LAl , : September 25, 1968

LETTER TO NEW COLLE.AQUES

For twenty months 2 growing grou‘,pl of us h;.ve been talking
and walking together, reading and writing in 2 peculiar common
search for what a good college should bg. " We have learned by
doing -~ trying ourselvés to be students .and‘teachers,. to be 2 |
college while planning one. We have had some fa.ild:e g, we
have many continuing argumenté. and we have learned a few
lessons. #~s fhe first of those students, let me report on the -
state of the search. If the past is prologue, other members of
the planning staff will give different accounts.  And that sqmmé.rizes
where we are: what we have started is a dialogue -~ not a very

good one yet, but still a dialogue.

Books and Conversation. A few of us with medieval fancies

“or a love of large metaphors‘ believe there is a Great Conversation
. going ofx that has engaged the human race throughout history, and in
- which we are all engaged today in this firét world-wide generaltion.

- We think an important pari: of it can be foun& in the great books of

“ the Western tradition whmh argue with each ot.her and with us
across the centuries. We say that students everywhere and a

. g“oliege anywhere should éee{< to catch up on ‘a..nd carry on that

' eénversation, S0 we see the authors of these books, from Homer

- and Plato to Marx and Freud, as members of our faculty -- as the

primary teache¥s talking ih ou¥ serhinars, -Others, especially
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some student planners, have pleaded with vl.J.S to drpp the talk of great
books and speak of very good books, Sometimes we have tried to be
low-key and call Shakespeare a very good writer and Qedigus a very
good plé.y. But by whatever names they hide,‘ the books are there,
they deal with our common questioﬁs of sex, politics and religion -
‘o‘r béauty and truth if you prefer -- and we should locate and read
them. And we should not just settle for these best-sellers‘of 3000
years of Western history; we should try to unéover theif éounterpé.rts
in the other cultures of the Easf and South, This pole of opinio.n at
Old Westbury is incorporated in our commitment to the cémmbn
seminars -- but in the plan for those seminars is also incorporafed
the other pole: the contemporary world, its literaturé, art, new
language and urgent concerns, which each seminar group can add
with all its diversity..

This division of power in the common seminar was not a weak
compromise, but came from ekperience out of the planning staff's own:
discussions that shifted from Antigone to Malcolm X, from the
Symposium to McLuhan, The combination should produce a stronger,
not weaker, dialogue if we accépt Socratic search thl;ough a commeon
conversation as the ceﬁtral thing. The chief rule for this is to follow
the conversation wherev it leads. So if we are to be a college based on
diglogue, learﬁing how to talk, argﬁe, explore,- analyze, construct,
criticize and question together, on campus, off campus, and in all

parts of our common life must be our primary common assignment,
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To this vision, too; w.e iaave a counterviston iiflcdrporafed in
6ur plans and hopés: the world of feeling, affection, the lfine arts, the
natural world, the physical and thé pSYChiC:: the senses, solitude, If
these do not meet the world of ideas‘ around é seminar table as they
did when Socrates asked questions about love, law, justice and death,
there will be miles of woods, fields and .ga.rdens and other placeé near
‘and far in which to find them.

‘Rooms and Responsibilities.. No doubt the first assignment

actually given you was your room. You w111 note tha‘t you were' pre-
sented ﬁth no rules and .regu;latidns for a dormitory. Your student
colleagues who came here ahead of you convincingly argﬁed that the |
communif:y residing at Planﬁng Fields éhould take responsibility for

its seli~government, Legally; the social rules of student living are to
be approved by the nine“--ma'n (eight men and one woman) Council 61’ the
Collegé and submitted to the Chancellor and trustees of the Un‘ive‘rsity.v
We ha.vé told'ﬁe Council that we are asking you to consider the whole
matter and propose to them the rules you agree upon for soéial conduct,
discipline and organization of feéidences. This may involve some
negotiation between you é.nd the Council in whiéh the. facultir and acimin..'
istration can be helpful but not determinative, - You. will find the Council
open and interested, |

What we have said strongly to the Council and to others is that

from the beginning students here are to be respected as men and women

and not treated as children; that you will be citizens of this college.
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community, not subj.ects; that we take very Se.ric.'msly thé idea stated
in our Statement of First Program that "responsibility for one‘sb‘own
learning, in college as in life, will be thé opefatiﬁg _principle;“ a.nci |
that this means the college should not 'try to‘ substitu_te for a parent,
We have pointed oﬁt to many parents that we will' not pfetend to control
young adults over whom most of them would no longer claim real con-
trol. After high school the majority of your peers 'lare gbing out into
the world to work, At 18 or 19 many men go to Vietnam or other strange .
places in the armed services. Since aftei' four months, practi_cali_y-all

of you will be going out to live and work on your own in new settings

for _the second semester, it seems reasonable for you to take responsi-

bility now for how you live here,

Therefore we see these residence halls more as apartments than

dormitories. We hope you will run them as cooperative ventures -- and
that you will respect those students ﬁho don't want to spend é.'ldt of

time in cooperative committees or assemblies. (H. G, Wells said the -
trouble with socialism is that it fakes too many evenings,) We hope

you will respect the interests of those who want privacy z_ind quiet, and
respect the concérns of the Council who see themselves é.s rerprQSenﬁ.ngv :
the wider community, 7.

Practicing the art of politics is a good exercise of the liberal
arts, We are not a utopian colony floating on a cloud, but a2 college
within a university, 2 community within many communities, That adds
to our power of ultimate influence and limits sofne of our present pos Si=

bilittes, We are'subject to many laws and must deal with many outside
forces.  Sheer survival proved finally impossible for Socrates; it may

- not be so easy foz_‘ an experiment fashioned in his image. We need to
negotiate this world, even as we learn how to change it.

- As you consider the best possible rules (which may turn out to be
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the fewest possible rules), I trust you will view the politics of our

experiment as your problem as much as mine,

Partnership. No question has used and abused more time and

energj than the idea of partnership.- Some blarﬁe what they consider
the fraudulent rhetoric of "full partnership' for too high or false
expectations among students and for resulting ter;sions and disappoint-
| ments. Yet the oi‘iginai mandate of thié colleée, before aﬁy of us were
given responsibility for c.arrying it out; was stated in the University's
1966 Master Plan as follows: The rlxew‘college of: "innovation and
creativity' will "admit students to‘full partnership _m the a.c_:.ad.emic
world and grant them the right to 'determine, in large measure, their
own areas of study and research.' That was approved by thé tz;ﬁsteés
and submitted by the Governor to the Legislature; Believ.ing that this
states a good goal for higher éducation, some of us have taken s‘eri_ousljr
the task of turning that rhetoric into reality, Nothing has happened to
persuade me to go back té the trusteés, the Governor and the
Legislature to report that such partnership is not possible. On the
contrary, over the last twenty‘ Vmonth.s' student planners have played
such a lively and valuable part, and have had such a large influence

on the plans, that it seems fo me the partnership has iﬁ fact been
forged.,

Some say the idea is good but the rhetoric is wrong: do‘it',‘
don't say it ~- or do it, then say it. They may well be right and.my
stubbornness wrong, Certa’.in.ly the promise of full partnership has
given rise to some hopes, such as equal voting power by students on

all matters, which have been and will probably continue to be
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disappointed. But I suspect that most of these tensions about Student
vPower would be with us even 1£ we dropped all referénce‘to partnership, |
énd that the tensions are not only necessary buf useful, In any c#se, 1.
opt for the tensions that come froma troublesbme ambiguity like the.
idea of partnership. The best of £merican history is the story of

the tension between ambiguous Constitutional promises like the freedom
of speech, due process and equal jprotection, and their inadequate

| fulfillment in reality, Without those promises and tensions wouldn‘t

we settle for too little? Sol propc;sc_a that we accepf the .te.nsidns as

‘inevitable and relax and enjoy them, v
1At least say what you mean and don't mean'by it,!! comes the -
equally stubborn advice. ' Let me try to do that in the light of what we

have done and learned so far:

Students have participated and should continue to
participate as members of all important committees and
planning bodies within the college. This participation spe-
cifically extends beyond so-called student affairs to the
central issues of curriculum planning, faculty appointments,
and college governance, This does not mean that students
and faculty should not meet in separate groups when their
separate interests make this appropriate.

In the first program students will have a large
measure of freedom to determine their own plans of study
by designing and carrying through independent studies, by
selecting their field work and carrying the responsibility
for it while in the field, and by helping to shape the direction
each common seminar takes. In the 'free university'
component, students may initiate and teach new courses
and students are asked to select a chairman for this part
of the program,
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Like most partnerships in the professions, we .
have proceeded not by taking votes but by prolonged common
deliberation with every voice respected. Consent and dissent
have been vigorously registered, and we have operated with
a large measure of consensus, in which students have been
fully represented and often very effective. DBut no one is
made a partner by fiat. Partnership is a thing one comes
to feel, a responsibility one takes, ''mot to be had for a
word or a week's wishing." |

Constitution and Common Law. Then what have the hang-ups

been? There is _
been? There is genuine and important disagreement about the best

form of college government, ‘ Some seek a corh’munity of equals in

which all power is shared bj the grcrup..throizgh'fadi_cally ‘de‘mocz.-atic
group processes, Others _éee‘little to be gained from endless com-
mittee rule in which decisions tend to be rﬁade.ac_cording to the lowest
common denominator, though they, too, want the éouege to be a
"Republic of Learning,'" in which persuasi.on'is'the principle. For

the time being, the power of the pi'esidency, s.uc‘:h as it is-i'.., is on the

side of the Lincoln-Roosevelt-K‘.ennedy-DeGaullle view‘of a strong execu-

‘tive in a strong dialogue with all the constituents.

"Is it true that on occasion, on a faculty appoihtment or‘some
other important decision, you have acted against the advice of the
majority of the planning staff?" I was recently asked. ''Yes," I said. |
"Would you do it again?“ "Yes.," In my view, a pré sident has no right
to abdicate his legal power and respoﬁsibility. A Unive’rsity. College

needs an executive whose interest is the whole enterprise and its
success in the larger University and in the larger community of which
it is a part, whose mandate is more than balancing factions and following.

a consensus, whose practice is to lead.
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Though an exeéutive cannot ignbre a ma.jbrity very often
without exhausting his capital, he wiil not'l;":e doing his .jéb if he does not
use his capital to bring in new elements and ‘i-nétiga.te change. The |
term of a presi.dent should be limited in yea.rs;‘_ and hg should be
accountable to the whole college coi'mnunity_, fo students and facﬁlty,
as well as to trustees, all of whom should be abie on appro;n_ia%:e
‘occasions and in appropriate ways to Biock ahd efreé to termina.té his
power, An& a president should constantly seek to ernpowe.r others
in the community, not hoard power in himself. But the power which B
others assume should also, I believe,‘ be personal 80 fha_.t persons
with particular responsibilities have power to act and é.re from time
to time accountable, though not constantly in time-consuming

committees.
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The college's present organiéaﬁon reﬂects this, After con.-_-
sultations I appointed the chairmen of the different section‘s‘of the
curriculum (the common humanities seminar, ‘the socizal scieénce seminars
and workshops, independept study and the field program). .Though they
are expected to .respect the principle of wide participation by students
and faculty which is now our ”common law, " these chairmen are
personally 'responsible for ‘making and éarrying out the necessary
decisions in their areas. Some of them have chosen to operate theilj
parts of the program w1’ch group democratic decisions, but that is their
choice; .others have chosen to make the finai decisions themselvés Vafter
getﬁng the widest feasible adﬁce. | |
Perhaps we can design a better system, We have agreedvthat a
constitutional committee of faculty -a.nd students will proceed to proposev
rules and by---.laws for thelforrnal division of power within our community,
and we have agreed that the constituent colleges which will comprise
Old Westbury will have the autonom;r to try different forms of govern:
ment, including, if one or more of them chooses, an experiment in group
democracy. We should ﬁave a good time doing this for we are all
.'probably frustrated founding fathers, and we just might discover some
new forms of creative federalism in our Mcollege of colleges. 1
Whatever the forms of self--gové_rnment we choose, I trust that
we will contfinue to submit ourselves and our views to the process of
persuasion, and that we will have checks and balaﬁces to enable and

require the consideration of different interests and views in the

comrmunity.
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As anvexample of how our common law works, ten days ago
some 15 students and several faculfy ‘me'mbe_r'sv submitted a statement

~or petition asking that "the decision-lmaking process stop until the
entire community is present." The whole planning staff responded to
that statement in a full discussion with the respect that'any suéh étrong
position desert;ed. The décisioh;‘making did not stop, but we é.greed to
proceed only with the necessary decisions, to begin the constitutional
committee, and to present all the pending quéstions to thé whole _com;-
munity when it assembles.

The analogy of the common law suggests another principle we
have been trying to follow: Do ;-iot get hung up over issues in a vacuum;
do not decide things too soon; wait until you have to decide and do itin a
practical context, This is the principle of constitutional law that a.ll_owé,
a court to act only when there is an actual case or controversy before.it..
Our lawyer-colleague, Philip Camponeschi, invoked fhis doctrine so

persuasively a while ago thaj: it is nﬁw called the Cam-poneschi Rule,

Challenge and Contract, The co::;ollary of all this is that we

have an agreement (some of us put it in low‘->key as a Gentlemen's
_ Agreement, others talk of a Social Contract) to live together, to work
together, to search together, to create a college together. Advice and
consent is a formula with two factors: we give a great déal of advice

to each other, but we are also called upon to give our consent generously,
Partnership can only be partially embodied in a constitution. Its spirit
requires personal responsibility i.n the vigorbus sense of the word: a

partner responds ~-- he responds strongly in opposition to something
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he feels strongly against; he :espénds affirmatively when it is time
to move together, and only he can determine when to séy Yes or No.
We have been.trying to set up a system of maximum challenge, where
students will challenge faculty and fé.culty' students, and adfnipistrators
will be challenged by both and challenge both; where_ a common curriculum
- will challeﬁge each and all of us; where the oppdrtunities for initiating
new common studies; even for planning new.kinds of constituent colleges, .
will be 2 continuing challenge for us all, But for this to work, we will
have to respect the contr.acts we make, |
For example, the students who chose to go to Tel Aviv Univers'ity
made a contract with that Univéfsity, With.us, and with themselves, to
carry out a particular one-:year program of intensive laﬁguage study
on an Ulpan, campus courses ﬁn by the University, .and field work,
Similarly, hefe at O1d Westbury;--Planting Fields studen.ts who choose
a particular course are entering a contract for a particular perivod of
time with the faculty member or memBers conducting it. Students who
agree to a particular field assignment are _makihg a contra;c.:t with the
agency where they will work, Contracts should be eﬁtered into care.:
fully, with the terms understaod as' clearly as possible. But making
contracts (and laws and constitutions) is an essential part of the pro_cess
of self;-.government. It is the way we do togethér that which we are not
capable of doing at all or doing so well by ourselves. A collegé is a
network of such contracts. Honoring our contracts, even when the
going is tough, makes the difference between freedom én_d anarchy.

In anarchy it is not only the center that cannot hold; things and persb_ns
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all fall apart,

The First Program. The main contract we have made with each

other is the first program that we begin this 'week. It was hammered
out over maﬁy months around a plaﬁning table, by studenté , faculty and
administrators. It represents‘.a rerx-lark;lble, degree of consensus, It
is subject to change from time to tixﬁe, especially at t'he end of each
year, and we will need a reviewing énd planning systeﬁ that encoﬁrages
this, Ewven within the first program, thgre'is an escape hatch on pa.gé ,
14 of the original Statement of First Progam -- the provision fﬁat "é
student may present an alternative program of study to a faculf:y:
student committee for approval,' There will be opportumty for
students to choose from a number of seminé.rs being offered in the
social-:science‘.:urbaﬁ studies stream, orga.n‘:'.Lz:e. courses the.mSel;res,
engage in independent study and participate in planning new curriculum,
But the program also calls for a strong cormnmon éommiiznent to the
common seminars, workshops, ‘a.nd field w§rk. The program is open:
ended, so that you can cdntinué to help s'hap:e it from furthel.':eXperie.mce
and reflection, And probably by next year, certainly by 1970, there
will be alternative programs to which you may switch, But tryma and
testing it is our joint contract thh the State Univermty, the Regents,
the Middle States Association, and ourselves, | |

Let me encourage anyone who has doubts about _pa.rts of the
, program, by saying that I have doubts too; and that .I‘tru.st our doubts |

will be welcomed even as we move along. I wonder whether the

reading of the great books as a common experience has been too
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diluted by the short list of common readings énd the large freedom

each seminar gr‘oup will have to read and discuss what it chooses; I
wonder whether we have enough Socratic spirit and skills to break
through our specialisms and pﬁvafe interests for a commonﬁs'e;arch‘.
Nevertheless the program seems to me cohereﬁt, timely and important,"
é.nd has my support, along with some r_ecﬁrring ‘questi.oningv.- It will
need your consent as well as your cpntinuing- advice, Let me add that

. some of the main thrusts -- taking race and poverty and the City as our
central objects of exploration; and a field program the first year --

were largely the contribution of the first group of student planners. So

let's take this first program as a good question and see where it leéds.

New Programs, By 1970 we are committed to offering sever_al
new curriculums, including programs in whiéh science and mathe-
matics are strong and other traditional acadernic disciplines are
represented,

Through our field program, we are planning next sprihg to
recruit a number of _so:called disadvantaged émdenfs for a special
summer program; these students w;:uld join‘the regular class next
fall, .althou.gh they will offered some continuing spec;‘.éi tatoring.

From the beginning we have wanted to organize 2 Maéter of Afts in
Teaching program that would be particularly 'design.ed for those who
teach or have taught in- the Peace Corps overseas or similar ventures
at home. or abroad, Our formal and informal c'ollaboi-aﬁon in organizing

and dev'eloping the Teachers, Inc,, headed by two part-time membgrs

of our faculty, Roger Landrum and James Wylie, is a step toward such
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a masters prograra, The teachers of ‘I'ea.ch_’ers, Inc, who are working
in Long Island and New York City s::l:hoolsl will be on campus for special
serhinars ‘and conferences from time to time‘.

International programs that.-wili helpus beéome a 7"sc\:hdo_1 of the .
world" also have‘ high priority. The program in Israel and a probable
field project in Mexico this year are just the first beachhéads; There
- should be more and deeper ones by 1979, when some of you may want to
go overseas for a full year or two. | |

We have long had in mind, the development of_problem i'nsﬁtuteé_
which would be research and téaching .enterprivses, offering major parts
of our curriculum, Some kind of urban affairs institute, and possibly
an Afro:American institute, éhoﬁld emerge oﬁt of our first program's
concentration on the urban problems of race and povert&. By your
second or third year you may be taking the equivalent of "majors' in
one of these institutes, | | |

For those who want the arts to hold a more central place in the
regular academic program than is the case in the first curricul_ﬁm, plans
are underway, which you can help develop, for a varietyI of programs in |
music, dance, theatre, poetry, painting, sculpture, and graphics, The
creative artistic enterprise will thl.lS be in lively dialégue with the
verbal dialogue around the seminar tables,

As the Statement of First Program indicated‘ on pages 50 and 51,
we intend té cievelop law, medi’cine, theology and teaching as ma.j_d.r new
forms for undergraduate carriculums in the liberal a.rts.l' Sorme of us
wanted to try this as our first experiment, but setﬂéd for a few small

‘beginnings, such 2s the courses this fall by Yale Law School Professor
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Joseph Goldstein and Timothy Jenkins, and the various ways in which

Michael Novak may introduce theoi'ogical readings and qﬁestions, or
Phil Camponeschi and I bring law and poliﬁcs'. into the comfnon humaniﬁeé
seminar,

By next year, pockets of some of these new programs will be
underway, which you may wish to try. | Meanv?hile, from ﬁme to time
the proposed new programs ﬁll be presented to yoﬁ for youf criticism,
and some of you may participate in planning them,

At some point the first constituent college of Old Wesfbﬁrﬁr, ‘
presumably based on this first program you are beginning,‘ will be set
free to sail with substantial autonomy as part of ourl'expanding conege
of colleges, Even then there should be much intermingling a'nd'inter.-.-_
penetration of programs, courses, faculty and students.‘ The crucial

test of this plan for federated colleges, ''visions and revisions, "

will

be continuing a close and powerful dialogue é.rnong the various progvrams-.
Fér we want hot a planned college, but a colle;ge.tha‘.‘: in all of its parts
is planning, -

Meanwhile, the architectural planning and then the construction

of the buildings on the Old Westbury campus will be proceeding,

hopefully with the ideas and criticism of many of you,

There is rauch we can do together and much we will have to say
to each other. We shduld have a good ﬁme déing it, and may on
occasion reach as Iﬁgh as COIﬁedY or tragedy. Some of the things we
have to say can't be put in words, and sonﬁe vﬁl]. take a long :ti'me to

say, but in the beginning are words, it is probably earlier than we think,
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. there is world enough and time,and there will always be the freedom

of the mimeograph machine, Scholars tell me that the Greek word for

school means a place of leisure for the purSuit of insight. I hope we

use our time well in these rare years together., If there is too much
chaos in our first days, forgive us and join us in making something of
it. It takes some chaos to make a world,

Sincerely,



