other evils as threats to our peace and security, but we do not 
see them for what they truly are.  And we overlook our most dangerous enemies. 
Actually, the evils which afflicts us are only symptom of what ails us —only the 
results of causes which we allow to exist within ourselves. Back of them all is a 
basic human failure which many men choose to ignore, which others hold too 
lightly, and which some even try to glorify.  This basic failure is described in a 
single, simple and ugly word—sin.7 

 
 
Countless books, newspaper and magazine articles, cartoons and comic strips, religious 

sermons, commencement addresses, and after-dinner speeches warned that technology 

run amuck was leading the nation down a dangerous and destructive path.  Sinners, 

saints, and soldiers shared similar concerns about the impact of science and technology 

on society.  “We have too many men of science, too few men of God,” observed U.S. 

Army Gen. Omar Bradley in 1948.  “We have grasped the mystery of the atom and 

rejected the Sermon on the Mount . . . Ours is a world of nuclear giants and ethical 

infants.”8  Americans displaced much of their fear and awe of the atomic bomb onto 

scientists and engineers who made the apocalypse possible.  If cogito, ergo sum no longer 

sufficed, and reason and rationality were not royal roads to perpetual progress, where was 

                                                 
6 Gallup, George, “Americans Grow Leery of Their Atomic Bomb,” The State Journal Wisconsin, October 
18, 1947, p. 8  
7 “These Are Our 7 Deadly Enemies,” El Paso Herald-Post, October 9, 1954, p. 3 
8 “Knows Peace is More than Winning Wars,” The Lowell Sun, Lowell, Mass., November 11, 1948, p. 1 
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the ground of human existence and moral core of western civilization to be found?  

Rather than throw the baby out with the bathwater, new accommodations had to be made 

to address an age-old quandary—how to bridge the gap between fact and value, morality 

and reason, heart and mind, that sowed the seeds of western civilization’s success and 

could now reduce it to radioactive rubble.  The atomic bomb reawakened age-old fears 

and suspicions about the motives and methods of scientists and engineers.  

Such themes became a staple of middlebrow magazines such as The Nation, 

Harper’s, The New Yorker, The Atlantic, and Saturday Review, where writers regularly 

questioned the nationalist agenda for science and engineering and urged readers to do the 

same.  The Nation, for example, lauded Science is a Sacred Cow (1950) by Anthony 

Standen, a popular and scathing critique of scientism by a former industrial chemist and 

MIT alumnus.  Standen blasted the public’s unwarranted faith in the pronouncements of 

the new priesthood—“white-robed” scientists and experts regarded as “exalted beings” at 

the “very topmost pinnacle of popular prestige.”  Subject to the same temptations as other 

mortals, including the sin of pride, Standen accused scientists of aggrandizing the 

authority, expertise, and virtue of their professions.  He came down particularly hard on 

academic scientists and teachers—“the propagandists, the front men of science”—whom 

he accused of implanting the patently false suggestion that scientific study promoted 

moral virtue.9  In a concluding chapter titled, “Watch Those Scientists,” he warned of the 

dangerous political consequences of scientist hero worship and the conflation of science, 

technology, and democracy.  There was already “plenty of reason for watching scientists 

very closely” in “the realm of practical politics,” Standen warned.  Social scientists, he 

argued, could eventually develop Orwellian “truth dugs” to manipulate public opinion, 

and demolish the foundation of free will on which the moral legitimacy of liberal 

democracy depended.10  Scientific hubris fostered the moral and spiritual drift that 

imperiled America’s future.   

Reissued works by social critics such as Lewis Mumford, Jose Ortega y Gasset, 

Aldous Huxley, and Stuart Chase resonated with new audiences and their postwar 

                                                 
9 Standen, Anthony, Science is a Sacred Cow (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1950), p. 16  
10 Ibid, pp. 13-18; 201-207 
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concerns.11  In “The Barbarism of Specialization,” a chapter from The Revolt of the 

Masses, first published in 1932 and reprinted in the latter 1950s, y Gasset (a Spanish 

philosopher whose critiques of “mass society” were often cited by Burchard) argued that 

“the actual scientific man is the prototype of the mass-man.  Not by chance, not through 

the individual failings of each particular man of science, but because science itself—the 

root of our civilization—automatically converts him into mass-man, makes of him a 

primitive, a modern barbarian.”  For y Gasset, the middle-class “man of science” was the 

“best and purest” example of the class of technical experts that exercised “social power” 

and “impose[d] the forms of his own mind on the period.”  The result, he concluded, was 

the creation of “an extraordinarily strange type of man,” “a human product unparalleled 

in history,” i.e. the specialist who was neither “learned” nor “ignorant.  “He is not 

learned, for he is formally ignorant of all that does not enter into his specialty; but neither 

is he ignorant, because he is a ‘scientist,’ and ‘knows’ very well his own tiny portion of 

the universe.  We shall have to say that he is a learned ignoramus, which is a very serious 

matter, as it implies that he is a person who is ignorant, not in the fashion of the ignorant 

man, but with all the petulance of one who is learned in his own special line.”12  Both 

Hollywood and foreign filmmakers spotlighted the Faustian temptations to which 

scientists were subjected, and portrayed them as narrow, one-sided, or mentally 

unbalanced human beings, cut off from their feelings and emotions, and obsessed with 

their professional pursuits—precisely the sort of person that MIT did not want to be 

known for educating, the result its humanistic reforms aimed to prevent.13  This was 

Middlebrow novelists portrayed the moral hazards wrought by narrowly specialized 

science and engineering education—for both individuals and society—in works such as 

The Brain (1947) by Michael Harrison; The Secret (1950) by Michael Amrine; Player 

Piano (1951) by Kurt Vonnegut; The Gadget Maker (1954), by Maxwell Griffith; The 

Tempter (1959) by Norbert Wiener, professor of mathematics at MIT and “founding 

                                                 
11 Some of these works included Jose Ortega y Gasset’s Revolt of the Masses (1932; 1957); Lewis 
Mumford’s Technics and Civilization (1934; 1963); and C.P. Snow’s The Search (1934; 1958) 
12 Ortega y Gasset, Jose, The Revolt of the Masses (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1932), p. 122 
13 During the 1950s, film scientists were typically portrayed in stark terms of “good” and “evil.”  This 
dichotomy embodies the fear and anxiety about which path any particular scientist will choose to take—and 
the high stakes of that decision.  This list does not include the countless “mad scientists” that were a staple 
of science fiction stories and novels.   
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father” of cybernetics; and The Child Buyer (1960) by John Hershey.14  British writers 

and filmmakers took up similar themes in novels such as The Search (1934, 1948) by 

scientist-turned-novelist C.P. Snow, a novelette titled, The Genius and the Goddess 

(1955) by Aldous Huxley, author of Brave New World (1931) and Brave New World 

Revisited (1958).   

 The side-effects of overspecialization in science and engineering included a form 

of blindness of which the afflicted person was unaware.  Sociologist Ulrich Sonnemann 

fit the symptom into a larger pattern—a syndrome he described as “the specialist as a 

psychological problem.”  In an article of the same name, he traced its etiology back to the 

beginning of the industrial revolution, when the demands of civilization first began to 

suppress humanity’s perennial “urge to deal in wholes, understandingly or creatively or 

both.”  “[T]hrough the division of research and of labor” “this urge to have free play,” 

Sonnemann wrote, “has . . . been increasingly frustrated.  It would seem that this unique 

change in man’s psychological as well as social situation should constitute a major topic 

for a science of man; but the same irreversible trend which has produced the topic has 

also, apparently, provided safeguards against the danger of inquiry. . .   

 
The trend operates not only against the unity of human existence; it also operates 
against that unity of man’s knowledge about himself which would give him a 
conceptual scheme for an overall context of his life.  Without such a conceptual 
scheme into which can be fitted the partial aspects of human existence, it is 
impossible to recognize in their true nature changes in man’s situation which lie 
in more than one area and which pervade all aspects of human existence at once.  
Such a conceptual scheme is, in turn, not conceivable without a primary 
orientation on the scientist’s part to needs and values perennially human 
[emphasis added].15   

 
Not only did specialization do violence to human nature, Sonnemann argued, it was also 

“not a way to the mastery of science.”16 By way of illustration Sonnemann recounted the 

true story of a geologist who became lost while exploring rock formations in a system of 

caves, and was later “found dead near the entrance to which he had been unable to make 

his way back.”  Traces of the man’s footsteps, Sonnemann explained, “told of endless, 

                                                 
14 Vonnegut and Griffith both had close ties to MIT.  Vonnegut’s father and grandfather were both MIT 
graduates, while Griffith graduated from the Institute in 1945 with a degree in mechanical engineering. 
15 Sonnemann, Ulrich, “The Specialist as a Psychological Problem,” Social Research, Vol. 18, 1951, p. 11 
16 Ibid, p. 15 
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circular, repetitive wanderings in the subterranean maze, which at many points had come 

close to the sunlight, never to reach it.”  Investigators were puzzled as to why the scientist 

did not draw upon his expertise to save himself.  The mystery was solved, however, when 

it was learned that the geologist’s academic research had “concentrated on the 

composition, the texture, and the stratification of rocks as keys to their genesis,” while 

virtually ignoring “their topology, even though it was this topology which lent him access 

to his subject, and even though this very topology of caves is known to depend 

intrinsically on the geological structure of the formations that shape them.”  In other 

words, the geologist’s entombment in the cave was the literal and figurative result of 

dwelling too exclusively in an antechamber of his academic field and being insufficiently 

curious about the adjacent rooms.  The geologist’s fate was a metaphorical warning about 

the moral, spiritual, as well as physical consequences of tunnel vision—even inside a 

tunnel.   Specialism obscured the intrinsic interrelatedness of all things because “intrinsic 

relationships are not concatenations of independent factors but features of wholes.”17  

Unlike Emerson’s “representative man,” who fell in love with the microcosm of Nature 

in which he dwelt, and therefore recognized and valued the symbiotic relationship 

between parts and wholes, the specialist abstracted and detached the parts, thereby 

removing them from their relational context and killing off a part of himself in the 

process.  In Emersonian terms, he became one of the “walking monsters” that composed 

“a state of society in which the members have suffered amputation from the truth” and 

strutted about as “a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man.”  

 

 

Moral and Military Discipline 

Religion traditionally provided the conceptual framework that situated humanity in its 

cosmic context.  While God had created human beings to be “whole men,” composed of 

both a material and spiritual nature, the creatures had, in their fallen state, ruined the 

relationship.  Much of the suffering in the world was caused by humanity’s proclivity to 

deny or overindulge its material or spiritual nature and become “unbalanced.”  The 

advent of the atomic bomb made it more important than ever to get this relationship right.  

                                                 
17 Ibid, pp. 1-2  
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While Karl T. Compton doubted the existence of a supernatural god, he believed religion 

performed a vital social function in maintaining moral and spiritual values in an 

increasingly secular society.  As president of MIT, and a leading atomic physicist in his 

own right, he was widely regarded as an authority on issues related to science, religion, 

and higher education.18  At the outset of World War II, in November 1939, Compton 

credited science for having “continually forced men to take an ever-wider and grander 

concept of religion by breaking down artificial barriers of ignorance and superstition.”  

Addressing an audience gathered for Rabbi Joshua Loth Liebman’s installation at 

Boston’s Temple Israel, Compton described his own religious beliefs as “liberal” and 

“dynamic” as opposed to fundamentalist and static.19  He made this same confession of 

faith in the immediate aftermath of World War II.  “This dynamic concept of religion as a 

continually evolving and developing spiritual force is inspiring and acceptable in a 

scientific world,” Compton explained in a 1946 address to students titled “Why 

Religion?”  “In my judgment, the static concept of the world is sterile, discouraging, and 

unacceptable.”20 Compton also acknowledged the psychological, social, and 

environmental factors—along with “his emotional and rational makeup”—that 

determined forms of religious expression.  Recognizing these “inevitable and valuable” 

individual differences, Compton wanted to make it clear that “he would not undertake to 

proscribe for anyone his beliefs or his attitude toward religion in general or any religious 

creed or doctrine in particular.”21 

Compton was a strong advocate of incorporating moral and spiritual education 

into MIT’s undergraduate program and helped influence the eventual shape it took.   His 

views on scientific, moral, and educational matters also affected U.S. public opinion and 

policy.  Appointed by U.S. President Harry S. Truman to chair of the Presidential 

Advisory Commission on Universal Military Training (UMT), Compton’s leadership 

                                                 
18 Karl T. Compton’s brother, Arthur Holly Compton, a Nobel-prize winning physicist and leader of the 
postwar scientists’ movement, believed that religion could play an important role in checking humanity’s 
propensity to violence.  The Compton brothers grew up in a devoutly religious Protestant home.   
19 “Declares Science Has Aided Religion,” Stevens Point (Wisconsin) Daily Journal, November 13, 1939, 
p. 5.  After the war, Liebman wrote the runaway best-seller “Peace of Mind,” a blend of Judeo-Christian 
theology and psychoanalytic theory, to help soothe Americans’ postwar anxieties.  It became the nation’s 
first best-selling book on psychological/religious topics by a Jewish author. 
20 “Why Religion?” An Address by Karl T. Compton before the Tenth Tech Embassy, April 17, 1946, p.  9 
21 Ibid, p. 2 
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influenced the group’s unanimous endorsement of UMT and its public reception.  In fact, 

Compton was a strong supporter of UMT long before Truman picked him to sell 

Americans on the idea.22  In an April 1945 speech sponsored by the Women’s National 

Committee for the Universal Training of Young Men, Compton acknowledged that “the 

basic argument for universal military training must be founded upon military value and 

aimed at national security,” but also lauded the “social values [of UMT] which are 

incidental but which still seem to me to be of great importance.”23  Character 

development through military training provided youth with “a nice balance between 

freedom and initiative on the one hand, and discipline on the other,” Compton said.  The 

insights into human nature derived from military training could help prevent urban youth 

from joining gangs, and sustain the ideals and morale needed to sustain citizens’ faith in 

their government in good times and bad.24  While they might be “incidental” to Compton, 

these “benefits” were nevertheless used by him and other advocates of UMT who did not 

make such fine distinctions.  As a result, the rationale for UMT became entangled with 

the promotion of state interests and other issues related to moral and religious instruction 

in the U.S. military and at MIT.  In the military context, religious and moral instruction 

quelled public and parental fears about the supposedly corrupting influences of military 

life and training on character development. 

                                                 
22 The subject of military service and its relationship to higher education was one with which Compton was 
familiar.  During the 1930s, he and MIT became embroiled in the highly public and controversial case of 
Kenneth Arnold, an undergraduate student in the pacifist movement who, for reasons of conscience, asked 
to be excused from a course in military science that was a mandatory for graduation.  While MIT 
eventually exempted Arnold from the requirement, but only after he had rebuffed personal appeals from 
Protestant clergy, a letter writing campaign, and other protest actions.  According to his biographer, 
Compton was a highly contained individual who rarely lost his temper.  One of the two known occasions, 
the biographer discovered, “occurred after the war, during a debate on Universal Military Training . . . 
[Compton] was speaking against a pacifist minister,” whom he felt was not strictly truthful:  [T]he only 
appropriate answer was to call him a liar.  “Which of course I could not do,” he added, “so I kept still. 
But when Karl got home he was shaking with repressed rage and could not go to sleep. . . This was one of 
the four occasions in his adult life that family members could remember his being really angry.  But he 
repressed his indignation and did not lose his temper.  See Romanowski, Roslyn, “Karl Taylor Compton: A 
Psychohistorical Inquiry,” Prepared for MIT Course 21.386, 1980, p. 2.  The incident cited by Romanowski 
is from an unpublished biography of Compton written by George R. Harris, a contemporary of Compton’s 
who also served as MIT’s Dean of Science, located in the MIT Archives. 
23 Compton, Karl T., “National Security Supported by: I. Scientific Research, II. Universal Military 
Training,” (Cambridge: The Technology Press, 1945), p. 14 
24 Compton promoted religious education primarily as a vehicle for building young people’s moral 
character.  There was a growing concern among some Americans that the younger generation—especially 
the demobilized GI’s whose mental health problems often made the news—was growing morally flabby.   
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In May 1945, shortly after Germany’s surrender, Compton debated UMT with 

William C. Greene, an MIT professor of English, Rhodes Scholar, and “vivid and 

entertaining speaker,” who, in recent times, had spoken frequently on the subject and was 

known to be “definitely against any such program.”25  Compton reiterated the same basic 

arguments contained in his April 20th address, a summary of which was published in The 

Tech, along with the caveat that “President Compton’s opinions were definitely his own 

and did not represent official Institute attitude.”26  Once again, he cited military necessity 

as the rationale for UMT, but also lauded the program’s “incidental social value” and 

supposedly “wholesome value for many undisciplined young men.”  As he had in April, 

Compton again associated moral and religious education with discipline, control, and the 

formation of character through military training which, he claimed, instilled “a 

fundamental feeling for teamwork.”27  

Greene dismissed the notion that learning obedience to authority in peacetime 

would somehow mold America’s youth into “high idealists or moral giants” or foster 

“character and idealism” as “silly.”  Rather than build up a standing army which could 

then be used “to get into nice, big imperialistic wars,” Greene argued that U.S. national 

security interests would be better served by “develop[ing] good relations with the rest of 

the world.”   He also chastised those who spoke darkly of “people who don’t have our 

moral values,” by which he knew they were “referring only to Russia,” as part of the 

harmful and destructive “Fear Russia” campaign being waged to scared Americans into 

supporting compulsory training.28  By challenging Compton’s equation of military 

service with moral and spiritual education, Greene indirectly pointed to a possible 

conflict of interest in official efforts to promote moral and spiritual education.  Was the 

purpose to differentiate the United States and its allies from its “godless” communist 

adversaries, thereby winning hearts and minds over to the morally superior American 

Way, or to nurture young’s people’s spiritual growth and well-being and let the chips fall 

where they may?  As college students began to ponder these and similar questions about 

                                                 
25 “Compton, Greene Discuss Compulsory Military Training,” The Tech, April 27, 1945, p. 1 
26 “Pres. Compton, Prof. Greene Hold Debate,” The Tech, May 11, 1945, p. 1 
27 Ibid, p. 4 
28 Ibid, p. 4 
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their own moral and spiritual values and their relationship to society, some began to 

wonder if their elders were taking to heart young people’s best interests.   

Everett Moore Baker, head minister of the First Unitarian Church of Cleveland, 

Ohio, one of the nation’s largest and most influential Unitarian congregations, voiced 

strong opposition to UMT.  “What we as Americans ought to do about Universal 

Peacetime Military Training,” he wrote in 1945, “depends upon how we intend to rebuild 

our war-destroyed world.”  Baker disputed claims by those, including Compton, that 

military training was an appropriate means of helping the young develop discipline.  

While it might succeed in force fitting some “into a mold of proper military bearing and 

conduct,” it could just as easily produce the opposite effect after discharge.  “[I]f trainees 

have not learned discipline by the time they are eighteen, the imposed military regimen of 

Army and Navy life will create a revulsion to discipline when the rules of camp are 

relaxed.”  Rather than forced discipline through military training, Baker advocated 

“training in the discipline of cooperative living, where citizens make and abide by their 

own rules.  A year of military training during which every need of the trainee is supplied 

for him by a paternalistic War Department, in a camp where every moment of his day is 

regimented and controlled by no matter how wise a superior officer, is excellent training 

for many kinds of community organization—but not for the kind of free American 

democracy we have long cherished.”  Military training might breed good soldiers, Baker 

argued, “but not good citizens.  That job can only be done by beginning earlier, in 

neighborhoods, homes, and families . . .”  He concluded his argument by refuting the 

claim that UMT would make Americans safer.  “If we should at the present time embark 

upon a post-war plan for universal military training of all our young men, we should be 

clearly stating to the entire world that we have no faith in a world organization for the 

maintenance of peace.  Every nation in the world would look at us and ask: ‘Why does 

the United States now disregard her tradition and plan for such military might.  

Obviously America doesn’t intend to rely on the United Nations Organization and its 

police power.  If America doesn’t, why should we?’”29  

 

                                                 
29 Baker, Everett Moore, “Why Not Universal Training,” First Unitarian Church, Cleveland, Ohio, ca. 
1945, MIT Archives, MC 13, Box 1, Folder 15 
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Students as Human Beings 

The MIT administration’s postwar plans to incorporate “moral and spiritual education” 

into the undergraduate program were unprecedented.  Prior to 1945, the Technology 

Christian Association (TCA), a quasi-official group that helped connect Catholic, 

Protestant, and Jewish students (about one-fourth of the MIT student body in the 1940s 

and 1950s) to their respective campus groups, sponsored public lectures and religious 

education programs to students of all religious beliefs and backgrounds as well as non-

believers.30  MIT undergraduates from all religious backgrounds get connected to campus 

and community groups and organizations affiliated with their religious convictions; 

volunteer in community service projects and settlement houses; and a sometimes 

controversial series of lectures on marriage preparation.31  TCA’s ecumenical approach to 

religion was typified by its sponsorship of a “skeptics’ seminar” co-sponsored with MIT 

Hillel.  The purpose of the group was to provide a forum for students interested in 

discussing religion, whether or not they subscribed to any particular version.  TCA also 

encouraged student involvement in community service projects, including volunteer work 

at a settlement house, and social activities.  Since the MIT administration considered 

moral and spiritual beliefs and values to be matters of private concern, it did not make 

any concerted effort to infuse moral and spiritual values or education into the 

undergraduate program.   

In the aftermath of World War II, however, the administration began to take an 

active interest in the moral, religious, and spiritual lives of undergraduate students.  To 

support this postwar concern, the MIT administration chose a liberal Unitarian minister to 

serve as Dean of Students:  Everett Moore Baker, then head minister at the First Unitarian 

Church of Cleveland, Ohio, one of the denomination’s largest and most influential 

congregations.  Yet before he accepted the offer, sometime in the late summer or early 

                                                 
30 The group’s non-sectarian approach to religion, combined with support for humanistically based 
community service, were in keeping with the spirit of the school’s founder who sympathized with the 
“radical” teachings of his friend, Theodore Parker.  TCA did, however, sponsor religious education 
programs on subjects of interest and concern to specific religious groups. 
31 Prof. F. Alexander Magoun whose informal counseling sessions with students and frank seminars on love 
and marriage relationships eventually caused a conflict with Compton during and immediately after World 
War II.  Left-liberal mathematics professor Norbert Wiener created a national when his letter to The 
Atlantic Monthly titled, “A Scientist Rebels,” was published in January 1947.  In the article he publicly 
declared that he would no longer work on military-related research.  He was invited to speak at the 
skeptics’ seminar on the subject of moral issues in science and engineering education. 
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fall of 1946, Baker wrote to confirm Compton’s commitment to student-centered 

education.  He was prepared to accept the position, he wrote the MIT president, “so long 

as we keep a broad and free interpretation of your phrases, ‘Students as human beings . . . 

their personal development . . . activities . . . ambitions.’  I judge, from our conversation, 

that that is your intention.”  Were he to accept the position at MIT, Baker explained, “I 

would like to feel that somehow my job has to do with the development of self-reliant 

citizens; citizens with a higher sense of individual and social responsibility; citizens 

whose sense of integrity is measured by broad attitudes of community; citizens better 

able to solve the problems of building a free world because they have been students of the 

Institute.”32   Baker confirmed the agreement with Compton in a note to his congregation 

announcing his appointment at MIT.  “I have been asked to become Dean of Students of 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,” Baker wrote in the church newsletter.  “The 

Institute has completed its enormous program of special war research and scientific 

development and now, Dr. Compton, its President, is planning for its future contributions 

to peace  . . .  

 
In addition to the usual administrative responsibilities of a Dean’s office it has to 
do with all phases of the lives of students, not as scientists but as men and 
women, with their difficulties and ambitions, their personal development and 
group activities.  It has to do with whatever will help thoroughly trained scientists 
to be also self-reliant, community-minded citizens of a free world.33 

 

This same October 28, 1946 issue of the church bulletin noted that Baker’s upcoming 

Sunday sermon intriguingly titled, “Our Religion Demands Protest: What is the Modern 

Equivalent of that which Prompted Protestantism?”  The official announcement of 

Baker’s appointment published in The Tech noted that the new dean’s responsibilities 

were expanded to include “advising and counseling with individual students and student 

groups  . . . to promote fine morale, high standards of conduct and the best conditions for 

personal development and educational achievement.”34  The undergraduate student 

leaders who met Baker at a “get acquainted dinner” shortly after his appointment quickly 

                                                 
32 Letter from Everett Moore Baker to Karl T. Compton, 4 October 1946, MIT Archives, AC4, Box 26, 
Folder 12 
33 Baker, Everett Moore, The Cleveland Unitarian, October 26, 1946, p. 1, MIT Archives, MC13, Box 1, 
Folder 13 
34 “Baker New Dean of Students,” The Tech, October 25, 1946, pp. 1; 3 



 

 381

warmed to the new dean and his interest in their ideas for creating “greater harmony 

between the students, faculty, and administration.”  Judging from the tone of the editorial, 

titled, “We are Happy!” school officials were not in the habit of soliciting student input 

on campus issues.  Baker’s responsiveness to their needs, noted the editorial, was “an 

indication that a sincere effort is being made to weld the students, faculty, and 

administration into a unified, organic whole.”35   

At this same dinner, during “a very informal discussion . . . on their problems in 

getting peacetime undergraduate activities organized and operating,” members of the 

administration began to understand why students felt the absence of unity so keenly.  One 

school official described his initial puzzlement that “the undergraduates were not ‘taking 

the ball and running with it’ the way they should on many problems,” but instead 

“appeared to be floundering around without clear-cut plans and without much feeling of 

self-confidence.”  The mystery was solved later in the evening, however, when one of the 

undergraduates, “in an apologetic manner,” “stated that the undergraduates were at quite 

a loss to know how to conduct affairs because there were very few who had ever seen 

undergraduate activities operate during peacetime.  We realized, of course, that this was 

the key to the situation . . .”36  In addition to suggesting that MIT alumni help by sharing 

their experiences with current students, the writer underscored its importance.  “A 

tremendous amount of work is being done to perfect the educational focus of the 

Institute,” he wrote, “but if the morale of the student body is not right, all the laboratories 

and classrooms in the world [will] be useless, and with several thousand returned G.I.s, 

the maintenance of this morale may be a real problem.”37  Upon taking up his duties, 

Baker found an institution more attuned to material than social or spiritual concerns.  

Wartime disruptions to the academic calendar, accelerated graduations, academic careers 

interrupted or terminated for military service, and the all-encompassing nature of the war 

itself led to the suspension of “normal” academic and extracurricular activity.  When 

hostilities ceased, the students who returned to campus, many of them war veterans, did 

not know how to reboot the rhythms of campus life.  Nor could they turn to 

                                                 
35 We are Happy!” The Tech, December 13, 1946, p. 2.  “We are Happy!” is the first part of a traditional 
MIT cheer that concludes, “—Tech is Hell!” 
36 Letter from the dinner’s organizer to Marshall B. Dalton, 3 December 1946, MIT Archives, AC4 
37 Ibid 
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upperclassmen for help, since none of them had experienced college life during 

peacetime, either.   

Other long-term structural factors were also responsible for lowering 

undergraduate “morale” long before Baker’s appointment.  The Institute’s rigorous 

academic program left students precious little time to participate in campus groups that 

promoted their psychological, spiritual, and/or moral growth and development.  “To 

date,” Baker wrote in his first report to the Lewis Committee, “I believe that a larger 

percentage of the undergraduate body here than at other colleges are lonely individualists 

who find greater than average difficulty in making normal adjustments to the social 

community of which they are a part.  If our purpose is to train top-rank engineers who are 

also top-flight citizens, then we must provide here situations in which and by which our 

undergraduates learn the art of living.  This seems to be our present practice but there is 

little recognition of its importance in relation to our total educational pattern.” 38  

Undergraduate dissatisfaction with the lack of attention received from the faculty or the 

administration, the anonymity of large lecture courses, the school’s impersonal 

bureaucracy fostered alienation and anomie on postwar college campuses nationwide.39  

In addition to the psychological and social suffering it caused, the apathy and general 

lack of enthusiasm inhibited curiosity, freedom of thought, and creativity.  Lonely, 

isolated individuals lacked the curiosity, energy, motivation, and interest to think or act 

creatively or question the postwar consensus.  “One important difficulty with regard to 

student attitudes,” Baker reportedly told the Committee, “appears to be that the living 

pattern at MIT does not cause the student to feel a part of an organization to which he 

owes loyalty.  Dean Baker stated that several steps are being taken to improve this 

situation, by arranging meetings between members of the staff and groups of students.”  

Baker also suggested instituting monthly assemblies of the freshman class to boost 

morale, along with forming an “Engineer Corps” that would work for “the physical 

                                                 
38 “Memorandum on Student Life—An Opinion of Everett Moore Baker,” 26 January, 1947, MIT 
Archives, AC4 
39 Members of the Harvard student council formed two study groups to point out the problems and suggest 
solutions.  See Harvard Education 1948: The students’ view (Cambridge, MA: The Harvard Student 
Council, 1949).   
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betterment of the environment for students” by assisting in small reconstruction and 

renovation projects on campus.40   

 

 

Condemned to Nobility 

Born in 1901, Everett Moore Baker grew up in New England, the son of a successful 

investment banker.  After graduating from Phillips Exeter Academy, Dartmouth College, 

and Harvard Divinity School, he began his ministry in the Unitarian church as assistant 

pastor at Boston’s Mt. Vernon Church.41  During the 1930s and 1940s, Baker held 

leadership positions in several churches, state and national religious organizations, and 

served on the board of directors of the American Unitarian Association (AUA).  Through 

these years, Baker expressed views on a wide range of social and political issues—

including civil rights, women’s rights, cultural and religious pluralism, and freedom of 

thought and dissent—that aligned him with the progressive wing of the church.42  He also 

condemned red-baiting tactics and the misuse of congressional power to weaken free 

speech, thought, and political dissent in the name of anti-communism.  In March 1940, 

for example, he joined other educators, writers, and clergymen in denouncing Rep. 

Martin Dies (D-Texas), chairman of the House Un-American Activities Committee, “for 

invading civil rights in its investigation of Communist activities in the United States.” 43 

According to the New York Times, Baker and his group telegrammed Dies to “demand 

discontinuance of contempt proceedings against Communist leaders who refused to 

comply with [his committee’s] demands” and censured its members for their “invasion of 

civil rights guaranteed under the Constitution and the Bill of Rights” and for fomenting 

                                                 
40 Memo from John R. Loofbourow to CES, 17 June 1947, MIT Archives, AC 124, Box 3, Vol. 2  
41 While living in nearby Wellesley, Massachusetts, Baker developed a friendship with one of his 
neighbors, James R. Killian, the future president of MIT. 
42 Like other left-liberals in the 1930s, for example, Baker accentuated the positive in discussing the Soviet 
Union.  In a March 1932 radio address to the Rhode Island Parent-Teacher’s Association, delivered shortly 
after returning from a trip to the Soviet Union, Baker took special pains to correct what he considered false 
or misleading stereotypes about the Soviet Union that damaged its relationship with the United States and 
other nations.  See Baker, Everett Moore, “Children of Soviet Russia,” RADIO ADDRESS, Delivered for 
the Rhode Island Parent-Teacher Association over STATION W.E.A.N., March 8, 1932, MIT Archives, 
MC13, Box 2, Folder 13 
43 “Educators, Writers, and Clergymen Join in Condemning Dies: Committee Said to Have Invaded Civil 
Rights,” Corpus Christi Times, April 8, 1940, p. 11 
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“an atmosphere of hysteria.”44  Indeed, Baker was one of a small and dwindling group of 

liberal religious leaders who championed the free speech rights of communists before, 

during, and after World War II.45  In April 1941, for example, Baker gave a sermon titled, 

“We are Condemned to Some Nobility,” before a gathering in New York City’s All Souls 

Unitarian Church. “Democracy cannot endure,’ he told the gathering, “‘without a free 

opportunity for a continuous search for the truth.’”  For that to occur, individuals had to 

maintain a “constant awareness of the relationship of the individual to the surviving 

values of the American democracy” and of the importance of “liberal religion, with its 

tradition of free inquiry” in preserving democratic institutions.46  Baker repeated the same 

message in sermons and public addresses throughout the 1940s.  Between 1942 and 1946, 

while serving as head minister of the First Unitarian Church of Cleveland, he warned 

about the increasing regimentation and militarization in American life, and the creeping 

callousness stealthily corrupting the nation’s soul.  “[W]e in more than one great city of 

America sell our war bonds to the tune of “Bomb Tokio,” Baker reflected in an address 

delivered in Boston on May 26, 1943.  “That is probably the only way we can win and 

cut out the cancer that brought this war into the world.  I don’t know.  But it is wise for us 

to measure our own attitudes to know how callous we have become in recent months.  

The attitudes of adults soon become the attitudes of children.”   

 
I see no possibility of continuing for very long a process of education which 
holds high in the value scale the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount, while in 
the world outside our churches we cry for vengeance and fail to recognize in our 
own conduct the same evil we despise in the methods and manners of our 
enemies.  I have no pat answer.  We are at war.  War is evil.  War too often 
demands and secures from the combatant whose humanitarian ideals are high, the 
same low standards of deceit, duplicity, compromise, hatred, and cruelty that are 
recognized in the patterns of the enemy.47 
 

 

                                                 
44 Ibid, p. 11 
45 By the spring of 1940, prominent Unitarian clergy including John Haynes Holmes and Granville Hicks 
had issued mea culpas for their leftist ways.   
46 “Search for Truth Vital: Dr. Baker Asserts Democracy is Dependent on Free Inquiry,” New York Times, 
April 8, 1941, p.  20 
47 Baker, Everett Moore, “War’s Children—Tomorrow’s Fate,” May 26, 1943, MIT Archives, MC 13,Box 
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Even as he condemned Hitler and the Nazis, Baker pressed his countrymen to confront 

their own failings before lecturing other nations about injustice.  In a November 1943 

article condemning the Japanese relocation camps, Baker also called upon Americans to 

welcome their “fellow citizens of Japanese ancestry” into their own homes and 

communities.  Indeed, Baker’s church played a leading role in mobilizing the citizens of 

Cleveland to undertake such an initiative.48   

Like other left-liberal religious leaders, Baker was outspoken in his condemnation 

of racial, religious, and ethnic prejudice in the United States.  Not only was it a moral 

offense against the members of minority groups, but prejudice posed an existential threat 

to human survival by preventing the social and moral progress needed for human beings 

to live with their destructive powers in a  rapidly shrinking world.  Baker built much of 

his hope for postwar peace on the power of education and freedom of thought and 

imagination to create new social relations with greater survival value.  In a 1944 speech, 

for example, he spoke in favor of a world organization that would help prevent the 

outbreak of another global conflict.  Individuals in cooperative groups would push 

positive social currents past the tipping point and support change over the status quo.  

Citing educational philosopher John Dewey’s How We Think (1910), “a staple in the diet 

of progressive teacher training colleges” according to one author, Baker stressed the 

critical role that freedom of thought and imagination played in humanity’s progressive 

moral and social evolution.49  Like Dewey, Baker argued that the free and unrestricted 

right to thinking and imagination were critical to securing humanity’s future:  “Men must 

at least have enough interest in thinking for the sake of thinking to escape the limits of 

routine and custom,” Dewey had written.  “Interest in knowledge for the sake of 

knowledge, in thinking for the sake of the free play of thought, is necessary then to the 

emancipation of practical life to make it rich and progressive.”50  It was through the “free 

play of thought” that individuals and societies developed the new ideas and institutions 

needed to ensure humanity’s long-term survival.  The “whole man” was one whose inner 

contentment and peace of mind gave him the freedom to participate in, and even lead, the 

                                                 
48 Ibid 
49 Ryan, Alan, John Dewey and the High Tide of American Liberalism (New York:  W.W. Norton & Co., 
1997), p. 73 
50 Dewey, John, How We Think (New York: D.C. Heath and Company, 1910), p. 139 
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steady evolution of social progress. This was also Dewey’s hope for progressive 

education:  to promote individual as well as social progress and adaptation to changing 

needs and circumstances through education.    

 

 

Free Speech and Free Men 

Baker’s commitment to free thought, the cornerstone of Dewey’s humanistic philosophy 

of education, was also tested at MIT, where he concentrated on building a campus 

community founded on free and independent thought and expression.51  Free speech and 

thought were essential to creating a humanistic educational environment for MIT 

undergraduates, and helping students learn to become socially and morally mature and 

responsible citizens.  In one of his first memos to the Lewis Committee, for example, 

Baker proposed the establishment of a “student forum” modeled after the Oxford Union 

that would give students an opportunity to discuss and debate current political issues.  

Properly organized and directed, he wrote, such a forum “might equal two or more full 

courses in the Humanities in promoting responsible citizenship.”52  In February 1947, less 

than a month after making this recommendation, Baker attended and spoke at the “first 

active meeting” of MIT’s new Society of Liberal Arts, a group that he encouraged 

students to organize.  “In reflecting on the activities the Society could sponsor,” The Tech 

reported, Baker “stressed the need of individual creative expression at the Institute in lieu 

of the high emphasis already placed on the sciences.  Foreseeing little possibility of an 

expanded humanities program, he advocated those extracurricular activities which would 

aid the student most in some form of artistic expression.  Baker cited the proposed journal 

of the Society as one of its functions most adapted to this need, and offered whatever aid 

                                                 
51 In the winter and spring of 1947, for example, soon after becoming Dean of Students at MIT, Baker 
became embroiled in what later became known as the “Christian Register Crisis.”  Angry over what they 
perceived to be a strongly leftist, pro-Soviet bias in the articles, authors, and editorials published, some 
leaders in the church’s national organization charged the Century’s indisputably leftist editor, Stephen 
Frichtman, with spewing Soviet propaganda, and sought to have him removed—first for using the church’s 
national denominational magazine as a platform/conduit for propaganda, and then for insubordination when 
he refused to comply with a new editorial policy that required him to submit editorial content to a church 
advisory board prior to publication.  Throughout the crisis, Baker defended the magazine’s embattled 
editor, and freedom of thought within the Unitarian church.  
52 Ibid 
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he could, as Dean, to help the Society.”53  Among other activities, Society members 

intended to sponsor informal seminars on philosophy and a literary magazine to showcase 

short fiction and poetry composed by MIT students.54    

Ideally, college fraternities could serve as a democratic moral community in 

which students could learn and practice the virtues of self-government.  At a December 

1947 dinner celebrating the centennial anniversary of Delta Kappa Epsilon (DKE), the 

fraternity to which Baker belonged as a Dartmouth undergraduate, he described the 

purpose of fraternity life as fostering the moral and civic virtues required for the exercise 

of democratic citizenship.  “The opportunity that is afforded to all of us, who share and 

have shared in it, is to argue and debate questions of vital concern.”55  At their best, 

college fraternities should be a place for students to learn cooperative living—a place for 

“the sharing of ideals,” the “resolving of our differences through the interchange of 

opinion and the eventual understanding of each other,” and learning to make “the 

sacrifices that are essential for cooperative living.”56  Those same ideals and skills would 

be required to create a socially just and peaceful world order.  “This is one of the most 

important parts of the education that is essential for the maintenance of the peace and 

justice of the world,” Baker asserted.  To perform this function, however, fraternities had 

to encourage open debate and disagreement on controversial issues.  “If our fraternities 

contribute to this education they will remain strong and vital forces in the colleges and 

universities of our continent,” Baker pronounced.  “If they don’t, they will die.”57  At the 

national level, Baker denounced the discrimination clauses in fraternity charters and 

helped lead efforts to break down racial, religious, ethnic, and cultural divisions and 

foster greater understanding and appreciation of diversity and difference among college 

students worldwide.  Baker also believed in expanding opportunities of international 

dialogue, and especially for American and foreign college students to meet and get to 

know each other, as the best way to promote world peace and understanding.  Despite 

                                                 
53 “Dean E. M. Baker Addresses Liberal Arts Organization: Creative Expression of Science Emphasis 
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54 The Tech later over the project and published a “literary supplement” in April 1951.    
55 Baker, Everett Moore, “Address at the One Hundredth Anniversary of the Delta Kappa Epsilon 
Fraternity, New York City, December 29, 1947,” in Everett Moore Baker: 1901-1950 (New York: Privately 
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majority support for UMT among MIT students, and especially among fraternity 

members, Baker strongly objected to its premises.  He opened his remarks at the DKE 

anniversary dinner by challenging a recent claim made by the fraternity’s national 

secretary that “the only way” to preserve world peace was through the “maintenance of a 

strong military organization.”58  “I do not believe it is ‘the only way,’ Baker insisted.  “It 

is the way we have tried for thousands of years, but in that way, so far, we have never 

succeeded.”59  

The connection between religion and politics was also on the minds of MIT 

students, especially those who attended the Conference of the Christian Student 

Movement held at MIT in March 1947, where some 100 delegates voted “almost 

unanimously” that Christians had a moral obligation to participate in politics, although 

they should not claim to represent the religion or portray their views as “the only tenable 

ones for Christians.”60  Speakers at the conference discussed the virtue of strikes in 

support organized labor, denounced the leader of a local civic group for “opposing [the] 

candidacy of Negroes for city elections,” and participated in “an open discussion centered 

around the subject, ‘What students can do on the campus in social and political action.’” 

Another spoke on the topic, “‘A Layman’s Political Action’ . . . [and] stated that today 

we should measure all of our actions by the standard, ‘Will this promote world peace?’”  

To be a “good” and conscientious Unitarian, she told the group, one “must be a liberal in 

politics as well as in religion.’”61  Those were assertions with which Baker would have 

seemed comfortable.  In “his first address before any group at Technology,” he defined 

the value of a “liberal education” not in terms of the amount or type of knowledge 

learned, but in enlarging one’s capacity to serve and treat others kindly.  By that standard, 

he argued, the lowliest member of the working class, lacking in formal schooling, was 

more liberally educated than “a wealthy and prominent wealthy and prominent Cleveland 

industrialist,” he knew, “with a degree from a well-known college, who one time while in 
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60 Kreek, Louis F., “Students debate Christian aims,” The Tech, March 28, 1947, pp. 1; 3 
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a hospital, the nurses and even the maid refused to enter his room because of his 

grouchiness.”62    

Simply increasing the number of required humanities credits from ten to twelve, 

as some advocated, would not be enough “to equip our undergraduate students with 

habits and attitudes, knowledge and wisdom that technical professional studies cannot.  I 

would suggest that the problem of education in our American colleges and universities is 

far beyond any answers to be found in the curriculum . . . Merely to be told or to read in a 

book that ‘the quality of mercy is not strained’ or that ‘it is a more dexterous error to 

speak ill of a good man’ is not enough.  Learning requires practice.”63  There were early 

indicators that students under Baker’s tutelage were making an effort.  Baker’s efforts to 

encourage student participation in extracurricular activities and community service 

projects seemed to be working.  His prediction “that students are sufficiently interested in 

certain humanities subjects to attend extra-curricular lectures in such subjects,” was also 

borne out by the beyond capacity crowds that gathered at MIT’s largest lecture halls for 

talks by physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer, poet Robert Frost, and U.S. Undersecretary of 

State William L. Clayton.64  As an indicator of student interest in humanistic subjects, 

The Tech noted that more than 2,000 students showed up for the latter lecture, and some 

had to be turned away for lack of space.  At the time Clayton’s appearance was first 

announced, editors of The Tech urged Baker and the school’s dean of humanities, Robert 

Caldwell, to hold the speech in the armory so that more students could attend.  While 

Baker “heartily agreed with the proposal,” noted the editorial, “Dean Caldwell objected 

that (1) the speech was principally for humanities students, and (2) that the subject was 

for such students, and, he felt, not enough students would attend to warrant use of the 

armory.”  The Tech rejected Caldwell’s “two cultures” paradigm, noting in a post-event 

editorial that “the lecture was packed, not just by Humanities students, but by everyone.”  

Other indicators—the sprouting of new liberal arts and debating societies, the revival of 

Tech Show from its wartime suspension, and the organization by students of the Lecture 

Series Committee to sponsor lectures on humanistic topics—pointed to a large pent-up 
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demand.  Students were also welcoming opportunities to think critically about and 

explore the moral and spiritual dimensions of contemporary problems at the intersection 

of science, technology, and society.65  Moreover, the administration had plans in the 

works to implement more of the Lewis Committee’s recommendations for educating the 

“whole man”—by enhancing the extracurricular activity program, creating a residential 

campus, and improving student-faculty relations.  MIT seemed to have a solid foundation 

on which to continue its campaign to humanize undergraduate education.  The spirit of 

reform seemed to be taking root.66   

Baker was encouraged in his efforts to help students learn the “art of living” in a 

cooperative campus community by humanistic psychologists such as Rollo May, Viktor 

Frankl, and Erich Fromm.  Their writings emphasized the importance of free and creative 

thought to “individuation”—“the process by which individual beings are formed and 

differentiated,” according to Carl G. Jung, “in particular, it is the development of the 

psychological individual as a being distinct from the general, collective psychology.”67  

Individuation was also a developmental phase through which individuals had to pass to 

live morally and socially responsible lives in the broader community.68  “Such wisdom is 

not taught,” Baker explained in a 1949 report on student needs to the Committee on 

Financial Development.  “It is learned from the situation in which the student lives, his 

environment—his dining hall, his dormitory, his extra-curricular activity, his playing 

field, gymnasium and locker room, his fraternity, his participation in his community and 

its government; his government.”69  A humanistic learning environment provided 

experiential opportunities for students learn how to form purposeful communities and 

conduct their own affairs.  “What doth it profit a man if he gain great knowledge of 

science or engineering but never acquire [sic] the wisdom that will make it possible for 

him to live cooperatively in community with his fellow citizens in a free democratic 
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society which requires initiative and a higher degree of individual and social 

responsibility than the world has yet witnessed.”70 

To create the conditions for a more peaceful, just, and egalitarian world order, the 

United States had to admit its faults and failures, encourage its citizens to freely discuss 

and debate them, and educate its people to appreciate the differences and similarities of 

people in other nations.  Baker believed that American college students could help lead 

the effort.  In addition to supporting the efforts of MIT students to establish a campus 

chapter of the National Student Association (NSA) in the late 1940s and early 1950s 

(long before the organization accepted funding from the Central Intelligence Agency), 

Baker also encouraged the NSA to take on a more global mission.  He was an early 

proponent of international student exchange programs a form of “people-to-people” 

diplomacy, and a chairman of the International Student Service (ISS).  In the last year of 

his life, he served as chairman of the group’s annual conferences held in Aurora, New 

York (1949) and Bombay, India (1950).  Students from both the United States and around 

the world who attended these conferences praised Baker’s ability to help students work 

through and bridge their differences to achieve a better understanding of each other.71  

Baker was returning home from Bombay in September 1950 when his plane crashed, 

killing everyone aboard.  Students who worked with and knew him best later described 

him as a “resolute protagonist for students,” and counted their friendship among the 

highlights of their college careers.72  As Dean of Students at MIT, Baker encouraged 

students to channel their creativity and convictions toward social and moral problems and 

to embrace difference, diversity, and social change.  He envisioned creativity as a moral 
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force to meet the challenges of an increasingly diverse world.  His efforts to humanize 

undergraduate education by involving students in extracurricular activities and service 

appealed to their desire for meaning and value in their academic and professional careers.     

By all accounts a reserved and unassuming man, Baker’s personal charm and 

student-centered policies and practices endeared him to many in the MIT community.  

Long-time friends and admirers sought to memorialize Baker’s accomplishments and 

character through a privately published tribute to their friend that included eulogies, 

selections from Baker’s speeches, sermons, and other writings.  Among the leading 

organizers of the tribute was Corliss Lamont, a supporter of “radical” proponent of causes 

such as civil rights, organized labor, freedom of speech and dissent, and frequent target of 

congressional committees on Un-American affairs.  Lamont wrote the introduction that 

situated Baker’s life and work in the context of progressive reform.  The two men had 

apparently developed a close friendship based on their shared values, ideals, and political 

views.   Baker remained on the short list of “warm friends” whom Lamont acknowledged 

in his 1988 memoir, A Lifetime of Dissent.  Along with “Rev. Stephen H. Frichtman, for 

many years the crusading pastor of the First Unitarian Church of Los Angeles,” Lamont 

praised “Rev. Everett Moore Baker, Dean of Students at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology” for being an “inspiring advocate of international peace and 

understanding.”73  That Lamont continued to honor Baker’s life and work 38 years after 

the latter’s death, and considered him a personal friend, and friend to progressive reform, 

suggests that the sentiment must have been genuine.   

More important than the good opinion of outsiders was what MIT students 

thought about Baker.  Many of them wrote letters of condolence to his widow that 

described his influence in their lives and education, and expressed their deep sense of loss 

at his death.  “In the year I was at school I don’t remember any events with more 

nostalgia than I do those meetings at your home or after school hours in the Dean’s office 

talking about everything or anything,” wrote Jim Berman.  “He was more than a teacher 

to all of us, he was a real friend in spite of the difference in age and the prospect of not 

seeing him again is a bleak one.”74  Another wrote, “I loved and respected him as much 
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as any man I have ever known.  The thought of returning to an MIT without Dean Baker 

is impossible to comprehend.  And I know thousands of fellows like me feel the same 

way today.  He has done so much for everyone with whom he’s come in contact.”75  A 

student who first met and worked with Baker at the ISA conference in Bombay described 

him as “the type of man I was proud was an American.  Not only the American 

delegation,” she wrote, “but also the members of the other delegations shared my love 

and respect for him.  He was indeed an inspiration to all of us, and a person to whom we 

turned for advice.” 76  Others expressed similar sentiments, and credited any success MIT 

had achieved in humanistic education to his leadership and influence.  One writer 

described him as “one of those rare men who live life whole and live it practically . . . A 

generous portion of the spirit of the new MIT is of his building.”77  If there was ever a 

conflict between the letter and spirit of the law, Baker chose the latter.  “He never 

hesitated to break a rule when the rule appeared to be in conflict with the welfare of a 

person,” noted an obituary in Technology Review.  “In fact, he was scornful of most rules 

because he felt that ideals of personal and community responsibility could always be 

more effective than rules.”78 

Baker’s performance as dean of students would be a tough act to follow.  “It is not 

an overstatement,” wrote Horace S. Ford, MIT Treasurer, to say that Everett—in his short 

time here—brought a greater magic and stimulus to all efforts to improve students’ 

recreational, social, athletic, and living situations than all of the rest of us put together.”79  

The outpouring of love, respect, and admiration contained in these letters strongly 

suggests that Baker had begun moving MIT in a positive direction.   Together with all the 

other letters, Ford’s was one more testament to Baker’s positive effects on the campus 

culture.  On the other hand, Ford’s comment can also be read as an indictment of the 

administration’s lack of commitment—failure even—to devote the attention to educating 

“whole men” that it committed itself to doing.  However effective, Baker was a single 

individual.  The suggestion that his efforts equaled or exceeded that of “the rest of us put 

together” raises doubts about the administration’s ability to sustain the work he started. 
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Following Baker’s death, the MIT administration reaffirmed the basic humanistic 

principles and philosophy reflected in Baker’s relationship with students.  “We are 

thoroughly in sympathy with all that Dean Baker stands for and with the philosophy of 

his program with and for students,” noted an undated memo from the MIT President’s 

office, “and we will consider it the job of the new Dean to further his general aims.”  

While Baker had made significant headway in humanizing the undergraduate program as 

outlined by the Lewis Committee, and earning the trust of students, it remained to be seen 

whether his successor—and the administration—could keep the momentum going.  “The 

relationship of the undergraduates to the other parts of the Institute has left much to be 

desired.  A part of this difficulty is definitely due to shortcomings on the part of the 

faculty, but an even larger part is due to student attitudes which are more or less 

traditional and which have become inappropriate and out-of-date.”80  While difficult to 

decipher the meaning of this cryptic last sentence, it most likely referred to undergraduate 

traditions such as the fraternity hazing and violent intramural rituals such as “Field Day,” 

all of which reflected poorly on the members of the “Technology Family.”  It was 

particularly important for the administration to keep strengthening the affective ties that 

bound students together and created a sense of community life and shared commitment to 

a set of common values.  “The new Dean should continue to seek to remove the causes of 

those attitudes among students which are reflected in the statements of students that, 

‘Tech is a factory’ and that it is cold and unfriendly,” Killian wrote in a confidential 

memo to Dana L. Farnsworth, MIT’s chief psychiatrist and acting dean of students.  “We 

should continue the steady drive we are making throughout the Institute to develop a 

sense of belonging and loyalty on the part of the students and a sense of community 

responsibility.  These are some of the goals that Dean Baker had set for himself and that 

were suggested to him when he came here.  I hope that we can find a man who can be as 

successful as he in progressing toward them.”81  Among the initiatives already underway 

was a plan to develop a comprehensive a moral and spiritual education program and a 

structure—including the building of a campus chapel and auditorium, and the 

appointment of a chaplain and/or auditorium director, to guide and support it.     
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Structuring the Spirit 

The term used to describe the project in the initial planning stages, i.e. as a “chapel-

auditorium” or “auditorium-chapel,” reflected some of the conflicts within the 

administration over its design, emphasis, and implementation.  The chapel-auditorium 

was a hybrid blend of competing approaches to moral and spiritual education—one 

private and singular, the other public and communal; the first, oriented around private, 

inward experience and contemplation; the second, focused on the shared, collective 

experience of a public gathering.  There were differences of opinion within the 

administration about which to emphasize—a sacred or secular conception of the 

“spiritual” in undergraduate education.  These and related debates revealed contrasting 

views about the place and purpose of philosophy and “values” in the undergraduate 

classroom and extracurricular activities, and the policies and procedures for their 

implementation.  Embedded within debates about the design, size, aesthetics, and uses of 

the chapel-auditorium were both conflicting assumptions and ambivalence about the 

definition and purpose of “moral” and “spiritual” education on the cold war campus.   

During his tenure as Dean of Students, students, staff, [and faculty] approached 

Baker to express their desire for a campus chapel.  There were other postwar indications 

of interest in having the Institute play a more active role in supporting moral/spiritual 

development in the campus community.  Somewhere in 1947-1948, for example, Robert 

G. Caldwell, chair of the Department of the Humanities, circulated a “petition” among 

MIT faculty members assessing their interest in adding courses on religion to the 

department’s offerings.  Faculty members were asked to for their views of the place of 

religious/moral education at MIT.  To a greater or lesser degree, each of the statements 

was phrased in a manner which suggested that religious education was being neglected at 

MIT or in American society, and that MIT should provide its students more opportunities 

for personal development in this area.  At the same time, the petition did not explicitly 

distinguish between religious education intended to impart knowledge about religion, and 

that designed to promote religious belief, faith, spirituality, and moral values.  In any 

case, faculty opinion was not clear or decisive enough to decide the question of a chapel.  

Baker reported back to Compton that not enough petitions were returned “to be able to 

measure the general opinion of our Faculty, students, and staff”; instead of creating new 
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space, existing space could be set aside for religious groups to hold their meetings.  

Nearly two years later, however, he became convinced that “a chapel auditorium seating 

1000-1200 persons,” in addition to dormitories and a new gymnasium, was one of the 

facilities MIT needed most to “enhance and enrich the extracurricular life of our 

students.”82  The lack of adequate space to hold religious services on campus, and/or 

retreat from “the rush of the day’s occupation for quiet meditation” required remediation.  

“MIT’s laboratories and lecture halls, and now its Library, stand as great symbols of 

man’s search for truth in the realm of the material, the physical, and the cultural—the 

lack of a chapel and the facilities it would afford to the enrichment of the spiritual life of 

our students and Faculty is immediately evident within and without the community.”83   

Less than four months later, in April 1950, the MIT administration submitted a 

formal grant application to the Kresge Foundation—the philanthropic trust established by 

S.G. Kresge, founder of the giant department store chain—seeking funding for a formal 

program in the “Development of Citizenship and Christian Character.”  In the 

accompanying cover letter, Compton described the proposed program as one “which we 

consider to be a vital part of our responsibility in the education of young men and 

women, and which we understand to be in your field of interest.”  MIT’s interest in 

establishing a program of moral and spiritual education, Compton explained, grew from 

concern that the “the practical triumphs of science and technology in our lifetime have 

had the secondary effect of creating problems which may outweigh the benefits unless 

they can be handled constructively.”  Among those problems were the demands for 

increased “standards of living and the military aspects of national security” that could 

“only be maintained by continued technological progress.  If this progress should falter, 

the entire national economy which is geared to it would soon suffer seriously.  This is the 

material side of the problem.”  Yet there was also a “non-material” side of the equation 

that yielded “spiritual problems.”  For example, rapid progress in communications and 

transportation brought people closer together, but also led to the “intermingling of 

conflicting ideologies.”  Excitement and interest in the latest science and engineering 
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MIT Archives, AC 4, Box 13, Folder 5  
83 Karl T. Compton, “Application to the Kresge Foundation from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
in support of a program in Development of Citizenship and Christian Character,” MIT Archives, AC 4, Box 
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breakthroughs “in the physical world” had an unfortunate “tendency to eclipse those 

interests of a spiritual character which are so basic to human happiness in the individual 

or the group.”  Compton dismissed “those defeatists” who proposed slowing scientific 

progress, but acknowledged “that the spiritual side of the problem is becoming ever more 

urgent and that it must be approached from many angles. 

 
One of these angles is from the vantage point of the technologists themselves,—
the scientist, the architect, and the engineer.  A frequent complaint, not entirely 
without foundation, is that the scientist has failed to take his appropriate share of 
responsibility for solving the social problems which have evolved in the wake of 
his successes.84   

 

“Immediately after the close of the war,” Compton wrote, the MIT administration had 

committed itself to humanizing the undergraduate educational experience by: providing 

greater “incentives and facilities for the cultural development” of MIT students and 

creating a “better environment for development of character and citizenship primarily 

through the contacts and activities in student life of an extracurricular nature.” The goal 

was to humanize “the technologists themselves,” by developing “their own awareness of 

the problems and of a capacity and concern for their solution.  This, in turn, calls for a 

program of education and indoctrination in the responsibilities of citizenship and in those 

qualities of character and ideals which are basic to a good society, and to which the 

principles of Christ give, in turn, the individual basis.”85 

In the proposal, Compton envisioned the establishment of a new “Kresge School 

of Human Relations” at MIT whose purpose would be to “enrich the existing program of 

technological education by increased emphasis on humanities, social sciences, character 

building activities, and religion.  The objectives would be to promote the more effective 

development of Christian character and high ideals of good citizenship in a group whose 

education emphasizes both technological proficiency and social awareness.  The methods 

would be through the provision of staff, facilities and activities chosen strategically to 

achieve these educational objectives.”  As another sign of MIT’s commitment to establishing 

such a program, Compton noted, a “three-year critical study of the Institute’s objectives 

policies, and procedures” (the Lewis Committee study) had “strongly recommended” 
                                                 
84 Ibid   
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establishing a separate “School of Human Relations” to include the humanities and social 

sciences.86  Funds from the Kresge Foundation, he continued, would make it possible for 

MIT to create “several distinguished professorships in such fields as Psychology, 

Philosophy, Ethics and Morals, International Relations, Labor Relations, Fine Arts.”  It 

would enable the TCA to place “greater emphasis on the religious side” of its program.  

With the foundation’s support, MIT could also appoint a Chaplain or Dean of Religion 

and construct an Auditorium-Chapel whose functions would be to “promote the stated 

objectives.”  While the application requested $4 million to fund MIT’s newly developing 

moral/spiritual program, a more modest sum would enable the Institute, on a smaller 

scale, to establish “a Kresge Fund for Development of Citizenship and Christian 

Character.”87 

Compton recognized and promoted the broader symbolic value of establishing the 

proposed moral/spiritual program specifically at MIT. Early in the Kresge application, he 

cited MIT’s leadership in educational innovation in science, engineering, and the 

humanities.  “It was perhaps the first to set aside a place in the curriculum for ‘general 

studies’ of non-professional and broadening character,—now grouped and administered 

in the Division of Humanities.  These pioneering developments in technological 

education have quickly spread to influence the programs in scientific and engineering 

education elsewhere, literally throughout the world.  Any educational move by MIT 

therefore exerts considerable leverage.”  Establishing a first-rate program in the 

“development of citizenship and Christian education” would also have a ripple effect 

throughout U.S. higher education and around the world.  It could also help boost the 

morale of the American people on the eve of the Korean War.  “I feel sure that a grant of 

this character, made to MIT for this purpose, would have several striking results in 

addition to its direct effect on MIT students,” Compton argued.  “The public would be 

impressed and heartened to realize that an institution known internationally for its 

technological preeminence is deeply concerned also with spiritual values.  As has 

happened very often in the past when MIT has demonstrated the success of some 

pioneering development in the field of education, other professional schools would have 
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an increased incentive to add or to strengthen their own programs in this field.”88  The 

interest of MIT’s top leadership in developing an innovative program of moral and 

religious education would likely attract national attention and cause some other schools to 

follow suit.   

 In the Kresge application, Compton drew upon his experience working with 

Everett Moore Baker as a model for how the relationship between education in moral and 

spiritual values and science and engineering could be worked out.  “The particular 

challenge which was put to him, when the position was first discussed with him, was to 

develop a program and an attitude at MIT which would supplement the natural interest of 

our students in materialistic things by an increasing attention to environment and 

activities which would develop civic responsibility and moral character.” 89  Compton’s 

wording is revealing and instructive.  First, the statement reveals an implied division 

between two worlds—the “material” and “non-material”—which immediately draws a 

boundary between the two that cannot be breached.  Secondly, he refers to students’ 

interest in “materialistic things” as “natural,” i.e. what one would expect of a student 

drawn to study science and engineering at a specialized school such as MIT, and 

changing the educational atmosphere surrounding these students by placing more 

emphasis on “environment and activities which would develop civic and moral 

responsibility.”  Yet Compton did not anticipate the possibility that exposure to a more 

humanistic “environment” could actually alter the “natural interest” of MIT 

undergraduates.  If interests did change, did that, in the context of MIT, imply that the 

student’s interests were no longer “natural”?  If such were the case, some in the MIT 

administration might think twice about the amount of humanistic moral/spiritual 

education students could be “safely” exposed to, and how much might yield undesirable 

and “unnatural” consequences. 

Long before construction of the chapel and auditorium even began, the Institute 

would need to begin planning the best and most efficient use of these new humanistic 

spaces and where they fit in MIT’s overall plans to educate whole men.  As a keystone of 

its commitment to educating the “whole man,” the MIT administration hoped to center its 
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moral and spiritual program on a yet-to-be-built “chapel-auditorium.”  While it was 

expected that most of the money requested in MIT’s grant application to the Kresge 

Foundation would go to expanding and enhancing the quality of pre-existing services, 

schools, and activities, the single-largest amount of the request was for the construction 

of an “Auditorium-Chapel” on the MIT campus.  At the time of the request, the 

application noted, MIT lacked the physical infrastructure to support an expanded program 

of moral/spiritual development.  Compton described such a facility as “essential if the full 

effectiveness of the extra-curricular program . . . is to be achieved.  The present complete 

absence of anything remotely resembling a chapel is a lack which has been frequently 

and unfavorably noted, and the desirability of such a facility is emphasized by the 

continued requests by student religious groups for meeting places. . . . To meet this need 

the plans call for a small, but dignified chapel, seating approximately one hundred and 

located adjacent to the larger auditorium which, though less distinctively religious in 

atmosphere, could be used for larger religious gatherings.”  The addition of these 

facilities could play an important role in “creating a more stimulating religious 

atmosphere at the Institute,” Compton wrote.  Among the additional moral/spiritual 

programs that were discussed in conjunction with the Auditorium-Chapel was “the 

possibility of actually providing a regular, daily, religious service for the optional 

attendance of any students or other members of the MIT community who might wish to 

do so.  Such services have rather generally superseded the ‘required chapel’ which used 

to be a feature of so many college programs.   From my observation, they have been 

greater assets in character building and in the personal lives of students than might at first 

be judged by the numbers attending at any one service.”90  According to an 

administrative planning document, the auditorium was to function as a “general meeting 

ground between the public and the MIT Family.  No press release, no exhibit hall, no art 

exhibition” could substitute for the experience created when large groups of people 

gathered together.  The auditorium provided a space in which “town and gown” could 

“share recreational and cultural experience.  
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Here Norbert Wiener reads a prologue opening the performance of a play that 
speculates pessimistically on the ultimate fate of mechanized man.91  Here MIT 
presents great music, masterfully performed by its staff and students with Helen 
Traubel as guest soloist.  Here Laurence Olivier enlightens us on the technical 
and artistic problems of filming Hamlet—with illustrative excerpts from the 
picture.  From here 75,000 people hear a Lowell Institute broadcast of “Science 
on Trial.”  Here an engineering professor and a chemistry senior take part in a 
musical comedy which runs the gamut of the artistic skills and latest technical 
gadgetry of the theater.92  

 

This description of the auditorium’s intended use emphasized its secular, rather than 

religious character.  Yet religious activities were not ruled out of bounds, as long as they 

contributed to the “development of the total individual and MIT life.”  Within the campus 

community it was to be “a central meeting place” where “members of the MIT family” 

could gather in an “adequate yet intimate space.”  The hall would also serve as a venue 

for important scientific meetings and assemblies for “the valuable interchange of ideas 

with our scientific colleagues” and a site for “popular lectures,” whether the public could 

“gain a better insight into, and appreciation of, our efforts and objectives.  The hall will 

indeed be a stage on which we may enact the dramatic progress of science and 

technology.”   The separation of the secular and the sacred implied in these functions 

reflected Killian’s vision of a building that would serve as a “New England town hall 

meeting place.”  When it came time to translate their ideas about the “chapel-auditorium” 

into bricks and mortar, school officials had difficulty reaching a consensus.   

 

 

Structuring a Consensus 

Sometime in the late summer or early fall of 1950, the MIT administration selected Eero 

Saarinen, the famous Finnish architect and a leading member of the modernist school of 

architectural design, as the architect for the Auditorium-Chapel project.  In anticipation of 

Saarinen’s first visit to the campus to discuss ideas, Killian shared his thoughts on the 

aesthetics in a memo to Robert M. Kimball, Killian’s Executive Assistant.  From the 

memo, Killian seemed to envision the auditorium-chapel as a single entity: he imagined 
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playwright Karl Capek’s “R.U.R.,” or “Rossum’s Universal Robots,” a play about an inventor who creates 
robots that subsequently take over his workshop.  Capek is credited with inventing the word “robot.”   
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the auditorium as “being related” to “a small chapel,” possibly connected “by an 

ambulatory or some similar architectural device.”  Regarding the design, Killian wanted 

the architect “to understand that we hope that this building can count importantly as a 

symbol at the Institute.”  More specifically,  

 
We want it to stress the fact that it is a meeting house, and to express the fact that 
we are interested in what a meeting house stands for and can accomplish.  In its 
own terms it should express itself as the New England village meeting house by 
being given a certain commanding relationship to other structures.  It also in its 
plan and relationship to courts and other external features should capture a sense 
of repose and quiet.  We need at the Institute more places where one can escape 
from the madding crowd and find peace and solitude. 
 
Not only should the architect seek to get these things in this building, but I would 
hope, too, that he could give it some of the aspiring beauty of some of the other 
traditional religious styles without necessarily using any one of the traditional 
styles.  I would hope that it might have a quality of romantic beauty and that the 
chapel particularly could avoid too much austerity and coldness and have instead 
a quality of richness and a beauty not too esoteric for the undergraduate.93  
     

Like many of the memos concerning the preliminary plans and design of the MIT chapel, 

Killian’s memo was ambiguous about whether the auditorium-chapel should be two 

separate buildings or one.  Baker’s earlier memo on “The Need for a Chapel Auditorium” 

was similarly noncommittal.  “The cathedral, its several chapels the meeting house, the 

village church, the town hall, are all not only the symbols of individual and group 

aspirations but are the essential instruments of community life, of cooperative living, of a 

well-ordered, social structure,” he explained at the end of that document.  “It is difficult 

to think of America without the village church and the meeting house.  It is equally 

difficult to imagine MIT of tomorrow fulfilling its many responsibilities to our nation and 

our world without its chapel and meeting house.”94  The establishment of a formal 

moral/spiritual program did not, Burchard concluded, absolve “any of us from our 

personal moral duties to the students nor from the responsibility of seeing to it so far as 

we can be that all of our faculties contribute in these directions.  But it will fortify our 

efforts and in my opinion increase their efforts manyfold.”95 
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Even before officially assuming his duties as Dean of Students, Bowditch 

expressed strong opinions on the Chapel-auditorium debate.  He had been heartened by 

Killian’s public statements to the effect that “the time has come for Colleges [sic], MIT in 

particular, to make the spiritual an integral part of education on some basis which will 

meet and solve present conditions.”  It gradually became clear, however, that he and 

Killian had different ideas about the place of the chapel-auditorium in that program.   

Following a round of meetings in Boston, where he travelled to accept the new position, 

he wrote Killian to express the depth of his support for that sentiment.  “I believe this so 

strongly that I want to be sure that we do everything possible to make that part of the program a 

success.”  With respect to the means to that end, however, Bowditch added that “one 

concerns remains very heavily on my mind—the new Auditorium-Chapel.”  Bowditch 

was concerned that, as currently configured, the design for the Chapel-auditorium could 

thwart their mutual aspirations and sought to influence Killian’s thinking “before plans 

were completed and decisions made to go ahead.   

  
I cannot sell myself on the wisdom of combining in one building all that will go 
on in an Auditorium and the physical manifestation of the spirit as the center of 
the University.  To be sure, the small chapel is planned, but the chapel is so small 
in relation to the size of the student body that it cannot fulfill the function I have 
in mind.  Finally, which is perhaps another way of saying the same thing, with 
the buildings already existent, and those planned on the MIT campus, and with 
the money they represent, I cannot help but feel there musty be  space and money 
for a campus Chapel, Church, or whatever we might call it. 

 
I am sure there is a crying need today for Auditorium facilities; a need which 
must be met as soon as possible.  But I believe that in the long run a Chapel will 
be even more important in fulfilling your concept in turning out the MIT 
graduate as a whole man. 96 

 

Bowditch was concerned lest the moral/spiritual program that the small-sized chapel then 

contemplated lack sufficient space for the large public gatherings and performances that 

would support the moral/spiritual program.  At the same time, he opposed the idea of 

holding such gatherings in the larger auditorium’s main hall, which he conceived to be a 

secular space and therefore an inappropriate locale for moral/spiritual happenings.   
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Bowditch continued to mull over his conception of the chapel-auditorium during 

the summer of 1951, so that when he arrived in Cambridge that fall, he could articulate 

the educational philosophy underlying his vision of the new buildings.  In a memo to the 

Building Committee charged with overseeing the project, he reiterated many of the main 

points in MIT’s application to the Kresge Foundation.  Yet he added depersonalization to 

the growing list of “grave dangers, dangers which threaten American democracy and 

western civilization” arising from science and technology.  “The greatest dangers, in my 

opinion, lie in the growth of big education, big industry, big cities, and big government 

where the individual tends to lose his identity as an individual and to become merely a 

number in a card file.”  This absorption of the individual by “mass society” represented 

as assault on “the Judeo-Christian tradition and the fundamental concepts of American 

democracy” which were grounded in “the recognition of the individual human being as 

unique in himself and sacred as a son of God,” Bowditch wrote.  “Communism and 

Dictatorship cannot flourish so long as this concept of the individual is constantly held in 

mind, for both Communism and Dictatorship deny the value of the individual and 

consider the individual a dispensable tool of the state.”  Bowditch positioned the chapel-

auditorium as an antidote to individual anxiety and alienation.     

This conception had direct implications for the design and use of the main 

auditorium (now likely to be a separate, free-standing entity apart from the chapel).  

Since the chapel was too small for the larger religious programs and/or assemblies 

Bowditch originally envisioned, he now sought to raise the symbolic status of the 

auditorium to a higher level and ensure its suitability as a sacred space.   Through its 

architectural design and moral/spiritual programs, the auditorium would serve as “the 

symbol of the ideals, traditions, and aspirations of our culture” that would “constantly 

hold before Faculty and students alike the ideals” that should guide the uses of the MIT 

graduate’s scientific talents.  The auditorium would be the “‘soul’ of the Institute,” 

Bowditch wrote, “the springboard for which each man in his mature years builds his own 

philosophy of life and religion.”97  To ensure that the auditorium fulfilled its high 

purposes, it would be necessary to strictly limit and control the types of activities and 
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presented in its main hall.  Bowditch drew upon the experience of Frederick May Eliot, 

head of the American Unitarian Church and a religious consultant to MIT’s Building 

Committee, to illustrate the types of moral/spiritual activities that should be permitted 

and performances of a more secular sort, such as the annual Tech Show, which should be 

prohibited and would “have to be performed elsewhere” to maintain the moral/spiritual 

integrity of the space.  Bowditch sought other ways of leveraging the new chapel-

auditorium to further strengthen its association with MIT’s moral/spiritual education 

program.  One way to ensure that the buildings achieved their intended purpose would be 

to build support and expertise in the membership of the MIT Corporation. “In view of our 

whole new program in the direction of emphasizing the importance of the whole man, 

and particularly in view of our emphasis on the spiritual through the hiring of a chaplain 

and the new auditorium chapel,” he wrote in a memo to President Killian, “I wonder if it 

might not be very valuable both within and without the Institute to have someone on the 

Corporation who represented primarily background and interest in spiritual affairs.”98  

Bowditch nominated Frederick May Eliot, head of the American Unitarian Church, who 

was serving as consultant to MIT on the chapel-auditorium project, as a perfect candidate 

for membership.   It would be “deeply significant,” Bowditch wrote, if there was 

someone on the Corporation who “could speak as eloquently and beautifully and talk 

with as much authority as Dr. Eliot was able to talk with Mr. Saarinen on his recent 

visit.”99  

 Sometime in July 1951, the Kresge Foundation notified the MIT administration 

that it had awarded a $1.5 million grant to support construction of an auditorium-chapel.  

While the physical centerpiece of the moral/spiritual program began to take shape, school 

officials began to consider the relationship between the Auditorium-Chapel and MIT’s 

formal academic and/or extracurricular programs.  Elsewhere in the Kresge application, 

Compton expressed the administration’s desire to create a position such as a “Dean of 

Religion” or chaplain to oversee the moral/spiritual development program.  It was not 

clear from the application, however, precisely what the responsibilities of these positions 

would entail.  For example, would the “Dean of Religion” support, encourage, or 
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promote the practice of religion as one of MIT’s extracurricular activities?  This would 

essentially limit the Dean’s activities to the private sphere, to helping students cultivate 

religious beliefs, attitudes, and/or behaviors as part of their individual quests for meaning 

and values.  Would he/ she also be a member of the faculty and charged with 

“objectively” teaching the humanistic study of religion in the manner of a cultural 

anthropologist?  Functioning in this more public sphere, the Dean of Religion would 

assumedly have to maintain a detached, “scientific” objectivity toward the subject of 

religious belief or potentially risk crossing the line into proselytizing.  This could be a 

difficult balancing act if this same person, once outside the classroom, was supposed to 

help nurture the development of “Christian character” among students.  Then there was 

the question of what to call the person in charge of the moral/spiritual education program, 

i.e. “Dean of Religion,” “Dean of the Chapel,” “Chaplain,” etc. 

However trivial such debates might first seem, they often disclosed priorities, 

unexamined assumptions, biases, and goals and, in some cases, and conflicting 

educational philosophies and agendas.  Baker, who favored the title, “Dean of the 

Chapel,” wanted the person in this position to assume the duties and responsibilities of 

the soon-to-retire leader of the TCA, thus emphasizing the new position’s responsibility 

of connecting students with churches, synagogues, mosques, social services and 

community outreach, and other aspects of the TCA program.  The Dean of the Chapel, 

Baker also advised, should be a formally recognized member of the MIT administration 

and teach “a course in Ethics or History of Religion or some similar subject.”  On an 

interpersonal personal level, the ideal candidate would have: “a natural interest in 

students; an ability to understand students and their individual problems and to advise 

them wisely; initiative and imagination; a sense of the importance of religious 

motivation.”  “Although the Dean of the Chapel must be a man of strong religious 

motivations,” Baker concluded in his memo, “he should not be strongly sectarian.  He 

must have a sympathy and understanding for the representatives of all religions, although 

he should, of course, be a Christian Protestant.”100  Baker’s assertion that the new dean 

should be a male, Christian Protestant was hardly surprising, and showed him to be a man 

of his times.  Burchard, on the other hand, opposed the “title of Dean” and favored 
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“Chaplain” instead.  In reply to Baker, he proposed a tripartite set of responsibilities that 

included the administration of TCA, management of the chapel, including the selection of 

“lecturers on religious and comparable spiritual matters,” and “participation in the 

Humanities program as a member of the Humanities faculty.”  Burchard went on to spell 

out his conceptualization of the relationship between the Chaplain and MIT 

administration.  With respect to the administration of TCA and chapel management, the 

Chaplain “should be responsible to the Dean of Students and with respect to” the 

Chaplain’s status as a faculty member in the Humanities, “he should be responsible to the 

Dean of Humanities.”  In reply, Baker maintained his preference for “Dean of the 

Chapel,” and added that, whatever title was agreed upon, it should be followed by “‘and 

Professor of _______.’”101 

 
In selecting a Dean of Students, we should keep in mind that we soon will be 
making another appointment at the Institute . . . who could also be chaplain and 
in charge of the chapel.  Messrs. Baker, Burchard, and I had concluded this 
summer that this man also might well be a professor in the humanities, giving 
courses in the field of ethics or philosophy.102 

 
This last portion of Killian’s memo is particularly significant as an indicator of the 

agreement in principle by the three decision makers—Killian, Baker, and Burchard—that 

the skills, abilities, and background of the new Dean of Students and Chaplain/Professor 

of philosophy should somehow complement each other.  By working together, these two 

individuals together might be able to institutionalize Baker’s success and more 

systematically infuse moral and spiritual education into the undergraduate program. With 

Baker’s death in September 1950, and his replacement by Bowditch in the Spring of 

1951, the dynamics of the debate changed.  Bowditch had his own, very definite ideas 

about the proper role of the chapel-auditorium in MIT’s program of moral and spiritual 

education and who should run it.  In the Fall of 1951, as building construction continued, 

Bowditch selected Robert S. Hartman, a philosopher, friend, and colleague from their 

days at Lake Forest Academy, as his first choice.  
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A Liberal Tradition 

Born in Framingham Center, Massachusetts in 1913, E. Francis Bowditch hailed from a 

prominent New England family whose more illustrious ancestors included Nathaniel 

Bowditch, a pioneering scientist in the field of navigation, and two others who played a 

supporting role in helping William Barton Rogers establish MIT, including Henry 

Ingersoll Bowditch, a prominent nineteenth century physician whose Christian faith led 

him to become a radical abolitionist.  Not only did Henry Bowditch join his friends 

Charles Sumner and Frederick Douglass in preaching against the evils of slavery, but, on 

at least one occasion, he hid a fugitive slave in the back of his horse and carriage and 

carried him to a safe house on the Underground Railroad; from there other abolitionists 

facilitated the escapee’s passage to Canada and freedom.  Following this adventure, 

Bowditch became the founder and principal organizer of the “Anti-Man-Hunting 

League,” a rag-tag group of middle-class professionals in Boston who were strongly 

opposed to slavery and the Fugitive Slave Act, which legally required the citizens of free 

states to help capture and return escaped slaves to their owners.  Bowditch and his group 

came up with a novel plan to actively resist the law by kidnapping the hunters of runaway 

slaves and holding them hostage until they and the slave’s owners renounced all claims to 

the “property.”103  Though his medical practice suffered from inattention and the 

controversial nature of his extracurricular activities, Bowditch held his “radically 

egalitarian ideology” to the end of his days.104  Subsequent generations of the Bowditch 

line, down to the future MIT Dean’s father, had also prospered and attained prominent 

public positions, if not the renown of the 19th century Bowditches.   

Like his father before him, Bowditch attended preparatory school at the 

prestigious Milton Academy, followed by four years at Harvard, where he played on the 

football team, was elected president of the “Freshmen Union Committee,” and, in his 

senior year, served as president of the Harvard Student Council.  Bowditch began his 

education career as a Harvard undergraduate, teaching part-time at the Shady Hills 

School in Boston.  Upon graduating from Harvard in 1932, he spent two years teaching 

athletics and science at Milton, followed by two more years as Harvard’s assistant dean 

                                                 
103 Bowditch, Vincent Yardley, Life and correspondence of Henry Ingersoll Bowditch, Vol. I (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1902), pp. 273-283 
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of freshmen—a known launching pad to headmasterships at the nation’s most prestigious 

private boarding schools and academies.  Bowditch left Harvard in 1936 to take a 

headmaster position at the Park School in Indianapolis, Indiana and, in 1941, crossed the 

river into Illinois to replace John Wayne Richards, the retiring headmaster of Lake Forest 

Academy, a prestigious private boys’ school in the wealthy northern Chicago suburb of 

Lake Forest.  Established in 1858, Lake Forest had only recently achieved national 

distinction under Richards, an advocate of progressive education, and become one of the 

Midwest’s leading private schools.105  At age 29, Bowditch’s accession to the 

headmastership at Lake Forest placed him on the “fast track” in his field and gave him a 

national profile.   In a story on Bowditch’s move to Lake Forest Academy, Time 

magazine described Richards’s up and coming successor as a “slender, athletic Harvard 

man.”106     

Bowditch articulated a progressive educational vision that emphasized 

educational experimentation and innovation.  Indications of this experimentalist ethic 

appear in Bowditch’s articles and reports for the Independent School Bulletin, the trade 

journal for members of his profession.  “In speaking of our strengths, we are still 

speaking all too often in terms of traditional clichés; we use mere words which have lost 

real meaning in actual practice,” he wrote in 1945.  When it came to cutting-edge ideas 

for reform, Bowditch did not believe the private, independent schools had a corner on the 

market—even in areas where they traditionally excelled.  “We are beginning to admit that 

our objectives are no longer clear, that as a group the independent schools are on the 

verge of not being able to justify their existence in modern society.  We freely say we are 

doing better work than the public schools, which of course we are in many respects, but 

we are not fully aware of those areas in which the public schools are way ahead of us.”107  

In fact, Bowditch encouraged greater collaboration between the leaders of public and 

                                                 
105 “Big Dick’s’ Plans,” Time, August 18, 1930.  “I have long wanted to be the head of a school where boys 
more and more are really vitally interested in education,” Richards told a Time reporter, “where classrooms 
may be free from the formal ranks of desks fastened to the floor and made more appealing with chairs and 
tables; where the bright as well as the slower student can advance without the hindrance of a lock-step 
regimentation. . . . You may call it ‘Progressive Education’ if you wish—I don’t care.” 
106 “Education: Two Departures,” Time, April 7, 1941, 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,765431,00.html   
107 Bowditch, E. Francis, “Introspection,” Independent Schools Bulletin, Series of ’44-’45, No. 5, May 
1945, p. 19 
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private schools in the belief that the two groups could learn from each other.  Among the 

steps that independent schools could take to improve, Bowditch cited the need for a 

broader “social and international vision,” and more emphasis on their public 

responsibilities and service.108 

During his ten years at Lake Forest, Bowditch successfully built on his 

predecessor’s success, established his own reputation as a progressive educational 

administrator open to experimentation and change, and risen to leadership positions in 

private school organizations, including the chairmanship of the National Council of 

Independent Schools and the National Preparatory School Committee.  Among his early 

admirers was Porter Sargent, an outspoken and somewhat eccentric left-liberal 

educational critic and Boston-based publisher of handbooks, directories, and guides to 

private academies, and boarding and day schools nationwide.109  A passionate believer in 

progressive education, Sargent waged a one-man crusade against those who advocated a 

return to “traditional” educational values and methods in the postwar era.  In numerous 

                                                 
108 Ibid, p. 19 
109 Sargent’s private school handbooks were an unusual hybrid; his straightforward listings of school’s 
demographics, educational philosophies, etc., were accompanied by strident left-liberal critiques and 
commentaries on major educational trends and topics that laced with political and economic commentary.  
Sargent was especially harsh on educators whom he considered backers of the status quo.  Sargent had 
strong opinions of his own about what was ailing postwar American secondary and higher education that 
expanded on these critiques and connected the dots between education and the nation’s social, political, and 
economic ills/sins.  He attributed the underlying problems of American education to a rigid and reactionary 
political and educational ideology that ruling elites used to maintain power.   Among the educational 
philosophers he blamed for propagating a form of traditionalism that smacked of New Humanism was Sir 
Richard Livingston, a prominent British educator and prolific writer on the subject of educational reform 
whose ideas were consistently praised by John E. Burchard, James R. Killian, members of the Lewis 
Committee, and other members of the MIT faculty and administration.  Livingstone’s Education for a 
World Adrift (1943) and Plato and Modern Education (1945) were particularly well-received at MIT, 
where his admonition that education should be concerned with instilling an appreciation for “the first-rate” 
was often quoted as the ultimate aim of humanistic education.  For Sargent, however, Livingstone’s call for 
a reinvigoration of and return to classical ideals were part of the problem rather than the solution.   “The 
propaganda to turn us back to the medieval was started by the British Foreign Office in 1936,” Sargent 
wrote in Dangerous trends: How undercurrents economic and political affect education (Boston: Porter 
Sargent, 1948).  “The initial stages were launched through the drive against Darwin, Wagner, and Marx by 
Geoffrey West and Jacques Barzun . . . The drive for the classics and the medieval was speeded up by Sir 
Richard Livingstone. . .  Well trained reactionaries have been put in key positions in education (p. 28).”   

More specifically, Sargent ascribed the tendentious prose, timidity of thought, and retrogressive 
reverence for Plato reflected in the famous Harvard Report on General Education to Livingstone’s 
influence.   Sargent agreed with a writer in the Washington Post who charged that “Harvard could have 
spared itself the expense for a report on general education by merely having some one step in to Widener 
Library and take therefrom the little booklets of Sir Richard Livingstone.  After reading his ‘The Future of 
Education’, I am of the same opinion. . . .  Neither the Harvard recommendations nor Livingstone’s satisfy 
the forward looking element in England.”   
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books with provocative titles such as, Mad or Muddled?, Dangerous Trends, and The 

New Immoralities, he blamed humanistic educators between the wars for their failure to 

help students cope with the problems and challenges of the contemporary world.  “A 

progressive school today is one that has progressed away from the traditional, one that 

gives the child an opportunity to grow,” Sargent proclaimed, “that is controlled by people 

who don’t know everything but who are interested in what goes on within the child and 

causes his behavior, and in improving and developing the whole individual.”110  In his 

private school guidebooks and other writings, Sargent frequently praised Bowditch’s 

progressive educational vision and leadership at Lake Forest.  “Francis Bowditch, 

bringing the best of New England to the Midwest at Lake Forest Academy, in a few years 

has won the enthusiastic praise of his patrons and, more unusual, of the former head 

master and rebuilder, John Wayne Richards, who writes of him as ‘able, efficient, 

courageous, with the confidence of all who known him.’”111  In Mad or Muddled?, 

Sargent praised Bowditch for continuing “to put life into his school and community and 

occasionally into the trade journal of his profession.  In his stimulating headmaster’s 

letter to patrons, he reports, ‘Experiments are being tried’ in ‘the philosophy of living, the 

disciplinary system, and the problems of adolescent young people in America today.’” 112   

As head master of Lake Forest, Bowditch had endorsed aspects of the “Common 

Learnings” program touted in the NEA report issued in 1945, especially the emphasis on 

teachers getting to know students as individuals rather than numbers.  A major structural 

component of the Common Learnings approach involved establishing an interdisciplinary 

team of educational “experts”—guidance counselors, reading specialists, social workers, 

psychologists—to support the work of the classroom teacher.   Information in the 

student’s file, in the form of quantitative and qualitative assessments, evaluations, 

profiles, recommendations, etc., helped create a “comprehensive picture of the whole 

student in action.”113  Armed with this dossier, so the theory went, the teacher would be 

better able to customize education to fit a child’s individual needs.  Knowledge of the 

child’s strengths and weaknesses would enable the teacher to provide special remedial 
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help and/or appropriately challenging learning activities and experiences aimed at 

developing his or her utmost potential.  This “Common Learnings” tool provided a way 

to “fine-tune” the learning situations presented to students, and better achieve the goals of 

progressive education.  Under Bowditch’s leadership, Lake Forest faculty utilized the 

Common Learnings approach to support student development and took additional steps to 

streamline and improve the clarity of these student profiles.114  According to Bowditch, 

and the results of a 1945 survey by Fortune magazine, the nation’s private schools—

operating outside the more politically charged realm of higher education and, therefore, 

relatively immune to political interference—were “the custodian’s of [America’s] liberal 

tradition—and continued to uphold the liberal virtues of the “good, the true, and the 

beautiful.”  “Why should one apologize for believing with all his heart and soul and mind 

in justice, and the search for truth, and beauty in all its forms, and in all the accumulated 

nobility, gentleness, wisdom, and knowledge of the human heart that mankind has been 

able to gather and preserve as the centuries and all their humanity turned to mortal 

dust?”115   

To help students gain greater awareness and commitment to these same ideals, 

and stimulate his colleagues to think more “about the cooperative responsibility of all 

schools and about curriculum changes in terms of meeting youth’s needs in modern 

America,” Bowditch recommended a recent National Education Association (NEA) 

report, “Education For All American Youth,” as “must reading for all.”116  The report 

came out four-square in favor of progressive educational principles and practices and 

consistently praised educational innovations that made it possible for teachers to get to 

know their students as individuals, rather than objectified actors in an abstracted 

classroom drama.  The report praised elements of a program titled, “Common Learnings” 

as a model of the student-centered approach and its emphasis on “subjective” as opposed 

to “objective” measure of student learning and development.  “The report of grades and 

credits alone,” the report stated, “at best a static picture of the student's intellect and little 

more.  It showed that the student was bright, dull, average, or variable among subjects. 
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The personal history record, when compiled by competent counselors and teachers, 

comes close to giving them a picture of the whole student in action [italics added].  And 

that is what an employer or an admissions officer wants.”117   

Bowditch shared the commission’s concern about the increasing 

depersonalization of modern education in a society characterized by increasingly large, 

powerful, and complex organizations and institutions.  To prevent the individual from 

getting swallowed up in a mass society, private school educators had to pay greater 

attention to the moral, spiritual, emotional, and mental health of their students and put 

less pressure on students to get into the most prestigious colleges.  That meant “‘giving 

more supervision to the development of the whole child, emotionally, spiritually, and 

socially, as well as academically . . . re-orient[ing] where necessary the educational 

procedure and personality development of pupils on the basis of mental hygiene, the 

physical and social adjustment and mental development . . .  rather than forc[ing] the 

child into an established private school mold.’”  To succeed in this, Bowditch agreed, 

educators had “‘to develop a clearer picture of the kind of person they are striving to 

create: ‘The free, socially constructive individual.’”118  From these and other writings, 

Bowditch’s educational philosophy and leadership style can be summed up as follows: 1) 

an experimentalist approach to educational ideas and practices; 2) a strong emphasis on 

moral and spiritual values and education as a counterbalance to modern materialism; 3) a 

belief in the importance of providing young people with individualized academic, 

psychological, moral, and spiritual support to fulfill their potential and contribute to 

society; and 4) a heightened sense of urgency about the need for educational reform.  

Unless human beings found a way to integrate facts and values, and learn to cooperate 

with each other in a spirit of brotherhood, the prospects for American democracy and 

human civilization did not look good.  Such attempts to lift student morale were an 

important and continuing concern of the MIT administration.   
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Crossing Boundaries 

That is precisely what Bowditch hoped to continue doing when he was officially 

appointed Baker’s successor in February 1951.119  Both on a personal and professional 

level, he seemed as well as anyone to carry forward the vision that Baker had set in 

motion.  An administrator rather than a minister by training and temperament, Bowditch 

could help institutionalize the moral and spiritual education program by building an 

organizational structure to support it.  In anticipation of his move to Cambridge over the 

summer of 1951, The Tech ran a brief news item describing the recently acquired campus 

residence where the new dean and his family would be living.  It also expressed the hope 

that “the presence of Dean Bowditch on campus will help to make student life here more 

interesting and more valuable.”120  Bowditch’s progressive, student-centered philosophy 

of education must have made him an appealing candidate to help lead the effort to 

humanize undergraduate education at MIT.   Bowditch came to the job brimming with a 

hopeful idealism.  MIT, the world renowned science and engineering school and leader in 

educational innovation, had heartily embraced an ambitious, forward-looking agenda of 

humanistic reform.  Recognizing the need for scientists and engineers to take moral and 

social responsibility for the impact of their work in the postwar world, school was now 

aiming to educate the hearts, as well as the minds, of its students.  As he settled into the 

job and became familiar with the situation on the ground, however, Bowditch found that 

undergraduates were still “not getting from the life of the Institute and the related life of 

the larger community the nourishment needed for stability and broad maturity.”121  They 

reinforced that perception by publicly criticizing their lack of opportunities and 

encouragement to thrive morally and spiritually.  While there was general agreement on 

the diagnosis, school officials and MIT undergraduates differed over the cause and 

prescription for the continuing problem of “low morale.”  Throughout his five-year 

tenure as Dean of Students at MIT, from 1951 to 1956, Bowditch worked to develop the 

program of moral and spiritual education that enticed him to take the job.  Picking up on 
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the Institute’s avowed commitment to educating the “whole man,” he developed a 

definition to support that goal and MIT’s humanistic reforms more broadly.122  Like his 

predecessors, Bowditch also took steps to harness the underutilized potential of athletics 

and other extra-curricular activities to educate “whole men.”   

Bowditch was keenly interested in using these ideas and philosophical principles 

to help humanize MIT along the lines called for by the Lewis Committee, and wasted no 

time getting started.  During the summer of 1951, the parents of incoming MIT freshmen 

and the principals or headmasters of the secondary schools from which they had just 

graduated, each received an official letter from the Office of the MIT Dean of Students 

requesting information about these young people.  At the end of July 1951, he sent a 

letter to the parents of all incoming freshmen requesting their “cooperation in enabling us 

to do the best possible job in educating your son.”  Even more important than providing 

each undergraduate with the best possible technological education, Bowditch explained, 

was his development into “a mature, happy, responsible member of society.”  In practical 

terms this meant school officials were “as concerned about his physical welfare, his 

emotional stability, his spiritual development, and his training in the art and responsibility 

of citizenship as we are in his intellectual training.”   In the letter, the Dean of Students 

emphasized the importance of living in the college dormitories, participating in 

extracurricular activities, athletics, and student government.  Following this, Bowditch 

made a more unusual request.  In the interest of helping students make a smooth 

transition from home to school and a “satisfactory adjustment” college, Bowditch asked 

parents to write him “as soon as possible, not later than September 18, a frank, personal 

letter about your boy.   From the letter I would like to have, or at least get a feeling, about 

the following:  

 
1) your own feeling of what kind of a young man your boy is; 2) a description of 
the kind of family life from which he comes; 3) a summary of the greatest 
difficulties you have experienced in his upbringing; 4) a description of his 
greatest triumphs and worst failures, if any, during his life to date; 5) a statement 
of your hopes and ambitions for your son, including any plans you may have; and 
6) a statement of what you are desirous for him to get from MIT, not only 

                                                 
122 For example, Bowditch worked with school psychiatrists to develop a clearer, more comprehensive 
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academically, but in all phases of his life here.  If your son has been subjected to 
serious illness or emotional disturbances, we would appreciate a review of the 
important facts as you see them . . . Finally, if there are any known weaknesses in 
his academic preparation such as a reading or spelling difficulty, a speech 
handicap, etc., we should like a brief statement of the situation.123 

 

Bowditch composed a similar letter to school principals and headmasters requesting 

additional background information about students entering MIT in the fall.  “Starting in 

September,” the letter explained, “it is our intention in this office to learn everything 

possible about each freshman and follow him closely until we are satisfied he has made 

an adequate adjustment to MIT and the demands of college life.  The more information 

we have about each student, the better job we will do.”  This letter, even more than the 

one addressed to parents, assumed that, by delving deeper into the private lives of 

students, Bowditch and his staff would acquire a more accurate picture of the student 

than was reflected in the application for admission.  This was a chance for the “true” 

story to come out. 

 
When you wrote us about this boy last spring, you undoubtedly did as I always 
did: you wrote the best true story you knew how.  Would you be good enough 
now to write me a brief personal letter about the boy, telling me of any 
weaknesses you think we should watch, outlining any particular needs of the 
student in any phase of his living, and describing any specially difficult 
experiences he may have had in school—academic, physical, emotional, or 
spiritual; and telling me of any secret fears you may have about this boy’s 
success at MIT  If the student has a particular problem with one or both parents, 
or with home in general, I would particularly appreciate a picture of the 
conditions.124 

 

However well-intended, going behind students’ backs to compile such a potentially 

compromising dossier bore an eerie resemblance to methods sued by the FBI and other 

government agencies to dig up the “dirt” on political dissidents in the McCarthy era.  The 

notion that the Dean of Students was intent on “learning everything” possible about each 

individual student and “follow[ing] him closely until we are satisfied he has made an 

adequate adjustment to MIT” could sound like blanket authorization to monitor a 
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student’s every act, which could then be compared against the information in the file to 

determine who had, and had not, overcome his “weaknesses” and achieved “a satisfactory 

adjustment.”  There was nothing in the letter to indicate that Bowditch acknowledged or 

was concerned about any possible abuses of this information.    

 

 

Defining the “Whole Man” 

The effects of premature specialization or a narrowing college experience were believed 

to have both immediate and long-term consequences.  In the short run, they were blamed 

for lowering student morale, motivation, and the “enthusiasm” needed for scientific 

study; dampening school spirit, and causing psychological and emotional problems that 

interfered with student’s academic progress or success.  The long-term effects of 

overspecialization could be even more devastating:  warped personalities, limited career 

success, and troubled personal lives.  Popular culture portrayed science and engineering 

students as relatively ambivalent about relationships and more prone to develop social 

deficits.  One writer went so far as to diagnose “overspecialization” as a species of 

psychological disturbance all of its own.  While it might be easy to diagnose “specialist’s 

syndrome,” preventing or arresting its development was entirely another matter.  When 

Bowditch arrived at MIT, there was still no coherent definition of the “whole man” or 

any consensus on how to produce him.  Educating the “whole man” had something to do 

with “values,” the “integration” of intellect, emotions, and spirituality, and striking a 

balance between general and specialized education.  The “whole man” had supposedly 

“integrated” moral and social “values” with his professional studies in science and 

engineering.  The “whole man,” as opposed to the narrow specialist, was broadly 

educated in matters of culture, the humanities, the arts, etc. and, therefore, able to see the 

“big picture,” i.e. the complex, multilayered relationships between people and things.  

The whole man was socially and morally “mature,” i.e. took responsibility for the impact 

of his values, behavior, and profession on others.  Indeed, the “whole man” was a vague 

entity that could lend support to any number of political projects and/or agendas.  The 

concept could function as a sort of Rorschach test whose meaning and significance were 

reflected more in the eye of the beholder than in any stable or objective definition.  
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Bowditch pressed for a clearer definition, which he regarded as crucial to the program’s 

success.  “It cannot be stressed too strongly,” he wrote in a memo to Prof. John A. 

Hrones, “that the Corporation, the Faculty, the Administration, and the student body must 

become as clear in their minds about the meaning and importance of Dr. Killian’s [broad 

objectives for the development of the whole man] as they already are about professional 

training.”125 

The ambiguity, however, also had advantages.  Because “the whole man” could 

mean vastly different things to different people, it could be—and was—mobilized to 

serve widely divergent political agendas.  It could provide an opening for liberal 

humanists to critique postwar American politics and culture on the cold war campus.  It 

could just as easily be used to emphasize/justify/defend the importance of stability, 

tradition, and the liberal consensus ideology of not rocking the boat too much.  While 

both sides stood to benefit from the safety and cover provided by the ambiguous nature of 

the whole man, critics of the status quo who sought to promote constructive alternatives 

ultimately had to pin down the definition.  If the status quo was not producing a 

satisfactorily “whole” man, then reformers had to explain the deficiency and provide a 

corrective.  Defenders of the status quo, however, might be understandably loath to do so.   

If one were serious about educating the “whole man,” after all, the radical implications of 

an educational program built around the concept came into sharper focus.  For the 

mainstream cold war liberal, the “whole man” embodied the best virtues of the 

“American Way of Life,” of a nation that might have its faults, but which were only skin 

deep.  Sterner critics of the postwar United States proposed more radical remedies, 

including a probing examination of the values embedded in American higher education.  

In memos and meetings, Bowditch repeatedly tried to clarify the concept around 

which he planned to organize the Office of the Dean of Students.  In a 1951 memo to 

Killian regarding the “Development of the Whole Man at MIT,” for example, Bowditch 

explained that, “before I can proceed intelligently, the Administration as a whole must 

analyze with care the goals you have set for us and make a detailed study of what those 

goals mean in relation to the development of the whole man both as an individual and as 
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a future citizen [emphasis added].”  If it were to take the next step toward becoming a 

leader in preparing its students “for an altruistic role in modern society” “commensurate 

with MIT’s traditional role of leadership in technical education,” Bowditch asserted, the 

whole man had to be spelled out in greater detail.  The objectives laid out by the Lewis 

Committee “must be translated into criteria which will guide all organizational plans for 

housing, dining, activities, athletics, counseling, improvement of teaching, etc.”  Properly 

planned and implemented, Bowditch envisioned MIT’s leadership in educating the whole 

man “as a model for other educational institutions but for municipal and federal 

government and large industry.”126  Bowditch outlined a “preliminary program” for 

achieving that goal which included a discussion of questions such as: 

 
a) What is the philosophy back of freedom extended to undergraduates? 
b) What is the line between “permissiveness” of psychiatrist and standards 

both moral and spiritual 
c) Are fraternities and other exclusive groups undemocratic? 
d) How large may groups be and still be group-centered? 
e) How important is a group-centered feeling in the classroom? 
f) In terms of organization what services can be centralized and what 

services must be decentralized to preserve individual freedom and allow 
individual growth?127 

 

After a thorough discussion and review of the proposed program, Bowditch called for 

organizing, “along Project Lexington lines, small 2-3 day conferences to discuss the basic 

philosophy and questions raised.”  In addition to top members of the MIT administration, 

the conferences would bring together, “Men experienced in government and grounded in 

fundamental American principles,” “outstanding” clergy (Protestant, Catholic and 

Jewish), “outstanding psychiatrists,” “outstanding philosophers,” but for some reason 

only “representative parents.”  A “team of psychologists, sociologists, and 

anthropologists” would be organized to leave no stone unturned.128 
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Students Talk Back 

MIT undergraduates first learned about Bowditch’s educational philosophy and approach 

to his office in a profile of the new Dean of Students published in a fall 1951 issue of The 

Tech.  In this first opportunity to introduce himself to the undergraduate community, 

Bowditch sent mixed messages. “‘My office is always open to the students,’” Bowditch 

explained in the front-page feature story.  “I want the student to feel free to drop in and 

chat . . . and to regard my office not as a place of punishment, but as a place of friendship 

and help.’”  Nonetheless, he made it clear who was in charge. “Student opinion, Dean 

Bowditch believes, is important in the operation of any school, but it should not assume 

an importance beyond its true value,” The Tech article reported.  “The actual drawing up 

of these policies, however, is solely within the realm of the administration.”129  If this 

accurately reflected Bowditch’s views, it conveyed a certain narrowness of spirit that 

clashed with Baker’s approach to educating “whole men.”   Students were quick to pick 

up on the paternalistic tenor of Bowditch’s approach to humanization, and were 

particularly miffed by the implied assumption that he and the MIT administration 

necessarily knew the best way to go about it.  Bowditch reinforced that impression in the 

fall of 1952.  The undergraduate editors of Technology Engineering News, a monthly 

student magazine, had asked him to address three questions on the impact of science and 

engineering education on the moral and social development of MIT students and their 

civic responsibilities.  In “The Technologist as Man and Citizen,” Bowditch first 

summarized the issues and context underlying the editors’’ concerns. 

 
First, is the modern engineer or scientist narrow-minded, lacking in social 
development?  If so, what should be done about it?  They pointed out that the 
present program requires a rigorous daily schedule of classroom and laboratory 
work, plus hours of preparation; there is little time left for extra-curricular 
activities, athletics, and, perhaps most important of all, reflection and 
philosophizing.  In other words, they ask: are we training specialists who, as 
men—as fathers, administrators, citizens—are inadequately trained to use their 
specialized knowledge for the benefit of society and to play a significant role as 
citizens?130 
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The second and third themes on which he was asked to respond included the nature and 

limits of individual freedom at MIT and what students should do about the perceived 

breakdown of traditional forms of self-government in both the United States and at MIT.  

“They ask,” Bowditch wrote, “what is individual freedom at MIT?  What is individual 

responsibility?  . . . What are the effects of granting so much freedom?  What are the 

risks?  Does it automatically create too low a level of conduct?  In short, the very 

fundamental American question is raised:  what is the source and what is the price of 

individual freedom?”  Bowditch related these philosophical issues to the editors’ more 

specific queries about students’ role in MIT’s governance.  “What of the role of student 

government at MIT?  Is it a valid role?  The same underlying worry and concern typical 

of our times is apparent in this question,” Bowditch noted.  “In essence, the question says 

to us: life is badly mixed up; apparently we are using our traditional forms of government 

but they are not working.  What is wrong?  What changes must we make?”131  What is 

perhaps surprising about Bowditch’s response is the degree to which he both validated 

students’ concerns and connected their apathy and anxiety to progress and specialization 

in science and engineering education.  After cataloging a long list of ills flowing from 

scientific and technological progress, Bowditch acknowledged that these larger social 

trends were especially pronounced in schools of science and engineering of which MIT 

was a prime example.    

A student reply came swiftly in the next, November 1952, issue of Technology 

Engineering News  Two MIT seniors in the class of 1953 shared Bowditch’s diagnosis of 

the problems besetting American society and MIT, but parted ways on his proposed 

solution.  Because it offered such an insightful counterpoint to Bowditch, it is worthy 

quoting from and considering the students’ response in some detail.  “We do not doubt 

that a sense of emotional stability and responsibility can come only from a philosophy of 

life which recognizes the existence of certain basic truths and morals,” the students 

agreed.  Beyond the platitudes, however, things became more complicated.  “Dean 

Bowditch apparently believes that these basic truths are the “common ideals” of our 

society.  Now, Dean Bowditch makes many statements about individual freedom and 

responsibility, and many other statements about common ideals.  However, we find no 
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statement of the relationship between the two, other than what seems to be an assumption 

that the two (at least in responsible, mature individuals) are necessarily identical.  Surely, 

Dean Bowditch did not mean to imply this.”  Next came a frontal assault on the 

foundations of the postwar consensus, particularly the typically unstated but implied 

assumptions about the “values” that Americans shared.  The students rejected Bowditch’s 

contention that some fixed set of “common ideals” could serve as reliable guides to the 

challenges facing their generation.  The clarity and insight with which the students 

diagnosed the root causes of “midcentury malaise” among their peers at MIT and other 

cold war campuses warrants consideration of an extended excerpt. 

 
After all, “common ideals” are only a statement of the consensus of the group; by 
and large, a sort of statistical average. They spring from an agreement between 
the individual philosophies of the members of the group. If individual members 
of the group are free to develop and mature their own thinking along the lines 
which seem best to them, and to pool their conclusions in the common ideals of 
the group, they will produce common ideals of which each member may well feel 
proud, and to which he can freely give allegiance. Thus, the development of vital 
common ideals depends, first, on the members of the group having mature and 
deeply felt personal ideals; and second, upon each member being able to 
contribute to the process of forming these common ideals. As Dean Bowditch 
recognizes, truths map be eternal, but they are not static; they must continually be 
reinterpreted by each group, and by each individual, in order to be effective. 

 
However, the development of a philosophy in the individual student is not merely 
a matter of indoctrination.  This century has seen many ideas of the past cast 
aside.  The student has developed his mind in an atmosphere of doubt.  It would 
seem natural, if he is at all sensitive, for a person to question even the ideals of 
truth or justice which we feel to be basic.  It is only through such questioning that 
he may arrive at a mature and deeply felt philosophy.  In such a process it would 
not be wise to put too much emphasis on common ideals.  No man will feel 
personally responsible for a set of ideals which is thrust upon him, no matter how 
fine they may appear to be to others [emphasis added]. . .  
 
Dean Bowditch asks, “Are we training specialists who . . . are inadequately 
trained to use their specialized knowledge for the benefit of society and to play a 
significant role as citizens?”  We do not believe that MIT is training narrow-
minded specialists, but there may be some question as to whether MIT is 
allowing room enough for its students to become broadminded.  As we pointed 
out before, the attempted imposition of a set of ethics, readily learned, can close 
the path to deeper thought which might have led to firm convictions.  Isn’t it 
possible that despite the glibly stated ideals, we are training specialists who do 
not understand the satisfactions to be obtained by working for the benefit of 
society, since they have no real faith in its ideals?  
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At the present time, many people fear for the continuance of freedom in the 
West, not only because of the threat of totalitarian powers abroad, but also 
because these threats may lead to the extinction of individual freedom in a drive 
for complete uniformity. 
 
The success of such a drive would destroy the type of life we know today.  
Dictatorship is dictatorship, whether the dictator is one man or a majority.  We 
must not allow ourselves to be coerced into giving up our individual convictions 
by well-meaning people who argue that strength and responsibility require that 
everyone have identical ideals.  After all, there is no group which is more in 
agreement than a mob—and no group which is weaker or more irresponsible.  
Although we should cherish those ideals which we truly hold in common, we 
must also allow individuals to question and test those ideals, a process which will 
only strengthen those ideals which are valid.132 
 

Here in a nutshell was an expression of the nascent consciousness of the student 

movement that would gather momentum strength through the 1950s and early 1960s.  

What is particularly interesting about its articulation here is the extent to which it 

reaffirmed and embraced an Enlightenment-based construction of liberal citizenship 

whose legitimacy rested on the pillars of reason and rationality rather than any murky 

“faith-based” idealism.  The students’ pragmatist critique challenged the MIT 

administration’s characterization of undergraduate disaffection as a psychological case of 

“low morale” and resituated it within a larger social, political, and philosophical context.  

If doubts about the moral legitimacy of mainstream political authority were dampening 

student spirits, they would not be vanquished by psychological quick fixes or soporific 

appeals to “traditional values.”  The clash of values and cultures reflected in the 

Technology Engineering News articles by Bowditch and his student respondents 

continued to simmer through the fall of 1952 and spring of 1953.   

 

 

Morality and Politics  

Abstract debates about clashing moral values took on a more concrete shape in a dispute 

between students and school officials over MIT’s Open House” dormitory rules, which 

regulated the hours when female guests could be entertained in the men’s dormitories.   

Following a meeting where Bowditch and undergraduate student government leaders 
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discussed policy changes that would tighten restrictions and enforcement of the rules, The 

Tech published an editorial warning “all students who cherish freedom and value the 

development of individual initiative” of the consequences.   “The proposals made in the 

report of Dean Bowditch have every indication of being the first step in a series of 

forthcoming moves on the part of the Administration to completely “purge” and cleanse 

the student body of the freedom it found and enjoyed under the guidance of the late Dean 

Baker.”  The newspaper was especially galled by Bowditch’s arguments for adopting 

stricter guidelines.  “‘Public opinion,’ Dean Bowditch claims, ‘is a strong factor . . . and 

may prevail over honest conviction.’  This however is no justification that public opinion 

should prevail; nor does it demand that the students accept it passively should it request 

changes in dormitory regulations.”133  The editorial blasted Bowditch’s interpretation of 

liberal democratic principle and apparently greater concern for mainstream public 

opinion than students’ freedom and right to privacy.   

 
We fail to see how the “liberal point of view” (as Dean Bowditch claims) could 
honestly concede its own decisions, and subordinate its own considerations of 
morals and determination of right and wrong to an unaffected, unknowing and 
intruding ‘public opinion.’  The truly liberal mind might even come to the 
conclusion that ‘the public be damned’ so long as he earnestly and honestly feels 
that his convictions are morally right.  Dean Bowditch's willingness to concede to 
the demands of ‘public opinion’ forebodes an impending encroachment of 
student liberties in the name of public relations.  Faced with these proposed 
changes we can only come to the conclusion that the Institute is not, as Dean 
Bowditch asserts, in a period of natural growth and transition, but rather in a 
forced state of regression.  The Dean’s office and the administration are reverting 
to a period during which paternalism was the watchword, and the maturity of the 
individual was a factor not worthy of consideration. 
 
The current Institute policy appears to be designed to abrogate those student 
regulations and freedoms which found their origin in the years immediately 
following the war.  At that time, the veterans who formed a dominant portion of 
the student body, were not prone to live under a set of restrictions similar to those 
under which they suffered in the army.  They were consequently allowed greater 
freedom in their actions.  By now, however, the last of the veterans are gone from 
the undergraduate scene.  But those who tasted the freedom of movement and 
decision along with them would not permit any alteration of their situation. 
Thoroughly aware of this, Dean Bowditch is progressively adding regulations to 
and placing additional restrictions upon all incoming undergraduate classes. 
Within a period of four short years (two have already passed) there will be no 
members of the student body remaining who can remember better days. 
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It is most certainly realized too that the Institute has the power and right to 
impose a decree or edict without debate and without student affirmation.  The 
right is nevertheless reserved to the student to take exception to such rulings if 
they are considered harsh or unfair.  It must be remembered too that although 
student government may be incapable of affecting any change in administration 
plans this does not necessarily imply a concurrence with those plans, nor does it 
indicate approval by student government.  Yet Dean Bowditch makes constant 
reference to the fact that members of student government were conferred with 
and infers therefore that his proposals are endorsed by student government.  His 
request that dormitory government “pass” the proposed regulations is mere 
mockery when one considers that the final decision on certain major points is not 
left up to them.  We are rapidly breaking away from a tradition of self-
responsibility created some time ago when the Dean’s Office was cognizant of a 
certain degree of student maturity. “It’s time for a change” says the 
Administration. “Don’t let them” take it away” is the only answer that a 
responsible student body should give.134 

 
The confrontational tone of the students’ response to Bowditch’s article, particularly its 

assertion of their rights to do as they pleased in the privacy of their own dormitory rooms 

was a marked change from the prewar period.   Prior to World War II, the regulations to 

which the students referred would have been simply assumed.  The relaxation of 

regulations and extension of freedom to accommodate student veterans in the immediate 

postwar period, however, were not forgotten.  Students now regarded any attempt to 

reinstate the old regime as an abrogation of their rights within the “Tech family” that they 

had a social and moral obligation to protest.  And if that did not work, rebellion was 

always a possibility. 

 

 

The Doctor and the Dean 

The backlash against Bowditch’s approach to student problems and concerns may have 

caused him to have some second-thoughts and ask MIT’s chief psychiatrist for help in 

analyzing students’ “rebellious” attitudes so that he could be more effective in helping 

them.  At the same time that Bowditch was dealing with the meltdown in the MIT 

dormitories, articles by him and Dana Farnsworth appeared in a special “symposium” 

edition of Mental Hygiene published in April 1953 and titled, “The Psychiatrist and the 
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Dean—Past, Present, and Future.”135  Bowditch’s contribution described changes in 

society and the student-faculty relationship that contributed to problems on the cold war 

campus.  In the latter nineteenth century, Bowditch explained, before the specialization of 

higher education reached apotheosis and the psychiatric revolution begun to radically 

alter ideas of the Self, the purpose of high school or college was relatively 

straightforward.  Broadly trained teachers imparted knowledge to their students and, at 

the same time, “in answer to a natural sense of responsibility as teachers” took an interest 

in helping them develop an “understanding of the universe” and their place in it.  The 

goal of a college education was to develop inasmuch as possible “whole men,” individual 

who  had “integrated” the physical, intellectual, and spiritual aspects of human nature 

and, thereby, were fully prepared to meet the multi-dimensional problems of life.   With 

industrialization and the increasing specialization of higher education, however, that 

model broke down.  A fragmented society required a fragmented curriculum that 

produced fragmented human beings: “the individual became lost in a card file.”  Like 

“their elders in the adult world,” “college students began to experience great unrest.  

Teachers had become specialists, and despite the possible inclinations of the individual 

professor, the system had impelled him to transmit to his students a feeling that his was 

only an intellectual responsibility to the student.”136   

To compensate for this change in the structure of college education generally, and 

the student-faculty-relationship particularly, college deans looked “outside the university 

for some straw that would enable them to save their students,” Bowditch wrote, “whom 

they loved and believed in” just as much as the teachers and deans of the former era.”  

The “straws” came in the form of expert consultants armed with research and tests—

vocational counselors and reading specialists, for example, who would show the student 

his or her place in the universe, if not the meaning of it.  The dean attempted—albeit 

through these abstracted, formal relationships and interactions mediated by experts—“to 

transmit to his students a sense of wholeness, unity, and integration.”  And to increase 

efficiency, Bowditch wrote, college deans insisted they have a permanent place on 

campus.  Sometimes over the objections of skeptical faculty—worried that the new 
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experts were usurping “part of [their] jobs” and/or “penetrating the privacy of individual 

students beyond the right of the educator so to do”—the psychiatrists and other experts 

began setting up shop, “although clearly located on the fringe of the main stream of 

activity.”  Bowditch counted MIT among the few institutions that was well on the way to 

“to integrat[ing] these new insights and disciplines into the main stream of the college 

program” and “as near the frontier of progress as any comparable situation in the country 

with which I am familiar.”137  The rest of the article described his working relationship 

with Farnsworth.  

 First, however, Bowditch laid out his priorities, philosophy, and values as dean,   

starting with the view that “education demands the integrated development of the student 

physically, intellectually, emotionally, spiritually, and socially, and that, therefore, the 

faculty being responsible for the educational program, the faculty must take responsibility 

for the impact of the institution on the student in all these areas.”  Like Liebman and 

Baker, Bowditch supported the postwar alliance of liberal religious leaders for whom 

“the foundations of democracy and the Judeo-Christian tradition” were to be found in 

“the uniqueness and sacredness of each individual as a son of God, and that, therefore, 

education must revolve around concern for each individual as a whole person.”  Given 

the complexity of individuals and their many “emotional parts,” college deans should not 

“to quote Dr. Farnsworth, ‘look upon every variant from accepted social behavior as a 

challenge to his authority.’138   

Though he was a believer in campus-based psychiatry, Bowditch did not mean to 

imply that students’ mental and emotional problems were all in their heads.  Rather, he 

argued that it was the dean’s job to be on the lookout for school policies and/or practices 

causing students needless problems and do something about them.  College deans should 

understand “that emotional disturbance and consequent antisocial attitudes and actions 

very often arise out of inadequate satisfactions in the present environment, regardless of 

the influences of the past environment. In handling any situation, therefore, he is 

sufficiently permissive to weigh the aberration of the student against the faults of the 

environment that may well be causing even wider aberrations from the norm than the 
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dean knows . . . For the same reason, the dean is not tempted so easily to start on a witch 

hunt, but rather, perhaps, to start working, with the help of the psychiatrist, on the faculty 

committee on student environment.”139 

Based on his experience, Bowditch felt that many of the problems on the cold war 

campus were systemic in nature.  Colleges and universities were overcrowded, 

understaffed, and generally failing to provide the nurturing environment or relationships 

with faculty and staff that young people needed to become the socially and morally 

mature adults that society seemed to consider so important to securing the nation’s future.   

For Bowditch, the next critical step was for college and university faculties to “once more 

fac[e] up to the fact that education is the development of the whole man and that, 

therefore, their responsibilities, both as teachers and as deliberative bodies forming 

educational policies, are toward the individual student, recognized as unique and. sacred 

as a son of God, and possessed of physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual, and social 

parts.”  Given the fragmented state of the nation, world, and higher education, it would 

take a multidisciplinary team of experts working together to perform the miracle of 

graduating young people who were highly specialized scientists and engineers and also 

“whole” men and women.  “I, therefore, visualize that the next step lies in having the 

man trained in medicine and psychiatry step out of his role as private physician and join 

hands with the philosopher and the clergyman, who would likewise step out of their roles 

as professor of philosophy and minister—all three forming a team that would work 

intimately with the scientists and social scientists to find the intellectual answer to the 

integrated education of an integrated individual, who may be following any one of a 

hundred or more specialized interests in preparation for his career, but who must also be 

prepared for self-fulfillment and a role as contributing citizen to his society.”140 

MIT undergraduates were not alone in searching for deeper meaning in the early 

decades of the cold war—or in looking in more unconventional places.  Their Harvard 

counterparts in the mid-to late 1940s and early 1950s also sought “peace of mind” in 

liberal and unconventional conceptions of religion and psychology outside the religious 

traditions of their parents.  Eminent Harvard psychologist Henry A. Murray’s in-depth 
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interviews with Harvard undergraduates revealed both their alienation from traditional 

religious practices and quest for meaning and values that fit their personal experiences 

and addressed social needs.  A study of their religious attitudes by Harvard psychologist 

Gordon Allport found that more non-veteran students reported that the war “caused them 

to become increasingly religious than reported the opposite; and a sizable majority say 

that their interest in the problems dealt with by religion is increased.”141  An MIT 

undergraduate replicated Allport’s study, if not exactly his results, using the same 

questions and procedures to survey the religious attitudes of students at MIT.  The 

biggest difference between the two schools was that MIT students expressed slightly 

more interest in questions of ultimate meaning than the Harvard sample, and that that 

interest increased over four years at MIT.142  “It seems clear that college-level education 

encourages independent thought and criticism and thereby reduces somewhat the 

uniformity and orthodoxy of religious belief,” the author of the study concluded.  “It is 

not at all apparent that a distinctly technical education has any unique effects in this 

regard.  In fact, it seems very definitely to increase interest in the questions and problems 

of religion.”143  While high percentages of students at both schools indicated an interest 

in the questions that religion dealt with, this did not mean that they were religious in the 

traditional sense.  “Although 70% feel the need for some religious belief,” Potter wrote, 

“students are not as orthodox in their beliefs as this might suggest.  Those accepting a 

given system of beliefs often depart from its teachings on specific points.  Most of the 

students polled were Christians, for example, but only a minority accept the divinity of 

Christ.”144  The findings at MIT and Harvard reflected a trend among college students to 

turn toward humanistic religion, psychology, and broad concepts of “spirituality” for 

moral and social guideposts leading to “maturity” and a purposeful future.145  The 

findings at MIT and Harvard reflected an interest in psychology and religion/spirituality 

that college students shared with many other educated white middle-class Americans.   
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The Design and Dedication 

In the world of postwar American architecture and musical composition, it would be 

difficult to find two more prominent practitioners than Eero Saarinen and Aaron Copland.  

The fact that both artists played a foundational role in the construction, interpretation, and 

reception of the chapel-auditorium, therefore, is especially significance in the context of 

the moral/spiritual education program which they were to support in the mid-1950s.  In a 

sense, the chapel-auditorium and its associated moral/spiritual programs functioned as a 

“text,” a “discursive site” for “authors” and “readers” to articulate the “whole man” 

concept and work out its relationship to postwar MIT’s humanistic reforms.146  The 

chapel-auditorium is also a particularly significant cultural text in that two of its 

“authors,” architect Eero Saarinen and composer Aaron Copland, were among the most 

important—and distinctly “American”—shapers of a midcentury liberal ethos.  As 

expressions of Saarinen’s and Copland’s philosophical, political, and cultural 

perspectives on the meaning and significance of the buildings and music composed for 

their dedication, they can be analyzed as “texts” that provide still another way of looking 

at the contradictions, tensions, ambiguities, and ambivalence inherent in the conception 

and execution of MIT’s moral/spiritual education program.  Analysis of these texts—in 

light of each artist’s own moral/spiritual commitments and ideals and personal and 

professional biography—through the filter and context of “cold war culture” reveals, at a 

different and perhaps deeper level, both the appeal and the problematic assumptions and 

paradigms in which MIT’s moral/spiritual program was conceived. 

Eero Saarinen, the Finnish architect and rising star on the American architectural 

scene, on the short list of architects (including Frank Lloyd Wright) originally considered 

candidates to design the chapel-auditorium.  By the early 1950s, Eero Saarinen had won 

national distinction when his design for an architectural memorial to Thomas Jefferson 

won first prize in a competition sponsored by city of St. Louis, Missouri.  Saarinen’s 

design for the “Gateway Arch” won the 1947-1948 Jefferson National Expansion 

Memorial Competition.147  The Arch reflected St. Louis’s nineteenth century heritage as 
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the “gateway to the west,” where the Lewis and Clark Expedition began and the 

launching point for settlement of the trans-Mississippi west.  Saarinen’s connection with 

Jefferson, who valued his own architectural designs for the University of Virginia and 

Monticello beyond his accomplishments as president, runs still deeper.  One historian of 

the Gateway Arch, for example, notes some of the parallels in the life of Jefferson and 

Saarinen, the architect of his memorial in St. Louis.  Saarinen, like Jefferson, had a 

consuming interest in “generational matters” and intended his design of the Arch to 

maintain continuity with the past, including the recent experience of World War II.148  On 

a more personal level, Eero Saarinen’s work was also strongly influenced by his father, 

Eliel Saarinen, an acclaimed architect in his own right, whose affinity for the Bauhaus 

School of design led some to describe him as “the leader of the American Bauhaus.”  

Eliel Saarinen was also “the son of a Lutheran minister who regarded spiritual values as 

inseparable from practical values”—a philosophy of architecture which he passed on to 

his son.149  While Eero Saarinen’s architectural design and execution of the chapel and 

auditorium—virtually polar opposites in style—was “daring” in some respects, it was 

widely criticized for failing to inspire or kindle the soul.  The auditorium reflected the 

aesthetic philosophy of modern structuralism which, according to one author, upheld the 

core values of western civilization and the status quo while creating the appearance of 

radical innovation.  The chapel, by contrast, was a quintessentially inward turning 

structure, cylindrical in shape, windowless, that reflected a medieval asceticism.   

 Bowditch was enthusiastic about Saarinen’s modernist architectural design for 

the auditorium, and hoped to see the same reflected in the moral/spiritual education 

program itself.  “If our new approach towards making the education of the spirit an 

integral part of education at MIT is successful, and it must be a new and fresh approach 

to meet modern conditions, and if Mr. Saarinen’s proposal is sound from the point of 

view of design and construction, and I assume it is, then it seems to me that his proposed 

building has all the grandeur, majesty, and symbolism that we are seeking in a startlingly 

new and breath-taking concept.  Indeed, it is a challenge to the Faculty and 
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Administration for years to come to arrange and devise programs for the auditorium 

which are worthy of the proposed design.”  Even as Bowditch was positioning the new 

auditorium as a base from which to launch the “big project,” he was planning to make 

education of the “whole man” his top priority. 

Following the completion of the Kresge Chapel and Auditorium, Aaron Copland 

had the opportunity to provide his own interpretation of the structures and, perhaps, use it 

as a building block for a different kind of moral/spiritual statement.  Copland was 

commissioned to compose the dedicatory music for the chapel and auditorium in late 

1953 or early 1954.  It was also during this time that Copland’s “subversive” associations 

were being actively investigated by the McCarthy committee.  While Copland was 

ultimately cleared of any wrongdoing, Burchard did a little digging on his own to ensure 

MIT would not be embarrassed by any sudden revelations of Copland’s alleged 

communist affiliations.  Ultimately, Copland’s composition, Canticle to Freedom, was 

written during this period while he was under investigation and the experience influenced 

its composition.  Copland used the commission, notes one historian, to “stare 

McCarthysim squarely in the face.  After telling a friend the title of the work, Copland 

coyly added, “Sounds subversive, no?”150  “Copland even joked about dedicating the 

work to his nemesis, Fred Busbey,” the Illinois congressman whose detection of 

“subversive” elements in Copland’s Lincoln Portrait and Fanfare for the Common Man 

led McCarthy’s Senate Committee to investigate the composer.  Copland drew inspiration 

for his Canticle of Freedom, “a big public statement in the tradition of Lincoln Portrait 

and Preamble for a Solemn Occasion,” “from an epic poem by John Barbour about 

Scotland’s struggle for independence from England in the fourteenth century,” notes one 

biographer.  “Copland apparently called the piece a canticle not only to reflect the text’s 

medieval provenance and psalmlike structure but to underline the sacred nature of 

freedom.”  Certain passages from Barbour’s heroic saga of Robert the Bruce—i.e. ‘Nor 

he that aye have lived free/May know well the misery,/ The anger, and the wretched 

doom/That is coupled to foul thralldom”—helped him sublimate any hostility he may 

have been feeling about McCarthy’s trumped-up charges.  This same Copland biographer 

has suggested that the composer “may also have had the civil rights movement in mind, 
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given the association of freedom with that struggle.”  After conducting his own private 

investigation of Copland, Burchard satisfied himself “that we will not be in any way 

remiss in patriotic duty if we commission him.”151  

The modernist aesthetic by which MIT hoped to infuse new spiritual life into the 

old forms of religious service and town hall meeting did not spark a revival either for the 

school or the work of the composer and architect.  Copland and Saarinen found 

themselves at an artistic dead end after completing their works for MIT.  The 

philosophical/spiritual aesthetic that they had drawn upon to compose their pieces did not 

go anywhere—a metaphorical corollary to the problems with MIT’s moral/spiritual 

program at MIT.  Note that critics also had very mixed feelings about both the buildings 

and the music.  There is a general sense that, while technically bold and innovative, the 

structures reflect a disquieting ambivalence and ambiguity, which may in part be 

explained by the structural modernist philosophy reflected in their design.  Rather than 

reflecting a radical departure from the strictures of the postwar status quo, the auditorium 

failed to achieve the desired transcendence and, instead, remained firmly rooted to earth 

and the status quo.  “[D]espite pretensions and appearances of being a radical alternative 

to Western philosophy, ‘modern structuralism [is] a tributary of the most purely 

traditional stream of Western philosophy, which, above and beyond its anti-Platonism, 

leads from Husserl back to Plato.’”152 

Like Copland, some students at MIT also drew a connection between the chapel-

auditorium project and the Red Scare—but from a different angle.  Some were concerned 

that the MIT administration’s support and enthusiasm for the postwar “religious revival” 

exerted subtle, but nonetheless quite real, pressures for students to conform to 

mainstream/dominant norms and “values.”  In the cultural context of McCarthyism, 

where those who did not subscribe to religious values or creeds were vulnerable to 

accusations of being “godless communists,” the administration could be fanning the 
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flames.  Just four months prior to the dedication of the chapel and auditorium, an editorial 

in The Tech titled “An Unemphasized Emphasis” voiced concerns about the nature and 

purpose of the religious education program and “how much of the program stems from 

student interest” versus how much was being imposed from the top down.  “The Institute 

has indeed taken cognizance of the much discussed “revival of religion,” the newspaper 

noted.  “This interest is reflected in the stepped-up membership drives of student 

religious organizations, in the increased chaplain facilities, and in a recognized 

importance of TCA’s Religious Action Committee which is now working on the creation 

of an inter-faith group to possibly coordinate administration of the proposed chapel.  The 

revival, however, is not restricted to the student.  It is indeed echoed on another level for 

it finds favorable reception with the Administration.”153   

The drive to build the chapel, along with numerous other initiatives to support 

moral/spiritual education undertaken by the Dean of Students, demonstrated the school’s 

commitment to encouraging spiritual or religious development.  As long as students were 

exposed to the fullest possible range of religious/spiritual beliefs, and there was no 

pressure to partake of any of them, there was no problem. Yet The Tech doubted that this 

was the full story.  The impetus for the program and manner in which it was being 

promoted by the administration “lent a suspicious nature to its initial efforts, which can 

only lead us to wonder exactly how much of the program at present stems from student 

interest.”  While the paper hesitated to accuse the administration and faculty of wielding 

the “power of suggestion” to push the program on reluctant students, certain facts were 

troubling.   

 
[R]ecent agreements arrived at by TCA and the Baker Memorial Foundation in 
regard to a religious emphasis program and the creation of a religious library for 
the proposed chapel imply equivocal and dubious intentions on the part of the 
advisory boards of these groups  . . .  These decisions were supposedly reached 
independently by their respective groups.  We are not opposed to the propriety 
that there is room for religion at the Institute so long as individual choice is 
unaffected.  But the administration had better find some more straightforward 
method of reaching, and getting this point across to, the student body.154 
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Some students expressed concern about what seemed to them the administration’s 

implied inclusion, even endorsement of traditional religiosity within the parameters of the 

undergraduate program of moral spiritual development.  If participation in the program 

became an Institute norm, what possible consequences might there be for those who 

opted out?   In a letter to the editor commending The Tech for its editorial stand, one 

student drew the obvious parallel to the persecution of Americans for holding 

“subversive” views just because the challenged mainstream norms.  “It seems to be 

getting more and more fashionable to speak with approval of the current religious 

revival,” wrote one MIT student reader, “and those who question the wisdom of such a 

revival have, for the most part, been strangely silent.  They had best be prepared to speak 

up, or the issue will go by default. . . .  The impression is inescapable that the 

administration, instead of merely letting this revival take whatever course it may, has 

been actively supporting this movement. Why do they do this?  Who authorized them to 

choose one particular side of this issue?  I would as soon have expected to see them 

endorse a particular candidate for political office.  

 
I am sure that the administration would deny that they are consciously trying to 
indoctrinate students with their particular outlook.  But conformity is a very 
powerful force, and they are being very naive if they think that they can take a 
stand on such an issue without having some of the Faculty follow the indicated 
way.  Senator McCarthy and his disciples have already managed to equate 
agnosticism with Communism. If the society at large follows this path, the day 
will arrive when free thought will be a thing of the past. One hopes that the 
administration will not help to hasten the arrival of this day.155 

 

Other observers were concerned that the planners of MIT’s “spiritual program” were not 

sufficiently attuned to the needs of students, especially their desire to play an active role 

in shaping what it would become.  After attending a meeting at MIT with the TCA to 

discuss its plans for the new program, a Boston University left shaking his head.  “My 

own feeling is this:  that TCA’s real problem is that it is so sure it knows what is the best 

approach to modern students.  I firmly believe that—despite protests to the contrary—

TCA and Tech Chapel are going to find themselves in hot water if they don’t take some 

initiative in really thinking out the role of the student initiative arm and the emphasis of 
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the Chapel—representing more traditional approaches.  I felt the weight of Niebuhr’s 

criticism of optimistic religion most strongly when Holden defined the nomenclature of 

TCA leaders as ‘scientists.’  After going through this myself, I cannot forbear the 

observation that good theological presuppositions are absolutely vital to a student 

association.”156  Killian’s testy reaction to the letter only seemed to confirm the Boston 

University student’s prescience:  “The letter leaves me completely unimpressed and 

unconvinced.”157  Whether or not the TCA nomenclature was indicative of some deeper 

theological flaws is beside the point—which was that students wanted, even insisted upon 

being involved in developing the philosophical foundations of programs aimed at them.  

If it were true, as Bowditch claimed in 1954, that to meet the “great challenge of the 

times . . . every educational institution, every business, and every governmental unit” 

needed to re-examine “the basic philosophy, or articles of faith, on which it predicates its 

activities,” then students wanted to be included in the process.158  Yet it was difficult to 

find a common language in which to discuss “values” issues.     

In late February 1954, Bowditch participated in a conference sponsored by the 

National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) held at the Harvard 

Business School.  The main business of the conference was to learn about the potential 

value of the Business School’s “case system” of training, “not only of personnel workers 

but of Faculty who, though they may have to be specialists today, are increasingly 

discovering that they must do more with and for students.”159  Beyond the business of 

evaluating the pedagogical potential of the case system, Bowditch found the group 

discussions of the cases instructive in a broader sense in that they “deeply strengthened 

my own growing conviction that there is need for much thinking in education about the 

basic values involved, values related to American democracy, the Christian concept of 

the individual, and the place of the teacher in society.”  At the same time, however, he 

was also baffled by the lack of consensus and “the difficulty people have in talking about 

some of the basic values to which I refer”—even, apparently, a group of intelligent, 

articulate educators.    
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Whether the vocabulary is no longer adequate, or whether some words like 
religion, God, family background, wealth, social, etc., have become so charged 
with emotional overtones that threaten the individual, I don’t know, but, as 
happened at one of our sessions, people instinctively retreat from an open 
discussion of some of these things and in so doing indulge themselves in the use 
of half-truths, labels, popular clichés, etc. As I see it, the rapid changes created in 
society by scientific progress; the disturbing elements of war and cold war, the 
barrage of radio, TV, newspapers, magazines; the banding together of masses of 
people in big organizations—business, community, educational, political— have 
somehow combined to threaten the place of the individual as a free, responsible, 
dedicated son of God.160 

 

That prescription seemed to be aligned with what Bowditch was hearing from Killian 

behind the scenes.  At a week-long series of meetings in the summer of 1954, for 

example, Killian asserted that U.S. higher education had to pursue its mission in light of 

the “great intellectual problem of the times and that the great intellectual problem of our 

time is the survival of civilization,” Bowditch explained at a November 1955 meeting 

about MIT’s religious program.  “As several of us said later, government, business, and 

education have devoted themselves to survival by force; but have failed to give adequate 

attention to survival through peace, through moral philosophy, and through well reasoned 

offensives of moral truth.  It is towards seeking a solution of this part of the battle of 

survival that our religious program must be directed.”161   

On June 22, 1954, the night of Compton’s death, Bowditch sat down to write a 

memo proposing the establishment of the “School of Human Values” at MIT that 

Compton had described in the Kresge application.  Bowditch portrayed the proposed 

school as a memorial to Compton, a man who “was deeply concerned about human 

values,” recognized the importance of” living in community,” and “dreamed of 

developments along the line of human relationships equal to those already made in 

science and engineering and proceeding alongside of science and engineering at MIT as 

an integral part of the educational process.   

 

In connection with the chapel, there has been an expressed desire to strike out 
boldly to plow new fields.  As the Faculty approaches the necessity of making 
decisions of educational policy in relations to community living, there is an 
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instinctive realization on the part of the scientist and engineer that we do not have 
an adequate body of facts and principles by which to make logical decisions.  
Deans and other personnel dealing with the human problems of the individual 
and the community begin to admit to themselves that they are not specialists, that 
they proceed in large measure by experience, common sense, intuition, and heart.  
It becomes increasingly apparent that if community living is to become a true 
vehicle of education, it merits research, creativity, and experiment as does the 
scientific work of the Institute.162   

 

It is therefore proposed that there be established an Institute of research into Human 

values and their application to community living.  It is recommended that the institute be 

known as the Karl Taylor Compton Institute of Human Values.”  Bowditch envisioned 

the school becoming “one of the most important activities on campus, intimately 

involved with teaching . . .” and as involved in consulting for government and industry as 

are the scientists and engineers at the present time.”163  Bowditch made the same point in 

a December 1954 address to student delegates at a regional gathering of the National 

Student Association, where he “urged his audience to “learn to use the philosopher and 

the clergyman as we have learned to use the psychiatrist, and perhaps we can work tog-

ether for the survival of everything that means most to us.”164   

At a NASPA meeting in the early part of 1955 and, with broad support from the 

group’s membership, Bowditch was encouraged to seek support for a conference on the 

subject of religious and spiritual education from the Ford Foundation’s Fund for the 

Advancement of Education.  While the hoped-for funding did not materialize, the Fund’s 

director, Clarence H. Faust, expressed interest in “sponsoring a number of specific 

projects on individual campuses which struck at the heart of operating situations 

involving the basic value questions we were raising.”  Thus encouraged, Bowditch was in 

a position to develop the project forming in his mind “ever since coming to MIT.”  I had 

been seeking a means whereby we could tackle the whole problem of human values in 

education in some new way and, as indicated in my presentation before NASPA in 1952 

(“The Psychiatrist and the Dean: Past, present, and Future”), I had long believed we must 

find some way to bring together the psychiatrist, the clergyman, and the philosopher.”  
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Convinced “the time was ripe” to pilot such a project at MIT, which Commission VI [of 

which Bowditch was chairman] “might use in urging the development of other projects 

around the country,” he applied for and was awarded a grant “which will bring to our 

campus a philosopher who has given much deep thought to human values, both 

intrinsically and as they apply to the modern community.”  Bowditch noted that “Dr. 

Faust recognizes NASPA’s interest in the subject and the possible contribution of this 

project, through NASPA, to other colleges and universities.”165  As open-ended as the 

attempt to “tackle the whole problem of values” may have seemed, in style and tone at 

least his description of the project’s rationale betrayed a more closed-ended mindset.  

Referring to “the great moral issue of our times,” Bowditch articulated a paradox—

certainty that NASPA members saw “the problem” the same way, despite the fact that he 

himself could not define exactly what it was.  “I think we all sense what it is; we’ve heard 

it described or referred to by many different people in many different ways.   

 
It is hard to pin down, but some of us think that unless we can pin it down and 
face up to it, the cause of the freedom-loving nations may be fatally jeopardized 
in the cold war against Communism, a militant Godless philosophy sold as 
religion.  The best defense is a good offense; the war is a war for men’s minds; 
atomic and hydrogen bombs are vital to provide us the time to develop a militant, 
fearless moral offense which alone will win the world-wide struggle.166 

 

Yet Bowditch’s call to action, aggressive and strident in its tone, and representation of the 

cold war as a titanic, black-and-white struggle of good versus evil, did not leave much 

room for those in his audience to criticize or question U.S. policies or actions.  Moreover, 

its implicit support for building up the military to buy time for Americans to figure out 

exactly what is was they were defending at the point of a hydrogen missile, did not reflect 

Hartman’s approach to the problem. 

 At the May 1955 dedication ceremonies for the chapel and auditorium, Killian 

spoke of the project and future plans developing the adjacent plaza and building a Student 

Union, as part of MIT’s makeover into a new kind of university dedicated to the 
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development of the “whole man.”167  The new structures and what they symbolized—

which was not exactly clear—were, for the most part, praised by the news media, 

including the religious press.  “[T]he authorities of MIT have boldly made plain their 

dedication to the education of the total person in training the scientist of tomorrow,” 

observed an editorial in The Pilot, published by the Boston archdiocese.  “While this 

gives us new confidence for the time ahead, it also provides a rewarding revelation of the 

scientists of today.”168   

 

  

Philosophical Demands 

Historian Paul Boyer’s By the Bomb’s Early Light does an outstanding job of 

documenting and explaining the postwar movement among the group of America’s elite 

atomic physicists to awaken the public to the dangers of nuclear energy, lobby Congress 

for public policies to limit them, and urge Americans to develop a greater sense of 

humility about its temporary monopoly on its political power.  They were not alone, 

Boyer notes, but were joined by “a wide array of professional groups [that] stepped 

forward—often naively and perhaps self-interestedly—to help the world find its way 

back from the precipice.  Education, psychiatry, psychology, ethics, the humanities, 

sociology—surely somewhere in these specialties was the knowledge that could drive 

back the hovering nightmare of atomic war.”169  Given his focus, Boyer understandably 

bypasses efforts among educators in America’s colleges and universities to address these 

issues.  Yet these institutions would play a crucial role in shaping the consciousness and 

consciences of the nation’s future scientists and engineers.  To that end, science and 

engineering educators at some institutions made a special effort to incorporate moral, 

social, religious, and spiritual values within their undergraduate programs.  In a time of 

such precariousness and uncertainty, they attempted to strengthen the “core values” of 

western civilization by re-emphasizing them.  Yet there were limits to what that strategy 

could achieve.  Whether perceived as transcendent truths, or pragmatic principles for 

                                                 
167 “Doctor Van Kleffens Keynotes Dedication; Aaron Copland’s Canticle of Freedom Led by Liepmann in 
World Premiere,” The Tech, May 10, 1955, p. 1 
168 Editorial titled, “Men of MIT,” The Pilot, May 14, 1955. 
169 Boyer, Paul, By the Bomb’s Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994 [1985]), p. 333  



 

 441

tackling contemporary problems, the concept of “values” was vague and malleable 

enough to serve as a blank screen on which hopes, values, and ideas could be projected 

without a hint of controversy.  While there was nothing new in the postwar notion that 

scientists and engineers should be better schooled in their moral responsibilities to 

society, the project took on an added urgency with the advent of the atomic bomb.  

Science and engineering educators frequently emphasized the importance of moral and 

religious education in their professional journals.   

Nor was it the view of another speaker who spoke to the NASPA committee on 

science and engineering education of which Bowditch was the chairman.  In his address 

to the gathering, Harvard historian Howard Mumford Jones argued that a strong set of 

shared values did exist on America’s college campuses, that undergraduate life had a 

“kind of national philosophy running through it.”  The college campus was, in fact, a 

microcosm of the broader society.  “All these student activities,” Jones observed, “which 

engage the attention of your members—getting into the right fraternity, competing for a 

place on the college paper, editing the yearbook, participating in the glee club or the 

dramatic society, winning place on the varsity squad, campaigning for presidency of the 

student council, student dances, student love affairs, student dormitory life, student 

religious groups—what is all this but a copy in miniature of life outside the campus, its 

snobbery, its competition, its generalities, its notions of what the good life is, its 

democracy, its frivolity, its serious concerns, its kindliness?”  Stock characters such as 

the “Big Man on Campus” had their analogues in “the business leader, banker, politician, 

or manufacturer in workaday life.  Traditionally, the American campus is an echo, not a 

criticism, of American society.”  Reinforcing this general tendency, Jones argued, was a 

vast army of professional managers—“deans and tutors, advisers and proctors, 

psychiatrists and personnel administrators, religious counselors, big brothers, big sisters, 

doctors, nurses, YMCA secretaries, orientation weeks, vocational guidance weeks, 

employment offices—smoothing the student’s “social adjustment of the student” at every 

point of contact with the institution.  The social inevitably moves away from intellectual 

originality toward accepting any present social norm as an inevitable norm.”170  
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Bowditch took seriously the job of establishing a program of moral and social 

education for the “whole man.”  Yet the purpose of the program remained vague and 

uncertain, the needs of students were not factored into the design, and he lacked the 

interpersonal skills and experience that might have enabled him to recalibrate.  From the 

student’s perspective, Bowditch’s role as enforcer of discipline and order undermined the 

legitimacy and sincerity of the “whole man” program.  Every act of “helping” them 

become “whole” also expanded the administration’s reach into their lives.  They became 

frustrated and angry with what they perceived as insincerity and double-dealing. 

By the mid-1950s, as cracks in the liberal consensus proliferated, signs of disaffection 

with the status quo among MIT students were blamed for low morale and general lack of 

“scholastic enthusiasm.”  Bowditch was sufficiently worried about the mood on campus 

in February 1955 to approach the Ford Foundation for help.  Through its Fund for the 

Advancement of Education and Fund for Adult Education, both established in 1951, the 

Ford Foundation supported educational experiments designed to “help the American 

people meet their new responsibilities in the world.”  Both funds focused “upon types of 

education designed primarily to develop intellectual capacity and independent judgment, 

rather than upon those which aim at technical, specialized, or professional proficiency.”  

The Fund for the Advancement of Education was developed to support proposals aimed 

at “liberalizing the education of young people and teachers.”171   

In his application to the Ford Foundation for help in addressing those problems, 

Bowditch described the institution’s concern and attempted solutions.   Contrary to the 

logical, rational, systematic approach characteristic of the scientific method, however, the 

architects of MIT’s new humanistic philosophy of education seemed to be floundering in 

a sea of guesswork.  Ambiguities, contradictions, and conflicts in policies and practices 

were becoming unmanageable and sowing seeds of disappointment, dissent, and outright 

rebellion among undergraduate students.  Apparently, some of MIT’s “better humanities 

students” had issued a “demand” for Burchard to supply them with a course on 

“philosophy and modern problems.”  “Reflecting a restlessness of their generation,” 

Bowditch explained, “they were seeking an intellectual means whereby they could seek 
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answers to personal and philosophical problems.”172  MIT’s earlier efforts to help students 

to identify and integrate their personal values with their academic studies had yielded 

alienation and apathy.  Developing amidst persistent warnings of a dangerous and 

growing “science and engineering gap” between the United States and Soviet Union, 

MIT and the nation had a lot at stake in its attempts to stem the tide of student discontent.  

Allowed to fester, discontent at the nation’s “arsenal of brainpower” could disrupt the 

production of elite scientists and engineers needed to maintain U.S. scientific and military 

superiority and have a cascading effect on college recruiting nationwide.  

Meanwhile, students continued to note the discrepancies between MIT’s avowed 

aim of educating “whole men” and an academic and cultural environment geared to the 

needs of large corporations and the military-industrial complex.  They were discomfited 

enough to write about it in the pages of undergraduate publications.  Some 

undergraduates found the gap between reality and rhetoric disheartening.  The fact that 

MIT “caters to industry,” observed Barry Mazur, a freshman contributor to the December 

1954 issue of Technology Engineering News and a future editor of the publication,” 

caused it to be “preoccupied with the thought of manufacturing ‘good’ engineers.  The 

flagrant underemphasis of anything that doesn’t directly lend toward the production of 

‘good’ engineers can be clearly shown as standard procedure at the Institute.  

 
MIT has a reputation; and it has to uphold that reputation at all costs the student 
does not have time to question . . . And the worst part of it is that the same 
attitude contaminates the student.  Nowhere is there an attempt to analyze a 
situation, to study a problem of interest for the intellectual stimulus that it 
provides.  Nowhere is there time for that, at least at MIT.  The intellectual 
curiosity of the student is not stimulated as it should be.  To the contrary, it is 
allowed to lie dormant because ‘the students do not have the time for it, and the 
prime function of MIT is to produce ‘good’ engineers; to keep up its 
reputation.’”173  

 
In other words, Mazur implied, students were not learning to exercise independent 

thought and creativity, but to occupy their pre-determined slots in the status quo, and 

narrowly focus on the tasks it set before them.  “MIT was founded on certain principals 

[sic],” Mazur continued.  “The most notable of them were that there was a growing need 
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for people adequately trained in technology.  Another one of its founding propositions 

seems to be that people who are to be adequately trained in technology can’t afford the 

time to question.  They have no time to expand their philosophical dimensions.  It is a 

belief that is extremely prevalent in the Institute.  It is one which many students become 

susceptible to; it is infectious, and one wonders where the infection began.”  Mazur came 

to regard MIT’s malaise as the inevitable result “when an institute of learning sells its 

intellectual soul.  To whom has MIT sold its soul? you ask [sic]. The answer is to 

industry.174  Elsewhere in the diatribe, Mazur presented a scathing counterpoint to a 

recent editorial in The Tech praising the “gradual realization of the Institute’s efforts to 

turn out “whole men.”  After just ten short weeks at MIT, Mazur keenly “felt the 

imbalance of scientific plethora and cultural vacuum prevalent among my fellow 

freshmen.”  “The question has crossed my mind, whether, in fact, this degree of 

‘wholeness’ is to be reached solely by attending three or four humanities classes a week, 

writing an occasional theme, and covering the great human problems of history and 

literature in desultory fashion.  It is not my purpose to decry the Institute’s program in 

humanities . . .  Its only shortcoming is that we have too little of it.”  He invited freshmen 

to join him in starting a group that would meet regularly to “simply talk about some piece 

of writing, some historical event, or some idea.”   

Though discomfited by MIT’s lack of liberal arts, Mazur was not resigned to 

suffering in silence, but instead pressed students to help shape the institution of which 

they were a part.  “Useless?  Far from it; the broadening influence of such a club or 

society would be significant, the contribution to the Institute, incalculable,” he wrote.  

Mazur hoped that other freshmen, “equally aware of this need” would come forward to 

bring about “the meeting of minds as I have described.”175  It may well have been this 

group to which Bowditch referred in his 1955 application to the Ford Foundation as 

having issued a “demand” for Dean John E. Burchard to supply them with a course on 

“philosophy and modern problems” that would help them “seek answers to personal and 

philosophical problems.”176  In that same application, Bowditch emphasized the Institute 
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faculty’s growing concern with “the development of the whole man as an integral part of 

professional education and as, therefore, part of the educational program of the Institute” 

which was “symbolized in the completion this year of two symbolic buildings at the 

center of the MIT campus—the chapel and the auditorium.”177 

 

 

Conclusion  

“The enslavement of mankind may be linked to the headlong rush for power in which 

some brilliant scientists are engaged, noted an article titled, “Man-Made Monsters: Will 

Robots Rule the World?” featured on the front page of DARE, a risqué tabloid-style 

men’s magazine that sold for a dime in February 1955.  “As long as their giant robot can 

think faster and perform tasks better than the next, they care little for the 

consequences.”178  Like it or not, in the aftermath of Hiroshima, science and engineering 

students could not avoid confronting what Columbia University sociologist C. Wright 

Mills described as “the big moral fright” associated with their fields of study, or the 

political issues related to their development and use.  Speaking to a group of 

undergraduate science and engineering students at Columbia in February 1955, Mills 

warned that “the usual training in science and engineering given in this country today is 

not going to help you much” in facing the social and moral challenges of the “big fright.” 

179  To be “more than merely technically competent” in their careers, he emphasized, they 

had to confront the unprecedented social and moral challenges of the atomic age by 

entering “into the big discourse of the rational mind—which began some 2,000 years ago 

in Athens and Jerusalem, and of which physical science is only one small part.”  

Engagement in the “big discourse” provided the humanistic context and “liberating” 

influence on the individual mind that counterbalanced the “big fright” and made it 

possible to make moral choices “sensibly.”  “And I, for one, believe that no set of men is 
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going to be more in need of it than you,” Mills Observed.  “There is no alternative to that 

endeavor other than public insanity and personal dehumanization.”180    

 Critics of science and engineering education would have found their initiative 

heartening.  “The need for engineers in the mid-twentieth century is not merely for more 

of them,” wrote George S. Odiorne in “The Trouble with Engineers,” in the June 1955 

issue of Harper’s, “but for more of them who can fit effectively into the non-engineering 

world.”  Moreover, engineers needed to broaden their perspective, to acquire “an ability 

to visualize the culture in which they live—not as a collection of castes in which their 

alone is custodian of the public weal, but as a moving balance of interests that naturally 

conflict, intermingle, and change.”  Odiorne stressed the remedial nature of the task:  

“They must undo the damage of an education which treats engineering as knowledge, and 

engineers as individuals, as though they could not be identified with the real needs and 

aspirations of the rest of society.”181  Engineers had to start empathizing with the “real 

needs and aspirations” of fellow citizens.  The implied comparison was with Ortega y 

Gasset’s “learned ignoramus” and Arendt’s educated philistine—the stereotypical 

engineer unconcerned with the social and moral consequences of his work, driven by 

expediency and the need to produce tangible results.  Odiorne implicitly criticized U.S. 

policy makers for the production of engineering drones who conflated moral duties with 

national security imperatives. This mindset, some critics charged, was fostered early in 

the narrowing and constricted education of future scientists and engineers at MIT and 

other “Tech” schools.  All too often, those who survived four years of harrowing study 

developed a narrowly provincial outlook and faith in the problem-solving powers of 

reason and rationality with respect to the social, moral, and spiritual crises in modern life. 

                                                 
180 Ibid.  The “big discourse,” writes John Summers in The Nation, was Mills’s “term for the Enlightenment 
humanism that extended him both refuge and inspiration.”  According to Summers, “Mills came to believe 
that the freedom and reason embedded in the “big discourse’” eventually required a radical subversion of 
the prevailing order.”  Rather than subverting the core values and traditions of western civilization, as some 
have interpreted his writings, Mills’s autobiographical writings “show a consistent, sincere sense of his role 
as a redeemer of lost ideals, as an old-fashioned moralist in a time of ‘mindlessness’ and existential 
despair.”  Summers concludes that “Mills refused to abandon universalist values even when his 
investigations disclosed ample reasons for doubting their continued relevance.”  C. Wright Mills and 
Robert S. Hartman were, in many ways, birds of a feather.  See Summers, John, “The Big Discourse,” The 
Nation, October 9, 2000. 
181 Odiorne, George S.  “The Trouble with Engineers,” Harper’s Magazine, January 1955, pp. 45-46 
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In the universe of postwar higher education, it was generally agreed that college 

students were “more serious” and interested not only in getting a degree to get a job, but 

also in connecting their life’s work to a deeper meaning and set of values.  Some of this 

was due to changes in postwar student demographics fostered by the G.I. Bill of Rights 

that made it possible for millions of America’s war veterans to obtain higher education.  

The veterans who flocked to college campuses in the postwar period were older, more 

likely to be married, more experienced, and tended to be much more focused and intent 

on their studies than those coming straight from high school.  Both groups, however, had 

grown up either fighting directly in the war or in its shadow.   They came of age, in other 

words, during perhaps the most serious crisis in modern times, a period when some 

doubted the future of western civilization.   

Both college students and educators felt responsibility for determining what kind 

of future theirs would be. “Pessimists remind us that in other fields than science . . . we 

are still in the Dark Ages, and prophesy darkly that we will eventually destroy ourselves 

with our machines,” observed the editors of a college-level anthology of essays on “ideas 

and values.”  “We have made no progress, they say, in our ability to solve problems of 

human relations; there emotion and prejudice still rule.  Whether we will apply the 

methods of science and reason to the social, political, and religious problems of nations, 

races, and individuals is the vital question.”182  In seeking answers to that and similar 

questions, some students turned to traditional forms of religious practice.  Others, 

however, sought to formulate the questions for themselves and develop a “philosophy of 

life” based more on their own life experiences than pre-established precepts.  They 

certainly did not want to be force-fed someone else’s assumption and conclusions about 

the meaning and ultimate purpose of life.  To his credit, Bowditch recognized that the 

attempts he and other members of the administration had made to support them in their 

quests for meaning, morals, and values.  Where he and others had failed, however, he 

believed that Hartman could succeed.  The possibilities and limitations of their joint 

efforts in that endeavor are the subject of chapter six.   

                                                 
182 Lorch, Fred W., Jones, W. Paul, and Huntress, Keith, eds., Of Time and Truth:  Ideas and Values for 
College Students (New York: Dryden Press, 1946), p. 2 
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Chapter Six 

Dark Nights of the Soul:  

The Perils of Practicing Philosophy 

 
By the very act of arguing, you awake the patient’s reason; and once it is awake, 
who can foresee the result?  Even if a particular train of thought can be twisted so 
as to end in our favor, you will find that you have been strengthening in your 
patient the fatal habit of attending to universal issues and withdrawing his 
attention from the stream of immediate sense experiences—C.S. Lewis, The 
Screwtape Letters1 
 
None of you are going to be merely scientists or engineers.  You are not going to 
be merely a part of the rational mind and the splendid continuity of the empirical 
experiment.  Whether you want to or not, you are also going to be part of the big 
fright— C. Wright Mills (1955)2 
 

 

In the fall of 1955, during a brief lull in the cold war, Robert S. Hartman, an associate 

professor of moral philosophy at Ohio State University, arrived at MIT to begin a one-

year educational experiment sponsored by the Ford Foundation for the Advancement of 

Education.3  Hartman would have dual roles at MIT, dividing his time between teaching 

undergraduate courses in moral philosophy, ethics, and comparative religion in the 

School of Humanities and, at the same time, serving as a “values consultant” to Dean of 

                                                 
1 Lewis, C.S., The Screwtape Letters (1941), from The Complete C.S. Lewis Signature Classics (New 
York: HaperCollins, 2002), p. 127 
2 Mills, C. Wright, “The American Scientist: Today and Tomorrow,” lecture delivered before the Science 
and Democracy Forum of Columbia College, New York, on February 24, 1955.  I would like to 
acknowledge Richard Gillam, who was editing some of Mills’s unpublished papers at Harvard when I 
contacted him, for providing me with a copy of this previously unpublished lecture.   
3 Following the transfer of funds from the estates of Henry and Edsel Ford in 1948, and the 
recommendations of a study led by H. Rowland Gaither in 1949, the Ford Foundation significantly 
expanded its operations in 1950.  The foundation accepted the Gaither Committee’s advice to focus on the 
“most pressing problems of human welfare” at home and abroad, the most serious being “those which arise 
in man in his relation to man rather than rather than in his relation to nature.”  While the Gaither report 
advocated democracy as the best means of promoting international peace and understanding, it attacked 
“the illusion that democracy and its institutions are made more secure by an unchanging order” as one that 
“strikes at the very heart of democracy by denying it to grow.”  The Committee also emphasized the need 
to promote positive, practical democratic values rather than rail against communism.  “If such a defensive 
attitude is allowed to control our planning and thinking,” the report stated, “our national effort will be 
diverted unduly to expedient and temporary measures from the more important tasks ahead, and we may 
grow like the thing we fight [emphasis added] . . . If the world crisis causes us to sacrifice democratic 
principles here at home, our national security will be undermined.  As international pressures intensify, a 
danger arises that through suspicion, hysteria, or expediency, we may compromise these principles—the 
very principles we are striving to defend.”  See Report of the Study for the Ford Foundation on Policy and 
Program (Detroit: The Ford Foundation, 1949), p. 21-22 
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Students E. Francis Bowditch.  The plan outlined in Bowditch’s proposal to the Ford 

Foundation was for Hartman, a refugee from Nazi Germany, former star salesman for 

Walt Disney, and expert on the “science of values,” to support MIT’s ongoing efforts to 

humanize undergraduate education and help MIT students wrestle with moral issues in 

their academic studies and future careers.   

The “precedent-breaking appointment” of an outside “values consultant” to help 

MIT develop a comprehensive plan for the moral education of its students was unusual to 

say the least.  “It is believed to be the first time such an appointment has been made at 

any educational institution,” noted the front-page story in The Tech.  According to 

Bowditch, Hartman’s presence reflected MIT’s “increasing concern with values” and 

“the development of the whole man as an integral part of professional education.”  The 

experiment was “one of the many ways in which MIT is trying to meet its responsibilities 

to prepare young men and women to lead and operate the complicated technical society 

produced by the application of science to the needs of man.  It also reveals our 

recognition of the predicament of modern man in his attempt to find his own self in the 

complex of social and technological relations.’”4  Because not enough students were 

finding themselves and/or felt alienated by society’s response to the “predicament of 

modern man,” Bowditch explained, the Office of the Dean of Students was bringing in a 

values consultant to see what more could be done. 

Hartman’s educational background, life experiences, concern for young people, 

and passion for moral philosophy and integrated education seemed tailor-made for the 

job.  In addition to teaching an undergraduate philosophy course each semester, he would 

consult with Bowditch and other MIT deans and faculty on everything from student 

morale, campus housing, and extracurricular activities to admissions and scholarship 

criteria and the cultural and educational “environment” at MIT.  If students’ apathy 

stemmed from social and cultural fragmentation, Hartman might help them discover 

some meaning among the pieces.  The unusual approach was noted in The New York 

Times and piqued the curiosity of Herbert Stroup, a professor of sociology and 

anthropology, and dean of students at Brooklyn College, who hoped Hartman’s project 

would address “the problem of defining the ‘whole man,’” as “the literature offers little 

                                                 
4 “Dr. Robert S. Hartman Appointed Consultant to Dean of Students,” The Tech, September 27, 1955, p. 1 
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more than facile definitions and descriptions.”  Student personnel workers needed to 

understand “the fullest impact and meaning of the term” to plan coherent programs of 

student development activities.  Without a firmer philosophical foundation, Stroup 

continued, “student activities cannot long endure with prestige and effectiveness.”5  One 

could not build a sustainable program around the gifts and talents of a single individual 

such as Everett M. Baker, who had begun to meld the fragmented student body together.  

With his academic expertise in moral philosophy and value theory, and practical life 

experience in applying values to social and public policy concerns, Hartman could help 

MIT develop a unified and comprehensive framework for coordinating and supporting all 

of its efforts to educate “the whole man.”  He could help win over the hearts and minds of 

MIT students and demonstrate the institution’s ongoing commitment to “science with a 

conscience.”  If the experiment succeeded, school officials hoped to solve the nagging 

problem of student apathy and low morale, and develop a pioneering approach to the 

“problem of the humanities.”  Hartman might be considered to fill an anticipated opening 

in the MIT philosophy department.  Bowditch and Hartman both hoped that the 

experiment’s success would propel MIT to become as much of a leader and innovator in 

social and moral education as it was in science and engineering.  After nearly five years 

of trying to launch their “big project”—the establishment of an Institute of Values, a 

think tank that would promote research, education, and public policy applications in the 

field of moral and spiritual values—that goal finally seemed within reach.     

It did not quite work out that way, however.  Hartman delivered the goods—

perhaps too well—during his brief tenure at MIT.  School officials and faculty members 

praised his specific, practical suggestions for infusing morality and ethics into everything 

from MIT’s admissions and financial aid policies to student residence halls and 

extracurricular activities.  Students flocked to his philosophy lectures, turned in 

enthusiastic evaluations, shared copies of their course readings with family and friends, 

and a significant number even considered changing their majors from the sciences or 

engineering to philosophy.  Yet it was difficult to say whether Hartman’s mission was a 

stunning success, a dismal failure, or something in between.  In a year-end memo 

                                                 
5 Stroup, Herbert, Toward a Philosophy of Organized Student Activities (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1965), pp. 91-92 
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summarizing his activities and accomplishments at MIT, Hartman proudly noted the 

personal transformations he had witnessed among students in his philosophy classes.  

Judging from his final report to the Ford Foundation, Bowditch also seemed pleased with 

the results.  He praised Hartman for the “invaluable service” he had rendered “in enabling 

many students, faculty, and clergy to debate [human problems and the plight of modern 

civilization] freely and to begin to think about them objectively unencumbered by 

personal embarrassment and implied threats to accepted truths of faith and revelation.”6   

Ultimately, however, such lofty ambitions proved far more controversial than 

either Hartman or Bowditch anticipated.  “[R]eactions to Dr. Hartman and his work were 

mixed,” Bowditch acknowledged in his final report to the Ford Foundation, “often rather 

violently, among students, faculty, and administration.”7  Though students were generally 

enthusiastic, Hartman’s critique of MIT’s new and highly publicized humanities 

initiatives, combined with his unorthodox teaching methods and charismatic style, were 

polarizing.  Burchard, especially, found it difficult to comment upon or contain his anger 

over Hartman’s criticism of MIT’s curricular approach to humanistic education.  “I have 

tried to write something several times but always lose my temper,” he wrote in a 

confidential memo to MIT President James R. Killian.  In the memo, Burchard accused 

Hartman of making “reckless,” unfounded accusations about “the situation of the 

Humanities at MIT.”  If Hartman ever made the accusation public, Burchard continued, 

“I should have to attack it publicly.  I could not honestly spare the horses if that became 

necessary.”8  The ferocity with which he expressed his disagreements with Hartman 

stemmed from a fundamental, irresolvable conflict about the place and purpose of 

objective versus subjective knowledge and education in the cold war university.  Hartman 

inspired students to think critically about their schooling and society and criticized 

traditional humanistic education for failing to do either.  Burchard, on the other hand, 

accused Hartman of “proselytizing” in the classroom, of exerting undue influence over 

impressionable youth and swaying them to accept his unorthodox and poorly conceived 

theory of values.  Though Hartman inspired enthusiasm among members of the MIT 

                                                 
6 Bowditch, E. Francis, “Final Report to the Ford Foundation,” UTSCL, RHS Papers, MS-1129, Box 31, 
Folder 100  
7 Ibid 
8 Burchard, John E.  “Memorandum to President Killian, Provost Stratton, Dean Bowditch,” April 23, 
1956, MIT Archives, Box 106, Folder 16 
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administration faculty, staff, and students, he also left under a cloud of recrimination at 

the end of the year.  Students protested and demanded to know the reason for his 

departure, but never got an answer.  Not long thereafter, Bowditch resigned his position 

at MIT, disappointed by the lack of support he received from Killian, yet determined to 

pursue his personal mission to help educate morally and spiritually conscious scientists 

and engineers.   As far as students were concerned, at least one promising solution to the 

“problem of the humanities” had been found—and roundly rejected by the same school 

officials to whom they originally appealed for help.     

This chapter explores MIT’s response to the ongoing “crisis” of values in 

American higher education and public policy.9  Beyond the slogans of “life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness,” did Americans share any values that could help answer such 

questions or promote a more moral set of foreign and domestic policies?  If so, what were 

they and what role—if any—should the cold war university play in shaping the moral and 

spiritual values of science and engineering students?  By his appointment, MIT undertook 

an innovative experiment to help undergraduates students wrestle with the deeper 

philosophical concerns they had expressed about the moral and social consequences of 

their future professions—exactly what the school’s postwar emphasis on humanistic 

education purported to do.  Yet the experiment also raised a host of difficult questions 

that tested the limits of the school’s commitment to that ideal during a time of national 

insecurity and cold war.  If MIT were to take moral philosophy seriously, students would 

learn to question and challenge their preconceptions and biases and confront some 

uncomfortable and inconvenient truths that could change their lives.  That was the whole 

point.  But how hard should the teacher push?  How enthusiastic could humanities 

professors be in the classroom without either censoring themselves or “tipping” their 

hand about what they believed?  Just how enthusiastic about the humanities did MIT 

want science and engineering students to become?  Where was the line between 

preaching and teaching?  What if some sort of transformation was either required or 

                                                 
9 The concern was sparked by a host of science and technology-related moral challenges that the United 
States confronted after World War II.  News reports that exposed the role of scientists, engineers, and 
medical professionals in perpetrating Nazi atrocities also raised questions about the morality of Truman’s 
decision to use the atomic bomb against Japan, America’s continuing use of military power to defend its 
national interests around the world, and, more specifically, the moral dilemmas facing scientists and 
engineers whose discoveries and inventions posed an ongoing threat to humanity’s survival.    
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likely to occur in the process of educating students to be “whole men” and “whole 

women”?   It was not clear what responsibility, if any, MIT incurred in “exposing” 

students to thoughts and ideas—or ideological “salesmen”—that actually could change 

their minds and hearts in the classroom.  What distinguished passionate teaching in the 

humanities from “proselytizing,” enthusiasm about a transformative educational 

experience from “brainwashing” or “thought control”?  Though humanistic education 

was supposed to get science and engineering students thinking about their moral and 

social responsibilities as future professionals, just how much questioning should MIT 

encourage its students to do?  

Personality and pedagogical differences aside, the political undertones of the 

conflict between Hartman and Burchard became more discernible with the passing years.  

In the early 1960s, for example, Hartman was dividing his time between the United States 

and Mexico, where he worked as a research professor of philosophy at the National 

University of Mexico.  Though he continued to promote the virtues of value theory, and 

its potential to foster greater peace and justice in the world, he grew increasingly 

disillusioned by developments in American domestic and foreign policy.  He was an 

especially strong, and early, opponent of the Vietnam War, for example—a conflict 

which he saw as the beginning of a steep decline in U.S. moral authority and prestige 

around the world.  Burchard, meanwhile, also heeded his own advice to “take sides” in 

1960, and accepted an appointment by Republican presidential nominee Richard M. 

Nixon to serve on the candidate’s fourteen-member “personal advisory council”—a 

“brain trust” made up of “six college professors, two deans, one university president, a 

former professor turned researcher, three businessmen, and a banker.”10  This chapter 

examines an innovative attempt to stimulate creative, critical thinking about moral values 

in the classroom—including those of the mainstream society that MIT depended upon for 

support—and the limitations of the postwar consensus to either maintain or contain it.   

 

   

 

 

                                                 
10 “Nixon Organizes Board of Experts to Aid Campaign,” New York Times, August 16, 1960, p. 1  
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Prelude to the “Big Project” 

When E. Francis Bowditch began drawing up plans for the “moral and spiritual 

education” program he hoped to put in place at MIT, he knew exactly who to turn to for 

help.  In the spring of 1951, four months before he officially took over his post at MIT, 

Bowditch contacted a friend and former colleague from Lake Forest Academy—Robert 

S. Hartman, a philosophy professor at Ohio State University and former member of the 

Lake Forest faculty—whose transformational vision of educational reform he shared.  

Bowditch, the Boston Brahmin, and Hartman, a German Jewish political refugee whose 

teenage public protests against the Nazis placed him on Hitler’s enemies list, had both 

arrived at Lake Forest in 1941.  The two men apparently hit it off right away, discovered 

their mutual interests and goals in the field of education, and forged a lasting friendship.  

Both men felt radical educational reforms were needed to address the world’s postwar 

problems.  Sometime during their years at Lake Forest, Bowditch and Hartman began 

drafting blueprints for the reforms they envisioned, and seeking opportunities to put their 

plans into action.  Though Hartman left Lake Forest in 1949 to teach philosophy at The 

College of Wooster in Wooster, Ohio, the two men kept in touch.  While Bowditch was 

dealing with the morale problem he inherited at MIT, Hartman was writing and speaking 

publicly about issues of war and peace, repression and freedom of speech and 

association.  Through their continuing correspondence during this period, they shared 

news of their professional activities and family lives.   

Not long after his appointment at MIT, Bowditch sent Hartman a copy of the 

Lewis Committee’s recently published report and Hartman wrote back to express his 

excitement about “the great work begun” at MIT, and to report that he had “studied with 

great interest the Report of the Committee on Educational Survey at MIT,” and hoped to 

discuss it with him soon.  “It was wonderful to see you again and to hear about the great 

opportunity at MIT,” Hartman wrote Bowditch in May 1951.  “Rita and I were both 

thrilled to see you and Anna so well and at the verge of such a great adventure.”  Along 

with the personal greetings, Hartman enclosed material, ranked “in the order of 

increasing technicality” that would give Bowditch an idea of his present work and 

interests.  His reference to a planned meeting with Bowditch in the fall was an indicator 
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of their mutual interest in working together, this time at MIT.11  Reading between the 

lines of Hartman’s response, it seems clear that Bowditch had already solicited his advice 

on the MIT situation.  “I am deeply appreciative of your interest in the program that I am 

responsible for working out at MIT,” Bowditch replied in June 1951, “and certainly want 

to correspond with you further and very likely arrange a meeting with you.”12  It is 

equally clear that both men viewed MIT as a “test case” for integrating morality and 

technology and one which, if successful, could become a national model for other 

institutions to emulate.  Bowditch’s position at MIT rekindled their passion for the “big 

project” and renewed hopes of its success, perhaps beyond their wildest imaginings.  If 

they succeeded at MIT, other colleges and universities nationwide and around the world 

were bound to take notice.   

Meanwhile, Bowditch began looking for ways to get Hartman involved in the 

humanistic program he was “responsible for working out” at MIT.  In September 1951, 

for example, Bowditch referred an undergraduate student to Hartman for help.  The 

student, Robert M. Briber, was chairman of the Institute Committee (Inscomm), MIT’s 

undergraduate governing body, was compiling a bibliography for his bachelor’s thesis on 

“the subject of co-responsibility, between faculty and students, for the handling of the 

college student government.”  In his letter to Hartman, Briber described his interest in 

“the ramifications of the college ‘community’ government, including such aspects as the 

joint faculty-student committee and the position of the faculty advisor to student 

government, and in the amount of autonomy which is granted to student government at 

various colleges, including the educational principles behind that autonomy.”  Following 

a review of this literature, Briber added, he planned “to delimit my topic to those areas 

that are of specific applicability to MIT.”  Though Hartman’s resume did not include 

formal academic credentials or specific experience in these areas, Bowditch had 

described Hartman to Briber as “a man experienced in the field.”13 

                                                 
11 Letter from Robert S. Hartman to E. Francis Bowditch, May 10, 1951, UTSCL, MS-1129, Box 37, 
Folder 26 
12 Letter from E. Francis Bowditch to Robert S. Hartman, June 22, 1951, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, 
Box 37, Folder 26 
13 Letter from Robert M. Briber to Robert S. Hartman, 2 October 1951, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1015, 
Box 31, Folder 100   
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Early in the fall of 1951, Bowditch had already begun angling for Hartman to take 

charge of developing the educational program centered in the new Kresge Auditorium.  

Both men regarded the anticipated construction of the MIT chapel and auditorium as 

critical first steps on the path to a more substantial and comprehensive transformation of 

MIT.  Though still in the early planning stages, the chapel-auditorium came to symbolize 

the earnestness of MIT’s commitment to the moral and spiritual development of scientists 

and engineers.  Bowditch regarded Hartman as the ideal candidate for the position, an 

assessment with which Hartman heartily agreed.  “As I see the job,” Hartman responded 

to Bowditch, “it has three aspects: Direction of the Auditorium, teaching, and research     

. . . The office is, so to speak, designed to be the spiritual center of the MIT community,” 

spiritual” here meant in the wide sense we discussed.  This opens up a whole new 

dimension of activity which I would hope to develop to the fullest extent.  I notice that 

very good beginnings have already been made at MIT with great success, and your 

memorandum not only defines the function of the Auditorium, but also points the way to 

the extension of these activities into fields not yet touched.  I envision the Auditorium as 

a center of cultural life where the leaders in thought, art, and public life, both national and 

international, will appear, and where it will be an honor both for the performer and the 

audience to partake in a common experience.”  Hartman was cool to the idea of titling the 

person in charge of this program, “Director of the Auditorium,” since it emphasized the 

administration and management of the building, rather than its function as a “center of 

culture.”  As an alternative, he proposed possibilities such as “Director of Human 

Studies” or “Director of Social Studies,” or “Director of the Saarinen Center.”14  The 

similarity of these titles to MIT’s preexisting School of the Humanities and Social 

Sciences, headed by Burchard, foreshadowed their conflict five years later.  Yet the 

possibilities that Bowditch and Hartman discussed in their correspondence were not far 

afield of plans already in the works and/or the moral and spiritual program envisioned in 

MIT’s original grant application to the Kresge Foundation.    

“I have read the material you gave me and thought a great deal about the job you 

outlined for me, and am greatly interested in it,” Hartman wrote back on November 3, 

                                                 
14 Robert S. Hartman letter to E. Francis Bowditch, 11/3/51, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, Box 31,  
Folder 100 
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1951.  “MIT has been a leading institution in bringing about the technological age in 

which we live and it would be fitting, indeed, if it would now become a center of the 

social and moral era which we are about to enter.”  Whether their enthusiasm had run 

away with them, or they simply believed in thinking big, Hartman and Bowditch were 

already envisioning a far more ambitious scope for their project than the relatively staid 

reform agenda called for by the Lewis Committee.  Their goal was not simply to tinker 

around the edges of MIT’s undergraduate program, but to radically reorient the Institute 

based on new methods and new ways of thinking about the values and purposes of higher 

education.  “As I see it, the age of the natural sciences has come to its culmination,” 

Hartman wrote back to Bowditch.  “The new age must integrate the highly advanced 

technological apparatus with an equally advanced social organization.  The science which 

must bring about this new society can be developed only by the same kind of 

concentrated thinking which brought about natural science, and through a new 

intellectual tool which must do for the social and humanistic sciences what mathematics 

has done for the social sciences.  

 
I conceive this tool to be a logical theory of value.  The task before us is a 
pioneering task, different in content but very similar in method to that which 
prevailed at MIT since its beginnings.  Thus, while the subject matter of my work 
belongs into departments of philosophy and religion, and the social sciences, the 
method belongs to the exact sciences.15 

 

During the next few years, between about 1951 and 1954, Bowditch  and Hartman began 

laying the foundations for the “Institute of Human Values” they hoped to establish at 

MIT or its environs, a project they had begun discussing at Lake Forest.  Hartman 

envisioned the task before him as historically equivalent to that undertaken by William 

Barton Rogers in developing MIT’s pioneering philosophy of science and engineering 

education.  

In early January 1952, Hartman laid out an ambitious vision, based on his reading 

of the Lewis Committee report, for a new school within MIT that would build upon and 

extend MIT’s leadership in humanistic, as well as scientific, higher education.  “MIT, 

106 years ago, became an ‘Institute of Technology’ because its founder had the vision of 

                                                 
15 Letter from Robert S. Hartman to E. Francis Bowditch, November 3, 1951, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-
1129, Box 31, Folder 100 
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a school which would prepare undergraduates for the new age he saw dawning and which 

he foresaw as an age of technology,” Hartman wrote.  “Today, mainly because of the 

success of the technological sciences, another new age is dawning, that of the social and 

humanistic sciences.”  In his effort to persuade the MIT administration to establish the 

new school that would complement its schools of science and engineering, Hartman 

invoked the saga of MIT to urge its leaders to approach humanistic education with the 

same experimental, innovative spirit that made MIT a leader in science and engineering.  

To be true to its institutional identity, values, and educational mission, Hartman argued, 

MIT should take the lead in developing the new “social technologies” needed to 

counterbalance the negative effects of science and technology on society.  Because he 

made such a clear connection between the values espoused in the Lewis Report and his 

ideas about humanistic education, Hartman’s argument warrants an extended excerpt: 

 
MIT would recapture the spirit of its founder in terms of today if it would apply 
the same educational procedure that it applied to technology to the coming 
sciences of man and society. And such a departure is indeed envisioned in the 
various reports recently released by MIT, in particular the Report of the 
Committee on Educational Survey (see p. 45).   
 
No matter whether MIT embarks on this venture or not, institutions for social 
“technology” will eventually be established, and their work will advance the 
present conventional teaching of the social sciences and the humanities at 
universities and colleges as much as the technological teaching at MIT has 
advanced the corresponding teaching at conventional institutions. 
 
There is no reason why MIT should not become the pioneering institution of this 
kind and why its name, in another generation, should not con note social and 
human progress as today it connotes technical progress.   
 
Actually, if MIT is to move in the direction of the humanities at all it would be 
incongruous if it would content itself with the traditional kind of teaching in 
those fields.   For in this case a disparity would arise between its professional and 
its general program.  On the one hand it would be the most advanced institution 
of its kind, in technology, on the other hand it would merely be a traditional arts 
college.  This would mean that in the humanistic fields it would not advance but 
rather retreat, indeed, in many humanistic fields back to the time before its 
foundation.  No significant advance has been made in the teaching of the 
humanities, especially some sections of philosophy, in the last hundred years.   
On the other hand, significant work is done at the frontiers of logic and value 
theory (axiology), which a traditional program would overlook.   
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There is, therefore, no other way for MIT, if it wants to develop in the humanistic 
direction, than to do so in the same spirit as in its technical program.   
 
But the fact is that such standards at present do not yet exist in the social sciences 
and humanities.  This means that MIT must develop for these fields as exact, 
comprehensive, and penetrating a method as is the mathematical method in the 
technological field.  Only thus can it provide a frame of reference for the 
humanities and social sciences which will render them cumulative, and guarantee 
in advance in these fields and application of exact methods to social situations.16   

 

At the same time, however, Hartman had had to temper his enthusiasm.  Sometime 

during the drafting of this ambitious proposal, Bowditch passed on a comment from 

Killian to the effect that “a man like me [i.e. Hartman] would have no future at MIT,” 

revealing Killian’s skepticism of Hartman’s ideas and/or their application to MIT.17     

Hartman and Bowditch remained undaunted, however, and continued to advance 

their plans.  To further discuss his proposed program for MIT, and move forward on the 

moral and spiritual program they envisioned, Bowditch arranged for Hartman to visit 

MIT from January 10-12, 1952, “as a candidate for the new post variously described as 

Dean of Religion, Chaplain, etc., which is designed to carry out the concept that man is a 

being of spiritual parts, that no education is complete unless it includes the education of 

the spirit, and that the modern, non-sectarian university must find a new way of facing 

this challenge.”18  Bowditch circulated a copy of Hartman’s proposal, curriculum vitae, 

laudatory comments from his correspondence, and a list of publications.  More 

significantly, the attached memo also described Bowditch’s relationship to Hartman and 

“present concept of this position and the program to be carried on by the new man.”  

After describing their meeting at Lake Forest in 1942, and laying out some of Hartman’s 

community service credentials as a lay leader in the Episcopal Church and community 

activism, Bowditch added a character reference.  “I am confident of his personal 

qualifications, his integrity and his idealism.  Although I must leave it to Dean Burchard 

and his associates to pass on his intellectual qualifications, I have an instinctive 

                                                 
16 Memorandum, Submitted to Massachusetts Institute of Technology by Robert S. Hartman, January 6, 
1952, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, Box 31, Folder 100 
17 Letter from Robert S. Hartman to E. Francis Bowditch, January 6, 1952, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, 
Box 31, Folder 100 
18 Memo from E. Francis Bowditch to James R. Killian, 1 March 1952, MIT Archives, AC4, Box 33, 
Folder 14 
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confidence in the work he is doing and in his future success.”  Bowditch went further out 

on the limb in promoting his candidate for the job.   

 
In other words, as I have developed my concept of the job to be done at MIT, Dr. 
Hartman appeals to me as the ideal candidate, well qualified and a man with 
whom I know I can work intimately.  My prejudice may be further revealed by 
the fact that it was the forward-looking, courageous attitude of MIT in tackling 
this spiritual program that was the greatest single factor that made me decide to 
come to MIT.  In short, I am recommending Dr. Hartman; if he doesn’t measure 
up, then I can be mentally free to start anew in an intensive search.19    

 

In the rest of the memo, Bowditch laid out his concept of the moral/spiritual program and 

the responsibilities to be carried out by its director.  Having reviewed “all the memoranda 

on the subject,” talked to people at MIT, interviewed other job candidates, and come “to 

have a feel for MIT,” Bowditch felt “something fundamental about the concept of a 

chaplain was bothering me.”20  To summarize, he listed four primary concern: 1) the 

denominational affiliation of a clergyman could convey the impression that the program 

had a sectarian slant; the potential criticism that a “watered down,” non-sectarian 

approach might suggest a lack of substance or meaning; the risk that a clergyman might 

be tempted to “personally carry the broad spiritual message to the student body whereas it 

is my conviction that the Faculty themselves, perhaps led and inspired by the new 

program, are the ones who must convey the lessons of the spirit to the students”; and, 

lastly, a chaplain might not command the intellectual and professional respect of the 

whole MIT community.  These concerns further reinforced Bowditch’s support for “a 

philosopher with a strong personal commitment” to moral/spiritual values, i.e. Hartman.21   

 Two weeks after submitting the proposal, Hartman was energetically promoting 

the idea.  In a letter to Fritz Kunz, director of the Foundation for Integrated Education, a 

New York-based group of writers, thinkers, educators, and academics that worked to 

bring the two cultures of science and the humanities closer together “because it believed 

it can be the means to the development of a timely American democratic philosophy.”  

The group also “sought to restore to the center of life individual conviction as to the 

                                                 
19 Ibid 
20 Ibid 
21 Ibid  
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reality of ethical and spiritual values.”22  In his letter to Kunz, Hartman noted that “one of 

the things on our metaphysical agenda  . . . has now reached the stage where ethereal 

supplication may be turned to concrete application.  Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology has discovered the humanities, and particularly theory of value, and want to 

establish an Institute of Human Values, which is to apply as precisely scientific tools as 

are used in the sciences.  Naturally, cherchez l’Hartman!  I am supposed to establish it, 

with ample funds and a view to scientific-humanistic integration, and I have given Henry 

Margenau as a reference, as Chairman of Our Research Board.”23  Despite that optimism, 

there were early indications that Hartman’s passion for teaching moral philosophy, and 

skill in inspiring his students to rethink some of their basic assumptions, might not go 

over  so well with some members of the MIT faculty and administration.  Just how 

deeply, for example, should they be encouraged to look into and question their own 

motives for choosing to study science or engineering? 

 

 

Mixed Motives 

Most students who applied to and were accepted at MIT had, at some or many points in 

their lives, become enthused about some aspect of science or technology and led them to 

attend a school where they could deepen and extend their interest and abilities in that 

direction.  In The Gadget Maker, for example, novelist and MIT graduate Maxwell 

Griffith traced the personal and professional development of his protagonist, Stanley 

Brack, from rapturous days of childhood tinkering to the rigors of student life at MIT to 

the moral gymnastics required to survive a career designing guided missiles.  During his 

boyhood, Brack is fascinated by machines and things mechanical, a passion that he 

nurtures in the working-class culture of a local automobile repair shop.  His interest in 

airplanes leads him to dream of studying aerospace technology at MIT to prepare for a 

career in the field.   Along with the international reputation of its faculty, the rigor of its 

program and curricula, the strength of its aerospace program, and its increasing status and 

                                                 
22 Letter from Fritz L. Kunz to Robert S. Hartman, August 31, 1948, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, Box 
9, Folder 8 
23 Letter from Hartman to Fritz L. Kunz, January 22, 1952, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, Box 9, Folder 
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prestige, the mystique and aura of otherworldliness surrounding MIT also appealed to 

some of the most creative and imaginative students.  Like John Updike’s main character 

in Villages, Stanley Brack describes recalls his first impressions of MIT as memorable.  

“Facing Boston across the Charles River, the great place of learning is un-ivied and 

imposing,” Griffith writes, its “austere dome mimicked from some classic pile of ancient 

Rome.   

 

On every slab-sided cornice, like proclamations of faith needing no explanation, 
are chiseled Darwin, Newton, Aristotle and, in lesser letters, the names of the 
more numerous Lavoisiers and Eulers and Faradays . . . Even the low and ugly 
bridge connecting Boston and Cambridge adds that kind of beauty inherent in 
promises of better tomorrows, for it drives into the college campus as if to form a 
glory road for the march of progress sure to commence somewhere inside this 
Babel’s tower of modern science.24 

 

Brack experiences a rude awakening, however, as he begins the first of his four 

disorienting and disillusioning years inside the “Babel’s tower of modern science.”  The 

passion and enthusiasm with which he entered the school are all but snuffed out by the 

rigorous and regimented course requirements of the first two years.  Throughout the 

novel, Brack entertains growing doubts about the field of engineering that parallel his 

later professional experiences in each branch of the military-industrial-academic 

complex.  Through Brack’s eyes, Griffith also identified MIT as a key site in the 

construction of postwar liberalism’s excess faith in the power of rational thinking to solve 

all problems.  “Nowhere is there such dedication to the proposition that in science lies the 

way to salvation, world peace, and a mass contentment which, because of its nebulous 

character, is variously termed “a satisfactory standard of living” and “the American way 

of life but which, definitely, is present whenever there is widespread   ownership of 

radios, automobiles, gadgets and sanitary bathroom fixtures.”25 

An early chapter on MIT’s dehumanizing effects on the protagonist’s personality 

(presumably drawn from Griffith’s own student days at MIT in the mid-1940s) sets the 

novel’s hero on a narrow path to specialization in increasingly destructive technologies.  

It also highlights the stark contrast between MIT’s espousal of liberal-humanist values 

                                                 
24 Griffith, Maxwell, The Gadget Maker (New York: J.B. Lippincott Co., 1954), p. 40 
25 Ibid, pp. 41-42 
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and the harsher realities and pressures brought to bear on students in the cold war 

university.  In his first semester at MIT, for example, Brack complains that MIT students 

live something less than a dog’s life. “Sooner or later, a Tech man compares his life to 

that of a dog,” wrote Maxwell Griffith, an engineer turned novelist who graduated from 

MIT in 1945.   

 
The comparison is poor.  A pup, unless it is rabid or hopelessly riddled with 
mange, usually wags and wheedles a certain amount of attention and affection, 
but a Tech student’s life is one of vast indifference.  Only sour grades, flagrantly 
outrageous conduct or tuition in arrears brings him to the attention of the proper 
official.  By his officially accepted presence on campus, he is assumed to be 
indifferent and immune to loneliness, restlessness, boredom, to all of life that lies 
beyond scientific endeavor.26 
 

 

In his disillusioning descent, Brack loses touch with the interests and ideals—such as 

making things to improve the quality of people’s lives—that originally sparked his 

interest in engineering.  A partial explanation for Brack’s willingness and ability to 

endure such torment, and a subtext hinted at throughout the novel, is what might be 

called the “dark side” of his motivation to become an engineer.  Early in the novel, the 

narrator describes Brack’s feelings of inferiority with respect to the “schoolyard 

measures—strength of arm, size, fleetness of foot—by which the pecking order is 

established.  To cope with his physical frailty, he mobilizes his superior brainpower to 

defeat the “big-boy dullards” in the classroom.   This substitute satisfaction comes at a 

price, however.   The “big-boy dullards” retaliate by calling him a sissy—the traditional 

insult hurled at boys who show any interest and ability in their schoolwork.  In Brack’s 

case, the label sticks and becomes an “accusation that hounded Stanley’s youthful years. 

 

He was not a sissy.  He knew it and passionately denied it.  Sissies liked to play 
with girls, to squeal like girls; and sometimes to play hopscotch; and he felt 
nothing but contempt for them.  Yet obviously he could not run or fight or play 
baseball as well as his tormentors . . . Often he dreamed how different his life 
would be when he grew up.  He would be a conquering hero then, or a famous 
scientist . . . But frequently he despaired, and then he wondered if he was, indeed, 
a sissy and a mamma’s boy.27 

  
                                                 
26 Ibid, p. 42  
27 Griffith, Maxwell, The Gadget Maker (Philadelphia and New York: J.B. Lippincott Co., 1954), p. 16 
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As he continues to pursue his interest in mechanical things—i.e., putting them together 

and taking them apart—Brack works his way into a job at a local garage.   His close 

association and camaraderie with the working-class men in the shop, the “workshop 

culture” of engineering, serves to validate his masculinity.  “No one ever treated him as a 

sissy in the garage.  The garage was a wondrous place in other ways.”28   The association 

of emotions, sensitivity and vulnerability in males with latent homosexuality created 

external pressure for men and boys to deny or repress their emotions and any other 

aspects of their being that did not fit the standard brand of postwar masculine identity.  

“Negative” emotions such as anxiety, fear, shame, etc. could be masked by outward 

assurances of strength projected onto the image of the scientist or engineer.  Engineers 

and engineering, in particular, had long been associated in American popular culture with 

a rough and rugged type of masculinity.29  Not only might this lead some boys to pursue 

engineering for the “wrong” reasons, but it stifled the creativity and imagination of those 

in it for the “right” reasons.  In either case, the image of the engineering profession 

became entangled with deeper emotional conflicts, insecurities, and cultural narratives of 

masculine identity that made the already arduous ordeal of becoming an engineer that 

much more emotionally fraught for some students.  Emotional conflicts of this sort were 

precisely the kind that psychoanalysts such as MIT’s Herbert I. Harris were trained to 

tackle.  To journey into the darker recesses of one’s psyche, however, one needed a non-

judgmental and “permissive” environment to take the necessary risks—the same support 

required to nurture creativity and innovation.   

It was this insight and awareness upon which psychologist Carl Rogers developed 

his client-centered model of psychotherapy.  In theory, the emotional “safety zone” 

provided by client-centered therapy enabled young men to recognize and reject the 

harmful influence of masculine stereotypes and discover their “true” motivations and 

interests.  The following excerpt of from a Rogerian therapy session, in which Rogers is 

working with a client named “Paul,” is taken from Rogers’s Counseling and 

Psychotherapy, a standard text on personality theory, reveals the influence of repressed 

emotions in his decision to study engineering.  “Paul . . . spent a portion of his second 

                                                 
28 Ibid, p. 20 
29 The engineering profession originated within the military, where engineers were called upon to design 
and build bridges, roads, fortifications, and other structures for military use. 
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interview discussing the fact that he had inherited the abilities he does not want—musical 

and literary abilities—and few of the abilities he wants,” Rogers wrote.  “He hates his 

musical and literary interests because they are concerned with the emotions.  In his 

boyhood he was ridiculed for having these ‘sissy’ interests.  Here, Paul reveals 

ambivalent feelings about science and engineering.  

  
C.  You feel that you’d be a lot happier if you were just like the other fellows and 
not emotional. 
S.  That’s right.  Of course, I’d like to be—not, not experience these fears.  
(Pause.)  I’d like to be calm and clear-thinking in all situations. 
C. Instead of those things you find yourself to be somewhat emotional. 
S. I go haywire!  (Laugh, followed by pause.) 
C. You’ve thought a lot about that.  What is your ideal person? 
S. Uh, well, some scientist.  That is what I consider an ideal person, 
preferably a physical scientist, in chemistry or physics or an engineer—one who 
serves society by constructing, or making things more convenient.  I like 
everything modern. 
C. Someone who deals only in things, and not emotions. 
S. That’s right, something tangible. 
C. So you’d really like to resolve this difficulty by being someone very 
different from yourself. 
S. Yes.  That’s why I’m in engineering college.  I have an opportunity to—
well, just to experiment with myself and see what talents I have in that direction.  
They’re not so bad, but I lack some—some of the very fundamental things that a 
good engineer should have; that is, being calm, sticking right to it, and forgetting 
about things that have come up.  A good engineer is not emotional, that’s about 
one of the worst things he could—No person who is emotional is a good 
engineer. 
C. So that in some respects you’ve gone into engineering because you felt it 
would be awfully good discipline for you, is that right?  Make you stop being 
emotional. 
S. That’s right. 
C. It was that, perhaps, rather than being interested in engineering. 
S. Well, it was mingled with a certain genuine interest.  There was some, 
that’s true.  But it was largely due to that, exactly what I said, to a considerable 
extent.30  

 

Later in the session, Rogers pushed Paul to see the conflict between his emotional, 

literary and musical “real self” and the idealized self that he identifies as the calm, 

rational scientist or engineer.  Leaving aside the question of whether Paul belongs in 

science or engineering, what matters are the ways in which discourse about these careers 
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is constructed around ambivalence, inner conflict, and self-denial.  By choosing this case 

study, where Paul’s uncertainty about engineering exemplifies the intrapsychic struggle 

between his “real” self and “false” selves, Rogers reinforces the association of 

engineering as a vocational choice with a sense of psychic danger, i.e. one either is or is 

not an engineer, there is no middle ground; engineers are not emotional, etc.     

 
C. In other words, you’re finding it a pretty tough proposition to try to be a 
calm, unemotional engineer when really you’re something quite different. 
S. Right!  Yeah, this is a very tough proposition.  I find it impossible, and I hate 
that it’s impossible.   
C. And you hate it partly because you feel there’s nothing worthwhile about 
this real self of yours. 
S. Yes.31 
 

Prospective and current engineering students like “Paul,” along with recent graduates, 

were implicitly expected to have resolved such inner conflicts and successfully 

“integrated” their vocation, values, and “real self.”   

During a period in which definitions and ideals of masculine identity, along with 

opportunities in the workplace, were shifting and uncertain, there was obvious appeal in 

anchoring one’s identity to a traditionally masculine career in science and engineering.  

“It is quite possible that, of all the major professions, engineering enjoys the most 

masculine public image,” wrote a professor of sociology at Columbia University.  “This 

may be due, in part, to the fact that the public image of the engineering profession 

prevalent today is still that of engineering of a generation ago, when its kinship with 

skilled trades was closer than it is now.  Early civil, mechanical, and mining engineers 

may have had to engage in a modicum of muscular and manual activity, or so the public 

thought upon contemplating such end-products as bridges and tunnels.”32  While 

choosing a career for such a reason was unlikely to provide long-term satisfaction, it 

could provide fathers with short-term relief from anxiety about the manliness of their 

sons.  “Fathers, as most of us who are of that species should know, are prone to wishful 

thinking about their offspring and are reconciled only with difficulty to departures from 

the norm which they think themselves to represent,” wrote John Mills, an MIT graduate, 
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recruiter for Bell Laboratories, and author of, The Engineer in Society.  “Another father, 

also an engineer   . . . asked me about his son, who was growing dissatisfied in his 

engineering school course.  Again my questions [about the son’s motivations] elicited 

only confused and contradictory answers.  The only consistent answer I obtained was the 

boy’s love of manipulation.  He never would be happy in work like his father’s.  About 

all I could surmise was a serious conflict between what the boy wanted to do and what he 

thought he should, to live up to the father ideal.”33  Since Mills did not supply the answer, 

one can only speculate about where the boy’s actual interests may have lied, but it would 

not be surprising if they were in a field less associated with traditional masculine identity.  

In any case, Mill’s quick perception of the son’s “love of manipulation”—and blindness 

to the father’s behind-the-scenes scheming—reflects the dismissive attitude that college 

students in the 1950s found so exasperating.  Mills did not indicate any interest in helping 

to remove the student’s “mental blocks,” or to think more creatively about using 

engineering to build up civilization or to benefit humankind.  Despite all the rhetoric 

about the importance of integrating religious and spiritual values into science and 

engineering education, students could be in for a rude awakening if they openly 

expressed any such desire.  Mills recounted the confusion he experienced in the course of 

interviewing a particularly brilliant student at a prominent engineering school.  Mills was 

baffled by the student’s “divergent” responses to a particular line of questioning.  “From 

your answers,” he told the student at one point in the interview, “I suspect that you should 

be some kind of missionary.”  In response, Mills recalled, the student “bounced from his 

chair shouting: ‘Can’t I be a Christian and an engineer?’   

 
At the time I had not realized that in such cases usually a mental block or 
complex is manifesting itself.  Finally I pushed back my chair to mark the end of 
the interview and there slipped from my lips the conclusion I had reached 
unconsciously: I quieted him down by assuring him that he could; but, rendering 
something to Caesar, I suggested that if his life work was to be saving souls, he 
would probably be an inattentive engineer, and vice versa.”34 

 

Perhaps Mills was right, and the student was better suited by interest and temperament to 

a religious vocation.  It is the ease with which Mills dispensed with the student’s 
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concerns about engineering, and disinterest in further inquiring into his inner struggles 

and doubts, that is troubling.  Rather than relating the anecdote to acknowledge, validate, 

or even applaud the young person’s desire to integrate his highest principles and purpose 

in engineering, Mills presents it as form of pathology.  By rushing to judge the student’s 

behavior as the manifestation of a “mental block or complex,” Mills foreclosed other 

possibilities for his readers, and hinted at broader problems and contradictions besetting 

efforts to integrate moral and spiritual values into science and engineering education.  If 

the aim was to create a more “humane” science-and-technology based society, as the 

liberal consensus ideology proclaimed, there would need to be far more substantial 

structural changes in the education and employment of “the engineer in society.” 

A similar, albeit less subtle, portrayal of the father-son dynamic in relation to the 

choice of an engineering career later appeared in Psychoanalysis, a comic book series 

that enjoyed a brief, four-issue run from April to October 1955.  Published in the 

aftermath of Congressional hearings on comic books and juvenile delinquency, each 

monthly issue of Psychoanalysis featured a new installment in the case studies of four 

psychoanalytic patients.  One of the patients is “Freddy Stone,” a young man of college 

age whose conflict with his engineer-father finally drives both Freddy and his parents to 

the psychiatrist’s couch.  In the first issue, the mother and father express their bitter 

disappointment at Freddy’s disinterest in becoming an engineer and someday joining his 

father’s engineering firm.  As all three sit in the psychiatrist’s waiting room prior to 

Freddy’s first session, they silently “stare at him in disbelief.  He had destroyed their 

hopes and dreams, he had violated their trust, disgraced their names . . . Again and again 

the torturous questions plagued their minds.  Why?  Why had this happened to THEM?  

What had gone WRONG with Freddy?”35  In another early scene, we witness a typical 

fight over Freddy’s performance in school and choice of career. “My kid has an IQ of 

140,” the father thinks to himself during a typical argument with his son.  “He should be 

tops in his class.  Instead he’s failed every course this term.  I’ve tried every method of 

persuasion . . . bribes, threats, beating, reason.”36  As the story progresses, we learn that 

Freddy is not interested in sports, science, or engineering, but sparks to literature, poetry, 
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and writing—interests his father labels “sissy.”  Freddy’s father tries to push him into 

engineering and athletics to “toughen him up,” “make a man out of him” and prevent him 

from becoming “an effeminate drip, writing sonnets about ladies’ eyebrows or soaking up 

poetic atmosphere in a daisy field.”37  Freddy’s father, a “member of the foremost 

engineering firm in the Northeast . . . and an outstanding citizen,” blames his son’s 

mother for “always [trying] to make a SISSY out of him.  And by Heaven’s NOW she’s 

succeeded.  I WARNED her!  I told her she was creating a FRANKENSTEIN!” 38 

After working with the psychiatrist, Freddy starts to see the connection between 

his poor academic performance, resentment toward his father, and career conflicts.  

Things eventually come to a head in the story’s final installment when Freddy fails his 

science and math finals and his father goes ballistic.  In a session with his psychiatrist, 

Freddy describes an argument with his father that occurred while he was studying the 

night before.  Exasperated by the difficulty of his science and engineering classes, Freddy 

tried to express that sense of frustration to his father.   

 

Freddy:   I’ve studied and studied . . . but it’s no good!  
Father:  It’s got to be good you little fool!  If you flunk out, you can’t enter 

engineering school!  You’re going to pass, you understand!?  You’ll 
pass or I’ll beat you within an inch of your life! 

Freddy: A-Alright then.  Beat me!  I can’t pass!  I don’t know anything!  I 
won’t ever know anything! 

Father: You will by heavens!  You will!  Following in my footsteps is the only 
thing I’ve asked of you. . . . And by heavens I’ll have it!  You’re going 
to make engineering school. . . Or you’ll be the sorriest boy who ever 
lived!39  

 
After his father’s tantrum, and failed efforts to force Freddy to study harder, the 

father threatens to withhold financial support from his wife and son.  “If I’m not 

worth following as an example, then my wife and son needn’t collect the benefits 

of my business and engineering abilities.  The abilities you despise and 

undermine!”  This last outburst leads Freddy’s psychiatrist to confront the father 

and suggest that he, not Freddy, is the one most in need of psychoanalysis.   
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Psychoanalyst: I’m advising you, Mr. Carter!  Your son doesn’t want to 
become an engineer like yourself because he dislikes you too 
much!  He hates all you represent!  That’s why he flunks his 
sciences!  He associates science with you!40 

 
Freddy’s inability to establish an independent identity, and discern and develop 

his own vocational interests and abilities, notes the therapist, results from the 

father’s tyranny and determination to make Freddy into someone he is not. 

 

 Psychoanalyst: In other words, Fred cannot utilize the things he’s learned 
about himself in the hostile environment that you offer him!  
Unless you change that environment, his task of adjusting 
himself to the world is practically impossible!  

 Mother:  Is it . . . is it possible, John?  Do . . . Do we need help, too? 
 Psychoanalyst: Yes!  Both of you need psychiatric help!  You must each 

discover your underlying fears and maladjustments!  You 
must cleanse the sick soil from which many of Fred’s 
problems sprang!41    

    

The story ends with Freddy’s future still up in the air.  Though dislike for his father may 

have unconsciously caused him to fail science and engineering, Freddy’s future is not 

settled by the fourth and final installment of the short-lived comic book series.  It is 

possible, as the psychoanalyst suggests in the last issue, that Freddy’s unconscious 

association of science with his father disguised a genuine interest in the field.  What is 

clear, however, is that the young man’s adjustment depends upon his ability to navigate 

the difficult and stormy seas of his unconscious mind.  Most of all, he must learn to 

distinguish his own interests from mere reactions against his father’s wishes.  To make a 

wise choice of vocation, Freddy’s “real” self must be the one to reject or enter the 

engineering field.  In any case, Freddy’s story—and the other four case studies presented 

in the Psychoanalysis series—challenged the dominant culture of control and conformity 

that placed such a high premium on “adjustment” to societal norms and values.  Prior to 

entering the comic book industry, the publisher of Psychoanalysis, William M. Gaines, 

had pursued a bachelor’s degree in chemistry at New York University and was planning 

to teach high school chemistry.  After his military service, where he was assigned to 
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“permanent KP duty,” Gaines completed his degree at NYU.  The death of Gaines’s Max 

Gaines, in 1947, changed those plans.  A pioneer in the American comic book publishing 

industry, and founder of EC—Educational Comics, a publishing imprint that used the 

comic book format for educational purposes; a series of Picture Stories comics delved 

into science, world history, American history, and the Bible—the elder Gaines has been 

described as “a strong, old-fashioned father in the Prussian tradition, who felt his job was 

to mold his children, and instill discipline, not to show affection.  He was also a screamer 

at home, and more often than not the target of his high-decibel ire was his son.”  A major 

factor in his previous not to enter the family’s comic book business, was that “he had no 

desire to work under his father’s thumb on a daily basis.”42  With that impediment 

removed, William Gaines changed took over the leadership of EC comics and, in 1955, 

founded Mad Magazine.  Like “Freddy Stone” in Psychoanalysis, Gaines had to untangle 

the tangled issues of masculinity, career choice, and his “father complex” before he could 

achieve a “satisfactory adjustment.”   

In some ways, this was precisely what MIT psychiatrist Herbert I. Harris hoped 

preventive psychotherapy groups would help MIT students do in the 1950s.  “I believe 

psychoanalytic psychiatry promises to add a new dimension to the education process, 

namely self-knowledge in depth,” he wrote in the draft of for an article titled 

“Psychoanalysis and Education.”  “It is the belief of the writer that many of these group 

characteristics have much in common with those encountered in the classroom and is 

hoped that extrapolation may someday be effected.”  Harris hoped to see members of the 

MIT faculty “conduct groups in order to gain added experience for use in the 

classroom.”43  Among other things, Harris intended the groups to help students express 

repressed anger toward their fathers—so these feelings could be consciously recognized 

and released.  The process relied on students in group therapy to project their repressed 

feelings of hostility onto the nearest available authority figure—in this case, the group 

leader.  If that did not succeed at first, he explained in talking with other psychiatrists 

about this preventive therapy program at MIT, “you have someone else go in and take 
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Comics and the Hit Television (New York: MacMillan, 1997), p. 19 
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6 



 

 472

over the group.  In my experience, they will express a tremendous amount of hostility 

toward the leader to this stranger, who might say, ‘What do you think of this Dr. Harris, 

etc.?’”  Given the popular, stereotyped equation of masculinity with science and 

technology, and the pressure on young men not to appear overly sensitive or effeminate, 

the mostly male population of MIT students was ideal for exploring these 

psychodynamics further.  From Harris’s perspective, repressed hostility must have been 

lurking around every corner.  “The student body at MIT has a high degree of 

masculinity,” Harris told his fellow psychiatrists, “but they are interested in mathematics, 

sciences, and masculine subjects.  It is accepted that overemphasis in the arts makes it 

difficult to identify with the masculine side.  Take some of these mathematicians and get 

working with them, you will find them murderous and hostile, but control it by escape 

into mathematics.”44  If preventive group therapy helped MIT students express repressed 

anger at their fathers by directing it onto other authority figures, i.e. the group therapy 

leader, why would they necessarily stop there?   Other authorities in the society, after all, 

continued to promote the same norms and values that shaped their fathers—and that 

caused their rage and repression in the first place.  Harris himself continued to refer to 

mathematics and science as “masculine subjects.”  The postwar liberal consensus did not 

look kindly on public expressions of anger directed at those in charge.  By mainstream 

standards, those who did had clearly failed to achieve a “successful adjustment.”  The 

mixed messages sent by psychiatrists such as Harris only increased students’ anger and 

frustration with the “System.” 

 

Failing to Thrive  

In February 1955, the same month in which C. Wright Mills warned science and 

engineering students at Columbia about “the big fright,” Bowditch concluded that MIT’s 

humanistic reforms had failed to stem the rising tide of apathy, disaffection, and dissent 

among MIT undergraduates.  Frustrated by the lack of progress or results, Bowditch 

applied to the Ford Foundation for the grant that would bring Hartman to MIT as a 

visiting philosophy professor and “values consultant” to the Dean of Students.  “Students 
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going through the late adolescent period,” he recalled, “were not getting from the life of 

the Institute and the related life of the larger community the nourishment needed for 

stability and broad maturity. 

 
The faculty had been increasingly generous in devoting their time to work with 
individual students, but too often found they were unsuccessful; psychiatry had 
been of invaluable assistance, but in itself was entirely inadequate; the clergy had 
been brought into closer contact with the community and with individual 
students, but could not easily satisfy the hunger students had for values and their 
application to everyday living.  The faculty, through faculty committees, became 
increasingly convinced of the educational significance of the noncurricular in the 
educational process, but conviction came from the heart and intuition more than 
from reason.  As Dean, I was increasingly being asked to rule or recommend on 
matters which I could only judge out of experience, intuition, or abiding faith in 
certain inherited principles.  On every hand there were problems which seemed 
to me to demand a detached, scholarly approach.45  

 

Contrary to the logical, rational, systematic approach characteristic of the scientific 

method, the architects of MIT’s new humanistic philosophy of education seemed to be 

floundering in a sea of guesswork.  Ambiguities, contradictions, and conflicts in policies 

and practices were becoming unmanageable and sowing seeds of disappointment, dissent, 

and outright rebellion among undergraduate students.  Bowditch was, in effect, saying 

that MIT’s efforts at humanistic reform were suffering from too much heart, and not 

enough mind.  Rather than consider that the problem might have something to do with the 

gap between the promises of humanistic reform and the countervailing pressures to 

maintain the postwar liberal status quo, Bowditch called for the “detached, scholarly” 

approach of an expert to save the day.  It would take more than good intentions to change 

the status quo, he implied; it would require an unconventional teacher who understood 

and could appeal to both the minds and hearts of students.   

Developing amidst persistent warnings of a dangerous and growing “science and 

engineering gap” between the United States and Soviet Union, MIT and the nation had a 

lot at stake in its attempts to stem the tide of alienation.  There was no time to waste; 

allowed to fester, discontent at the nation’s “arsenal of brainpower” could disrupt the 
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production of elite scientists and engineers needed to maintain U.S. scientific and military 

supremacy in the cold war and have a cascading effect on college recruiting nationwide.46   

In his application to the Ford Foundation, Bowditch dated the origins of these problems 

back to May 1951—perhaps earlier—and described MIT’s efforts to help students find 

their own identity, meaning, value, and purpose in anxious times.47  Through its Fund for 

the Advancement of Education and Fund for Adult Education, both established in 1951, 

the Ford Foundation supported educational experiments designed to “help the American 

people meet their new responsibilities in the world.”  Both funds focused “upon types of 

education designed primarily to develop intellectual capacity and independent judgment, 

rather than upon those which aim at technical, specialized, or professional proficiency.”  

Ford’s Fund for the Advancement of Education was developed for the express purpose of 

supporting educational initiatives aimed at “liberalizing the education of young people 

and teachers.”48  Sometime in April 1955 the Foundation approved Bowditch’s proposal 

and awarded $11,500 to fund Hartman’s activities at MIT in the 1955-56 academic year. 

Bowditch had great faith in Hartman’s abilities.  From the outset of his tenure at 

MIT, Bowditch had staked his hopes of infusing moral and spiritual values into the 

undergraduate program—and his own future at MIT—on the contributions he counted on 

Hartman to help him make.  Though both committed to infusing moral, social, and 

spiritual values into higher education, the two men approached the problem differently.  

Bowditch emphasized the need to define MIT’s core values and ideals and design a 
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framework to systematically support and reinforce them.  Hartman, on the other hand, 

was interested in stimulating students to think independently and question values and 

beliefs, and let the chips fall where they may.  Of all the disciplines in American higher 

education, philosophy might have seemed best suited to engaging the public in debates 

about the social, moral, and spiritual impacts of science and technology on society.  

Before the war, for example, ethics and moral philosophy were subjects of central 

concern in most college and university philosophy departments.  In 1949, however, just 

as Hartman was beginning his academic career, the chill of McCarthyism was beginning 

to sweep through American philosophy departments, initiating a decade-long drift away 

from their former emphasis on morality and ethics and toward logical positivism and 

analytical philosophy.  While left-leaning philosophers were among the most obvious 

victims of the Red Scare, as departments weeded out the most controversial left-leaning 

junior faculty, broader and more diffuse fears of “subversion” took their toll on humanists 

of all stripes—including moderates and even some conservatives—who engaged in “any 

untrammeled use of the human mind.”49   

 

 

Great Expectations 

It is impossible to understand Hartman’s goals and ambitions at MIT apart from the life 

experiences and circumstances that shaped him.  Hartman’s biography is the crucial 

historical lens through which to view the dénouement of his intellectual project at MIT 

and beyond.  Only against the biographical backdrop can we untangle and evaluate the 

complex matrix of motives, interests, and desires that drove Hartman’s and Bowditch’s 

“big project” at MIT.  Hartman was born Robert Schirokauer in Berlin, the capital of 

imperial Germany under the Hohenzollerns, on January 27, 1910, a birthday he shared 

with the German leader, Wilhelm II.  He did not grow up in a “typical” German family, 

but later described his upbringing as “cosmopolitan.”  His religious heritage—which 

included Jewish, Protestant, and Catholic influences—certainly qualified as such.  

Hartman’s father, Alfred Schirokauer, was Jewish and had, as a young boy, immigrated 
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with his family to the United States, then England, before returning to Germany.  His 

birth mother was Lutheran and hailed from a prominent family in imperial Russia, where 

her father had been a banker to the Czar.  Hartman’s parents divorced after the war and 

the 10-year-old boy stayed with his father and new Catholic stepmother.  The Hartman 

family cultivated an interest in the arts through regular weekend visits to Berlin’s many 

art galleries and museums.  Alfred Schirokauer was himself an accomplished writer 

whose first novel was published just before the outbreak of World War I.  Schirokauer 

continued writing after the war, and became a successful author whose works included 

several best-selling novels.  He went on to write scripts for Germany’s budding motion 

picture industry and later directed some of its first productions.  When Hitler and the 

Nazis came to power in 1933, Schirokauer joined Thomas Mann, Sinclair Lewis, Karl 

Marx, and others on the regime’s “black list” of authors officially banned for producing 

“decadent” books or having Jewish blood.  His inclusion in that company ensured that his 

books were among those tossed into the bonfires at the Nazis’ book burning orgies. 

The seeds of Hartman’s early belief in education as a vehicle for social and 

political reform were nurtured within his own family and the social and cultural milieu of 

Berlin between the wars.  According to historian Modris Ecksteins, Berlin was a seething 

cauldron of modernism.50  Berlin was the site of a major shift in the world’s 

psychological consciousness, Eksteins argues, and a “turning point” in world history.  In 

the first decades of the twentieth century, it was also the capitol of the world’s most 

scientifically advanced civilization and home to world-renowned scientists and 

mathematicians such as Albert Einstein, Max Planck, Leo Szilard, and John von 

Neumann.51  Fascination with science and technology led the Germans to place education 

on a par with religion.  The speed with which Germans were replacing the old with the 

new was both frightful and exhilarating.   
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Despite such achievements, or perhaps because of them, Germans suffered a split 

in the national psyche.  Even as the country soared to global power on the apocalyptic 

wings of modernism, ordinary Germans were beset by persistent doubts and anxieties 

concerning their national identity.  More than anywhere else, modernism in Germany 

manifested a romanticized, idealistic faith in the virtues of a synthesis or unity that 

transcended division and difference.  This should be read, as historian Modris Eksteins 

suggests, as an external projection of Germans’ deeper fears over their nation’s historic 

lack of coherence and stability and an attempt to overcome that nagging insecurity by 

taking flight from history and material reality.  Rather than confront these doubts 

directly—doubts arising from Germany’s historic status as a loosely organized collection 

of small principalities and regions brought together only recently—people from virtually 

every social strata reveled in mythical bonds of German identity that forged an imagined 

unity by transcending the truths of history.  Public displays of hyper-nationalism, 

frequently involving the Kaiser and ecstatic expressions of martial spirit, were a 

prominent feature of pre-war German culture.  “Germany is a vast sea of flags today in 

honor of the Kasier’s fifty-first birthday anniversary,” reported The Trenton Evening 

Times on the same day Hartman’s entered the world.  “All state schools are closed, 

business is largely suspended, and services are being held in many churches in 

thanksgiving for the imperial welfare.”52 Just two days earlier, on January 25, 1910, 

Germany’s court chaplain, a Dr. Schmidt, had extolled the virtues of German military 

might to a packed house at Berlin’s Kroll’s Theatre.  Before an assemblage of German 

military leaders, university professors, and college students, Schmidt lamented the fact 

that “a generation of peace [had] deprived” Germans of the knowledge that their army 

and navy had dramatically increased in size.  “We thank our Kaiser for that he has 

provided us with a Fleet (Tremendous cheering),” Schmidt told the crowd.  “The studious 

youth who does not fulfill the task of being German, Christian, and soldierly is 

contemptible.  The German sword is Germany’s power.”53   

It was in these twilight years of the German empire, amidst a crescendo of 

nationalism in the humiliating aftermath of defeat, that Hartman first experienced an 
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acute dissonance between his own moral values and the chauvinism of the state.  The 

clash heightened his alienation from German society and led to his future moral 

philosophy and political activism.  Though Hartman spent his youth immersed in a 

culture which glorified “the Fatherland” and the young men who pledged themselves to 

die for it, he was repelled by what he saw as the “psychosis” of German militarism.  

Hartman’s father, Alfred Schirokauer, volunteered for the Kaiser’s army, and danced for 

joy at the new of being called up.  Like many middle-class German Jews, Hartman’s 

father had seen the war as an opportunity to gain full acceptance and inclusion in the 

greater Germany that would emerge from the “cleansing ritual of war.”   Instead of 

celebrating the occasion, however, the son later recalled empathizing with an uncle who 

despaired of being drafted.  While Hartman’s father survived the war, his uncle became 

one of the “missing” soldiers whose bodies were never recovered.  Hartman considered 

these early experiences to have had a major impact on his later philosophy of values.54   

 Hartman excelled in academics and extracurricular activities such as drama and 

sports, and was twice elected the German equivalent of high school class president.  But 

he also demonstrated a precocious interest in the moral and ethical foundations of society 

that led him to reject the nationalistic narratives in approved textbooks and reinforced in 

patriotic classroom rituals.  Hartman’s early concerns with the problems of nationalism 

kindled an interest in law and politics, particularly in the increasingly problematic 

relationship between the German state and political parties in the interwar years.  His 

deepening interests in law, politics, and ethics, and desire to learn about other societies 

and cultures, led to advanced study at the German College of Political Science in 1926-

1927; the University of Paris in 1927-1928; the London School of Economics in 1928-29; 

and the University of Berlin where he received his bachelor of law degree in 1932.  

While Germany was mired in economic depression during these years, a situation 

skillfully exploited by Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party, Hartman’s career began 

auspiciously.  At age 22 he won coveted appointments to teach at the University of Berlin 
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law school and serve as an assistant district court judge in Berlin’s historic 

Charlottenburg district.55  Yet the timing could have hardly been worse.   

 As the atmosphere in Berlin grew increasingly tense from 1932-33, and Hitler 

ascended to power, Hartman used his judicial authority to crack down on Nazi acts of 

violence by imposing maximum penalties on those convicted of criminal offenses.  He 

also risked his life by speaking out against the Nazis at large political rallies and 

demonstrations sponsored by the Social Democratic Party and writing anti-Nazi articles 

for The Free Word, including one titled, “The Woman Hitler,” that fanned rumors that 

some of the top Nazi leaders were homosexuals.  The Nazis, in turn, added Hartman to its 

enemies list, making him subject to the harassment—and worse—meted out to its 

opponents.56  Hartman searched desperately for meaning in the violent, chaotic events 

swirling about him.  As the pressures mounted, he returned to the political and 

philosophical problems he had studied in college.  For about ten days in the fall of 1932, 

the young Hartman became obsessed with finding “The Answer” to why the world was 

coming apart.  He stopped going to his law school lectures or appearing in court and, 

instead, engaged in a feverish bout of non-stop writing.  Holed up in a bedroom of his 

parents’ house, barely stopping to eat or sleep, he quixotically attempted to synthesize his 

accumulated store of scientific and humanistic knowledge into a coherent and unified 

whole.  Though doomed to failure, the youth’s heroic response to the breakdown and 

fragmentation of values surrounding the rise of Adolf Hitler yielded a key insight—the 

basic incompatibility of national sovereignty and world peace.  

It came at a heavy price.  At the end of his “dark night of the soul,” Hartman 

suffered from “a dangerous inflammation of the brain brought on by too much and too 

prolonged mental excitement”—or a nervous breakdown.  Unsure “whether I could be 

saved or whether, if I did live, I would be sane,” Hartman was admitted to the Berlin 

Charity Hospital.  When he left the hospital in May 1933, Hartman came to the 

conclusion that political opposition to Hitler was futile and with the help of friends 
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managed to escape from Germany with a forged passport under a false name.  As a 

political refugee in Sweden, Hartman faced the daunting task of starting over in a new 

country, far from friends and family.  He proved remarkably successful in re-inventing 

himself.  Through a business acquaintance in England, he contacted the Walt Disney 

Company just before the release of Snow White catapulted the company into the front 

ranks of the world’s leading global corporations.  Hartman soon became a highly 

successful merchandise representative for Disney in Sweden and one of the company’s 

top salesmen in Europe, and later Latin America, from the early 1930s to about 1941.57   

After a business misadventure led to a falling out with Disney in the early 1940s, 

Hartman and his wife took up residence in the United States, where he registered with a 

New York City teachers’ employment agency in hopes of resuming the teaching career 

he abandoned in Berlin.  An offer from Lake Forest Academy, led by headmaster E. 

Francis Bowditch, future Dean of Students at MIT, brought the Hartmans to Lake Forest, 

Illinois in 1942.  Starting in the fall, Hartman taught Spanish and, later, philosophy and 

history at the school and soon became one of its most popular teachers.  Parents wrote 

long letters thanking him for his positive influence on their sons, and especially for 

sparking their new zest for education.  His personal charisma and skill in working with 

young people—traits that led many of his past students to keep in touch with their former 

teacher many years later—were among his greatest assets as an educator.  Part of his 

success at Lake Forest may also be attributable to the excellent working relationship and 

friendship he developed with Bowditch.  Both men expressed a keen interest in 

educational reform and, in particular, regarded the moral and character development 

aspects of education as crucial to the healthy growth of young people.  Hartman saw his 

new path as the resumption of a lifelong occupation with issues of war, nationalism, 

values and ethics that stirred him as a youth.  “So at last I was all set to start teaching 

again the answers to the many questions on life, death, and human values which had 

never—even in the lucrative Disney years—ceased to plague me,” he recorded in his 

memoirs.  “I was about ready to pick up where I left off just before I went to Berlin’s 
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Charity Hospital.”58  Not only did he thrive as a teacher by day during the next five years, 

but he studied at night to earn a Ph.D. in philosophy from Northwestern in 1945.   

The subject of Hartman’s doctoral dissertation, and the area of moral philosophy 

in which he specialized during his academic career, was “value theory,” a branch of 

moral philosophy “that is concerned with theoretical questions about value and goodness 

of all varieties” and broadly speaking encompasses “social and political philosophy, 

aesthetics, and sometimes feminist philosophy and the philosophy of religion—whatever 

areas of philosophy are deemed to encompass some “evaluative” aspect.”59  In addition to 

this general area of interest, Hartman focused in a sub-category of “value theory” known 

as “axiology,” an area of moral philosophy that is “primarily concerned with classifying 

what things are good, and how good they are.”60  Hartman’s value theory was based upon 

a three-tiered hierarchy of moral values and “levels or dimensions” that comprised “our 

total value pattern, our Personality,” which, ranked from the lowest to the highest level, 

were: 1) the systemic or “morally neutral” “thinking self,” which was concerned with 

“systems, laws, rules, regulations, “ procedures”; 2) the “extrinsic, social, outer self” 

which was related “to the segmented web called society; I think of it as our horizontal 

dimension, the part of us that, like the top of an iceberg, shows”; and 3) the “intrinsic, 

moral inner Self (capital-S) which was concerned with the moral dimension.  “The more I 

am aware of my Self, the more and the more clearly I define and fulfill my Self, the more 

I am a morally good person, a good ‘I’.  I am morally good if I am as I am.  All the words 

of ethics mean this very same thing, this identification of myself with myself; being 

sincere, honest, genuine, true, having self-respect, integrity, authenticity.”61   While being 

oneself might seem a most natural thing, Hartman argued, “it is most difficult to achieve.  

The catch is that it’s not so easy to know who you are, and even more difficult, once you 

know, to fulfill this in your living . . . Most of us are not our Selves.  We play roles.”62  

For Hartman, the role of the moral philosopher was to help others become aware of the 

roles they were playing and remove the mask to get to the inner or intrinsic Self that was 
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the truest, most authentic expression of one’s identity and being.  Part of the journey 

involved discovering that much of one’s behavior was driven by systemic and extrinsic 

imperatives imposed upon—not chosen by—the true Self.   The “good” moral 

philosopher helped students see this incongruence as part of the human condition and 

understand how great philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, and Kant, had wrestled with 

problems of meaning and value.  Students were not to regurgitate their findings, but to 

become philosophers themselves by taking seriously the moral questions facing them in 

their own lives and times.  For that, they did not need a philosopher-king, but a 

philosopher-coach. 

To make philosophy more interesting and engaging to undergraduate students, 

Hartman sought to break down the boundary between the abstract often stilted world of 

academia and the “real world.”  His innovative classroom teaching methods included the 

use of popular culture—Hollywood films, network TV shows, magazine articles, 

editorials, advertisements, etc.—to stimulate creative thinking and discussion in the 

classroom.  In January 1954, he informed the editors of Time Magazine and the President 

of the Gray Manufacturing Co. that its recently published ad, “The Truce of the Bear,” 

would be presented to the students in his social ethics class as “a typical example of 

unethical chauvinism—alongside a blood-dripping Uncle Sam from the Soviet Magazine 

Crocodile.”  Moreover, Hartman regarded the teaching of philosophy as a political act 

and the classroom an extension of the public square.  “It is regrettable that a reputable 

magazine like yours lends itself to such propaganda—which, through the misuse of a 

classic English imperialism, calls another people, among other things, ‘swinish’—and to 

an effort to sell merchandise by  exploiting the present sense of national emergency.  I am 

certain that this advertisement will condition a number of my students to a life-long 

avoidance of Gray’s Audograph and PhonAudograph Electronic Soundwriters.”63  

Hartman sometimes went to considerable lengths to acquire classroom materials that 

connected ethical problems to American popular culture.  “I should very much like to 

discuss your picture ‘Roman Holiday’ with my class in ethics,” he wrote Hollywood 

motion picture director Billy Wilder in December 1953 in a request for a copy of the film 

to show in class.  “The picture has a tremendous wealth of morally significant and 
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interesting situations, not to speak of its artistic loveliness.”  Wilder promptly sent 

Hartman a copy of the film, whose screenplay was written by Dalton Trumbo, the most 

famous and talented of the “Hollywood Ten” writers black-listed during the Red Scare, 

along with a personal note from the director:  “Of course, I am very pleased that you 

consider the picture interesting and wish to make it a subject of discussion with your 

pupils.”64   

 

 

The “Disease “of National Sovereignty: Fighting for the Cure 

In the decade leading up to his year at MIT, Hartman continued working out his 

conception of philosophy’s relationship to American politics and culture.  As a 

cosmopolitan European and recently arrived American immigrant, Hartman regarded his 

adopted country with some ambivalence.  He saw America as a land of almost boundless 

hope, possibility, creativity, wealth, and power and what it could, even had to become to 

lead the postwar world.  At the same time, he recognized some of the troublesome 

tendencies, moral and cultural weaknesses, and deficiencies of national character that 

could stand in the way.  America’s historic emphasis on materialism, individualism over 

community, the cult of celebrity, anti-intellectualism, cultural arrogance, anti-

intellectualism, and conformist pressures, undermined its moral leadership at home and 

abroad.  To resist these historical tendencies, Hartman sought to revitalize the humanistic 

tradition in higher education and use moral philosophy as a lever to engage college 

students and adult learners in enlightened debate on public affairs.  He thus hoped to 

redirect America’s enormous resources and energies towards more worthy aims, such as 

promoting peace, justice, equality, and freedom around the world.   

The problematic relationship between nationalism and warfare was among the 

most burning moral and intellectual problems to occupy Hartman—and may have caused 

him the most trouble.  Having personally witnessed the power of nationalism to whip up 

a frenzy that overwhelmed reason and rationality, he regarded it as a particularly effective 
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and deadly catalyst for mass organization.  “I began to wonder if it were possible to 

organize ‘good’ as effectively as others organized evil.”65  This desire to “organize good” 

became the driving force of his work in moral philosophy.  It also motivated his activism 

in the profit sharing, integrated education, and peace movements.  Like a host of postwar 

left-liberal intellectuals, Hartman likened nationalism to a collective psychosis and 

warfare to a moral madness or “disease” whose root cause was the concept of national 

sovereignty.  Armed with the new tools of social science and its insights into human 

motivation, along with powerful new propaganda technologies, demagogues such as 

Hitler, Stalin, and America’s own Joseph R. McCarthy could whip their populations into 

police states that thrived on brutal retribution against imagined “enemies of the people.”  

Hartman wrote articles for scholarly journals in which he specifically and systematically 

took apart the faulty logic of the “guilt-by-association” used by Sen. Joseph R. McCarthy 

to smear reputations and destroy careers.66   In “The Science of Peace,” an unpublished 

paper written at The College of Wooster, Hartman diagnosed the condition and 

prescribed an aggressive regimen of “peace research” as treatment.67  During the late 

1940s and early 1950s, he grew concerned that fear and anxiety from the cold war were 

infecting the United States with nationalist fervor and creating a militaristic culture that 

could prove fatal to human survival.   

In the early 1950s, Hartman became chairman of the Commission on Peace and 

Peace Action of the International Council of Community Churches, a national 

organization based in Columbus, Ohio.  In that capacity, Hartman testified against 

proposed legislation that would have required mandatory military training for every male 

citizen in the United States.  In his ten-minute oral presentation to the U.S. Senate Armed 

Services Committee, chaired by Texas Sen. Lyndon Baines Johnson, Hartman challenged 

the logic of those who argued that the best way to preserve peace was to prepare for war.  

Hartman continued to write and speak out against militarism and challenges to free 

speech and thought.  After attending a December 1951 meeting of the Foundation for 

Integrated Education in New York City, for example, Hartman discussed the issue with 

                                                 
65 Hartman, Freedom to Live, p. 26 
66 See, for example, Hartman, Robert S., “Group Membership and Class Membership,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research, Vol. 13, No. 3 (Mar., 1953), pp. 353-370 
67 Hartman, Robert S., “The Science of Peace,” UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1015, Box 10, Folder 36 



 

 485

Foundation members Norman Cousins, editor of Saturday Review, and Harry Margenau, 

Sterling Professor of Physics at Yale.  “What [Norman Cousins] told us was so hair-

raising—as to the war preparations of the United States—that we decided then and 

there,” he wrote, that it was time “for me to write my book on Sovereignty which I had 

been preparing for several years.”68  In an article for The Christian Register titled, “The 

Secretary of Peace,” Hartman faulted the logic of those who would secure peace by 

preparing for war.  Just as little can one learn by being lazy, lose weight by over-eating, 

stay sober by drinking, be happy by suffering, say the truth by lying, or survive by 

committing suicide, in a word, achieve an end by doing its opposite—as little can one 

bring about peace by arming for war.”69  Later in the same article, he blamed “the fiction 

of the nation as a collective reality” for promoting the “mechanistic thinking, thinking in 

terms of physical power, which regards nations not as people but as power machines to 

be manipulated by social, political, and military engineers.”   

Hartman’s indictment of these “power machines,” and the technocratic elite that 

operated them, sounded very much like that issued by sociologist C. Wright Mills a few 

years later in The Causes of World War III.  The “disease of national sovereignty” was 

responsible for the mechanistic thinking of “the leaders in the nation states, no matter 

whether these states are communistic, socialistic, republican, democratic or 

monarchistic,” Hartman charged, that led Truman to drop the atomic bombs on Japan.  “It 

brings it about that a mild and innocuous little man from Kansas City, who would never 

dream even of hurting the hair on the head of a cocker spaniel, orders as one of his first 

acts of office after becoming President of a large country, the incineration in a blast fire 

of 80,000 men, women and children.  Without any qualms of conscience, you and I 

would probably have done the same.”70 Rather than direct their energy and resources to 

“such fantastic schemes” as “building a satellite to the earth . . . a project of the Pentagon 

at this moment, subsidized by tens of millions of our tax dollars” Hartman urged 

Americans to employ “boldness and organization—the very essence of American 

enterprise” to the task of organizing “the peoples of the earth for peace in a program of 

                                                 
68 Letter to Prof. Chris Argyris, December 11, 1951, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, Box 31, Folder 32 
69 Hartman, Robert S., “The Secretary of Peace: An American Program,” UTSCL, RSH Papers,  MS-1129, 
Box 16, Folder 14, p. 6 
70 Ibid, p. 7 



 

 486

action.”71  Hartman’s article prompted A.J. Muste, a leader of the pacifist movement in 

the United States, to write and approving letter that initiated an intermittent 

correspondence in which the two men supported each other’s work on behalf of the peace 

movement.  Though Hartman never completed his book on sovereignty, he continued to 

develop his ideas on the subject in articles and essays for scholarly and popular 

audiences.  

 

 

The Free-Wheeling Philosopher 

Hartman spent the decade between 1945 and 1955 teaching philosophy, the first three 

year at The College of Wooster, a small liberal arts college in Wooster, Ohio, and the 

subsequent seven at Ohio State University in Columbus.72  During those ten years, he 

focused his research, teaching, and service to the community in three major areas: 

scholarship that integrated/applied academic research with community involvement; 

“integrated education”; and political advocacy, i.e. speaking out on issues such as 

universal military training, peace and justice, and the dangers of nationalism.  He also 

proved to be a passionate and partisan philosopher, as eager to put ideas and values into 

action as to talk about them in the classroom; not content to theorize about moral 

philosophy, he used it as a springboard for political action.  Though a frequent 

contributor to scholarly journals in his fields of interest, Hartman sought a wider audience 

for philosophy throughout his academic career.  In addition to his public speaking 

engagements, Hartman also gave philosophy lectures over the airwaves of Ohio State’s 

fledgling public radio station.  Hartman used his public speaking talents to warn 

Americans about the dangers of separating science and morality in the postwar period.  

Represented by the Redpath Bureau, the White Plains, NY-based speakers’ bureau that 

represented traveling lecturers in the lyceum/Chautauqua tradition of the nineteenth 

century, Hartman spoke to and did consulting for a wide variety of professional, civic, 

religious, business, and fraternal groups, including: B’Nai-Brith, the Anti-Defamation 

League, the Milwaukee City Club, the Stout Institute, and numerous teachers’ 
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organizations.  Redpath’s promotional flyer touted Hartman as the “Outstanding New 

Speaker of the Year” and “a new speaker who will make Redpath history.”  The ad copy 

further extolled Hartman as, “A Stimulating Speaker with a Fresh, Vigorous Outlook on 

World Events” who “Holds His Audiences Spellbound.”  Included in a repertoire of 

“Lecture Subjects That Will Grip Any Audience” were titles such as “How to Avoid a 

Robot World,” “Germany—Land of Romantics and Robots,” “I Saw Europe Commit 

Suicide,” “The Crisis of Our Time,” and “Do You Want Your Son to Be a Hitler?”  His 

engaging style and personal charisma made him a gifted public speaker and classroom 

teacher.  Yet Hartman’s conception of the philosopher as public intellectual—and 

salesman’s gift for piquing interest in philosophy—did not fit the dominant postwar 

paradigm in American higher education.  Upon reviewing his contract at The College of 

Wooster, a teaching committee found Hartman guilty of “‘free-wheeling in other fields,’” 

a verdict leading to his resignation in January 1948.  Of special concern to the committee 

was the time Hartman spent on the postwar profit-sharing movement, in which he was a 

strong advocate and leader.73 McCarthyism certainly played a significant role in steering 

philosophers away from issues and ideas that might be “too controversial,” and therefore 

politically sensitive and hazardous to one’s career.  

Sharing John Dewey’s vision of the philosopher as a public intellectual, who 

active participated in societal debates about the nature of the “good” society and the 

policies needed to support it, Hartman resisted the “conspiracy” to confine philosophy to 

the ivory tower.  This project put him on the losing side of the two rival camps then 

competing for dominance in the discipline.  On the one hand, there was the tradition of 

Dewey, William James, and the American pragmatists for whom the practice of 

philosophy was a means of disciplined, rational inquiry into issues of practical and public 

significance.  James and Dewey had seen the devastation wrought by fixed ideas and 

closed minds bent on defending them unto death—in the American Civil War and its 

aftermath.  Pragmatism aimed to forestall future “clashes of civilization” by subjecting 

ideological differences to the tests of reason, rationality, and science.  By allowing all 

views to be freely expressed and tested by the scientific method one could hopefully 
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avoid testing them on the battlefield.  Hartman’s “science of values” aimed to strengthen 

pragmatism by providing it with a more “objective” foundation from which to address the 

nation’s mounting problems.   

Like other left-liberal intellectuals at midcentury, Hartman mobilized the 

philosophical traditions and values of the Enlightenment to reform American society, 

politics, and higher education.  Morality and ethics had to be formulated within a rational 

philosophical framework as solid and logical as science itself, he believed, or it would 

fail to check the destructive power of science and technology.  Hartman soon became a 

lightning rod in other debates about philosophy’s future as an academic discipline.  On 

one side were the logical positivists for whom analytical philosophy was the only 

legitimate brand.  On the other side were those who, like Hartman, believed in the 

philosopher’s public role, as someone active in social, political, and cultural debates 

about ethics and public policy, etc.  During the cold war, the logical positivists took over 

the discipline and the public philosophers were marginalized.  Hartman became the target 

of the logical positivists at Ohio State, where they tried to drum him out of the 

department.  He wrote Bowditch to explain the situation, so that if he heard about it from 

someone else, he would have the full story—including the fact that a fellow philosopher 

had described one of his opponents in the department  as “‘a dangerously pathological 

case.’”  Both of his nemeses, Hartman explained, “are specialists in a narrow field of 

philosophy, namely logic, and their specialist view of philosophy is the very opposite of 

mine, which is striking out in new ways. 

 

The trouble, therefore, is no detail trouble with “accusations” and the like, but a 
trouble of principle: what is a philosopher?  As a matter of fact, N----- and the 
other members of the Department refuse to tell me what they have against me.  
The reason being that I am a person who creates, publishes, reads papers, and so 
on, and who has to be cut down to the size of the majority, or below.  Suppose 
Edison was a member of the Department teaching Gas Illumination.  They would 
just say that he “knew nothing” about gas illumination and was fooling around 
with a lot of outlandish stuff.  If they were really mean, they would restrict his 
teaching so he would not contaminate the students.  Edison, on the other hand, 
would feel that his colleagues were old-fashioned and knew nothing about 
lighting a room. 

 
Now this is the situation, more or less, since the new chairman took over.  I think 
he is no philosopher—and so do many others—being a narrow specialist in a 
narrow field, and he thinks I am no philosopher since I am striking out in a 
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field—ethics—of which he knows nothing, and in ways he does not understand.  
Since he is running the Department on completely dictatorial lines I have to resist 
him from time to time, and the fight is on.  Recently he struck by getting the 
other members of the Department together behind my back and getting them to 
agree to restrict my schedule.74 
 

Hartman updated Bowditch on the situation two months later to let him know that “the 

graduate students here are revolting revolt and preparing a memorandum on the 

mismanagement of the Department to be handed to the Vice President on June 8.”75 

Moral philosophers such as Hartman did not fare well in America’s college and 

university philosophy departments during the cold war.76  Unlike the pragmatists, whose 

seeming inability or refusal to take sides on questions of ultimate value and reality or 

good and evil in the cold war battle for hearts and minds, the positivists’ neutrality was 

not based on philosophical principle, but on its shift away from concern with public life 

and toward “more formal and abstract fields of philosophy.”77  Academic philosophy did 

not entirely abandon moral philosophy, of course, but “instead of investigating the nature 

of the good life, or of the right political organization, moral philosophy became the 

investigation of the meaning of our evaluative terminology.”78   

Hartman fared far better up close and personal with lay audiences who heard him 

on the radio, attended his public addresses, or enrolled in his philosophy courses.  He 

received glowing fan letters from housewives, veterans, and college students thanking 

him for making philosophy so interesting and relevant to their lives.  Listeners wrote to 

tell him that his radio lectures had kindled a desire to resume college studies interrupted 

by the war.  Others gave thanks for instilling the joy of learning for its own sake and 

helping them connect mind and heart in their academic studies, thus narrowing the gap 

between college life and “real” life.  “I attribute my love of my 3:00 class to the 

instructor, who not only made the subject live, but who radiated sincere warmth and love 
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of both subject and students,” wrote a nursing student at Ohio State at the end of the 

spring 1954 semester.  “More than your explanations of the great ethicists, I appreciated 

your viewpoint (brought out at the very end) that the men we studied are valuable merely 

as history to the modern day.”  In its heartfelt expressions of gratitude for the new 

possibilities that Hartman and his class opened to them, her letter is typical of the many 

he received from students throughout his career.   

 
As I analyzed my opinion of the men we studied, I felt that they had left out so 
much of real life, human nature, religion, and love; that I wondered if we were 
actually supposed to adopt one of these philosophies as our own.  Although I had 
expected to find a philosophy to follow by taking the course, I have actually 
found something much greater: the appreciation of thinking ahead of what is to 
come!  (My question in class regarding [Norman Vincent] Peale and [Dale] 
Carnegie was to bring out the point that I was dissatisfied with the ancients.) 
 
Thank you for letting our own philosophies enter into the course.  This made it 
much more valuable to me.  I do hope to take more philosophy as time allows, 
and for an introduction that was ably presented, I am very thankful!  This was 
one of the few courses I have not felt the tension of grades in.  I took it because I 
wanted to, and enjoyed it immensely.  What a shame students get to know 
professors so little.  I wish you best of luck with your work.  Your love of 
teaching and ethics is obvious.  I am thrilled to have been in your class, and have 
gotten far more than ‘my money’s worth!  I am sure John Dewey would love 
your idea of education!!79  
 

During his Ohio years, Hartman left listeners and students contemplating the 

philosophical questions they had discussed in his classrooms many months and years 

later.  Former students who stayed in touch shared deeply touching personal stories of 

efforts to apply philosophical thinking in their daily lives.  And Hartman wrote back to 

them with advice, encouragement, and ideas that enabled them to maintain a continuing 

dialogue with their former teacher and personal philosophy “coach.” 

Meanwhile, Bowditch and Hartman continued to correspond in the spring of 

1955.  In anticipation of their collaboration in the fall, they continued to discuss plans for 

the Institute of Human Values that they hoped to establish at MIT.  “There are others all 

over the nation working in the same direction, and the task for us is to pull all these 

forces together, in a kind of ‘Manhattan Project.’  However, there is this difference between 

the Manhattan Project itself and ours.  The Manhattan Project was one of material procedures and 
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the result could be tested and exploded.  Our theory, of course, cannot; it must be suffused into 

the thought processes of people.  It is primarily an educational proposition.”80    

 

 

Call and Response 

Days before the beginning of MIT’s fall 1955 semester, James Leslie, a prominent 

member of the Cambridge religious and philanthropic community, invited Hartman to 

speak to students at MIT, Harvard, Radcliffe, and Wellesley.  To his words of welcome, 

Leslie appended a cautionary note.  “You will find your philosophy work a bit different at 

MIT, I imagine.  The humanities are a new venture for this technical school,” Leslie 

observed, “but I assure you that from what the MIT boys have told me many of them are 

hungry for some education beyond their technical training.  MIT is practically going out 

on a limb in their attempts to make their training program broader.  I think they are doing 

the wise thing, but not all of the faculty share this opinion.”81  In this light, Killian’s 

remark nearly four years earlier “that a man like me would have no future at MIT” may 

have sounded slightly more ominous.   

Forewarned, if not forearmed, Hartman prepared to teach H76 that fall, a course 

in “Value Theory and Its Applications to Modern Problems,” which he divided into three 

main units:  a historical survey of value theory, from Plato to G.E. Moore; 2) the 

development of value theory beyond G.E. Moore; and 3) applications of value theory.  

One of the early sessions of the class, for which about 30 students registered, introduced 

“The Nature of Moral Value” by posing the moral problem of America’s decision to drop 

atomic bombs on Japanese cities in World War II.  Hartman’s lecture notes indicate that 

he read aloud to the class an article from Time magazine that described an unusual recent 

broadcast of the popular mid-1950s televisions series, “This is Your Life.”  This 

particular episode featured the life of Hiroshima survivor Kiyoshi Tanimoto, a Methodist 

minister then traveling in the United States as the guardian of 25 Hiroshima girls who had 

come to receive plastic surgery for their A-bomb scars.  Then followed what was surely 

one of the most bizarre moments in the history of television.  After Tanimoto recounted 
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his horrific eyewitness experience of Hiroshima’s destruction, the show’s producers 

brought a final “surprise” guest on stage—a young man whom Tanimoto had never met.  

Tanimoto was then introduced to Capt. Robert Lewis, co-pilot of the B-29 Enola Gay that 

dropped the bomb on Hiroshima.  After an awkward moment, the two shook hands, and 

Lewis proceeded to describe what it was like to drop the bomb that killed 100,000 

people.  The usually upbeat show closed after Lewis read a grim entry in his flight log:  

“My God, what have we done?”  More importantly for present purposes, what were 

students to think of this eerie encounter between what Hartman’s notes described as 

“Hiroshima Survivor Kyiosho Tanimoto and Bomb Dropper Robert Lewis”?82  While 

conclusions must remain tentative, there are clues in the surviving term papers written by 

students in his philosophy classes at MIT.   

 “The pilot’s remark, ‘My God, what have we done?’ indicates that his action was 

not good in the human sense,” a student responded in a class essay, “although it might be 

good militarily [Hartman highlighted the latter clause and wrote “Yes!” in the paper’s 

margin].  It shows that at least momentarily his devotion to the human race exceeded 

nationalism or duty [Hartman’s underlining] . . . The pilot may well have feared the 

sanction of those near him for the deed he had just committed.  Conversely, this man was 

doubtless regarded as a hero in the military world—to respond to his inner humanity 

would have been [unintelligible] in this context.”83  For Hartman, the logic and 

subjectivity of the “whole man” were ineradicably opposed to ideologies rooted in 

nationalism and national sovereignty.  MIT’s professed commitment to educating “whole 

men” could, therefore, become a lever for questioning the basic tenets of America’s cold 

war ideologies in the classroom.  Whatever one might think of value theory, Hartman did 

encourage students to question America’s dominant political and cultural norms; that 

proclivity could get him into trouble with those upholding the status quo. 

While impossible to reconstruct what students experienced in Hartman’s fall-term 

philosophy course, his lecture notes, course reading list and, most importantly, copies of 

their term papers suggest that they found it intellectually and emotionally invigorating.  

One of the major writing assignments in the fall course, for example, had students choose 
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a literary text to analyze in terms of value theory.  Student selections ranged from short 

stories (including one published in Voodoo) and science fiction to Ortega y Gasset’s 

Revolt of the Masses, T.S. Eliot’s, “The Cocktail Party,” and Antoine De Saint-Exupéry's 

“The Little Prince.”  The student who chose this latter work used the moral and spiritual 

values within the text to critique mainstream American values.  “This is the story of the 

little prince,” one student’s paper began.   “His world was one in which faith was put in 

the empirical realm—much like Americans today worship physical things; beauty in this 

world is a misleading thing.   

 
It is by this extrinsic level that we measure our standard of living; it is this 
material beauty so sought for by our women and, unfortunately, so sought after 
by our men.  We are content to own things the way the businessman thought he 
owned things—very different from the way in which the little prince finally came 
to own his flower.  Indeed, it is apparent that what to the geographer was a matter 
of consequence is in Reality of very trivial consequence; indeed, what is essential 
is invisible to the eye.  And the little prince, who thought he was not a very great 
one, came to realize that he was infinitely richer than the man who owned the 
stars.84 

 

Through these and other course readings and assignments, Hartman introduced students 

to the pervasiveness of moral and values questions in literature, politics, and science.  He 

also encouraged them to question the systemic and extrinsic values of American society 

that had shaped their assumptions and presuppositions and that might be in conflict with 

their own identities and values.   

 Students from other colleges in the Boston-Cambridge area who attended any of 

the many lectures he gave off campus had a similar response, including a young woman 

who heard Hartman speak about Martin Buber’s I and Thou at a local meeting of a 

Quaker Young Friends group.  “Personally, I have been very grateful for the distinction 

between levels of speaking which you develop in the paper,” she wrote.  “I began to 

appreciate how such an axiological distinction can contribute to understanding such a 

work.  Maybe because intrinsic valuation is so rarely taken into account in most current 

speaking and writing, it is encouraging to find a way of thinking which gives it full 

logical validity. 
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One other point struck me especially.  The distinction between a collectivity and 
a community of persons seems to describe an experience that I had not so long 
ago at a small school where I was working as a teacher.  It began with a kind of 
mutual cooperation far more real than anything I had seen before.  And was 
followed in due time by changes which in one way or another reduced this 
cooperation, leaving only those formal liaisons between employees.  The contrast 
was puzzling, and still is.  But here again, it is rather exciting to find a type of 
experience that one knows “in one’s bones” described in another framework by 
another person.85 

 

By giving a name to her feelings of community, Hartman made it possible for her—and 

others—to begin to identify and value its importance.  Once it had a name, she also 

became more acutely aware of its absence in her life and, therefore, could make a 

deliberate effort to find or even possibly create it for herself and her students.  The young 

woman’s letter also pointed to the difficulty of doing so in organizations as “formal 

liaisons between employees” replaced or interfered with the forming of deeper 

interpersonal relationships between fellow human beings. 

 Exposure to Hartman’s charismatic personality combined with his unorthodox 

teaching methods and strong advocacy of value theory in the classroom could call into 

question the academic or career plans of some students.  In a brief essay on “Intrinsic 

Truth,” for example, one MIT senior explained how his experience in Hartman’s class 

had given him new insight and perspective on his former interest in science; he now 

looked back on it as part of a greater journey towards enlightenment.  “The search for 

intrinsic truth has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life,” the student 

wrote.  “(This does not suggest that the quest is over; may it never end!).  I have 

discovered that there is indeed a kind of truth other than scientific truth; it consists in the 

essential relations to the Self.  This truth may even be called higher than objective truth in 

that it concerns me more directly.  

 
I had thought I was a humanist; but I had not known about the Self.  I had 
thought I was a Christian; but I had not known that to love my neighbor means to 
meet him. I have not learned any new facts; but what I knew has acquired a 
world of meaning for me . . .  
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I shall now feel in good company as I leave the natural sciences. I entered science 
to meet the stimulating challenge of the Unknown.  I leave it to accept the greater 
challenge of the Known, the Challenge of Man.  The greatest task facing us today 
is to transform all human relations into meetings of I and Thou.  Political 
relations must change, economic relations must change, all relations must change 
if Man is to survive upon this planet.  Unless this task be done, no other is worth 
doing.  Unless this challenge be met, we have lost all challenges.86 

 

An MIT student’s choice to abandon the sciences in his senior year would not be 

remarkable—if it were an isolated case.  Yet others among the 30 students in Hartman’s 

fall class also began to question their motives for studying science or engineering and 

attending a school as disciplined and demanding as MIT.  “I was now about seventeen 

and the realization that something was wrong, something was missing in my existence 

crept upon me,” a student wrote in an autobiography for Hartman’s fall semester class.  

“My mind was disciplined to scientific concepts, systemic and extrinsic evaluations 

[topics extensively covered in Hartman’s class and central to his “science of values”], and 

could not conceive of the answer to my now desperate questions.  The realization was 

still a long way off, but I think I began, unconsciously, to perceive the difference between 

myself and other boys and girls my age.”  Later in his paper, this student expressed 

profound gratitude and relief that Hartman’s class had helped him to realize, and begin to 

overcome, deep shame about his family’s working-class background.   During the winter 

break, the student returned home and began to develop a new and much deeper more 

loving relationship with his parents.  “I feel the Sun [sic] has finally softened the frozen 

ground that has imprisoned the bud of my self and only time remains as a barrier to its 

flowering,” he wrote.  “I intend to reveal more and more of myself and actions.  This 

should gradually knit me closer and closer to my family.”87  Other students wrote papers 

that analyzed everything from the immoral tactics used by Sen. Joseph McCarthy against 

suspected “sympathizers” with the communist party to the impossibility of buying love or 

earning it through academic achievement (as the student’s autobiography showed that he 
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had tried to do) and the centrality of moral and ethical issues in the genre of science 

fiction.88     

At the end of each semester, Hartman asked students who wanted to keep their 

course packs, rather than returning them to him, to write a brief not explaining why they 

desired to do so.89  Students wrote glowing evaluations of his courses and their instructor.  

The letters he received reflected the same kind of enthusiasm about the course and its 

impact on their lives as students at The College of Wooster and Ohio State.  Hartman had 

succeeded in getting students to think more deeply about their values, studies, 

professional plans, and relationships in the social, political, and economic context of their 

times.  And they found the experience exhilarating.  “Value theory has been the most 

stimulating, most provocative course I have had the opportunity of studying,” wrote a 

students in the fall semester course.  “The universality of its application, even within the 

limited time I have been able to adapt it to my circumstances, indicates that it will remain 

a beautiful thing throughout my life . . . It has proven very helpful in understanding and 

clarifying the political and economic issues of our times.  But more important, it has 

helped to reinforce an intuitive understanding of my role in life, both as an architect and 

as a responsible individual.  I want my friends and family to read your syllabus.  But I 

want to keep the material mainly for the same reason that one likes to own a book of 

poetry—merely to be surrounded by beautiful things.”90  Another student’s request to 

keep the course readings expressed gratitude for helping to free him from the cultural 

pressures placed on males to repress their feelings or able to express emotional 

vulnerability.  “I’ve learned an awful lot from you this term,” this student wrote, “not 

only about philosophy, but also about myself.  I can write this with confidence because, 

among many other things, I have realized that sentimentality should not be repressed on 

the grounds that it may be interpreted by others to be a weakness, unmanly or 

immature.”91  Another student, and a winner of the Westinghouse National Science 

Talent Search, wrote a paper describing the emotional factors that had motivated his 
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academic and career focus.  He recalled the deep feelings of shame and inadequacy 

experienced in childhood that he tried to cover over by excelling in high school science 

courses.  As a result of Hartman’s class, he had reconnected with a deep religious faith 

and was thinking about leaving science for the priesthood (although Hartman added a 

notation to the paper suggesting that he did not pursue this path).92 

The very idea of turning in his course readings caused “much distress,” another 

student wrote, “as they promise to play a prominent role for myself and three close 

companions” with whom he was going mountain climbing the coming summer.  “As I 

draw to a close my four years at MIT I find that, instead of finding answers to many 

problems of existence, I have succeeded only in asking more questions and posing more 

problems. 

  
Four years of concentrated study of the material laws of physics, a scattering of 
humanities courses, and a renewed interest in religion has only succeeded in 
posing an infinite number of, as yet, unanswered questions and created the desire 
to stop everything and just concentrate and ponder over these problems.  I find 
such meditation easiest in the mountains surrounded by nature where I can 
marvel at the creation before me and consider our Creator unmolested by the 
“advances of civilization.”93 

 

This student, along with three close friends and a guide—a graduate student in 

philosophy at the University of California; a “devout Christian” recently discharged from 

what he called “three years of involuntary service to the folly of man” in the military 

(where he refused to carry a gun); an archeology student; and the group’s leader, a world 

traveler with a Ph.D. in Eastern languages “who spoke more than a dozen languages”—

had organized the trip whose “primary purpose” was to “discourse on things of religious 

or philosophical interest.”  “‘As an aid to his personal enlightenment,’” the student 

explained, each participant was to bring along at least one but not more than three “books 

or references of his own choosing.”   “Because their subject matter is far reaching, 

practical, and of deep religious and philosophical content, I have chosen your notes as 

one of my contributions to our party (I have also corresponded freely with my 

companions on the subject matter of your course and they all have requested that I bring 
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along the notes of the course.”  With the benefit of leisure, the student was looking 

forward to focusing more intently on the readings and wanted to “share what I have 

learned in your course with my companions.”  As an indication of how seriously he had 

taken the course, the student also added, “from a purely practical point of view my notes 

would be an inconvenience to someone else since the margins and backs of almost every 

page contain my own notes, comments, and summaries.”94  Many other students in the 

fall course expressed similar sentiments in their requests to keep their copies of the 

course readings.  “After initial skepticism the majority of the students developed 

sensitivity and skill in value thinking,” Hartman wrote in a final report on his activities at 

MIT.  “The subject caught their imagination and interest to such a degree, that thirty 

percent of the class changed their professional plans and are now preparing to enter 

graduate school in philosophy and the humanities rather than science or engineering.”  

This last statement must have been particularly jarring to the memo’s recipients, 

especially Killian, Stratton, and Burchard.  So, too, was the standard by which he judged 

the course’s success—evidence from students’ papers which “showed most dramatically 

the impact of philosophy on an individual’s life.”95  More than twice as many students, or 

about 65, registered for H76, Hartman’s spring course on “Value Theory and World 

Religion”—whose readings included Soren Kierkegaard’s Sickness Unto Death and 

Martin Buber’s I and Thou.  In addition to officially registered students, another 20 or so 

visitors—including members of the MIT administration and faculty—regularly attended 

Hartman’s lectures.   

 

 

The Role of the Values Consultant 

Early in the spring of 1956, Hartman wrote a lengthy essay on “The Role of the Value 

Consultant at MIT,” which he submitted to The Tech where it subsequently ran as a five-

part series on the editorial page.  In the third installment which ran at the end of February, 

Hartman explicitly took up the difficult challenge of defining the nebulous concept of the 

“whole man” at MIT.  Using the tools of value theory, however, he made it look easy to 
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understand.  “Actually, the ‘whole man’ is a very well defined term in value theory.  

Value theory divides the values of anything into two kinds, extrinsic value and intrinsic 

value.  Extrinsic value is the function of a thing in a particular context; intrinsic value is 

the uniqueness of the thing itself.  The ‘whole man’ discussion refers to the difference 

between these two dimensions of value.  Both student and teacher are, on the one hand, 

academic functions and, on the other, unique persons.  The ‘whole man,’ thus comprises 

two entirely different dimensions.” 

The problem for students and teachers at MIT, Hartman argued, was that these 

two kinds of value were often confused.  To imagine that faculty or administrators could, 

acting comfortably within their prescribed extrinsic roles, foster the development of 

“whole men” was a logical and theoretical impossibility.  The only way to encourage the 

development of “whole men” was for individuals to step outside their prescribed roles 

and deal with each other, first and foremost, as unique and valuable human beings.  “It 

can be shown in detail,” he continued, “that the whole man cannot be educated except by 

whole men.”  This was a role that MIT’s highly specialized science and engineering 

faculty were not particularly suited, prepared, or inclined to take on.  Hartman insisted 

that without the personal touch, MIT’s efforts to make the campus more livable and 

humane were not likely to succeed.  Nor would the moral problem go away.  “The largest 

number of problems I encountered with individual students was their complaint about the 

impersonal character of teaching, to the point of deep dissatisfaction with the whole 

learning process and actually the desire to quit in disillusionment—an attitude expressed 

formally in a Tech editorial.”96  If it wanted to take its commitment to nurturing the 

“whole man” seriously, Hartman suggested, MIT would need to encourage and support 

the “intrinsic value” of students, i.e. their welfare as human beings rather than future 

technologists.     

Despite the complexity of the problem, the solution could be found “in the 

philosophy and psychology of creativity.”  In the process of creating something new, one 

was, of necessity, also becoming something new.  “In other words, if one wants to know 

how to instill enthusiasm in the student,” Hartman explained, “one has to know in detail 

the process of creative thinking” and its relationship to the personality of the student.  
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“The teaching process, also, has to be creative if enthusiasm is to be instilled.”  He then 

presented data that showed the United States was falling behind Europe and Russia in the 

pace of discovery and invention and attributed this shortcoming to weakness in American 

higher education.  “This shows that the complaints of students at MIT highlight a national 

condition,” Hartman asserted.  The character traits associated with conceptual learning, 

the type that led to creativity and innovation, and that involved the “whole person” in 

creative work, he explained, were “being fostered in Europe to a higher degree than in 

America,” where higher education leaned more heavily toward vocationalism.97  It was 

not just that conceptual teaching and learning involved the “whole man” in the learning 

process, but that it inspired him—and inspiration was “one of the fundamental 

constituents of creative thinking.   

 
Once the correct kind of creative teaching is given, the students will be 
“inspired.”  This means that they will collect their whole personality in order to 
solve the problem creatively presented to them.  They begin to live the 
problem—quite naturally so, for in presenting the problem creatively it is being 
presented as a problem that is worthwhile as a genuine problem that has pt been 
solved before. . . The students make the problem part of themselves and its 
solution part of their own process of living.  Use their imagination, for the very 
nature of incubation is that imaginative frames of reference must be found and 
worked upon which will fit the true problem.  
 
In this way the student will live the problem—and thus the course—with his 
whole personality.  On the other hand, if no such teaching is presented.  He will 
be frustrated in proportion to his capacity for imagination and enthusiasm.   
Instead of developing his independence of thought and character he will adjust 
himself to the system.  Thus arises the paradoxical yet common situation that in 
the degree that his grades keep up, his personality suffers.  There appears a 
conflict of values between the academic and the human side of education.  This 
has been highlighted at MIT in the discussion of the whole man . . . It is clear 
from the foregoing, that there can be no creative academic education except one 
that appeals to and mobilizes the “whole man.”98   
 

If it were truly committed to nurturing the growth of “whole men,” Hartman argued, MIT 

had to do more than promote industry, and accuracy in the understanding and 

assimilation of facts.  It had to be open to the mysterious, uncontrollable, and little 

understood process of personal transformation.  The teacher’s job was to help students 

transpose the creative thinking fostered by a situation of intrinsic value—a heartfelt private 
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conversation, for example, in which the student was able to express his or her true Self—

into public spaces such as that of the classroom, which were normally constituted as 

formalized situations for expositions of extrinsic value. 

 Acting as a values consultant to the Dean of Students, Hartman worked with a 

number of other MIT administrators and faculty to promote humanistic initiatives 

throughout the institution.  Staff in the MIT admissions office, for example, asked 

Hartman to review the text in MIT’s application materials to evaluate their humanistic 

content and tone.   In addition, he undertook a study of MIT’s admissions and scholarship 

criteria in an attempt to determine whether or not they overvalued quantitative measures 

of academic potential such as test scores and grade point averages and were insufficiently 

attentive to other qualities such as demonstrated creativity, imagination, and motivation 

for scientific work (the answers were yes and yes).  Another group working to improve 

the quality of the learning environment at MIT solicited his opinions and advice.  As MIT 

moved ahead with its plans to create a friendlier, more humanistic residential campus, the 

committee responsible for shaping asked Hartman to sit in on their meetings to make sure 

that the philosophy of student housing took into account the moral, spiritual, and 

psychological needs of the “whole man.”   

The enthusiasm with which some members of the administration, faculty, and 

undergraduates received and responded to Hartman’s philosophy courses and values 

theory emboldened Hartman and Bowditch to take the next steps toward realizing the 

Institute of Human Values they hoped to establish at MIT.  It was difficult to sell the MIT 

administration on the value of that proposition, however.  In October 1955, Bowditch and 

Hartman met with president Killian to propose that he appoint “a committee to consider 

research in the field of human values,” which would be the prelude to establishing the 

Institute of Human Values.”99  Upon reflection, Killian informed Bowditch of his 

decision that MIT “not undertake the appointment of such a committee as you and 

Professor Hartman suggest . . . I feel so strongly about these conclusions that I would 

have to add in all candor that I would be unwilling to have such an effort as described to 

me made under the auspices of MIT at the present time and would oppose such a 
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move.”100  Though MIT demurred, others in the vicinity were interested.  Since his 

arrival in Cambridge, Hartman and Bowditch had been in contact with a group of 

humanistic educators organized and led by Harvard sociologist Pitrim Sorokin.  In a 1949 

newspaper column, Sorokin announced the establishment of the “Harvard anti-hate 

center,” a group formed for the purpose of conducting research on moral values and 

altruistic behavior as a means of creating a more peaceful and just society.   Among the 

scholars affiliated with the Sorokin group were humanistic psychologists Gordon Allport 

and Abraham Maslow at Harvard and Brandeis respectively.  Hartman and Sorokin 

shared a number of personal and professional characteristics.  Both were regarded as 

renegades in their fields whose unorthodox ideas and methods met with the suspicion of 

more conservative colleagues and marginalized for much if not all of their careers.  They 

shared the experience of having grown up in dictatorial regimes (Hartman under Hitler, 

Sorokin under Lenin), were both centrally concerned with the relationship between moral 

and spiritual values and the crises facing humanity in the mid-twentieth century, and 

hoped to establish organizations that would conduct research in areas such as moral 

values, altruism, etc. for the purpose of creating a more just and peaceful world.  Hartman 

came away from his meetings with Sorokin and his colleagues that the two groups shared 

common interests, but that the Harvard group lacked a sufficiently ambitious and well-

thought-out research agenda.  He therefore proposed merging the two into one group that 

would be led by him and associated with MIT.   

 

 

The Enthusiasm Crisis 

Throughout the 1950s, educators and social critics often remarked upon the problem of 

student apathy and low morale on American college and university campuses.  The MIT 

administration had been dealing with the problem at least since the death of Everett 

Moore Baker in 1950 with no real success to show for its efforts.   A group of students 

took the initiative to do something about it.  “In the spring of 1955,” shortly after the 

Ford Foundation approved Bowditch’s proposal to bring Hartman to the MIT campus, “a 

professor asked several students what they thought was the most serious educational 
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problem at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  They immediately agreed that it 

was student apathy towards scholastic endeavors.  When they returned to MIT in the fall 

of 1955, they suggested to the officers of the MIT Student Branch of the American 

Society of Mechanical Engineers that something be done to correct this problem.”  After 

consulting with other professional societies at the Institute, and obtaining the 

administration’s approval, they decided to bring students and faculty together for “to 

discuss the problem and to determine possible solutions” at the “MIT Conference on 

Scholastic Enthusiasm” held over the weekend of February 25- 26, 1956.   “The 

conference brought together students and faculty from every department at MIT to 

discuss means of reducing the general apathy among students and developing in the 

undergraduate a tone of serious but enjoyable and adventurous interest in scholarship.”  

While the subject was enthusiasm, the student organizers of the conference approached 

the project with a sober sense of high purpose.  “It is our cherished hope that as a result of 

these efforts, the MIT undergraduate will be imbued with a greater spirit of adventurous 

scholarship so that he may better fulfill his charge to his Alma Mater, his fellow men, and 

his God.”   

By taking the initiative to do something about the problem, students saw 

themselves as taking a proactive role in shaping the institution and its culture—and 

addressing a broader problem on college and university campuses nationwide—rather 

than passively waiting on the administration to act.  “With this study of student 

motivation and enthusiasm, we believe that we are assuming a role which students 

themselves are capable of performing,” stated the introduction to the report.  “Indeed we 

feel that it is the obligation of the student body to take responsible action in areas which 

so vitally affect our education.  We hasten to point out that this study was not instigated 

because of any feeling that MIT has a unique problem; rather it is our intense pride in, 

and our respect for our Alma Mater which leads us to seek out improvements wherever 

they may be found.”  The conference itself was intended to spark a continuing dialogue 

among students and faculty about the ideas presented in the report.  The faculty and 

administration could only do so much to improve the situation, they report stated, 

ultimately, “the most effective tool that can be used to spread student enthusiasm is 

student enthusiasm itself.”  In other words, student moral and “enthusiasm” could not be 
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“boosted” by policies and programs that embodied systemic or extrinsic values; authentic 

enthusiasm was a good in itself, of intrinsic value, that could not be controlled or 

manipulated from the outside, but had to be generated from within. 

In advance of the conference, conference organizers conducted an informal 

survey of faculty and student attitudes about the problem of apathy.  Additionally, the 

group sent out a formal letter to faculty members asking for their ideas and assessments 

of the problem.  Of about 300 surveys sent, some 112 faculty returned written responses 

to the letter, some of them lengthy, multiple-page responses.  The conference report 

included 32 pages of extensive excerpts from these letters, several of which connected 

issues of value and moral philosophy to student apathy and low morale among members 

of the faculty.   It was impossible to address the problem of scholastic enthusiasm without 

also asking   “the question of what is worth learning and what is worth teaching.  To what 

end is the process of education directed?   In the narrow sense, is it worth more to spend 

time learning mathematics than ballroom dancing?  In the broader sense, what is the 

value of being a learned person anyway?”  Even if that could somehow be agreed upon, it 

still left the question of how to help motivate or encourage the learning process to take 

place.  “Is it a question of manipulating other people, or is it a question of doing all one 

can to influence them but still leaving them real freedom of will to accept or reject our 

aims as they see fit. 

 
I happen to have very little sympathy with the manipulative position, whether it 
is in the overt form of fascism or communism, or in its many subtle forms, such 
as most advertising, or that form of student counseling which rests on the 
assumption that a counselor can know, better than another person, what is good 
for that person.  Nor do I have any sympathy with the complete “laissez faire” 
position, in which no one stands for anything positive and leans over backwards 
to avoid exerting any influence.101 

 
Hartman sent back a 27-page typed response to the ASME survey, portions of which 

made it into the conference report.  Included in the memo were detailed quotes from 

students who shared their perspective on the causes of student apathy and low morale: 

“‘the school should not worry about teaching students how to make a living but instead 
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help them bring out their creative abilities’”; and “‘MIT should live up to what it says of 

itself in the catalogue.’”  Such sentiments often lead students to fell that they were “not 

dealt with fairly,” Hartman wrote, or were “disregarded as a person, and that the 

professor regards him as a nuisance who interrupts his research or administrative work.”  

Others students complained that professors communicated their own narrow perspectives 

and lack of broad development to students.  “The lack of meaning or development” 

outside their narrow specialties, one student wrote, “results in decline of ambition and 

ability, and creates frustration, stagnation, and decay.”  “In spite of exceptions and much 

propaganda,” another added, “it is difficult to communicate any suggestions to 

responsible faculty members.  No faculty member will admit that he is responsible for 

anything.”  When alienation reached this stage, Hartman warned, the student’s “education 

at MIT has become to him a deeply disturbing personality problem,” a condition that was 

often contagious:  “His fellow students observe this and become disturbed in turn.”102  In 

fact, Hartman continued, MIT students believed that there was “an unusually large 

number of emotional and psychological problems” at the school and blamed “the Institute 

indirectly for admitting such students.”103  Other students who found MIT personally 

wrenching felt that they had made the wrong vocational choice, either due to changing 

interests, lack of self-awareness or pressure from parents.  For present purposes, however, 

the most interesting part of Hartman’s report is the analysis section, where he identified 

the deeper, systemic causes of the enthusiasm problem which concerned the operation of 

“the Institute itself, its teaching and administration.”  

 The “problem of how to instill enthusiasm” could not, Hartman insisted, be 

addressed in isolation, but required a thorough, detailed, and systematic analysis of the 

institution and its values and goals, and their relationship to the totality of students’ 

interests and needs.  “This, obviously, is not merely an intellectual matter but a 

combination of intellectual and personal conditions.  It is a matter of the whole 

person.”104  MIT’s enthusiasm problem, he implied, stemmed from a basic 

incompatibility between the system of values, reinforcements, and requirements designed 

to keep the educational machine running smoothly and one designed for the purpose of 
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educating “whole men.”  This contradiction was clouded, however, as long as the “whole 

man” was limited to a psychological paradigm in which “a definition of the ‘whole man’ 

is impossible, due to the vagueness of psychological terms themselves.”  The resulting 

vagueness kept the status quo in place.  Hartman’s “value theory,” on the other hand, 

provided an alternative paradigm which, he claimed, brought the “whole man” into 

sharper focus.105  

 

 

Catching Fire 

In his capacity as a values consultant, Hartman sought to stimulate and help the 

administration address questions about the values underlying MIT’s admissions criteria, 

financial aid programs, philosophy of housing, efforts to improve the learning 

environment, and approach to the problem of student apathy and “lack of scholastic 

enthusiasm.”  He also reached out to build bridges between humanistic philosophy and 

science and engineering faculty.  In addition to teaching a course on values in the fall 

semester and comparative religion in the spring, for example, Hartman was invited to 

deliver a series of three lectures to the students in John E. Arnold’s creative engineering 

design class.  In addition to laying out the basic principles of value theory, Hartman 

described what he considered to be the connection between moral values and the creative 

process.  MIT faculty members also found Hartman’s approach to philosophy refreshing 

and provocative.   He conducted special seminars for faculty and staff and was invited to 

give guest lectures to a number of undergraduate classes.  He also worked actively with a 

range of student groups—leaders of student government and extracurricular activities—to 

think about the moral dimensions of leadership in their organizations and communicate 

them to current and potential members.  Hartman served as a faculty adviser to a group of 

students who established a Philosophical Society that met weekly to “deal with the 

problems of philosophy in general and attempt to formulate future programs” at the 

group’s first meeting.  “Here again,” he reported to the Ford Foundation at the end of the 

year, “I was struck by the students’ intelligence and their deep personal craving for 
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philosophical answers.”106  Hartman found students eager and interested in reconnecting 

their thoughts and feelings, questioning assumptions, and beginning to form a stronger 

sense of values and moral code. 

Unfortunately, Hartman’s ability to arouse such interest and enthusiasm among 

his students could be read as an implicit indictment of MIT’s conventional approach to 

humanistic education.  It certainly did not endear him to Dean Burchard.  Long before the 

end of spring semester, it was clear that Hartman had run afoul of the powers that be and 

would not be asked to return.  There had, of course, been warning signs along the way—

some subtle, others overt—that spelled trouble from the start.  Bowditch’s zeal to develop 

a substantial moral and spiritual program led by Hartman met subtle, yet detectable, 

resistance from Burchard and Killian from the start.  Students, of course, knew nothing of 

the back-story.  They were enthusiastic about a teacher whose methods and ideas 

stimulated them to think more deeply about the meaning of their lives and its relationship 

to science, technology, and society.  Without explanation or discussion, the decision to let 

him go seemed arbitrary and capricious.  When the students in his classes at MIT found 

out, they circulated and signed petitions demanding to know the administration’s reasons 

for letting go of a professor they had found so enlightening.  “We, the undersigned, are 

students that have been deeply affected by our association with Professor Robert S. 

Hartman during this past year,” read one.   

 
All of us feel we have found a new dimension of understanding in the analysis of 
problems outside the realm of natural science.  Many of us have gone so far as to 
alter our plans for the future.  We do not feel that the teaching ability of one who 
can inspire curiosity and creativity in the student can be questioned.  Therefore, it 
is somewhat confusing to those of us who have placed so much faith in both the 
man and his theories to find that the Institute does not believe that Professor 
Hartman is worthy of continued consideration.107 
 

Another group of students signed their petition “as a token of our affection and esteem 

for what we have gained from Professor Robert S. Hartman in H75 and H76, as well as in 

counseling and friendship.”108  In addition to seeking his reinstatement or an extension of 

his tenure at MIT, students also wanted to know why Hartman was not coming back.  
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Hartman’s courses, the students insisted, were valuable in that they courses filled “the 

need for courses in the field of philosophy” at MIT, one which was particularly 

important, “in light of the Institute’s policy of encouraging the development of the ‘whole 

man.’”109  Students interpreted the administration’s silence as hypocrisy or an act of 

betrayal.  It fostered cynicism and distrust among students about the sincerity of the 

school’s rhetoric and commitment to educating the “whole man.”   

As word of Hartman’s impending departure spread, the Electrical Engineering 

Honor Society, Eta Kappa Nu, lent its support to the embattled philosopher by inviting 

him to be the guest speaker at the Society’s annual initiation dinner meeting. 

“Mr. Stockham’s request for Dr. H. to speak . . .  was a direct result of unanimous student 

demand for Dr. H. as their speaker.”  A note confirming Hartman’s acceptance of the 

invitation mentioned that it was “greeted with many thanks” from the student director of 

the MIT chapter, who was “looking forward with intense interest to hear you speak.”   

Another student member of the honor society expressed his frustration with the 

administration’s position, and what it said about the school’s commitments to improving 

the quality of undergraduate teaching and nurturing closer student-faculty relationships.  

“It seems that the Institute’s Student Body is largely aware of the current controversy 

raging between those members of the Humanities Department in favor, and those against, 

the value of Dr. H.’s relationship with his students, his method of teaching, and his kind 

of philosophy.   

 

Apparently a person with his dynamic personality, and brilliant grasp of his 
subject, would have incurred wrath anyway.  But of course, the really sad thing is 
that these students who have gained so much from a “real teacher” and who are 
so let-down not to be able to continue with him next year, are at a loss to 
understand the strength of the power that can deny him to them.  THIS IS MIT.110   
 

                                                 
109 Ibid 
110 “This is MIT” was the annual guidebook that introduced MIT to prospective students.  The use of the 
title in this context can be interpreted in two ways.  On the one hand, it could be an expression of cynicism, 
i.e. The MIT described in the institution’s brochures, public relations materials, “beauty books,” etc. does 
not really exist.  The real MIT is the one that would send packing a professor beloved by students.  On the 
other hand, it could be taken to mean, things such as this should not happen at MIT, that students should 
expect and demand something better.   The suggestion is that these disheartened students were naïve to 
have believed the school’s description of itself and that they have not yet realized that the “real” institution 
operates by rules that are not published in the guidebook.   
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There are so many teachers who lose their enthusiasm, who teach to earn, not 
because they love it too, and know their subjects thoroughly.  (But Dr. H.’s 
students caught the fire of his own enthusiasm, and spend long hours doing extra-
curricular work because of his inspiration.  The current petition is a direct result 
of students’ not wanting to leave with a bad conscience.—as they have gained so 
much from him.  Even if they come up against blank walls, they are still going to 
try to get him back for next year to go on with what they have learned this year.) 
 
Mr. Stockham . . . does not care what he, Dr. H., talks about, or how long the talk 
is, just so he comes so they can hear him.  As Mr. Stockham said, “I doubt that 
there is anyone in the Inst. that hasn’t at least heard about the controversy, and a 
good many have very definite ideas on the subject.  The general cry and need for 
real teachers who have both enthusiasm and subject knowledge is well known; 
also the inroads industry has made in grabbing off good teacher material by 
offering more money—which is sometimes a substitute for the departmental 
jealousies and low pay of university life.111 
 
 

Just a day before Hartman’s scheduled address at the society’s annual meeting, on May 

11, 1956, The Tech printed an editorial titled, “Reason for Failure,” that made many of 

the same points, and drew the same conclusions, as the writer of the above memo.  

Though it did not mention Hartman by name or reference the petition drive to have him 

reinstated, it was clearly written with his situation in mind.  “Vital to the success of any 

educational program is the ability of its teachers—yet all too often instructors on the 

college level have neither the interest in teaching nor the ability to present and explain 

material which can determine the success or failure of education . . . The crux of the 

problem is that promotions are too often based solely upon research, too often upon the 

number of technical papers published.  Interest in students and time spent in helping them 

is only a millstone that holds them back from deserved promotion.  Any college must 

attempt to gather as its faculty the outstanding men in its field, it must make its 

contributions in research-but it must not ignore its equally important obligation to its 

students. In selecting faculty and making promotions it must consider interest in the 

welfare of its students.”112   

 

 

 

                                                 
111 “Memo to Dr. H. from DBJ concerning Mr. Stockham’s remarks on Dr. H. Status at MIT,” May 7, 
1956, UTSCL, RSH Paper, MS-1129, Box 37, Folders 26-31 
112 “Reason for Failure,” The Tech, May 11, 1956, p. 2 
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Summing Up 

In a draft version of his final report to Bowditch report summarizing his activities and 

accomplishments during the previous academic year, Hartman wrote emphasized the 

receptivity of MIT students to the study of moral philosophy.  “I found a craving for 

spiritual and philosophical thought sometimes to the point of despair,” he wrote.  He also 

played up the importance of his role as a counselor to the students in his classrooms.  

This often meant serving as a surrogate counselor to students who were struggling to 

apply his value theory in their personal lives.  “The academic problems often concerned 

the whole personality,” Hartman reported, “as in the case of the girl who came in one day 

and said she could not go on with her classes another day, or else she would go crazy.  I 

asked her whether she didn’t like Science; and she said oh yes, and her grades were very 

good; but in learning Physics she asked herself why she was doing it and ‘what was my 

place in this world.’  Unless she found an answer to this question, she felt, all her studies 

would make no sense.”  In confronting “such cases of philosophical despair—and there 

were very many” at MIT, he continued, he took on the role of an existential therapist.  

His prescription for philosophical despair was to show students how “the great minds of 

the past” had dealt with problems similar to their own.  “In this way, I could help these 

young people, among the most sensitive and intellectually curious,” he wrote, who “were 

craving philosophy.”113  Once students were shown that it was philosophy they craved, 

and were given a heaping helping, Hartman stated, “they could find the answers to their 

questions and revitalize their lives.”   

Interestingly enough, Hartman noted, the students who took to philosophy most 

readily, and derived the maximum benefit from the experience, “were among the most 

sensitive and intellectually curious at MIT”—the same characteristics that Harris and 

Farnsworth associated with students who had the most difficulty adjusting to MIT—“who 

simply did not get the answers to their questions in the courses offered at the Institute.  

The role of the philosopher at MIT, in other words, was like that of the counselor as 

much as that of the teacher and pioneering scholar.”114  The course appealed to students 

looking “for answers to the fundamental problems of philosophy,” Hartman noted, as 

                                                 
113 Hartman, Robert S., Draft of Final Report to MIT Dean of Students, spring 1956, UTSCL, RSH Papers, 
MS-1129, Box 37, Folders 26-31 
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well as those seeking a more “intellectual challenge in the Humanities, commensurate 

with the challenge opened to them by the sciences.”  The study of “formal value theory,” 

he stated, satisfied this latter desire.  However skeptical they were in the beginning, a 

“majority of the students developed sensitivity and skill in value thinking.”  For a 

considerable percentage, Hartman boasted, the course was life-changing.  “The subject 

caught their imaginations and interest to such a degree that 20% [in another letter he cited 

30%] of the class changed their professional plans and are now preparing to enter 

graduate school in philosophy and the humanities rather than in science or engineering.”  

Based on their letters to him and course evaluations, a significant number of students did 

some serious soul searching in his classes and open to thinking about their careers in 

science and engineering in a larger social, moral, political, and spiritual context.  They 

reported having been changed by their encounter with Hartman and his philosophy of 

values, several describing it as a high point of their undergraduate education at MIT.  

Even if none of these students ended up changing their majors, it was significant that so 

many took seriously the opportunity to revisit their priorities and plans.  Hartman also 

noted that several faculty members in the humanities department were interested in 

working with him. 

The same could not be said for the man in charge of the School of Humanities and 

Social Sciences, i.e. Burchard.  Hartman criticized the school under his leadership for 

making “no effort” to teach the Humanities “in a new way which would present the 

scientific minds of the students with a challenge commensurate to the challenge opened 

to them in their scientific subjects.”  Hartman was disappointed by the cold shoulder he 

received from Burchard, who made it clear that his advice about departmental matters 

was “uninvited and undesired.”115   Hartman attributed some of Burchard’s animus to his 

dual role as both a consultant to the dean of students and professor of philosophy.  “There 

is a feeling completely unjustified, that I am ‘more the Dean’s man than the Department’s 

man’—from a value theoretical point of view, such thinking is a transposition of frames 

of reference and is by definition invalid,” he wrote in a draft version of a final report 

summarizing his activities at MIT during the preceding academic year.  Hartman 

regarded the dramatic results he achieved in the classroom as a “challenge” to the 
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tradition-bound Department of Humanities “which can be met only by a spirited and 

imaginative leadership.”   

Burchard, however, took a dimmer view of Hartman’s methods, effect on 

students, and criticisms of the School of Humanities and Social Sciences.  In the draft of 

a memo to Hartman, not all of which made it into the final version, he characterized his 

view as “so antipodal to yours in almost all the premises that we would not have a very 

useful discussion.” Burchard was particularly “distressed” by Hartman’s “sweeping 

generalizations” about “the situation of the Humanities at MIT.  I think they come from 

an a priori position and are based on very scanty evidence.  I am shocked that you permit 

yourself such sweeping generalizations without proof while at the same time you attack 

the rest of the Humanities staff for their vagueness. 

 
I think you have been guilty of the sin of which you accuse others. I see no 
evidence that you have tried to apply the quantitative methods you laud for your 
personal value theory. In brief, I think you not know what you are talking about 
and that the generalization was reckless. If it were to be made more publicly I 
should have to attack it publicly. If it is not, I will leave it alone as a 
disagreement. Of course I also think you impute more to the inexorable 
discriminations by mathematics than any first-class scientist would and thus are 
yourself a victim of the myth that many undergraduates but not many mature 
faculty members accept.116 

 

Burchard had a point.  Hartman did constantly make a strong pitch for the mathematical 

exactness of the methods of his “philosophy of values.”  Yet it was presented in language 

that was sufficiently opaque to arouse suspicions that smoke and mirrors were somehow 

involved.  It is also true that Hartman’s students did not support the arguments in their 

papers with mathematical formulas.  Moreover, in reading through the papers that they 

submitted, Burchard “was less impressed by them than you seem to have been since you 

quote them in your report.  They did not seem any better than the papers he received from 

the “best freshmen” in his classes and he was “constantly disturbed by the complete way 

in which the students seem to me to have bought axiology.”117  Based on his writings, it 

is highly probable that Hartman’s self-assurance and confidence in his convictions and 
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philosophical method may have come across as cocksure or perhaps abrasive.  His 

penchant and talent for salesmanship could appear arrogant or overconfident. 

 This latter point was the crux of Burchard’s disagreement with Hartman and the 

cause of his vehement reaction against his methods.  Burchard was particularly adverse to 

the idea of introducing relatively impressionable students, for their first contact, “into an 

arena in which they were confronted with a specific and by no means generally accepted 

theory taught with intense zeal.  Such students are largely defenseless.  No doubt you 

have tried to bring out the arguments against your theory but the papers do not suggest 

that anyone took up the cudgels seriously against you . . . I would myself not be pleased 

but distressed if 30 % of upperclassmen [Note: In one of his memos to Burchard, 

Hartman cited the 30% figure] in one of my classes changed their professional plans and 

switched from their major to mine.  I would want to know a great deal about each of 

these students, about their personal and academic history, before I drew comfort and not 

concern from such a result.”  It was all right for the MIT psychiatrist to challenge 

instructors to scrutinize their motives for pursuing a teaching career, and whether or not 

they were the “right” ones.  But it was apparently out of bounds for classroom professors 

to encourage “too much” introspection among psychologically “vulnerable” 

undergraduates and sought to shield students from the supposed “manipulations” of a 

philosophy professor.  Yet this supposed “vulnerability” disappeared when convenient, 

for example, when the U.S. government mobilized its powers of persuasion to convince 

them that it was their patriotic duty to put their lives on the line in America’s fight against 

the menace of “global communism.” 

 
I am particularly concerned also about the confusion I find in the report as to the 
respective roles of teacher, of counselor, of friend, and of amateur or professional 
psychiatrist. This relationship is something every teacher must solve for himself. 
If he overdoes it at the end of ignoring the personality of the individual student 
he is not a full teacher; but in my view if he overdoes it at the other end he runs a 
far greater risk of overidentifying the student with him and of hurting the student, 
if not himself.  I cannot accept the view that this multiple role is one that needs to 
be played more by one group of teachers than by others; and I would reject out of 
hand that this was the place in which the role of philosopher particularly must be 
that of the counselor as much as that of the teacher and pioneering scho1ar.  The 
Greek counsel of moderation in all things can apply as well to philosophy as to 
parties.  This of course is the most difficult of all the questions your program has 
raised and I am sure there is no objective solution to it.  Each of us has his 
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prejudices and you are entitled to a display of mine, just as I am reasonably 
confident that I know yours.118 

 

Burchard’s insistence upon the separation the roles of the “teacher, counselor, and of 

amateur or professional psychiatrist” ran counter to the efforts of MIT’s own 

psychiatrists, Farnsworth and Harris, to encourage instructors to enhance the quality of 

their relationship with students by acting in ways that were consistent with all of them.  

Among its unintended consequences, the postwar democratization of higher education 

required colleges and universities to rely more heavily upon large lecture courses to 

accommodate increased student populations.  This environment favored the rise of the 

charismatic “star” professor who could educate and “entertain” students at the same time, 

thereby reducing their dissatisfaction with larger classes.  In fact, Herbert I. Harris 

envisioned preventive group psychotherapy as a replacement/substitute for the 

transformative encounters that a student would experience in relationship with a 

charismatic educator such as Mark Hopkins.   

If the star professor solved one problem for the cold war university’s 

administration, however, it created another.  The charismatic professor could not be 

mass-produced or subjected to rational management.  For sociologist Max Weber, 

charisma was “the creative force in history . . . connected with the emotional aspects of 

life and, therefore . . . an essential attribute of the human organism,” notes sociologist 

Andrew M. Koch.119  Its close relationship to inspiration, creativity, and transformation 

made charisma “an extremely potent and necessary force in the world.”  Charisma stood 

fundamentally and irreconcilably opposed to systems designed for homo economicus, and 

“always in a state of tension with capitalism’s formal structures and procedures.”120  

Though capitalism and its manifestations could foster creativity and innovation in the 

cold war university, on another level it discouraged “that part of the human psyche that 

strives for creativity, spontaneity, and freedom.”121  Charisma was not susceptible to 

rational control and discipline, Weber emphasized, but a volatile, discontinuous source of 
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social change.  Its inherently creative, “free-wheeling” spirit disrupted the rational 

policies and practices designed to maintain and replicate the status quo.  In this light, 

perhaps, Killian’s remark that “there could be no place for a man like [Hartman] at MIT” 

makes sense.  Hartman’s charismatic and creative spirit enthused and inspired the 

students in his classrooms at MIT and elsewhere to question America’s mainstream 

societal values.  Yet MIT was not necessarily in the business of promoting the personal 

transformation of its students, faculty, or staff.  The mission of the educational machine 

was to produce the enlightened scientists and engineers needed to maintain U.S. 

economic and military strength in the midst of a cold war.   

After Hartman left MIT, students continued to share with family and friends 

copies of the course readings that they had request to keep.  They wrote letters of thanks 

for what they learned from him and discussed their thoughts about the future.  Several 

MIT faculty members also kept in touch, including John E. Arnold.  Impressed by 

lectures he had presented to his students, Arnold wrote him a letter in the summer of 

1956 to express his and Abraham Maslow’s continued interest in working with Hartman 

on the “Institute of Human Values.”  Arnold added that he himself was also moving more 

in the direction of humanistic education.  “I am considering doing some work with 

Maslow at Brandeis that may lead to a Ph.D. in Psychology,” he wrote.  “What do you 

think of that?  This does not mean that I am changing my field, for I still want to work 

with engineers and scientists, but I feel the association with him would be very 

beneficial.”  At the end of the letter, Arnold indicated that he, too, continued to find 

Hartman’s ideas interesting and intriguing.  “By, the way, last night we were playing 

some of the tapes of your talks [of the lectures Hartman gave to Arnold’s students] for 

some house guests we had and they enjoyed them as much as we do.”122  Other MIT 

faculty members also found Hartman’s ideas intriguing.  I assume I don’t need to tell you 

how much our group responded to your talk and how much we all benefited from it,” 

wrote Georgy Kepes, an MIT professor of visual design and close friend Killian.  “It was 

impressively lucid and at the same time provocative.  We are still carrying on the 

discussion and from my own side I will try from now on to discipline my value 
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judgments, thanks to you.”123  George D. Sponsler, a research scientist at MIT’s Lincoln 

Laboratory, wrote to thank Hartman for his “most interesting seminar of yesterday 

afternoon.  My colleagues were very intrigued and hope to learn more of your work on 

your forthcoming publications.”124  Vernon D. Tate, Director of MIT Libraries, wrote to 

thank Hartman for sending a copy of the readings from his courses at MIT, which Tate 

read during a leave of absence in Italy.125  Ruth L. Bean, MIT’s Assistant Dean of 

Students and official liaison to women students, also became a friend and admirer of 

Hartman and the application of his value theory to the practical needs and moral concerns 

of students.  In July 1956, after it was already determined that Hartman would not be 

returning to MIT, Bean wrote to let him know that she had recommended him “as a 

possible speaker at the National Association of Deans of Women,” the most important 

professional association in her field, at the group’s upcoming national convention in San 

Francisco.  “It is a women’s organization, but a very influential one in women’s 

education in this country,” she added.  In addition to recommending him as a speaker, 

Bean “included a very strong recommendation that we look into this business of Value 

Theory and that possibly you could make a real contribution to this group.”126  On the 

recommendation of an MIT faculty member in the School of Engineering (perhaps John 

Arnold), the president of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers invited Hartman 

to become a member.127 

Like many exiled European intellectuals of his generation, Hartman spent a 

lifetime grappling with the political and cultural forces that had destroyed his world and 

threatened more of the same.  On the one hand, he regarded America as a land of almost 

boundless hope, possibility, creativity, wealth, and power.  He saw what America could 

become—indeed had to become—to lead the postwar world toward a new, and 

fundamentally more humane and just future.  On the other hand, he was also keenly 

aware of what he saw as worrisome patterns, weaknesses, and deficiencies in American 

society and culture.  Postwar America’s emphasis on materialism, individualism over 
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community, the cult of celebrity, anti-intellectualism, cultural arrogance, and pressures 

for social and political conformity all undermined its capacity to exercise moral 

leadership at home and abroad.  In the nuclear era, Hartman feared such nationalistic 

fervor could prove fatal to human survival.  His warning that America’s failure to deal 

with its major social, political, and cultural problems would lead to stagnation and decay 

seemed to be coming true.    

To counteract these disturbing tendencies, Hartman sought to revitalize the 

humanistic tradition in higher education and use moral philosophy as a lever to engage 

college students and adult learners in enlightened debate on public affairs.  He thus hoped 

to redirect America’s enormous resources and energies towards more worthy aims, such 

as promoting peace, justice, equality, and freedom around the world.  Yet his political 

and cultural concerns were not those of cold war academics that fought to defend and 

benefit from the liberal consensus.  Even at MIT, science capitol of the “military-

industrial-academic complex,” Hartman dared to ruffle feathers and disturb the status 

quo.  His crusade to integrate moral values into science education aimed to provoke 

radical shifts in consciousness and a “transformation” in MIT’s approach to science and 

engineering education.  As students were encouraged to think more clearly and 

systematically about their moral values, some began to question whether their beliefs 

lined up with the academic and career paths they planned to pursue.   

 

 

Leaps of Faith 

In the spring of 1956, when it became clear that Hartman was not returning to MIT and 

the administration did not support the establishment of an institute of human values 

associated with the school, Bowditch informed President Killian of his intention to depart 

and requested a change of assignment—from Dean of Students to special assistant to the 

MIT president—so that he could begin planning his exit strategy and making the 

necessary arrangements.  Bowditch was up-front with Killian about his motives at the 

time he requested the switch from dean of students to special assistant to the MIT 

president. Now that the MIT administration had indicated the limits of its interest in 

moral education and research, Bowditch did not plan to remain at MIT over the long-
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term.  Following that year, he was granted a year-long leave of absence at full salary, 

which enabled him to serve as the administrative director of the Research Society for 

Creative Altruism.  At the end of that period, he chose to leave MIT and continue 

working for the Society.  It was a risky career move, Bowditch knew, but his belief in the 

society’s mission and hope that it might lead to the Institute of Values that he and 

Hartman hoped to establish—he took the leap.  “To paraphrase the great commandment,” 

Bowditch wrote in bidding farewell to Killian and MIT prior to taking his new job, “I 

believe with all my mind and with all my heart and all my soul that the project a few of 

us are embarked upon it vital to our civilization.”128  The difficulty of communicating 

wisdom based on/derived from insights, intuition, and other “non-rational” experiences, 

Bowditch learned, also made it difficult to obtain support for projects such as the Institute 

for Human Values and Research Society for Creative Altruism.  The devaluation of 

intuitive knowledge in a patriarchal society—where it was demeaned as feminine, and 

therefore inferior—became a problem of continuing interest to Bowditch.  As he went 

about fundraising for the Research Society for Creative Altruism, he had to ask potential 

donors to make a huge leap of faith.  “Any direct approach [for grant money] involving 

the approval of a Board of Directors of a foundation may fail initially, however, because 

the nature of this project is such that many people are unconsciously threatened by it.  

Should this happen, the financing may well involve a series of steps based on human 

faith.”129   

Meanwhile, Bowditch and Hartman tried to keep going the momentum from their 

work at MIT.  Over the weekend of October 4-5, 1957, Bowditch and Hartman enjoyed a 

brief reunion at the “Conference on New Research in Human Values” sponsored by the 

Research Society for Creative Altruism and held at MIT’s Kresge Auditorium.  “A 

scientific approach to man’s moral problems was undertaken here today,” noted the story 

in the New York Times.  In addition to the 15 scholars from 12 different fields who gave 

presentations, some 600 college students from the Greater Boston area attended the first 

day’s proceedings and a similar number were expected on day two.  As for the substance 
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of the meeting, the New York Times article highlighted Hartman’s research in moral 

philosophy and conviction that, “the only way to bring order from the chaos of human 

relations was to make the same kind of systematic analysis as had the founders of the 

natural sciences in their fields.”  The article closed with a quote from Bowditch 

expressing his view that  the conference “will demonstrate what can be accomplished by 

the concerted efforts of scholars, business and civic leaders dedicated to solving those 

problems which have created the moral and spiritual crisis of our time.”130  Bowditch 

later described the event as “deeply significant beyond our best expectations” and was 

pleased with the attendance figures.  “The Manager of Kresge Auditorium estimated 

attendance as over a thousand at the peak periods, and perhaps 1,500 total throughout the 

Conference.  Also well over two thousand programs were distributed during the two 

days.”  Judging from the comments made by participants immediately after the 

conference, and the letters they sent in later, “the discussion stimulated among young and 

old has been almost overwhelming,” Bowditch wrote.  “To use Dr. Sorokin’s phrase, we 

were talking about a subject ‘on the agenda of history.’”131  Whether it was fate or 

destiny, history did intrude on the proceedings--in the shape of a small satellite beeping 

across the sky.  Just as the conference was set to open, news flashed around the world 

that the Soviet Union had successfully launched Sputnik, the first human-made object to 

orbit Earth.  Hartman’s wife, Rita, sent him a note brimming with enthusiasm about the 

Soviet achievement and expressing concern about its repercussions.  “I am terribly 

excited about the satellite the Russians got into the atmosphere,” she wrote.  “What a 

tremendous and amazing feat!  I am really full of admiration – from a point of view of the 

human race as a whole, this is fantastic and so overwhelmingly significant that words 

fail.”  More significantly, her letter suggests that she and her husband shared a more 

strongly leftist political sensibility than Hartman overtly communicated in his 

professional pursuits.  

 
From a political point of view it frightens me because our manipulative, naive 
and stupid countrymen will look at it, not as a scientific achievement, but as a 
clarion call to a race of deadly things  . . . and scary to nth degree.  To them the 

                                                 
130 “A Scientific Look at Values Sought,” New York Times, October 5, 1957, p. 19 
131 E. Francis Bowditch memorandum to Robert S. Hartman, 29 October 1957, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-
1129, Box 31, Folder 100 



 

 520

Russians have won, not as human thinkers but as a political and propaganda 
effort.  I am afraid that you were right to make the decision to come here [i.e. 
Mexico] and with the attitude the states are taking—I am scared.  What 
difference does it make if the Russians are first—if we all can live happily and 
safely together!   

 
Seen from the political point of view, clearly the Republicans have lost the next 
election.  Their unimaginative plotting their naive and unsophisticated opinions 
and their colossal stupid foreign policy will only continue to make the U.S. a 
laughingstock for the rest of the world.  And I am not even mentioning the 
Arkansas business which makes one whoop just thinking about it. 
 
What a significant day though Friday and Saturday.  The Russians 
piercing the heavy atmosphere of the earth defying gravity and starting the 
human race on interstellar travel—and you, piercing the heavy atmosphere 
of unimaginative plotting [sic] scholars to launch a new science which is 
to start the human race on [unintelligible] communication—at least I hope 
this happened—two really history-making happenings on the same date . . 
. . I am so anxious to hear if your meeting was as successful as the 
launching of the satellite.  Does the Institute exist now?  As the man-made 
moon does?132    

 

Whether or not Hartman shared his wife’s enthusiasm about Sputnik, he, too, was 

concerned about the likely political implications.  The new “man-made moon” ratcheted 

up the urgency of the quest to develop a science of values equal to the proliferating new 

threats on the horizon.  “Sputnik presents to humanity the greatest and final challenge in 

its history,” he wrote in an article published three years later, “either to match technical 

knowledge by moral knowledge or to go down in one last holocaust.  For the nations’ 

playing with the lethal toys of nuclear energy cannot continue indefinitely.”133  Hannah 

Arendt, one of the mid-century’s leading philosophers, the launch of “an earth-born 

object made by man” into the universe was “an event, second in importance to no other, 

not even to the splitting of the atom.”  If not for the political and military implications, 

she observed, this ominous achievement “would have been greeted with unmitigated 

joy,” as “the first step toward escape from mankind’s imprisonment to the earth.”134   
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While hopes of imminent transcendence had to be put on hold, the social and 

cultural changes wrought by this paradigm-shattering escape from gravitational force had 

an immediate impact on the home planet.  The growing influence of “barbarian 

specialists” and “learned ignoramuses” was having an unprecedented and frightening 

influence on the trajectory of human evolution.  Arendt traced the origins of 

totalitarianism to the frightening propensity of homo faber, “man the maker,” to glorify 

universal laws, abstract ideologies, and utilitarian imperatives over the intrinsic values of 

human life and the natural world.  In The Human Condition, she described the apotheosis 

of homo faber as a departure from an earlier and more holistic tradition of science and 

technology in western civilization.  “His instrumentalism implies a degradation of all 

things into means, their loss of intrinsic and independent value, so that eventually, not 

only the objects of fabrication but also ‘the earth in general and all forces of nature,’ 

which clearly came into being without the help of man and have existence independent of 

the human world, lose their value ‘because [they] do not represent the reification which 

comes from work.’”  The problem with the emphasis on utilitarian rather than inherent 

value was the former’s preoccupation with expediency and results-orientation.  Whether 

it was the chisel of a master sculpture, or the sculpture itself, the classical Greeks 

disdained the “philistinism” of activities done not for their own sake, Arendt noted, “but 

in order to do something else . . . [and] of thinking and acting in terms of expediency.  

The issue at stake is, of course, not instrumentality, the use of means to achieve an end, 

as such, but rather the generalization of the fabrication experience in which usefulness 

and utility are established as the ultimate standards for life and the world of men.”135   

Even as Arendt and other intellectuals decried the social and cultural fallout from 

Sputnik, the cold war university faced increasing pressure to slant science and technology 

toward national security ends.  Despite its avowed commitment to humanistic reform, 

MIT and other cold war universities prioritized the production of experts over the 

education of “whole” men.  In the October 19, 1957 issue of The Nation, published just 

two weeks after Sputnik, novelist Maxwell Griffith spelled out the dehumanizing effects 

on science and engineering students enrolled at what he generically termed “Tech.”  

Griffith, author of The Gadget Maker, lambasted schools such as MIT and Cal Tech for 
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subverting the humanistic traditions of science and engineering to “provide the 

intellectual tools requisite to a certain type of job in an industrial corporation.”  This, in 

turn, meant the Tech student was “forced to choose his life’s work while being denied a 

glimpse into ‘other worlds’ which, conceivably, might urge him to another, more 

congenial, choice.”  Griffith further lambasted the continuing “misuse of the education 

system” to conduct military research—a necessary evil in World War II, but no longer 

warranted—which, he argued, diverted resources and teachers away from their primary 

function of teaching, further limiting the potential of individual students’ horizons and 

American democracy.136   

Bowditch took the opportunity to reflect on his recent experiences at MIT in a 

presentation for the American Council of Education’s fall 1957 conference on “Long-

Range Planning for Education.”  Speaking as the Administrative Director of the Research 

Society for Creative Altruism, he made some candid comments on the shortcomings of 

humanistic reform at MIT.  In an address titled, “The Search for Values in Education,” 

Bowditch expressed frustration that “communication with the teaching faculty in both 

humanities and science, and at times with psychiatry, was slow and often difficult.”  

Despite all the expertise and insights provided by the experts, Bowditch continued, “too 

many students continued to fall apart in front of our eyes or failed to grow into the human 

beings they had the potential to become.  Education and society were not meeting their 

human needs.137 

   
Some of us, as we continued to try to help these students, became pretty good lay 
therapists, particularly as we gained the courage to defy many of the concepts, 
mores, and systems with which the student was surrounded [emphasis added].  
As we became more confident in our ability to help, as we intuitively understood 
more clearly where truth lay and what should be done to the community in order 
that all students might be nourished in growth . . . we found we couldn’t translate 
what we knew into an objective recommendation to the faculty and 
administration of the changes which should be made.  As a dean I thus came to 
the same conclusion [as] Dr. Dana Farnsworth of Harvard [after Farnsworth had 
left MIT] . . . that our problem could not be solved by curing student patients; 
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somehow we must find out why they are getting sick in the first place and then 
do something preventive.138 

 

When he first arrived at MIT, Bowditch recalled, “there was a literal war going on 

between the students and the administration over issues of dining and housing.”  While 

he had been able to keep the lid on an explosive situation for five years, Bowditch 

reflected, he had failed to get at the root causes or successfully communicate his insights 

about what needed to be done to the administration.  “Intuitively, I knew exactly why the 

strike occurred,” he acknowledged.  “It was the Institute’s fault.  I had completely failed 

in five years to transmit to the MIT family what I knew.”139   

 

 

The Morass of Morale 

By the mid- to late-1950s, as cracks in the liberal consensus proliferated, the storm clouds 

were already gathering at MIT and, presumably, on other college and university 

campuses nationwide.  The problem of low student morale did not fade away with 

Hartman’s departure but, if anything, it intensified.  In early 1958, The Tech announced 

the administration’s most recent attempt to understand and improve the educational 

environment, this time by commissioning an anthropological study of MIT 

undergraduates in the class of 1961.  This same issue of The Tech also reported the 

“jolting” results of a recent freshman survey which revealed incoming students’ 

professional plans to be far more malleable than expected.  The seeming career certainty 

with which most students entered MIT turned out to be more apparent than actual.   The 

stability of that choice, in fact, was largely illusory.  The students most likely to hew to 

their predicted paths were those whose studies were most narrowly focused and 

specialized.  Those who took seriously MIT’s insistence that they become “whole men,” 

however, and elected a broader range of courses, were more likely to deviate.  

“Ironically,” the story indicated, the better the humanities teaching to which they were 

exposed, the more likely “some people will be drawn to fields other than science and 

engineering.”  In addition to the unexpected difficulty of MIT’s technical courses, 
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students drawn to science or engineering because they liked the objectivity and certainties 

dealt with in these fields had a rude awakening. The decision to deviate “had something 

to do as well with a dawning awareness that science, rather than being a realm of hard 

facts on which one can firmly plant one’s feet, is a realm of multiple uncertainties,” the 

survey revealed.  “Conversely, humanities, rather than being a realm of soft subjective 

opinions, are hard in every sense of the word.  Jolts like this are the unavoidable lot of 

freshmen.”140 

Meanwhile, efforts to humanize undergraduate science and engineer program 

seemed increasingly futile in the face of the larger social, economic, and political 

“powers that be” in American society.  In a book with the ominous-sounding title, The 

Causes of World War III (1958), C. Wright Mills argued that cold war pressures were 

leading America to produce more “learned ignoramuses” than ever before.  Like Lewis 

Mumford, Mills linked an image of “The Machine” to a broader critique of nationalist 

science and engineering severed from the liberal humanist tradition in western 

civilization.  “In brief, the U.S. has built a Science Machine: a corporate organization and 

rationalization of the process of technological development and to some extent—I believe 

unknown—of scientific discovery itself.”  National security imperatives in the United 

States and the Soviet Union had produced Science Machines geared to war machines in 

both nations that eroded the independence and autonomy that individuals required to 

accept social and moral responsibility for their actions.  

 
In Russia as well as in America, accordingly, scientists are viewed as a vital 
national resource; tight secrecy is demanded of scientists; many who would be 
scientists are converted into engineering types.  The scientist, in short, is to be a 
unit of the Science Machine; the Science Machine, in turn, is to be managed by 
nonscientific personnel or by new types of managerial scientists.  The ethos of 
basic science and the role of the creative individual—as they have been known in 
Western civilization—are violated by the construction and maintenance of 
military Science Machines, in the U.S. version of which over one third of 
creative scientists are now deeply and directly involved.141 
 

Like most left-liberal academics, Mills was not counting on a political or economic 

revolution to shut down the “Science Machines” in either country.  Rather, he proposed 
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challenging the American system through an Enlightenment-based program of 

educational reform.  After acknowledging that scientists themselves were among the most 

astute critics and opponents of the “Science Machine” and its manifestations, Mills noted 

that they, too, were losing their ability to influence it.  The questions for scientists and 

engineers went beyond whether to work for or resist the “Science Machine” or do basic 

versus applied research.  The problem was more fundamental: cold war nationalism was 

distorting the “spirit of science,” the humanistic heritage of science and engineering 

within western civilization.  “Behind these issues and others like them is the contradiction 

of the classical scientific ethos by the Science Machine,” Mills wrote.  “The issue is basic 

science as part of a cultural tradition of international scope versus the nationalist, secret 

“Science Machine.”   

 
Especially among younger scientists in the United States (I do not know about 
the Soviet Union in this respect) scientists are becoming more fully aware of 
what it means to work in the one or in the other; of the fact that as scientists they 
are part of a broader tradition which includes the humanities and the liberal arts; 
of the difference between scientists who are necessarily in and of this broader 
tradition and technologists and engineers who are not necessarily a part of it at 
all; of the fact that within the Science Machine certain types of scientists are 
rising who know nothing of the classic ethos of science.  Within the scientific 
community, in brief, there has come about a split which scientists increasingly 
feel called upon to confront.142 
 

Mills went on to present a nine-point program for how scientists and engineers could 

begin to extricate themselves from its machinations.  The first and most important step, 

Mills emphasized, was to raise awareness about and start debating the competing 

professional models of science and engineering and their moral and ethical consequences.  

Like his intellectual lodestar, Max Weber, Mills believed that logic and reason were the 

best and perhaps only tools for effectively combating the Science Machine and its 

hazardous implications for humanity’s future.  Mills urged scientists and engineers to 

carefully consider the moral and ethical responsibilities of their professions and reaffirm 

their duty to work for the common good.  To avoid the cataclysmic possibility of World 

War III, scientists and engineers needed to resituate their professional education within 
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its classical liberal-humanist traditions and reclaim its cultural tradition of 

internationalism.   

Students and recent graduates at MIT were among the young scientists who, in 

Mills’s words, were “becoming more aware of what it meant to work” inside one or the 

other system—the “Science Machine” versus the liberal-humanist tradition.  They were 

also among the “Science Machine’s” most relentlessly pursued recruits.  MIT student 

publications such as The Tech, The Technology Engineering News, and Voodoo, MIT’s 

undergraduate humor magazine, were all filled with ads touting the benefits of working 

for firms such as Boeing, Sperry Rand, IBM, Raytheon, and General Electric.  In The 

Tech’s laudatory review of The Causes of World War III, the freshman student writer 

blasted “the idiotic attitude” goading the nuclear arms race between the United States and 

Soviet Union.  The notion that America’s only sensible approach toward the Soviet 

Union was preparing for all-out nuclear war seemed absurd on its face.  “Neither side 

could possibly hope to win such a war,” the student wrote, nor was anyone likely to 

survive its aftermath.143  The student reviewer blamed saturation bombing in World War 

II for “the extensive conditioning of the soul” that blinded citizens to less lethal 

alternatives, and the cultural elites who stood by and “offer[ed] no active resistance to 

this viewpoint.”  Scientists, especially, had a duty to ask how they could “allow 

themselves to design machines which have the sole purpose of being able to murder more 

people in a single stroke.”  The reviewer echoed Mills’s admonition that “every 

individual” should “stop pleading helplessness and should constantly oppose those 

economic and diplomatic decisions which push us closer to destruction.  Scientists in 

particular should refuse to be regimented into a vast machine with which to push us 

ahead of Russia in war technology.”  The review concluded on a prophetic note, thanking 

“Professor Mills for his inspiration,” while adding that, “it will take a much bigger, 

brighter, hotter light to bring full awareness of the end.”144  MIT continued to grapple 

with the problems of low student morale and lack of enthusiasm after Hartman’s 

departure.    
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By the late 1950s and early 1960s, students at MIT still did not experience the 

free and creative atmosphere called for in The Tech, or locate any hidden passageways 

that might open it up.  One of the missing ingredients was unstructured time to step off 

the treadmill of lectures, quizzes, laboratory reports and to reflect on what they were 

learning.  Writing in The Tech, one student applauded MIT for the millions it had 

recently spent to improve engineering education, yet also called attention to “another 

basic” for the school to consider.  “First and foremost we are men, not engineers.  We 

would also like to hear of our education as men.”  There was no lesson plan or set 

number of humanities credits for that course, however.  In providing them with “one of 

the finest engineering educations in the world,” MIT should not “take from students 

probably the most valuable educational tool [they have]”—time enough to reflect on the 

meaning of it all.  If students were so overburdened by their academic work that they 

could “not spend time thinking,” this student wrote, “something is wrong.  The problem 

set due tomorrow prevents us from thinking why we are studying.”  The same sorts of 

time pressures and scheduling imperatives that made it difficult for scientists and 

engineering to question their work on the Manhattan Project left little room for MIT 

students to think about the larger social and moral implications of the subjects they were 

learning about.     

 
Much of the pageant of love is lost to transistors.  Plato, Kant and Sartre are 
replaced by integrals.  Anyone who has spent a vacation at MIT without the 
pressure soon realizes a new dimension to his education in the bull session, or the 
beer parlor, or the museum, or in the arms of some young woman without 
thinking about Monday’s quiz . . .  

 
Yet as people in the transition period between adolescence and manhood, 
time to explore our own humanity would be well spent.  The next time the faculty 
decides to add a requirement to the curriculum to make us better engineers or 
scientists, let them ask f this will make us better men.  When the faculty 
discusses proposed changes in the education let them ask what kind of men it is 
producing.145 

 

The interlocking problems of student morale, scholastic enthusiasm, and interest in 

questions of meaning and value continued to defy the efforts of MIT administration 

officials to solve.  They certainly did not stop trying to figure out what was wrong.  In 
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August of 1957, months after the Conference on Scholastic Enthusiasm had been held 

and Hartman had left Cambridge, the Undergraduate Association of MIT, commissioned 

Brandeis anthropologist Leila Sussman to conduct a research study to determine the onset 

and course of morale problems besetting students in the freshman year.  Based on a 

variety of observational data, an analysis of extensive, in-depth daily journals kept by 

four “representative” students, interviews with other students, faculty, and staff, Sussman 

identified/diagnosed some of the most common problems and complaints responsible for 

a consistently sharp decline in student attitudes toward MIT over the course of the year.   

Among the most significant factors, Sussman argued, was the gap between expectations 

and reality experience by the students most interested in “social values,” i.e. who placed a 

high value on forming positive social relationships in college, having a “normal” college 

experience, balancing academic work with other informal learning opportunities, etc.  In 

her final report, “Freshman Morale at MIT: The Class of 1961,” Sussman noted that, “the 

freshmen who came to MIT with the strongest hopes for a typical ‘collegiate’ 

experience—that is for an experience of community, of college spirit, and of a rewarding 

social life—were the most disappointed.  Their morale was lower than those who viewed 

MIT largely as a ladder to an occupational goal.   

 
If this diagnosis is correct, the problem of low morale among some MIT 
freshmen has no easy solution.  It is simple to think of measures which would 
make freshmen happier, but difficult to calculate the costs which such measures 
might entail.  The only way to find out about gains and costs is to experiment.146  

 
That sage advice had, of course, been tried before—and recently.  One promising 

experiment—the hiring of a values consultant—had, indeed, made some freshman much 

happier.  The “cost” incurred by the administration was a loss of control over the hearts 

and minds of undergraduates and the unpredictable consequences to which that might 

lead.   In the context of the cold war where it was “time to take sides” despite the danger 

of those consequences, was apparently too steep.  The answer to the question of what, 

exactly, was the purpose of undergraduate education at MIT—posed by members of the 

Lewis Committee way back in the immediate aftermath of World War II and never quite 

resolved—varied depended on who was asked.  Meanwhile, the responses given by the 
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administration and student body continued to grow further apart.   Nor did further efforts 

to identify or “study” the problem yield different results.  Time after time, the findings 

were the same—poor student-faculty relations, a “cold,” “impersonal,” educational 

environment and culture, not enough time for students to develop “rewarding 

relationship,” too much emphasis on grades and competition, too few opportunities for 

creativity and experimentation and too much administrative control over students’ lives.   

It remained unclear just how forcefully or passionately humanities teachers should 

encourage students to “think for themselves,” what underlying values should stimulate 

students’ exercises in “self-examination,” or to what extent students should act on their 

newfound “self-knowledge.”  Inspiring teachers who encouraged their students to 

challenge the status quo might end their careers with a hemlock cocktail. “Should college 

try to establish in the student’s mind the rightness of the political and economic system?” 

one writer queried in the aftermath of Sputnik.  Or should students be taught to engage 

the status quo critically, “with a view to improving it, or even discarding it, if any other 

system seems better?”  Similar questions arose in debates over the merits of vocational 

versus humanistic education.  “Is college meant primarily to prepare the student for a 

successful professional career,” the writer continued, “or is college meant primarily to 

make the student an intrinsically worthwhile person, according to the highest standards of 

our civilization?”147  Different answers to these questions implied radically different 

types of programs.  As cold war pressures mounted from the late 1940s through the 

1950s, the avoidance of hard choices became increasingly problematic.  Even so, some 

political and educational leaders within the postwar consensus were beginning to become 

concerned about the increasingly powerful interests that wanted to keep it that way. 

To help allay public fears following the “October surprise,” President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower appointed MIT President James R. Killian, Jr. to serve in the newly created 

role of Science Advisor to the President.  Though not a scientist or engineer, Killian had 

been a successful leader of the nation’s top science and engineering school, and the 

appointment was widely praised.  From the start, he intended to establish the same sort of 

humanistic culture in the office that advised the president on science and technology 
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issues as he had in his administration at MIT.  “To adapt a phrase coined by the 

sociologist, Max Weber, in a way he never imagined its being used,” Killian later wrote, 

the President’s Science Advisory Committee “had the reputation of being more 

charismatic than bureaucratic.  While space and defense were at the top of the 

committee’s agenda,” he continued, “a number of the exceptionally gifted members were 

motivated by what most of us felt to be these higher priorities—the contributions science 

could make to peace and to the quality of American society.”  Awareness of their social 

and moral responsibilities and interest in helping others discover the “inner power [of 

science] to make men and women a little more creative, a little more objective, and a 

little more human,” Killian believed, brought a “meaning and zest” to what became a 

humanitarian mission.    

 
The advisers the president had selected hoped to work toward these goals and to 
find ways of conveying some of the intellectual and spiritual meanings, values, 
and delights, of the scientific adventure, quite apart from its contributions to 
space and defense technology and the economy.148  

 

Killian encouraged committee members to include social and moral concerns, in addition 

to national security, in framing their analysis and advice to the president.  While it may 

be difficult to attribute specific Presidential policy decisions to the influence of this 

humanistic culture, it seems to have reinforced the president’s humanistic instincts.  At 

the same time, Killian advised the president not to make science into the villain.  The 

problem was not science and technology per se, but the alliance of commercial, military, 

and science and technology-related institutions whose interests unduly influenced and 

distorted U.S. policies and priorities.  Despite Eisenhower’s limited knowledge of science 

and technology, Killian detected “a faint echo of Jefferson in Eisenhower’s cordiality 

toward scientists and his curiosity about scientific matters,” one which subsequent 

Republican presidents have not all shared.149  That Killian and his White House staff 

clearly shared Eisenhower’s concerns about the “military-industrial complex” could have 
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only strengthened the president’s resolve to warn Americans of its influence in his 1960 

“Farewell Address.”150  

 

 

Shifting Coasts 

For different, though perhaps related, reasons Prof. John E. Arnold of MIT’s mechanical 

engineering department left MIT at about the same time as Hartman and Bowditch.  

Arnold taught his creative engineering course at MIT for the last time during the 1956-

1957 academic year, after which he left for Stanford University where he would play a 

dual professorship in mechanical engineering and business administration at the Stanford 

Business School.151  At Stanford, Arnold continued to promote the value of creative 

thinking and problem solving, but this time more focused on educating the managers and 

executive of the companies that employed scientists, engineers, and other professional 

employees.   In 1959, for example, Arnold organized a creative engineering seminar 

whose speakers included psychologist J.P. Guilford, an expert in the psychological 

research of creativity, and psychologist Abraham Maslow, who later became known for 

his research on self-actualization and “peak” experiences.  He also invited Hartman to 

speak on “the general subject of values for creative people,” and to emphasize in his talk 

“one of the main themes that would be running through the program, at least as far as I 

am concerned, would be the key phrase GROWTH, and certainly values are the basis of 

this growth.”152   

Also in 1959, the Stanford Business School under Arnold’s leadership partnered 

with the McKinsey Company to conduct research into the organizational factors—

management processes, techniques, and styles, organizational culture and work 

environment, and other factors—likely to either enhance or detract from the creativity of 

individuals and groups in large corporations with significant research and development 

operations.  The goal of the study was to assess the success and failure of various 

attempts to deal with the problem of providing enough freedom to encourage creativity 

                                                 
150 Ibid, pp. 228-230; 237-239 
151 “Stanford Ups Faculty,” The Daily Review, June 3, 1957, p. 15 
152 Letter from John E. Arnold to Robert S. Hartman, April 9, 1959, UTSCL, RSH Papers, MS-1129, Box 
31, Folder 33 



 

 532

while, at the same time, maintaining managerial control over professional scientists and 

engineers.  “For many years experts studying creativity have considered these problems 

and their effects upon the quantity and quality of research performed,” the report’s 

authors stated in the introduction.  “Based upon these thoughts, certain hypotheses have 

evolved concerning the optimum environment which can be developed for research 

workers and the need for a greater understanding of the role of the researcher in creative 

effort and the means which management can use to direct and assist his growth and 

increase his usefulness to his organization and to society.”153  In a chapter titled, “The 

Administrative Paradox: Control Versus Freedom,” the authors described the conflict 

between creative workers’ need for freedom and management’s need for control as “one 

of the major problems facing industry.”  The tendency for scientists and engineers to get 

the short end, they continued, explained why “studies have shown that technical research 

workers in industry are the most dissatisfied [emphasis added] employee group.”  That 

unhappiness was likely responsible for the fact that their rankings of administration 

effectiveness ranked about the same as those of “routine office workers,” only slightly 

above those of “production and factory workers” and “far below those of the average 

workers.”154  There were no simple solutions to the conflict between creativity and 

control—in industry, education, or any other sphere of postwar American society.  Yet, 

as Arnold had discovered at MIT in the response to his use of science fiction in the 

classroom, unusual or experimental methods could produce surprisingly positive results.   

It was particularly frustrating to him, no doubt, that the creative scientists and 

engineers selected to participate in the research project were themselves more closed-

minded and resistant to experimental methods than he had expected.   We may have 

expected too much from each member of our experimental group,” the authors stated.  

“We had been told that these were outstanding men, and it was obvious to us that in many 

ways they were . . . [Y]et we were too frequently amazed at the quick rejection of some 

of the ‘at first startling’ ideas they were asked to evaluate in personal interviews.  

Subjects were, for example, were asked what they thought about a (fictional) Director of 
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Research who “believed it was desirable and helpful to have men of proven excellence 

around regardless of their major field of interest.   

 
He instituted an “outstanding guest of the year program.”  The visiting 
guests were provided office space, given a salary, and allowed to continue 
working on their own project—whatever they might be.  In return, they 
were to make themselves available for discussion to anyone in the 
Research and Development division who wished to talk with them.  The 
first year he employed a “resident” philosopher; last year it was a famous 
poet; and this year he is thinking of hiring an artist.155   

 

While all of the subjects were asked to comment on this fictional scenario, only twenty-

six percent “felt there was any merit in the plan, that it might be extremely stimulating, 

evoke new ideas, and give all men the chance to observe the creative process in action in 

other areas.  Eighteen percent were passive and fifty-six percent were opposed, usually 

quite adamantly.”   What was particularly disheartening was the vehemence, even 

seeming contempt, with which opponents—scientists and engineers hand-picked by their 

supervisors for their creative talents and described with “wonderful words such as 

‘original,’ ‘open-minded,’ ‘curious,’ ‘imaginative,’ etc.”—seemed to have 

internalized/and or absorbed the same managerial ethos that they despised for limiting 

their own creative freedom.  Some of the “unfavorable comments” included:  

 
This is neurotic behavior.  These people don’t accomplish anything except make 
the Research Director feel like a Renaissance Prince.  Unless this has been done 
for publicity, it has no place in business.   
 
I think the President of that company should see a psychiatrist. 
 
Not worth the time and money.  It would provide a little color and perhaps be 
pleasant, but the stockholders would hate it. 

 
I would trade in a dozen of these (artists, etc.) for one technical man.  I can 
see no benefit whatsoever.156   

 

Despite the continued resistance to creativity in some quarters of the military-industrial 

complex, Arnold continued to promote its value and advise parents to encourage it in 
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their children.157  Yet there were also countervailing pressures working in the opposite 

direction.  At the dawn of the 1960s, the “bright and superbright” students of MIT 

continued to be in high demand by the military-industrial complex.  Writer John Hersey’s 

The Child Buyer, a dystopian novel published in 1960, explored the corrupting effects of 

this pressure on American education.  The book revolves around the efforts of a corporate 

leader to purchase child prodigies and enlist them in various high priority research 

projects before they are old enough to start questioning the social and moral values of the 

system that is exploiting their brainpower.   By buying them early, the “child buyers” can 

eliminate the inefficiencies—all the mental effort and emotional energy that the prodigy 

would otherwise expend contemplating questions of meaning and value—and thereby 

diminish the prodigy’s productivity.  The moral issues raised by the practice of buying 

bright children on the open marketplace are debated and discussed in a series of 

Orwellian public hearings staged by a U.S. congressional investigating committee.  In his 

testimony before the committee, Wisser Jones, the head of United Lymphomilloid and 

the “child buyer” in the story, explains that the reason for “get[ting] brains early is 

connected with a basic difficulty a youngster has in this country. 

 

At an astonishingly early age he goes through a quest for meaning, for values, for 
the significance of life, and this quest turns, early, into a struggle to make a place 
in society and to find values in it that will meet his particular needs.  I hardly 
have to tell you that the culture in which we live is riddled with inconsistencies, 
from the point of view of a child with a quick mind, who sees that he is punished 
more than he is rewarded for his brilliance.  A bitter inner inharmony results.  
The individual expends so much emotional energy trying to resolve this 
inharmony that, having started out in primary and elementary school years the 
most normal and well adjusted of all his peers, he winds up, before very long, the 
least so.  Our system at United Lymphomilloid is to get the brains early and 
eliminate this conflict altogether.158 

 

                                                 
157 When John E. Arnold died in 1963, his colleagues at Stanford remembered him as “a visionary thinker” 
and passed a resolution in his honor.  “Not one to follow, he set trends in design education.  Not one to 
command, he led colleagues by his example. Not one to falter, his firm pace forward in lecture and 
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articulate speaker, he was sought by many groups to contribute to their programs. Reflecting on our 
remembrances of him we know—John Edward Arnold was an uncommon man.  His death is noted with 
melancholy and sadness.” 
158 Hersey, John, The Child Buyer (New York: Vintage Books, 1986 ed.), p. 34 
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While unremarkable as a work of literature, The Child Buyer attracted considerable 

attention as a cultural critique of the military-industrial complex.  It was widely reviewed, 

had strong sales, and was named a book-of-the month-club selection.  The book 

“represented a culmination of Hersey’s decade-long interest in American education notes 

historian John L. Rudolph, “during which time he had served on a local school board, 

participated as a delegate to the White House Conference on Education in 1955, and 

worked as a consultant to the Ford Foundation Fund on the Advancement of Education 

(the same program that funded Hartman’s visiting professorship at MIT).  Hersey’s novel 

was a scathing critique of the military-industrial complex and the “all-out effort to train 

large numbers of scientists and engineers.”159  The interest in deeper issues of meaning 

and value manifested by exceptionally bright students was not welcome by those 

determined to exploit their brainpower in the interest of national security interest.  

Defenders of the status quo at all costs had every reason to forestall their questioning of 

its premises as along as possible.  Students at MIT did in fact have their questions and 

doubts.  “I’ve never seen anything like the student here,” commented Huston Smith, a 

philosopher and professor of comparative religion at MIT in the early 1960s.  “He seems 

better suited to philosophy.  In his interest, his disciplined intoxication, he is 

inexhaustible.”160   

 

 

Conclusion 

Despite the challenges, some members of the MIT administration and faculty continued 

working for reform from the inside.  The authors of a May 1964 report to the faculty by 

the Committee on Curriculum Content Planning adopted a novel approach to discussing 

the problem—and, once again questioned the purpose of undergraduate education at 

MIT.   The report itself, written in the form of a fictional dialogue among science and 

engineering faculty members and the dean of students, represented a novel approach to 

presenting the issues.  In addition to the members of the “Technology Family,” an invited 

“Guest” was included in the conversation, someone who was not on the faculty, but “a 
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man who, for some years, has viewed MIT from the outside with affection and interest . . 

. one of the ‘consumers’ of what we produce at MIT.”  While the professors and the dean 

danced around the issues, the Guest went straight to the point.  “I have a strong secret 

prejudice against universities of all kinds,” the visitor explained.  “They are conservative 

organizations, inward looking and resistant to change.  And they impose an arbitrary 

pattern on students which is often harmful, especially for the brightest and most 

creative.”161  By the mid-1960s, students at MIT and elsewhere were, as Hartman might 

have put it, “hungrier than ever for philosophy” and seeking it for themselves.  In 1966, 

for example, the inaugural year of the UCLAA-Sponsored Freshman Survey of college 

student attitudes, nearly 90 percent of the students surveyed rated the value of 

“developing a meaningful philosophy of life” to be “essential” or “very important”—an 

all-time high in the survey’s history.162  Along with their desire for meaning, many 

college students shared the perception that research universities, in particular, had 

become powerful engines for producing specialized and economically valuable 

knowledge, but sold their soul in the process.  Excessive specialization ran directly 

counter to the traditional mission of the antebellum college or university in the United 

States.  The purpose of higher education in this earlier period had focused on developing 

the moral character of students by instilling an understanding and appreciation of the 

organic unity of all knowledge, the holy trinity of “the good, the true, and the beautiful.”   

Yet this model of education had long since given way to the sciences that built the the 

nation’s urban-industrial society.  Instead of organic unity, the goal of the research 

university was to divide and conquer the natural world by the scientific method.  Morality 

and values became the provinces of the humanities, far removed from the main business 

of the university, but still necessary to ensure that graduates were responsible citizens and 

productive members of society.  The result was an academic culture that promoted the 

separation of mind and heart, spirit and intellect, logic and emotion into separate and 

distinct spheres, the “Two Cultures” that C.P. Snow described in his famous 1959 Rede 

lecture on the topic at the University of Cambridge.  In Europe the results were grimly 
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exhibited in the ash heaps of ruined cities and the horrors of Auschwitz, Dachau, and the 

other concentration camps.   

The “whole man” ideal contained elements of both corporate and non-corporate 

philosophy and ideology.  Ambiguity, contradiction, and paradox were built into the 

concept itself.  On the one hand, the “whole man” could be construed as the man of 

“sound judgment” and character—an updated, modernized embodiment of 19th century 

liberal virtue—whose quest for “wholeness” defined and regulated his identity and 

subjectivity.  One could also say that the premium placed on isolated self-development 

diverted attention from the social, cultural, economic, and political factors responsible for 

the fragmented state in which the less-than-“whole man” found himself.   Rather than 

deal with the root causes of fragmentation that were splitting people into parts, the 

problem was recast, redefined, and passed on for individuals to solve through heroic acts 

of self-development “against all odds.”  The man for whom “wholeness” was nothing but 

a Good Housekeeping Seal of approval, a certificate of cultural “status,” was an 

archetypal expression of the “managed self,” fully-equipped for success in the large 

bureaucracies of the postwar world.  On the other hand, some humanistic educators 

appropriated the discourse of the “whole man” with other ideas in mind.  Foreseeing the 

danger of fragmentation in a nuclear-armed world, they worked to build a different model 

of the “whole man” that contained some “subversive” potential.  This variant of the 

“whole man” learned to question the dictates of tradition and authority, was not limited 

by the constraints of logic, rationality, and efficiency, and realized, as historian Rosalind 

Williams hoped at the STS Colloquium on “MIT in a Dangerous World,” that “it’s mind, 

hand, and heart that have to work together.”163 
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Epilogue 
 

Circling Back 
 

 
Have you heard of the wonderful one-hoss shay, 
That was built in such a logical way 
It ran a hundred years to a day, 
And then of a sudden it — ah, but stay, 
I’ll tell you what happened without delay,  
Scaring the parson into fits, 
Frightening people out of their wits, – 
Have you ever heard of that, I say?—Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr.1 
 
 

The end of the 1955-1956 academic year at MIT, and the Ford Foundation grant that 

brought Robert S. Hartman to the cold war campus marked the end of an era.  The 

administration’s decision to terminate its “unprecedented” educational experiment 

disappointed those who hoped to see MIT develop and remain committed to a pioneering 

program of humanistic education commensurate with the social and moral challenges of 

the atomic age.  After what amounted to ten years of “exalted brooding” about MIT’s 

social and moral responsibilities to its students, and to society, the momentum for 

humanistic reform motivated by the terrifying specter of the atomic bomb was spent.  

That is not to say that interest in humanistic reform expired or that progress in that 

direction ceased in subsequent years, neither of which was the case.  Yet the unique 

combination of people and circumstances that coalesced in the early cold war period, and 

for whom achieving that goal was a passionate and personal mission, could not hold itself 

together.  A brief historical moment—when a radical transformation in MIT’s approach 

to humanistic education seemed, at least to some, within reach—came and went.  With its 

passing, the possibilities for confronting America’s domestic problems within the 

paradigm of the postwar consensus—and limits to what could be achieved working 

“within the system”—were exposed.   

It was not, however, the end of the line for those who kept pushing the cold war 

university to pay more attention to the moral and ethical issues raised by the impact of 
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science and technology on society. Yet most of the major players chronicled in the 

dissertation did not give up trying.  In the months and years following the highpoint of 

MIT’s efforts, all of the major players whose efforts are chronicled in the dissertation 

became more radicalized and engaged in issues at the intersection of science, technology, 

and society, and outspoken about their concerns that the United States was heading in the 

wrong direction.  They continued their involvement in experimental and/or alternative 

methods and models of education and/or engaged in some form of political action.  By 

pushing for change within the paradigm of the postwar consensus, they helped make 

those limits more apparent.  In important and still unrecognized ways, their continued 

efforts in the latter 1950s and early 1960s also helped encourage and empower a 

generation of student leaders to express their disappointment and disillusionment with 

mainstream American values—and to do something about it.  

At least through the early 1960s, Hartman and Bowditch continued planning for 

the Institute of Human Values they one day hoped to launch.  Despite their setbacks, and 

the quixotic nature of their schemes, they continued to pursue what they regarded as an 

urgent mission.  In a 1963 letter to MIT President Jay Stratton, Bowditch described what 

he hoped to accomplish and the work he felt still needed to be done.  In looking back on 

his years at MIT once again, Bowditch sounded a melancholy note as he mused on 

missed opportunities and what might have been.  “You may recall coming to my office 

the Monday morning after the first ‘Andover Conference,’” Bowditch wrote in a letter to 

Stratton.  “I have never forgotten one of your comments that day: ‘Frank, I heard 

members of the Faculty say things, and mean them, which I didn’t expect to hear for five 

years.  You may recall starting to “confide” in Anna (Bowditch’s wife) and me one 

evening when the Ford Foundation and MIT were beginning to be balanced in the scales 

of your mind.  We were interrupted to attend to official duty.”2   

At the same time, Bowditch described his ongoing struggle to develop or create a 

new language or vocabulary with which to talk about/discuss the transformational 

changes that he saw taking place—and considered necessary—in human consciousness, 

and looked forward to the possibility of discussing them with Stratton.  In recommending 
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a recently published book titled Science and Religion, Bowditch described its author’s 

main points as “the fundamental basis of all of my actions since 1956, however 

inadvisable and encrusted with human frailty each may have been.”  Bowditch hoped that 

he and Stratton might discuss the subject “in the spirit of finding a frame of reference in 

which a more intensive dialogue between science and religion can be carried on.”3  

Acknowledging the communications difficulties that continued to make such 

conversations difficult, Bowditch described some of his own efforts to develop a new 

lexicon.  “Although there is a whole new vocabulary in the making, among the new terms 

I personally have developed are the following: Emotricity, Sorokage, psifasynesis, and 

aduliscence.  In relation to these terms, I would propose for exploration: a) Bionic 

evolution; b) Egocentric and superegocentric interaction; c) The science of theology and 

the theology of science; d) the identity of relatedness, the relation of identification.”4  

Bowditch was still straining to find the “right” words that made it difficult for people 

with different backgrounds, experiences, and knowledge to understand each other, 

especially when it came to discussing issues of morality, spirituality, religion that defied 

objective definition and rational explanation, but which were nonetheless, in some sense, 

“true.”  The significance of this groping for language to communicate new and evolving 

insights and awareness extends far beyond that of the individual in question.  Rather, it 

shows a changing and evolving consciousness at work among the agents most directly 

charged with winning the hearts and minds of students at MIT, the U.S. educational 

institution with the most direct ties to the “military-industrial complex” in the cold war.  

Herbert I. Harris continued to serve as MIT’s chief psychiatrist until 1956, when 

he stepped down from that position and continued at MIT on a part-time basis until his 

retirement in 1965.  Beginning in the latter 1950s and early 1960s, and continuing 

through at least the mid-1960s, Harris, too, became more interested and involved in 

public policy issues related to mental health and physical health.  In 1964, for example, 

he contributed to a documentary broadcast on WGBH in Boston titled, “A Choice is 

Made—A Man Elected,”  in which he blasted politicians and others whose use of 

propaganda techniques such as “vilification, the innuendo, and the occasional bare-faced 
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lies” resembled those resorted to by “nations engaged in hot or cold wars.”  The 

manipulative messages appealed to “primitive patterns of emotional responses” in which 

“there are no half-tones.  Everything is sharply delineated—black or white, communist or 

capitalist, good guys or bad guys.”  The result sounds strangely familiar to the 

pathologies observed in contemporary politics.  “Instead of a self-awareness adequate for 

perceiving possible flaws in the candidate of his choice and the platform of the party he 

represents, the voter tends, by projection, to blame all crimes against democracy, peace, 

and the other ideals of his nation on the opposing political party and its candidates.”5  In 

subsequent years, Harris wrote to U.S. Senators Edward M. Kennedy, J. William 

Fulbright, Edward W. Brooke, President Lyndon Johnson and other elected officials to 

protest pollution (noise, air, water, radioactive), environmental and natural resource 

protection, the development of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, increases in 

Defense Department spending, the Vietnam War, and the exclusion of the People’s 

Republic of China from the United Nations.   

Another of the main subjects in the dissertation, John E. Burchard, also became 

more engaged in the political realm.  During the 1960 presidential campaign, John E. 

Burchard wrote Nixon to explain why he would be voting for the Republican in the fall 

and offering to do whatever he could to promote the candidate’s cause.  Burchard was 

prepared to take a more public role in the campaign for two reasons.  First, he wanted to   

wanted to show that one could support Nixon and be an intellectual—a hard-sell, 

especially in the Northeast and Kennedy’s home state of Massachusetts.  The second 

reason, however, is far more interesting.  “Secondly, there are two ways of taking and 

using advice,” Burchard explained.  “One involves a team of individually expert men 

who do all the advising, perhaps even without much major dissent, at least in the early 

days; the other involves listening to many who may disagree and then reaching one’s own 

decisions, as the president must in the end, on the weighty, conflicting arguments.  This is 

Mr. Nixon’s way, I am convinced.  I think it is the better and safer way.”6  Burchard had 

somehow divined that Nixon was the more “rational” of the two candidates, and hence 
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could be trusted to make policy decisions on a “rational” basis—through the rational, 

deliberative, quasi-scientific method of weighing “objective” evidence, considering 

alternatives, and finally selecting among them on the “best” among them.   

He sent Nixon a position paper on issues related to urban revitalization, one of 

Burchard’s areas of strongest interest and expertise.  Burchard sent Nixon a position 

paper on his ideas for urban reform—a lengthy document whose receipt was 

acknowledged by the Nixon campaign.  It is not clear, however, whether Nixon ever saw 

Burchard’s paper and, if he did, whether he ever read or responded to it.  It is not clear 

whether Burchard offered other policy advice on urban or other issues; there is no 

indication of any in holdings in the Nixon Library related to Burchard’s involvement in 

the 1960 campaign.  Both the Nixon Library and the MIT Archives do, however, contain 

copies of letters to Nixon in which Burchard advised the candidate on how to prepare and 

conduct himself in his nationally televised debates—the first held in the modern era—

with Democratic presidential candidate John F, Kennedy.    

As interesting as the advice is from a general historical perspective, what stands 

out is Burchard’s political innocence and naïve attempt to structure the debate as a purely 

rational contest of ideas, cleansed of the “irrational” extraneous elements that would 

distract viewers from the substance.  “Some listeners to the debates will no doubt be 

looking for a sideshow and get more pleasure out of unbridled argument than profit from 

reasoned discussion,” Burchard observed in his letter to Nixon. “But I assume the debates 

are intended primarily to appeal to a different audience.”7  Burchard hoped that the 

candidates would avoid clashing over basic facts, as he had witnessed in a recent debate 

between two candidates running for the U.S. Senate.  “[It] is clear that if haze is what is 

desired, the way to maintain it is for each debater to use his own figures, corrected or not 

as suits his arguing purpose.  My suggestion is that this is not only deceptive and 

confusing but unworthy of a debate between candidates for the presidency.”  Burchard 

proposed a novel workaround:  the candidates could “stipulate the basic facts in advance 

of a debate, have these set forth irrevocably at the beginning, and then not subject them to 

change in the course of the discussion.  I believe this would add materially to the dignity 
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and importance of the debate.”  If either candidate were to have a problem with the 

arrangement, Burchard expected it be Kennedy—a fact that Nixon could turn to his 

advantage.  If Kennedy “declined to go along with it, or interposed difficulties in finding 

agreement off-stage,” Burchard advised, “I would see merit in RN’s making public 

reminder of this at an appropriate moment in the debates.”8  In the aftermath of the 

election, however, Burchard soon soured on the “”old” Nixon and the Republican Party.   

Perhaps it was because Nixon never responded to his proposals for urban reform—a 

subject on which Burchard was a national expert—or the lengthy policy paper he sent his 

staff on the subject.  Nixon’s thinking about issues of social and political reform.  In any 

event, he wrote to express his disappointment with the Republican Party and, in 1964, 

formally renounced his membership to support Lyndon Johnson.  Johnson’s support for 

programs to improve and revitalize America’s blighted urban areas and cities would have 

strongly appealed to Burchard.  In any event, it was not only Nixon that Burchard 

changed his mind about.    

In a recently unsealed, and yet unpublished, memoir titled, A Trip to Corinth 

(1975), Burchard questioned some of the main assumptions on which MIT based its 

humanistic reforms during his tenure as  Dean of the School of Humanities and Social 

Sciences.  To the question posed by Sir Richard Livingstone at MIT’s Midcentury 

convocation in 1949, “Can enough teachers be found with the power to ‘treat knowledge 

imaginatively,’ without which general education tends to go dead,” Burchard now 

unequivocally answered: “I am afraid the answer is no.”9  He no longer believed in 

requiring students to take a minimum number of credits in the humanities, but felt they 

should be able to take as few or as many as they wanted.  He disputed the assumption, 

however, that humanistic education was “some magic elixir that will change the character 

of engineers, make them into ‘good’ men” who would look at new innovations “and then 

come up with a moral judgment which will cause them to say, ‘No, we won’t do it.’  

Thus there will be no more wars, a proper set of national priorities, no exaggerated 

emphasis on space exploration, and so on.”10  Burchard sharply criticized the assumptions 
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on which MIT’s commitment to educating the “whole man” were based.   “I really do not 

know what people had in mind when they made these fuzzy pronouncements about the 

‘whole man,’ but I suspect the worst,” he wrote.  “They tended to talk rather superficially 

about ‘Renaissance men’ of whom Erasmus and Leonardo were generally taken to be the 

archetypes.”  In fact, Burchard continued, neither one, “despite their greatness, were 

‘whole’ men . . . Had they been ‘whole men’ we should not be hearing about them today, 

for one of the qualities of genius is that it refuses to try to do everything.”  In his 

estimation, what proponents of the “whole man” school had in mind was “the product of 

a ‘gentleman’s education,’ a pleasant man to have around the Club in a day when very 

little of the world’s work was being done by gentlemen or in Club lounges.”  That sort of 

fellow, “so much desired by some spokesmen about 1945 would never have sensed the 

troubles which lay ahead, or having sensed them would have had the foggiest notion what 

to do to forestall them.”11  Burchard’s antagonist at MIT, Robert S. Hartman, also became 

more pessimistic with passing years—especially as he witnessed America’s increasingly 

aggressive foreign policy stance in the 1960s.  He was deeply disappointed by the 

nation’s involvement in Vietnam and came to doubt its ability to lead the way in 

“organizing the good.” 

 Following his departure from MIT in the spring of 1956, Robert S. Hartman 

served as a Smith-Mundt State Department Research Fellow and Exchange Professor at 

the National University of Mexico (1956-57).  Hartman later served as a visiting 

professor at Yale (1966) and held more than fifty lectureships at other universities 

throughout North and South America before accepting a research professorship in 

philosophy at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville that became his academic base of 

operations.12  From the latter 1950s and throughout the 1960s, Hartman was a strong 

advocate of left-liberal positions on the full range of political issues.  He was a vocal 

opponent of the Vietnam war from the start, a passionate advocate of pacifism and the 

peace movement, civil rights, and internationalism; he continued working on his 

“sovereignty project”—a book in which he hoped “to do for pacifism what Karl Marx has 

done for socialism: to change it from a scattering of utopias in a workable political 
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movement.”13  Hartman also maintained a warm and mutually supportive correspondence 

with other left-liberal political activists, including the pacifist leader A.J. Muste and M.S. 

Arnoni, the activist editor of Minority of One, a leftist political monthly that agitated for 

civil rights and social justice and against the Vietnam war, arms.  To the former he wrote 

a letter pledging his full support to a project within the peace movement, which would 

involve the “articulation, organization, and propagandization of peace in the United 

States.”14  Hartman largely agreed with Arnoni’s diagnosis of the dire political situation 

in the U.S. in the mid-1960s, and encouraged efforts on behalf of the free-thought and 

peace movements, but was also a realist.  “It would be nice if one could afford to say, ‘I 

have given up on the United States,” he wrote in a letter to Arnoni in 1965.  “We have to 

put our trust on the non-military development in other countries,” “For, unfortunately, if 

the trend in the U.S. is not checked, all these peaceful countries will one day blow up, 

together with the USA.  Thus, there is no alternative to working within the US.  But it is 

useful only with massive means.”15  Hartman was far less sanguine about prospects for 

success following the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson’s 

escalation of the Vietnam War.  “Your analysis of the super-Orwellian distortion in 

American life not of falsity into truth, wrong into right, cruelty into compassion, war into 

peace, but of all of these into existence as their justification is tremendous,” Hartman 

wrote Arnoni.  “It is frightening to see that Johnson out-Hitlers Hitler in his use of the 

Big Lie but that in doing so he represents the American style.   

 

All of this spells disaster not only for Asians but for Americans.  When, in a far-
off future, new generations of archeologists will dig under the ruins of what was 
American civilization and come upon a copy of The Minority of One of February 
1967, and decipher it as they do today the Dead Sea Scrolls, they will be amazed 
at this one clear voice in the land, diagnosing and dissecting the American 
disease.  They will count it as the one glory of that civilization that it allowed you 
to speak out.  And they will regard you as truly a prophet as any in Israel.16 
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Though Hartman grew increasingly critical of U.S. foreign policy, especially the war in 

Vietnam, he continued to hope that education in moral reasoning and value theory could 

transform politics and culture, and promote peace, social justice, and human freedom.   

And what about the students?  Historians have typically overlooked their 

importance and influence in shaping the issues and agendas to which college 

administrators responded between 1945-and 1965.  During the latter 1950s and early 

1960s, as MIT wavered in its willingness to support the “whole man” campaign with 

concrete actions and reforms, students grew increasingly cynical about the whole concept 

and, more broadly, the sincerity and credibility of the administration’s commitment to 

their interests.  Other developments in society during this time, i.e. the rise of the civil 

rights movement, growing opposition to the Vietnam War, and the rumblings of a 

renewed feminist movement also contributed to their dissatisfaction with the status quo.  

At the same time, students at MIT, and other cold war campuses, also began to perceive 

that there might be a connection between school officials’ apparent disinterest in their 

education “as human beings,” i.e. in their intrinsic value and worth, and the inability or 

unwillingness of the postwar consensus to confront the nation’s domestic problems.   

When their attempts to claim the core values and rights of liberalism—free speech, for 

example—were rebuffed, they faulted the “Establishment” and the “System” for being so 

focused on problems behind the Iron Curtain that they failed to perceive or effectively 

address America’s own faults and failures. 

There is evidence for this assertion in students’ reception of two documentary 

films about MIT, both produced for viewing by audiences abroad, but which a 

representative sample of MIT undergraduates were able to see and respond to for a study 

conducted by the MIT chapter of the Students for Social Responsibility in Science.  

Student reception of Bridge to Tomorrow (1965), a U.S. Information Service 

documentary commissioned by Edward R. Murrow, director of the U.S. Information 

Agency during the Kennedy administration, and How to Be First (1965), a BBC-TV 

documentary shown throughout Great Britain and, on at least one occasion, the U.S. 

Public Broadcasting System, opens a window into the hearts and minds of MIT students 

in the mid-1960s.  The government film aimed to show that “the scientific colleges in the 

U.S. were giving a new emphasis to the humanities, to broaden the education of the 
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graduating students,” recalled the film’s director, Nicholas Webster.  “The idea behind 

the program was to keep our future scientists from becoming single-minded, fact-finding 

robots.  The study of the humanities (art, music, literature, history and philosophy) would 

make certain that the scientific advances would indeed be for the common good.”17  The 

film’s main theme is established at the outset.  MIT’s reputation as “one of the world’s 

leading scientific centers” is great, but “the task it has set for itself even greater—to build 

a bridge between science and the humanities, to link science and society.”  Stereotypes 

and surfaces appearances notwithstanding, the narrator continues, the modern scientist is 

not “a single-minded man, caught up in his own specialty, cut off from the world 

outside.”  While MIT may “look more like a factory than the usual idea of a school . . . 

the Institute’s products are not things; they are ideas, and learning how to learn.  Five 

miles of corridors lead to thousands of tons of experimental devices.  But the emphasis is 

on people.”  The drive to explore and understand the unknown is a major sub-plot of the 

film and a passion that is characteristic of all humanity.  Americans are united with the 

people of all other nations in this quest.  “Seeking the unknown, MIT’s 7,000 students 

come from around the world.  They come from more than 70 nations.”18   

Throughout the film, the camera spotlights racial and ethnic diversity among MIT 

students and professors and the humanistic side of undergraduate education.  “His 

humanities classes begin to make him aware of the world around him, a world beyond 

numbers,” the narrator explains.   “At MIT today, the student is required to look beyond 

his own particular world: A class in comparative religion.” Here the camera observes a 

lecture by Houston Smith, a distinguished scholar in the field, in which he explains a 

Hindu religious concept and the importance of spirituality to science and engineering 

students.  To anyone who questioned the relationship between Hinduism and science and 

engineering, Smith gave the following reply:   

 
I suppose the question comes down to whether a man can be only an engineer, 
only a scientist, or in addition, he is a man.  If the latter be the case, then there 

                                                 
17 Webster, Nicholas, How to Sleep on a Camel: Adventures of a Documentary Film Maker (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland & Company, 1997), p. 100 
18 Bridge to Tomorrow (1965), United States Information Agency, National Archives, Motion Picture, 
Sound, and Video Records Section, Special Media Archives Services Division (NWCS-M), National 
Archives at College Park, MD. 
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will be problems with one’s understanding of life, which, to avoid, involves 
truncating one’s humanity, and becoming nothing more than a technician.19    

 
“While MIT recognizes the importance of the technician,” the narration continued, 

“something more is wanted.  Not only better buildings—better ways of living.”  To 

personalize the message, and engage audiences on an emotional level, the film presents 

mini-profiles of three MIT students whose interests and knowledge of the humanities 

vary widely: a leather-jacketed, motorcycle-riding mathematics major, a violin-playing 

female engineer; and a physicist who sees a connection between Robert Frost and 

fundamental laws in his field.  Over the course of the film, each student learns to 

appreciate their own field of science or engineering at a deeper, more humanistic level.  

The humanistic approach to science and engineering education aims to project a positive 

image of American science and society which indirectly creates a sympathetic bond 

between people in the United States and around the world.  One of many USIA titles 

designed to win hearts and minds with America’s positive vision of an integrated society, 

Bridge to Tomorrow, shown around the world in 76 or more countries until it was retired 

in the early 1980s.  In addition to showing the cultural and gender diversity of life at 

MIT, the main point of the film was to convince viewers that the United States was 

pursuing scientific advance for peaceful and humane purposes—an implicit contrast to 

the militaristic Soviet Union.  

While Bridge to Tomorrow was still in production, a film crew from the British 

Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) was also on the MIT campus to shoot a documentary 

for BBC Television.  That film, subsequently titled, How to Be First, portrayed a starkly 

different institution, by underscoring the school’s critical role in America’s “military-

industrial complex” and the projection of U.S. political and military power around the 

world.  The British film began with a loud siren in the background as the camera, in a 

maddening rush bordering on panic, speed down the length of the “infinite corridor” in 

MIT’s Building 7, the Rogers Building.  “Every day, at MIT, America’s performance as a 

world leader is in rehearsal,” the narration explained at the beginning of the film, much of 

which documented MIT’s symbolic and scientific role in the U.S. military-industrial 

complex 

                                                 
19 Ibid 
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Bridge to Tomorrow drew a mixed response from MIT faculty, administration, 

and students.  Members of the faculty and administration were, according to the research 

reviewed thus far, certainly not upset by the former’s representation of the school—

though Frances Wiley, MIT’s Director of Public Relations, admitted “it may seem a bit 

corny in spots,” and expressed hope that “the film is not inconsistent with MIT 

philosophy or below MIT standards.”  Response to How to Be First among some 

members of the faculty and administration was another matter.  Some felt that the BBC 

production did not accurately portray the school, and that they had been “betrayed” by 

the filmmaker.  Response was also mixed, but in the opposite direction, among MIT 

students who attended campus screenings of both films sponsored by the MIT chapter of 

the Society for Social Responsibility in Science (SRSS), an organization established in 

Great Britain in 1949 that sought to stimulate discussion of “important issues and 

controversies relating to the ethical questions of technology . . . and encourage students to 

think in broader perspectives about their relation to our ‘Space-Age’ society.”20  In 

furtherance of this goal, SSRS surveyed student responses to both films and issued a 

report on its findings.  Based on an analysis of the survey results, the group found that, 

“much of the debate over the two films is related to what each individual sees as their 

explicit or clandestine purposes.”  In other words, perceptions of the filmmakers’ 

motives, perhaps more than the actual content of the films, provoked the most 

controversy and debate.  This is an indication, I believe, of the growing credibility gap 

between the reality portrayed by authorities and students’ own perceptions and 

experiences.  This interpretation is also reflected in the contrast between how school 
                                                 
20 “Film Perspectives on MIT: A Questionnaire Analysis Prepared by the MIT Society for Social 
Responsibility in Science (SSRS),” February 1966, MIT Museum film collection.  In a cover sheet 
attached to the report, the organization described the survey’s context and purpose:  The MIT-
SSRS has been interested in the past with students’ reactions to their environment - local, national 
and global - and believe that an important starting point for an understanding of matters of 
professional conscience and ethics is the student’s relation to his environment on campus faculty, 
facilities, opportunities and responsibilities.  If a major problem exists in this area, we hope this 
report will prove useful.”  The society’s official mission was “to induce, by education and 
example, individual scientists and engineers to recognize a personal responsibility for the 
anticipated consequence to society of their work; to always exercise their profession for the benefit 
of humanity, and thus to provide opportunities for scientists and engineers to seek alternatives to 
violence in intergroup relations; to discuss their responsibilities, imposed by their individual 
consciences, with regard to refraining from the preparation and use of weapons for the destruction 
of human life”; see Scientific and Technical Societies of the United States and Canada, Seventh 
Edition, Publication 900, (Washington, D.C.: National Academy of Sciences—National Research 
Council, 1961), p. 351 
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officials and students perceived the accuracy of each film’s representation of MIT.  

Whereas the administration was generally pleased with Bridge to Tomorrow and outraged 

by How to Be First, students had the reverse reaction.  (See Fig. 1)  

 

 

Fig. 1 

The issues of “dehumanization” and inadequate “emotional development” of the 

Tech student developed much discussion.  A freshman asserted that “MIT tools are 

human beings getting an education — the film showed us as products rather than 

producers.”  Numerous angry remarks were made about a bespectacled student s criticism 

of the technical learning/emotional development imbalance.  However they were quite 

willing to recognize the undesirable characteristics of the typical “Tech Tool” stereotype: 

“The BBC film portrays a sort of socially unconcerned student.  The typical tool is 

unfortunately rather the ‘rule than the exception” (Grade VI).”  Multiple viewings of the 

films typically confirmed their first impressions.  “This is the second time I have seen the 

BBC film,” one freshman responded, “the first time, it seemed that it laid tremendous 

overemphasis on the fact that “Tech is Hell,” that the Institute is a giant mechanized 

computer . . . that the student’s education in the humanities is not what it might be at, say, 

Harvard.  The second time, I tried to identify those passages that created this impression, 

but was disappointed to find only one or two parts that I could honestly object to as not 

true of MIT.”21  Another student, a sophomore, agreed that “for the average student the 

film wasn’t too far from being accurate.  It seems only the faculty and the better students 

                                                 
21 “Film Perspectives on MIT: A Questionnaire Analysis Prepared by the MIT Society for Social 
Responsibility in Science (SSRS),” February 1966, MIT Museum film collection. 
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have time to enjoy and realize the human sides the average fellow doesn’t have enough 

spare time. 

 
The “human side” is mainly an invention of the Public Relations Office. It hardly 
exists in reality. The great Irony of the BBC film is the way the professors 
expound at great length on their various techniques for teaching students to be 
creative while many students in the film state that they must work so hard to 
“make the grade” that any creativity they might have is crushed out on the 
treadmill (Soph., VIII).22 

 
 

The “BBC’s version is just the way I see it,” commented a freshman after watching How 

to Be First.  “I think BBC hits the nail on the head with its heartless, slave-camp picture” 

of MIT.”  Despite its efforts to maintain its independence and autonomy in the cold war, 

the MIT administration was entangled with the state, both in the fields of science and 

technology and in its battle for the hearts and minds of students.  Its efforts to promote 

humanistic education failed in two ways.  It promised more than delivered, and its 

accomplishments did not match students’ expectations and experiences.  In another sense, 

however, humanistic reform succeeded—the fact that students criticized and challenged 

the image and perception, pushed it to do more, and took steps of their own to confront 

the problems they perceived, were all signs of that success.  Students also dealt with the 

failure of humanistic education—the gap between the image and reality—in another way: 

through fantasy and imagination.  While the tension between the actual and the possible 

could not be resolved, it fostered a creative response.  Creativity, indeed, thrived on it. 

“The tide of an atomic age does not bring with it an unwanted sense of warning,” noted 

the article in Holiday.   

 
Rather it supplies MIT with currents so bulging with challenge that the place has 
become a constant source of tension.  It is a tension that reaches up and down 
through faculty and students and gives them an overworked pallor; but the 
tension does not act as an oppressor.  It brings inspiration; often the students edge 
dangerously toward formless days upon days when an experiment leaves them 
haggard, and still they ask for more.  MIT is a convulsion of ideas.23 

 

                                                 
22 Ibid  
23 “Brelis, Dean, “MIT,” Holiday, March 1963, pp. 68; 70 
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Even critics of MIT and its associations with the U.S. military-industrial complex were 

impressed by the undeniable crackle of creativity they observed on the cold war campus.  

“What I saw was the naissance and nurturance of this explosive growth and I was then, 

but less now, an enthusiast for that too,” recalled Dennis Postle, director of the BBC’s 

How to Be First.  “It seemed a promising antidote to the feudal, Prince Charles take on 

life.”  While Postle came to doubt whether MIT’s culture of “intentional overload” 

supported its efforts to promote humanistic education, and his critical take on the school 

infuriated some in the MIT administration, he could see “that [MIT] was so evidently a 

hugely creative place; it zizzed with creativity and that in itself is a very valuable human 

quality. That the perspective on human social issues might be thought narrow, was for me 

more than balanced at that time by this creative zizz.”24    

By 1969, the “convulsion” of ideas—both social and scientific—at MIT and other 

college and university campuses nationwide, was helping to spark another transformation 

as difficult and profound as that following World War II.  The growing pains, and their 

relationship to humanistic education, were depicted in yet another documentary about the 

school, MIT: Progressions produced in 1969.  Unlike the previous films, this one had no 

narrator or other authoritative voice to describe or define the institution.  The film opens 

with an MIT graduate student speaking to the camera.  “I graduated from MIT with a 

bachelor’s degree in 1964, and have been working for three years in England, which I 

think helped.  I don’t think I would have come back here if things were the way they 

were when I left.”  Absent these changes, the student would not have returned.  “It seems 

that almost all of the departments that I’m dealing with are broadening their scopes,” this 

same student says later in the film, “looking at certain problems from all sorts of other 

viewpoints rather than the technological one.  People are looking at the things that they 

are doing and the way that they affect people.”  That impression is reinforced in a later 

scene of Noam Chomsky speaking to a large outdoor gathering of students.  With elderly 

MIT administrators in dark suits, white shirts and ties looking on, Chomsky urges 

students to resist the siren calls tempting them to join the military-industrial complex . . . 

or the club of academic intellectuals who, under the liberal administrations of the 1960s, 

designed and implemented the Vietnam War and other similar, though smaller actions.    

                                                 
24 Written response to author’s email by Dennis Postle, 2007 
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This particular community is a very relevant one to consider at a place like MIT 
because, of course, you’re all free to enter into this community; in fact, you’re 
invited and encouraged to enter it—the community of technical intelligentsia and 
weapons designers and counterinsurgency experts and pragmatic planners of 
American empire is one that you have a great deal of inducement to become 
associated with.  The inducements in fact are very real, there are rewards in 
power and affluence and prestige and authority are quite significant.25 

 

The new activist spirit at MIT is further reinforced by a student who explains that, while 

MIT has “traditionally been known as a very apathetic school,” students are now getting 

much more involved in the issues that affect their lives on campus and in society.  An 

MIT professor agreed, and attributed the continuing unrest among students and young 

faculty to “what people have called the ‘expectation gap.’  They know what the world 

could be, and they also know what it is.”  The “spirit of continual improvement, 

feedback, self-criticism . . . not always terribly harmonious, but which is responsible for 

what is going on right now,” he explained in the film, belied common misconceptions 

about MIT.  “Wherever one goes, people have an idea about what MIT is like, and some 

of them don’t even ask you whether your idea coincides; they just go by a kind of 

stereotype . . . but they haven’t thought about the fact that the place is a human institution 

and it has evolved.”26  Before the “spirit of continual improvement,” the evolution, or the 

revolution could succeed, however, the cause of that expectations gap needed to be more 

fully understood and addressed.   

Some of those who looked more deeply into the matter, including MIT 

psychiatrist Benson R. Snyder, who arrived at the school around the time Harris left, 

were disturbed by what they found.  Based on his clinical experience at the school and 

the results of a research study he began conducting at MIT in 1961, Snyder coined a term 

to describe what he considered a major cause of students’ discontent: “the hidden 

curriculum.” In a book of the same title, Snyder he blamed the expectations gap on the 

unspoken, covert institutional norms, values, and expectations that contradicted the 

officially stated policies and practices of MIT.   Along with other humanistic educators 

and student activists, he pointed to a series of systemic failures that were causing campus 

                                                 
25 MIT: Progressions (1969), MIT Museum film collection 
26 Ibid 
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protests nationwide.  The “alienation, helplessness, and unrest” occurring among students 

around the world were “symptomatic of a system in profound difficulty ,” he wrote, of “a 

global disregard for the conservation of our physical, social, and psychological 

resources.”27  Higher education, whose job it should have been to “alert us sufficiently to 

the probable consequences of our present course,” instead continued to sustain the 

“hidden curriculum” that forced students, faculty, and administrations into the defensive 

postures required for “academic survival.”28    

“In the hidden curriculum,” Snyder concluded, “words have been used in defense 

of the indefensible: ‘creativity’ has become the cover for conformity; ‘adaptation’ has 

become ‘niceness of fit.’  The result has been euphemism and a very dangerous 

vagueness in the meaning of words . . . The insincerity of the formal curriculum has been 

obscured by an evasion, an erosion in the meaning of words . . . This debasement of 

language is a symptom of the debasement of education.  The politics of the right and of 

the left bear a significant responsibility for this outcome, though liberal education bears 

the primary responsibility.  Education, instead of developing and expressing thought, has 

come all too often to conceal and prevent thought.”29  It was not only simply that 

language was “debased,” however, for that implied that language and thought, at some 

distant point in the past, represented an unproblematic “objective” reality—that, to 

borrow from Dr. Seuss, people said what they meant, and mean what they said.  That 

unrecognized assumption happened to be one of postwar liberalism’s major blind spots.  

The inability of its adherents to see it as an ideology helps to explain why political 

leaders and “educrats” failed to respond as students grew increasingly frustrated by the 

consensus paradigm and its limited capacity to change.  That blindness remained one of 

the major obstacles to winning hearts and minds on the cold war campus.   

                                                 
27 Ibid, pp. 184-185 
28 Ibid, p. 185 
29 Snyder, Benson R., pp.199-200 
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