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Throughout history there have always been those who emerge out of relative obscurity to take center stage, at least for awhile. Within the halls of academe, Robert Maynard Hutchins was such a person. John Dewey’s influence on the thinking of educators began early in his career and continues to this day.
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So, who was Robert Maynard Hutchins?
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Robert Hutchins has been the subject of several biographies, the most comprehensive of which is by his long-time associate, Harry Ashmore, a journalist who won a Pulitzer Prize for his editorials in 1957 on the fight for school integration in Little Rock, Arkansas. Later, he joined Robert Hutchins at the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions when established in Santa Barbara, California
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A second book I would recommend is the memoir by Milton Mayer, which appeared in 1993. After three years as an undergraduate at the University of Chicago, Mayer went to work as a reporter for the Associated Press and then two Chicago newspapers. He also taught at the University of Chicago and later served as a consultant to the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions.
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Robert Maynard Hutchins was born in the last year of the 19th century, into a Presbyterian family the head of which served as pastor of the neighborhood church in the Bedford section of Brooklyn, New York.
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Years later,  Hutchins recalled of his childhood:
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“I was born in the dying century, before the open gas flame was superseded by the Welsbach burner, before the horsecars had disappeared, before the telephone was commonplace, and when the iceman was one of the mainstays of our lives. Although everybody went to school, almost nobody went to college. But everybody went to church.” [Ashmore, pp.3-4]
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When the United States entered the First World War, eighteen year old Robert M. Hutchins left Oberlin College to enter the U.S. Army Ambulance Corps, living up to his obligation as a citizen and patriot, as well as his moral aversion to the possibility of taking the life of another person.
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Stationed in Italy he did his job removing injured soldiers from the front, at times under heavy artillery fire by Austrians. Recovering in hospital from an illness,  he came to form a rather negative opinion of Italian allies:
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“They filled up our half-empty ward with Italians in the recovering stage. …Individually, the Italians are the people I shall avoid most after the war. You have to admire their collective bravery when things are going their way, but as persons they are rotten, that’s all. They have no sense of decency and they will steal your gold teeth in your sleep.” [Ashmore, p.22]

Slide 11

John Dewey supported entry of the United States into the war, as a moral crusade against the romantic nationalism embodied in the German people and state.
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He argued that what was needed to make this clear to other Americans was a truly national and compulsory educational system, education that would counteract the provincialism and isolation of life across the country.
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Following the terms of peace dictated to the Germans at Versailles, Dewey joined with others (such as John Maynard Keynes in his insightful book, The Economic Consequences of the Peace) who expressed their belief that the war and all the accompanying death and destruction had solved nothing.
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And, in fact, the war had destroyed all momentum toward the domestic Progressive reforms Dewey embraced. In a lecture Dewey delivered in 1918, he conveyed his loss of optimism:
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“War and the existing economic regime … are so fraught with evil consequences that any one who is so disposed can heap up criticisms without end.”

Slide 16
Back from the war,  Robert Hutchins enrolled at Yale University in 1919, where he thrived, earning needed money by establishing a cooperative tutoring service for students who sought academic help. For him, the great value of attending Yale was the contacts he made with men destined to become prominent in some capacity. As he later wrote:
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“We went to Yale to become Yale men. Yale men could pass through portals and scale heights which others could not attain. They could do so not because of what they knew, but simply because of where they had been. …The benefits flowing to me from my acquisition of this title have been considerable, and I do not underrate them. My point is that these benefits had nothing to do with my intellectual development.” [Ashmore, p.31]
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After his junior year, Hutchins enrolled in the Law School, out of boredom more than any desire for a career in the law. Yet, it was here, he later said, his real education began:
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“I do not mean to say that I knew then I was getting an education. I am sure the professors did not know they were giving me one. They would have been shocked at such an insinuation. They thought they were teaching me law. They did not teach me any law. But they did something far more important: they introduced me to the liberal arts.” [Ashmore, p.32]
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Still in his junior year, he met and soon was engaged to marry the 19-year old Maude Phelps McVeigh. They married in September of 1921.
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Already, he was forming the ideas that would dominate his thinking for decades to come. Selected to deliver the class oration, he entitled his talk “Should Institutions of Learning Be Abolished?” What had he learned from being a student at Yale?
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“If at college we have never tasted what may be called the sweetness and glory of being rational animals, it is because America does not know or highly esteem that sweetness and that glory. …Where shall our country find its leaders if not among that two percent of her population who have been favored by four years of college?” [Ashmore, p.37]
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The back-and-forth struggle between Robert Hutchins and John Dewey for the hearts and minds of educators was about to begin.
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John Dewey was born in 1859 in Burlington, Vermont.
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He attended local schools, then enrolled in and graduated from the University of Vermont. He then taught high school for several years before enrolling at Johns Hopkins University. 
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One of the professors at the University of Vermont that Dewey admired greatly with Matthew Buckham, who taught political and social philosophy. Professor Buckham taught using the Socratic method, encouraging students to ask questions, offer their opinions but be prepared to defend them. Yet, Buckham was a social conservative with little patience for social reformers.
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At Johns Hopkins he added history and political science to his study of philosophy. He was already developing a deep concern over social problems. Yet, he was rather disappointed by the absence of analysis taken by his professors. In a letter to W.T. Harris, editor of the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, he wrote:
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“I am taking as a minor subject the theory of state, international law, etc., in the historical department, and am in pretty close contact with the men there. It was the largest, and in the character of its students about the strongest department in the University, but there is no provision to give them the philosophical side of their own subjects. …”
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“The philosophy of history and of social ethics in its widest sense is untouched, and as long as it remains so, they don’t get more than half the good of their own courses it seems to me.” [Quoted in: George Dykhuizen. The Life and Mind of John Dewey (Southern Illinois University Press, 1973), p.30]
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However, what captured Dewey’s interest most were courses he took under George Morris, a visiting professor of philosophy from the University of Michigan.
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Morris’s Neo-Hegelianism solved problems Dewey grappled with concerning the validity of sensations or feelings as the source of knowledge, given that our sensations are essentially relative to us as individuals. Knowledge also came from our contemplative and analytical powers.
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After receiving his doctorate degree from the School of Arts and Sciences, he joined the faculty at the University of Michigan under George Morris, where he remained until 1888, when he was appointed professor of mental and moral philosophy at the University of Minnesota. It was during his time at Michigan, that he became interested in the education of the young and in the function of society as a social organism.
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In his 1888 essay The Ethics of Democracy, Dewey explains that democracy is much more than the nature of institutions and procedures:
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“In conception, at least, democracy approaches most nearly the ideal of all social organizations; that in which the individual and society are organic to each other. For this reason democracy, so far as it is really democracy, is the most stable, not the most insecure, of governments.”
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Full democracy, Dewey argues, requires “that all industrial relations are to be regarded as subordinate to human relations, …” 
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He believed that the proper function of government was to anticipate and prevent the victimization of some members of society by others. He supported laws that held business and industry to ethical standards of behavior and also supported the right of workers to organize into trade unions. 
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In 1894, Dewey left Michigan to joined the faculty at the University of Minnesota. However, following the death of his mentor, George Morris, Dewey was brought back to Michigan to head the philosophy department.
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He soon renewed his work on teaching and learning methods, addressing teaching organizations on topics such as attention, memory, imagination and thinking.
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Intellectually, he was now moving away from the Neo-Hegelianism of Morris. Influenced by evolutionary biology, he become increasingly interested in how we engage with and adapt to our changing environment.
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He now immersed himself in the writings of William James and George Herbert Mead, leading figures in pragmatist philosophy. Of the many insights provided by William James, this quote is oft-repeated:
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“There is nothing so absurd that it cannot be believed as truth if repeated often enough.”
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Dewey biographer George Dykhuizen, succinctly describes how far Dewey had come:
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“Dewey tied his pragmatism and idealism together by asserting that the only way the individual can acquire knowledge of Reality, or Truth, is through action and experiment. …Dewey called his pint of view ‘experimental idealism’, which accurately states his position.” [George Dykhuizen, pp.70-71]
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In 1894, Dewey left Michigan to join the faculty of the newly-established University of Chicago. This photo is of the university’s Philosophical Club, Dewey serving as club president during 1895 and 1896.
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One of his first appointments was George Herbert Mead.
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Asked to build a new Department of Pedagogy, Dewey initiated the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, where he put his new educational philosophy to work.
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In 1899, his conclusions were published in the book, The School and Society. Educators everywhere began to pay attention to what was happening at Chicago.
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Over the next six years Dewey organized teacher roundtables, brought in prominent educators to speak and published a growing list of papers on education pedagogy.
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In 1901, the university changed the name to the Department of Education, incorporating into its program the experimental Chicago Institute, endowed in 1899 with a $1 million grant by the daughter of Cyrus McCormick. Here is an early photograph of the new school, named after Francis W. Parker, founder of The Chicago Institute.
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Dewey took over after Parker died in 1902 and turned the university’s program in education into what was generally considered to be the most comprehensive in the United States.
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His approach was to stress group activities that challenged their abilities for problem solving. An important outcome, he believed, was the development of attitudes necessary for life in a democratic society. In The School and Society, he explained this connection with basic skill development:
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“We must conceive of work in wood and metal, of weaving, sewing, and cooking, as methods of living and learning, not as distinct studies. …We must conceive of them in their social significance, as types of the processes by which society keeps itself going, as agencies for bringing home to the child some of the primal necessities of community life, ....” 
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“… and as ways in which these needs have been met by the growing insight and ingenuity of man; in short, as instrumentalities through which the school itself shall be made a genuine form of active community life, instead of a place set apart in which to learn lessons.” 
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Chicago was at the time a strong center of activist support for the ideas of Henry George, and John Dewey met a number of the leading Single Taxers at Jane Addams’ Hull House and other public meetings. Dewey had read George’s Progress and Poverty, later describing him as:
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 “… one of the world’s great social philosophers, certainly the greatest which this country has produced.” [From the Forward to George R. Geiger. The Philosophy of Henry George (NY: Macmillan Co., 1933) pp. xiii]
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It did not take long for Dewey’s efforts to restructure elementary school education to provoke resistance. His approach was neither inclusive nor collaborative, with parents, teachers or existing administrators.
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Another move that generated resistance was his decision to put forward the name of his wife, Alice, to become principal of the new elementary school.
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Dewey decided his usefulness at the University of Chicago had ended. He submitted his letter of resignation on the 6th of April 1904. Dewey reached out to a former Johns Hopkins colleague now at Columbia University, and funds were raised to bring him to Columbia.
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The place at Columbia where Dewey’s education theories would have the most important impact was the Teachers College, arguably the home of liberal educational thought in the United States.
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His most influential writing during this period was a book written for teachers titled How We Think. In this work he explained that because the learning process is the thinking process, children must be taught to think and think as a scientist thinks. As Dewey observes:
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“… the native and unspoiled attitude of childhood, marked by ardent curiosity, fertile imagination, and love of experimental inquiry, is near, very near, to the attitude of the scientific mind.”
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What Robert M. Hutchins would find so damaging now began to take hold: the growth in vocational and industrial education at expense of the study of the great ideas, the great works of Western Civilization. Dewey explained what in his view was at stake:
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“No question at present under discussion in education is so fraught with consequences for the future of democracy as the question of industrial education. …”

Slide 64

Its right development will do more to make public education truly democratic than any other one agency now under consideration. It wrong treatment will as surely accentuate all undemocratic tendencies in our present situation, by fostering and strengthening class divisions in school and out.” [Quoted in:  George Dykhuizen, p.142]
Slide 65
In 1916 he produced what is considered his seminal work on progressive education, Democracy and Education. 
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In this and earlier writings, Dewey argued that education and learning are social and interactive processes. Schools are, therefore, social institutions serving as laboratories for social reform. Students should actively participate in their educational experience rather than passively listen to lectures, complete assigned readings, write papers and take examinations. He saw social development of the young person as an essential function of education:
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“The need of training is too evident; the pressure to accomplish a change in their attitude and habits is too urgent to leave these consequences wholly out of account. Since our chief business with them is to enable them to share in a common life we cannot help considering whether or not we are forming the powers which will secure this ability.” [p.7]
Slide 68
When he began his own career in education, Robert Hutchins acknowledged that education in the land of his birth had been of the practical and useful sort going back to the colonial period of self-reliance, with the establishment of societies for the diffusion of useful knowledge as championed by Benjamin Franklin. However, fulfilling the human potential demanded other knowledge as well, as evidenced by the studies undertaken by the leading figures of the Age of Franklin.
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The much younger Robert M. Hutchins began to make a name for himself as the decade of the 1920s began.
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Now married, Hutchins left law school and found employment teaching English and history at a private college preparatory school in upstate New York. What he did there, he concluded,  had little if anything to do with education:
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“In the school I taught in, I did not dare try to educate my charges. It would have confused their minds.” [Ashmore, p.38]
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Not long thereafter, he received an offer from Yale University to become Secretary of the corporation, responsible for public relations and fund-raising. The person responsible for bringing Hutchins to Yale, President James Angell, had been in the psychology department faculty under John Dewey. Hutchins began work at Yale on the 1st of January 1923. 
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He now renewed his pursuit of a degree in the law, balancing work responsibilities that included extensive travel to speak to alumni groups, with his studies and classroom attendance. Working for the university did not prevent him from expressing dissatisfaction with the type of education undergraduate students received, as this brief excerpt from a talk given to prep-school students reveals:
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“Those who grow apprehensive about atheism and bolshevism in the colleges merely betray their ignorance, for the most conservative places in America today, as faculty members know, are the universities.” [Ashmore, p.42]
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What he found attractive in his study of the law was the Socratic method of instruction. What he rebelled against was the law as a trade and the emphasis on technical knowledge – drawing up of wills, writing contracts or the methods of examining witnesses at trial. 
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Hutchins received his law degree in 1925 and became a member of the Yale Law School faculty, assigned to teach criminal law in a manner with which he found little merit:
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“It seemed to me that the only way you could sensibly go after criminal law was to go into the whole system, to go into criminology, go into corrections, and for these purposes try to draw on what I assumed to be the vast knowledge of psychologists and psychiatrists, who were then a budding profession in this country, ...”
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“… and anybody else who could shed light on what the actual role of the criminal law was, and how it could be made to work to reduce crime and to do justice, rather than to increase crime and increase injustice.” [Ashmore, p.45]
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Already, at age 27, he was outspokenly critical of how the law was being taught and practiced. And yet, he was appointed dean of the Law School.
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The President of Yale University encouraged Hutchins’ idea of incorporating the social sciences into the study of law. However, as would be the case throughout the rest of his professional life, his efforts were opposed by nearly everyone potentially affected.
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Typical of his decisions, he early on brought the well-known liberal William O. Douglas from Harvard to join the faculty. Douglas remained until 1934 when Franklin Roosevelt appointed him to the Securities & Exchange Commission.
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And, then, at the end of the 1929 academic year, Hutchins left Yale, appointed the new President of the University of Chicago, the Midwest’s grand educational institution endowed by none other than John D. Rockefeller.
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The path Hutchins would now earnestly pursue was to bring him into long years of intellectual conflict with John Dewey and many other leading academic figures. Their essential differences are expressed well in a 2005 essay by philosophy professor Lisa Heldke: 
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“Hutchins emphasized the contents of the education proposed by the Greeks, but largely ignored its context—the fact that this was education for a particularly constituted citizen of a particular kind of democracy, who must be “liberated” from particular forms of intellectual bondage. In contrast, Dewey adopted the most general aims of Greek education—namely, that education ought to liberate students and also prepare them for citizenship. …”

Slide 85
“He [Dewey] recognized that, just as the Greeks designed their education for a particular time and place, so too must we. It will not do to adopt the content of Greek education whole cloth, for they and we understand liberation and citizenship in some fundamentally different ways.” [Lisa Heldke, “Robert Maynard Hutchins, John Dewey, and the Nature of the Liberal Arts,” The Cresset, Advent-Christmas 2005 (Vol LXIX, No. 2, p 8-13)] 
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The institution Hutchins found upon taking office at Chicago was not what he considered to be a university. Rather, there were departments operating independently of one another, focused on graduate level education and research.
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The philosophy department was dominated by Deweyites, as was the School of Education. Hutchins’ challenge was to be considerable. What Hutchins immediately called for was cooperation between departments. More threatening to the senior members of the faculty, he questioned the value of tenure.
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One of Hutchins’ first recruits, brought aboard to advance his reform agenda, was Mortimer J. Adler, who had just been awarded his doctorate at Columbia University. The faculty did not react with great enthusiasm, particularly because Adler was to be paid more than any other member of the Philosophy Department faculty.
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Adler had attended Dewey’s lectures at Columbia University, concluding that Dewey's approach to education was less than ideal. To Adler, the reading and discussion of the great ideas contained in the classics of Western civilization were essential in order to grasp the essential truths attached to individual and societal values –  goodness, liberty, equality, and justice. Dewey's problem, said Adler, was that he had never read Aristotle.
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With Adler safely onboard, Hutchins next set about to reorganize undergraduate education. From their perspective, very few members of the faculty met their definition of an educated person. As Adler reported to Hutchins:
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“You have huge mountains of convention, prejudice, laziness, stupidity, vested interest and economic fear against you. …It comes from all quarters. The science people are prejudiced because of their conventional notions of how science must be taught; the humanities are trying to save their language courses;  they are all greedily protecting their private diggings and what gets me sorest is that they are doing so under the false banner of educational theory.” [Ashmore, pp.95-96]
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Hutchins included himself in this group of uneducated educators. And so, with Mortimer Adler as teacher, Hutchins joined twenty entering freshmen in the first course based on the classic works of Western Civilization. There were no written exams. The students were subjected to an oral examination upon completion.
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Adler and Hutchins then took their program off-campus into the community, involving many of the university trustees and civic leaders as participants.
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Decades later, interviewed by Dick Cavett, Adler recalled his days as a student of John Dewey:
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“John Dewey. He was, again, a kindly gentleman, who lectured very slowly so that I could take his lectures down in longhand. I would go home to my study and type the lecture out. …”
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“I collected these lectures that I wrote about. And I noticed that what he said on Tuesday was inconsistent with what he said the previous Thursday. So I would write him a letter, and say, “Dear Professor Dewey, last Thursday you said . . . ” and I would quote. “But this Tuesday you said . . . and that does not seem quite consistent to me. Would you please explain? …”
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“Well, he came to class and said, ‘A student in class wrote me a letter’. He read the letter and then tried to explain. I wrote the answer down. And the answer didn’t solve the problem. So I wrote him another letter. And this went on for three weeks. And he finally had his assistant come to me, and say, ‘Dr. Dewey wishes you would stop writing him letters’.” 
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Things were not going well for Mortimer Adler at the University of Chicago. The Dean of the Philosophy Department declined to renew Mortimer Adler’s contract. Hutchins used his influence to secure for Adler a position on the Law School faculty. Adler’s critics began to refer to him as “professor of the blue sky.”
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Although what was being taught and how it was being taught remained a consistent concern of the President, his responsibilities as the top administrator of the university were more than enough for most normal human beings. A sign on his desk read: “Don’t tell the president what he already knows.” As he observed:
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“The problem of time … is insoluble. The administrator should never do anything he does not have to do, because the things he will have to do are so numerous he cannot possibly have time to do them all. …”
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“A university administrator has at least five constituencies: the faculty, the trustees, the students, the alumni, and the public. He could profitably spend all his time with any one of the five. What he actually does, of course, is to spend just enough with each of the five to irritate the other four.” [Ashmore, pp.111-112]
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One of the most immediate of his concerns was the financial strength of the university. This was the early 1930s, and many of the fortunes sustaining this and other universities were significantly diminished by the Depression. Then, as today, fewer and fewer students could afford the cost of a university education.
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Hutchins responded by eliminating some 350 course offerings, capping faculty salaries while increasing their responsibilities to include classroom instruction, reducing administrative salaries, and adopting other cost-cutting measures. However, in 1935, Hutchins reported to the trustees:
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“The most serious element in the University’s situation, and the only disturbing one, is its financial position. We have been able to preserve all the essential characteristics of a great University – academic freedom, excellent research, and competent teaching – in the face of unprecedented hardships.” [Ashmore, p.113]
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Already, the young university president was attracting attention in political circles. In 1932 he was invited to address the Democrats at their national convention. He expressed what he believed were the widely-shared concerns of his generation: 
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“Upon what terms may a political party claim our allegiance? …We demand an honest party. …We demand a party of the people. …We demand a progressive party. …We demand intelligent leadership.” [Ashmore, p.122]
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Some of his fellow citizens had other priorities for the newly-elected administration.
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Hutchins also acknowledged that Prohibition had failed and called for repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment.
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He went on to call for a pledge by the Democrats that they would do all that was required to promote world peace, including unilateral disarmament if other nations chose not to join the United States. Neither military nor economic power was, he argued, a legitimate instrument of power against other nations.
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Hutchins endorsed the progressive taxation of incomes and of inheritances and argued for the reduction of public debt in times of prosperity but endorsed deficit spending by government during periods of recession or depression. He urged elimination of tariffs that benefited manufacturers at the expense of consumers. And, he called for an end to the private monopoly of natural resources. 
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John Dewey, who embraced the economic program advanced by Henry George, went on the radio in 1932, calling for dramatic changes in how government raised its revenue as the key to a stable economic future:
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“You cannot study Henry George without learning how intimately each of these wrongs and evils is bound up with our land system. One of our great national weaknesses is speculation. Everybody recognizes that fact in the stock market orgy of our late boom days. ...” 
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“Only a few realize the extent to which speculation in land is the source of many troubles of the farmer, the part it has played in loading banks and insurance companies with frozen assets and compelling the closing of thousands of banks, nor how the high rents, the unpayable mortgages and the slums of the cities are connected with speculation in land values. ...” 
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“All authorities on public works hold that the most fruitful field for them is slum clearance and better housing. Yet only a few seem to realize that with our present situation this improvement will put a bonus in the pockets of landlords, and the land speculator will be the one to profit financially -- for after all, buildings are built on land.” 
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Robert Hutchins was prompted by the periodic collapse of banks to suggest that, perhaps, banks should be nationalized. Anticipating the charge that what he was proposing was an attack on the American System, Hutchins declared:
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“[These measures are] the minimum program demanded by the present emergency. In that sense it is truly conservative, for the true conservative is not interested in conserving chaos. If the Democratic party will issue a clear and decisive challenge in such terms as these, it may command the allegiance of the rising generation.” [Ashmore, p.124]
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It is worth repeating the comment made by Harry Ashmore regarding this speech:
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“In that brief compass he managed to gore most of the sacred cows in the nation’s political pasture, and he brought the Young Democrats to their feet, cheering.” [Ashmore, p.124]
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Perhaps only some will be surprised that he ended up disappointed in Franklin Roosevelt’s promises and voted for the Socialist candidate, Norman Thomas.
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Norman Thomas stood for democratic-socialism. Others, less patient for changes to what they believed was a system bankrupt of fundamental justice, thought they saw in Soviet-style state-socialism the solution to a better future.
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Reactionaries focused on the universities as centers of anti-Americanism. Academic freedom was under attack.  Speaking to the American Association of University Professors in 1931, Hutchins took a firm stand:  
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“We have got to make ourselves clear. The only question that can properly be raised about a professor with the institution to which he belongs is his competence in his field. His private life, his political views, his social attitudes, his economic doctrine – these are not the concern of his university.” [Ashmore, pp.128-129]
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Dewey’s take on academic freedom was far more pragmatic. He saw the classroom as a laboratory for realization of  democratic experience, with the classroom teacher in control rather than a servant to hierarchical direction:
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"The remedy is not to have one expert dictating educational methods and subject matter to a body of passive, recipient teachers, but the adoption of intellectual initiative, discussion, and decision throughout the entire school corps. The remedy of the partial evil of democracy, the implication of the school system in municipal politics, is in appeal to a more thorough-going democracy." [John Dewey, "Democracy In Education," The Elementary School Teacher, Vol. 12, No. 4, December 1903, p. 196]
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Neither the pressures of the Great Depression nor the chaos in world affairs diverted the attention of Hutchins from his advocacy for educational reforms. Although a larger and larger percentage of young people were completing primary and secondary schooling, Hutchins challenged those who believed the system was working. In a speech before the National Education Association he charged:
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“The elementary schools are eight years for no better reason than that Horace Mann when he went to Germany to find a school to imitate imitated the wrong one, and imposed upon this country as a preparatory unit a school that was terminal in its native land. …”
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“The high schools are largely dominated by collegiate requirements that have no application to a majority of their students. The junior colleges are frequently two years more of high school or pale imitations of the first two years at the state university. The colleges of liberal arts sometimes seem to duplicate the high school at one end and the university at the other. …”
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“The universities are weird mixtures of general education, specialized study, professional training, and college life. If we are ever to alter the public attitude toward education, we must clarify the functions of all these organizations and their relationships to each other.” [Ashmore, p.135]
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What Hutchins had in mind was combining the last two years of high school and the first two years of college as requirements for an undergraduate degree. An additional three years of study would earn a master’s degree and eligibility for teaching positions. The Ph.D. would be reserved for those who had become teachers. A Doctor of Science degree would be awarded to individuals committed to research. In short, he hoped to restructure totally how education services were delivered in the United States.
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As Hutchins should have anticipated, the University of Chicago was not going to become the center of his new experiment. The faculty, the trustees and many alumni were more than content with the status quo. Instead, Hutchins, Adler, Stringfellow Barr and Scott Buchanan took over a financially-insolvent Saint John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland and remolded it into an interdisciplinary, Socratic academy of learning.
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Throughout the 1930s Hutchins continued to deliver his message that the nation’s schools, colleges and universities were delivering far less than promised. On one occasion he stated:
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“In the preparation of teachers we are involved in a vicious circle. …The teachers are badly educated. They educate their students badly. Some of the badly educated students become badly educated teachers who educate their students badly.” [Ashmore, p.144]
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John Dewey’s reaction to this reality focused on the low economic standing of teachers. And, for this reason he strongly supported the unionization of teachers. There was, he understood, a significant connection between how teachers were compensated and the quality of individuals willing to enter the profession. 
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Hutchins wondered attempted, from his perspective, to answer the question of where the education system had gone wrong:
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“New England invented the horrid machinery composed of course grades, course credits, course examinations, and required residence through which we determined by addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, and a logarithm table the intellectual progress of the young. Of course this machinery has nothing to do with education and constitutes, in fact, one of the prime obstacles in its path.” [Ashmore, pp.144-145]
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Of course, others shared many of the views voiced by Hutchins. What distinguished Robert M. Hutchins was his activism. As Harry Ashmore explains:
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“Hutchins was unique in advocating a complete scheme for the reorganization of the nation’s educational structure, including a formulation not only of the ends it should be seeking but of the means for achieving them. He was attempting, moreover, with some success, to put his theories into practice at his own institution.” [Ashmore, p.147]
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With every speech at every conference, Hutchins kept up his attack on conventional wisdom. The nation’s universities had lost their way, abandoning deductive reasoning and thereby abandoning the path to new knowledge. He quoted leading scholars who concurred that the experimental method could not produce abstract ideas, but could only be directed by them. One of his most important observations was this:
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“An anti-intellectual attitude toward education reduces the curriculum to the exposition of detail. There are no principles. The world is flux of events. We cannot hope to understand it. All we can do is watch it. …A curriculum of current events, without reference to the intellectual and artistic tradition that has come down to us from antiquity, is the only possible course of study which anti-intellectualism affords.” [Ashmore, p.157]
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From the perspective of most of his older contemporaries, what Hutchins proposed meant abandoning what they embraced as the scientific method. To Hutchins, values were central, first principles the source of philosophical knowledge. Aristotle was the most important source of the fundamental philosophical concepts, Thomas Aquinas the source of the system of values.

Slide 141
This was not a resort to divine inspiration or faith, he argued, but, as Harry Ashmore explains:
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“of natural law, which demonstrated by rational means that a civilized society depended upon acceptance of values rooted in respect for the sanctity of human life and the understanding of nature.”
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A belief in God was, Hutchins felt, irrelevant to an acceptance of natural law.
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Yale University Press published four of his addresses in 1936, prompting responses by a growing number of critics, including John Dewey, who reviewed the book and responded to the ideas that countered what Dewey firmly believed. 
Slide 145

Dewey did agree with Hutchins that higher education was in disarray but strongly disagreed with the solutions proposed by Hutchins. Dewey charged Hutchins with opening the door to authoritarian intervention:
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“Doubtless much may be said for selecting Aristotle and Saint Thomas as competent promulgators of first truths. But it took the authority of a powerful ecclesiastical organization to secure their wide recognition. …As far as I can see President Hutchins has completely evaded the problem of who is to determine the definite truths that constitute the hierarchy.” [Ashmore, p.163]
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Hutchins provided a detailed response, indicating that Dewey had both misunderstood and misrepresented his views:
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“Mr. Dewey’s dexterous intimation that I am a fascist in result if not intention … suggests the desirability of the education I have proposed. A graduate of my hypothetical university writing for his fellow alumni would know that such observations were rhetoric and would be received as such. …”
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As a matter of fact fascism is a consequence of the absence of philosophy. It is possible only in the context of the disorganization of analysis and the disruption of the intellectual tradition through the pressure of immediate practical concerns. …”
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“Mr. Dewey has suggested that only a defective education can account for some of my views. I am moved to inquire whether the explanation of some of his may not be that he thinks he is still fighting nineteenth-century German philosophy.”
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Much in the life of John Dewey had changed by this time. His wife, Alice, died in 1927, after forty-one years together.
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With the publication of articles presenting a generally favorable view of childhood education in the Soviet Union – he and other educators were there in mid-1928 – he was attacked by various editorial writers in conservative newspapers. This photograph was taken in 1937, when Dewey organized a commission to investigate whether Leon Trotsky was guilty of the crimes Stalin accused him of.
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When he challenged the concept of a conscious creator as a human invention, not supported by science, the response was as one would expect in the strongly religious United States. He essentially argues that we should not look to faith in such a creator to cause us to live up to universal ideals: 
Slide 154

“What would be lost if it were … admitted that they [the objectives of religion] have authoritative claims upon conduct just because they are ideal? The assumption that these objects of religion exist already in some realm of Being seems to add nothing to their force, while it weakens their claim over us as ideals, in so far as it bases that claim upon matters that are intellectually dubious.”
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What Dewey offered was an alternative to existing religious orthodoxy, a non-sectarian faith, free of the supernatural aspects, which he argued, were totally irrelevant to the modern world. 
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Dewey’s seventieth birthday came on the 20th of October 1929. His colleagues and admirers organized a two-day celebration of the man and his contributions to education. Among the speakers was  George Herbert Mead of the University of Chicago. Mead and the rest of the faculty at Chicago were just beginning to learn the extent to which their new President, Robert M. Hutchins, differed in his ideas from those of John Dewey.
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And, then, of course, came the crash and the depression years that followed. Programs had to be curtailed. Salaries had to be cut. Faculty had to be let go. And, Hutchins had to spend more and more time trying to raise money from those who were experiencing declining wealth.
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As the end of his first year, Hutchins could point to one significant success at the University of Chicago -- the restructuring of undergraduate education to provide a unified basic program that permitted but few electives. Courses were taught using original works rather than textbooks.
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Mortimer Adler, frustrated at Chicago, urged Hutchins to come with him to Saint Johns. Hutchins told him he could think of no where else to go and advised Adler to consider the degree of freedom he enjoyed at Chicago to do exactly as he desired. Adler stayed.
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Over at Columbia University, John Dewey asked to be relieved of his teaching duties at the end of the 1929-30 school year and placed on retirement. With the years he had left he wanted to concentrate on writing and to devote more time to the causes he felt were important. He remained extremely active as a lecturer and writer throughout the decade of the 1930s. As it became clear the world was headed for a Second World War, Dewey warned that academic freedom must be strongly defended:
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“It is quite conceivable that after the next war we should have in this country a semi-military, semi-financial autocracy, which would fashion class distinctions on this country for untold years. In any case we should have the suppression of all the democratic values for the sake of which we professedly went to war.” [Common Sense, March 1939]
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As the probability increased that the United States would be drawn into a Second World War, Hutchins was far more concerned for the moral, intellectual and spiritual preparedness of the nation than for its military preparedness. As did Dewey, he wondered, would a better world emerge with defeat of the Axis powers? Early in 1941 he delivered a radio address to a national audience:
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“I speak tonight because I believe that the American people are about to commit suicide. We are not planning to. We are drifting into suicide. …We are going to try to produce the victory by supplying our friends with the materials of war. But what if this is not enough? …We must guarantee the victory. …The conclusion is inescapable that the President is reconciled to active military intervention if such intervention is needed to defeat the Axis in this war.” [Ashmore, p.216]
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The Japanese attack on U.S. forces in Hawaii changed everything. Hutchins advised the faculty what role the university must play:
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“… long-run activities must be sacrificed to the short-run activity of winning the war. Education and research … are long-run activities. We have stood for liberal education and pure research. What the country must have now is vocational training and applied research. …This war will be won in the laboratories.” [Ashmore, p.221]
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And so it was. John Dewey expressed similar if even broader concerns. Honored but largely ignored as he entered his eighth decade, he reminded audiences that the potential of democracy had yet to be realized: 
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“At the present time, the frontier is moral, not physical. The period of free lands that seemed boundless in extent has vanished. Unused resources are now human rather than material. They are found in the waste of grown men and women who are without the chance to work, and in the young men and women who find doors closed where there was once opportunity.”
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Perhaps there was no greater moral dilemma than that faced by Robert Hutchins, when the United States military and government decided to take on the challenge of splitting atoms.
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Beginning in the middle of 1942,  the University of Chicago became home to a group of the world’s most accomplished physicists. The Italian Enrico Fermi and his Hungarian colleague Leo Szilard came in from Columbia University. Under the direction of physicist Arthur Compton they began to build history’s first atomic pile.
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Despite the war, Hutchins was able to allocate resources to develop an interdisciplinary graduate Social Science program bringing together economic historian John Nef, economist Frank Knight, anthropologist Robert Redfield, dean of the law school Wilbur Katz and chair of the department of education Ralph Tyler. After the war, they were joined by a group including Yves Simon, Friedrich von Hayek, Daniel Boorstin, Saul Bellow and Hannah Arendt.
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By 1943 Hutchins went on the road to express his concerns over the changes the nation was set to experience in the post-war period. These lectures were delivered at Louisiana State University, titled “Education for Freedom.” 
Slide 172

What worried him greatly was rising materialism. He was convinced that through education, the nation must experience a spiritual revolution or there would be a political revolution. The war had raised technical training to a dominant position because of government support. This, he feared, would continue.
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Hutchins spent the next seven years in a failed effort to reorganize the university in a manner that would minimize the threat he saw to the intellectual pursuit of knowledge and to academic freedom. This became a crusade after the first atom bomb was dropped on Hiroshima.
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His first action was to organize and chair an Atomic Energy Control Conference only six weeks after the war ended. Leo Szilard informed the attendees that the engineering had already made it possible to produce bombs ten times more destructive than those already used. Moreover, Szilard believed the Russians would have the bomb in less than three years.
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To Hutchins and others the only solution was world government. He became president of a Committee to Frame a World Constitution, the members of which included prominent professors at Chicago, Harvard and Columbia. The document they developed was published and distributed in July of 1947.
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Not surprisingly, their effort served only to provide ammunition against Hutchins from political conservatives. Reinhold Niebuhr, one of the original committee members withdrew in protest of what he called “the myth of world government.” Even the chairman of the group, Richard McKeon, declared that he was unwilling to sign the final draft. Elsewhere, interest in the document simply never materialized.
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Already underway since 1944, funded by a $200,000 grant from Henry Luce of Time, Hutchins established a Commission on Freedom of the Press. The report issued in 1947 ignited yet another round of controversy.
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Also in 1947, with financial support from a university trustee, Hutchins became chairman of the new Great Books Foundation, intent on expanding the adult discussion program nationwide, train discussion leaders and publish low-cost editions of the great books. Already there were over ten thousand participants. Eventually the program would reach a peak of fifty thousand annual participants.
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Another of his commitments was to the Encyclopaedia Britannia, which had moved its principal operations to the United States in 1929, and then to Chicago in the mid-1930s. In 1943 William Benton, a founder of the advertising agency Benton and Bowles and later a U.S. senator, became chairman of the board and publisher. One of his first acts was to appoint Hutchins to the editorial board.
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John Dewey was now working on the manuscript for a book he hoped would explain the full depth of his philosophical principles. Unfortunately, the lone copy of the manuscript was lost during a move and he never returned to the project. He celebrated his ninetieth birthday on the 20th of October 1949.
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Here, David Dubinsky, President of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, greets Dewey on his 90th birthday. William Kilpatrick, Professor Emeritus of Education at Columbia University, looks on.
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In 1949, William Benton was asked by Henry Ford II to intervene with Paul Hoffman (administrator of the Marshall Plan) to become head of the Ford Foundation. Hoffman wanted Hutchins to come with him. A year later Hutchins informed the University Council that he was resigning as chancellor.  
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Within just a few years most of the innovations Hutchins brought to the University of Chicago structure and curriculum were reversed. In his farewell address to the trustees and faculty, he seemed to expect this would be the case:
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“The most dangerous aspect of public-relations work is its reflex action: we find that the public does not like something about the University; our temptation is to change this so the public will like us. Our duty is to change public opinion so that the public will like what the University does, and if this cannot be immediately accomplished, to hold out against the public until it can be.” [Ashmore, p.310]
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Sometime later, assessing his twenty years at Chicago, he concluded:
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“My mistake was that I thought I was a successful evangelist, while I was actually the stopper in the bath tub. I thought I had convinced everybody, when all I had done was block a return to ‘normalcy’.” [Ashmore, p.310]
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Along with Paul Hoffman, Hutchins now picked up and moved to California to take over the Ford Foundation. Instead of the constant pressure to raise funds, they were now in a position to distribute grants into areas of society where they would have significant impact: 
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first, the establishment of peace; 
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second, the strengthening of democracy; 
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third, the strengthening of the economy; 
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fourth, education in a democratic society; and, 
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fifth, individual behavior and human relations. 
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Even as John Dewey neared the end of his life, he continued to write on education. He opposed the use of public funds for parochial schools. He expressed his doubt that communists could be prevented from holding teaching positions; they would simply hide their affiliation. After turning ninety-two, he fell and broke his hip; he never recovered from the injury and in May of 1951 was stricken with pneumonia. He died on the 1st of June 1952.
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In one of history’s interesting ironies, Dewey’s contributions were championed in the coming years by a young philosopher named Richard Rorty. At the age of fifteen he was sent by his parents to the Hutchins College at the University of Chicago, which had recently begun accepting high school students and educating them in the great books of the Western tradition, culminating in a bachelors degree three years later. 
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Over the next four years Hutchins and his colleagues at the Ford Foundation distributed $186 million in the areas he prioritized, including $640,000 to Mortimer Adler’s Institute for Philosophical Research established in San Francisco. Their activities attracted critical attention from the House Un-American Activities Committee. And, in 1952, Henry Ford II, Paul Hoffman and Robert M. Hutchins were called to explain the rationale for the foundation’s activities, which some asserted were subversive.
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The three men met with committee chair Eugene Cox of Georgia, the result of which was a clean bill of health, for the moment. Cox was not made aware of the initiative underway at the foundation to support activities of groups committed to elimination of restrictions on freedom of thought, inquiry and expression.
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With Henry Ford II’s support, the foundation board approved a $1 million grant for establishment of a new corporation to be called the Fund for the Republic. Hutchins described what the fund would do:
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“The Fund should feel free to attack the problem of the freedom of the press; of migrant workers; of the immigration laws and the McCarran Act; of loyalty investigations; [of] the House Un-American Activities Committee; of conscientious objectors; of academic freedom and teachers’ oaths; …” 
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“… of racial and religious discrimination in all its manifestations, from lynching to inequality of educational opportunity; of disfranchisement; of dishonesty in government; of the liberties guaranteed by the First and Fourteenth amendments; of the administration of justice, etc.” [Ashmore, p.331] 
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Look Magazine reprinted his article from the Summer 1954 Bulletin of the American Association of University Professors, which began:
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“Education is impossible in many parts of the United States today because free inquiry and free discussion are impossible. In these communities, the teacher of economics, history, or political science cannot teach.”
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Hutchins then convinced the foundation board to increase the grant to the Fund for the Republic to $10 million, conditioned on the veto of any person put forward to serve on the board of the Fund. And, then the board of the Ford Foundation decided to bring the executive offices back to New York. Paul Hoffman resigned as president. Hutchins remained behind, becoming, as he said:
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“an associate director with no one to direct, and with whom no one would associate.”
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That would not last long. Hutchins became president of the Fund for the Republic. The right-wing came after the Fund and Hutchins when they learned that Earl Browder, head of the Communist Party in the United States was being paid as a consultant for the Fund-sponsored study of Communist infiltration into U.S. institutions.
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Early in 1956, the House Un-American Activities Committee decided to investigate the Fund for the Republic. Henry Ford II publicly announced his own concerns with how the assets of the Fund were being used. Even former Communists such as the philosopher Sidney Hook joined in the attacks, accusing Hutchins of “total political innocence” and suggesting he was the “prince of soapy-minded ritualistic liberals.”
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The Fund then released a devastating study of the House Un-American Activities Committee’s role in the blacklisting of individuals in the film and television industries. 
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The author, John Cogley, was called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee. Harry Ashmore describes Cogley as a very challenging witness:
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“[A]s executive editor of the weekly Commonweal, he had earned a solid reputation among Catholic intellectuals, and there was nothing in his record to indicate that he had ever been guilty of Communism or any other heresy.” [Ashmore, p.370]
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The reputation of the Fund for the Republic emerged strengthened, with widespread acknowledgment of its important contributions to the defense of individual liberty. In his book Freedom and the Foundation, Thomas Reeves states:
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“No corporate body during the years of the Fund’s first phase even approached its efforts in what Hutchins accurately called ‘uncharted and dangerous territory’. Fear was the great preventative. The most opulent foundations chose to ignore what were, in many ways, the most serious domestic problems of the fifties. ….”
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“No organization went beyond its [professed] belief in equal opportunities to pour hundreds of thousands of dollars into channels promoting racial equality. None tried as hard as the Fund to keep serious conversation alive.” [Ashmore, pp.376-377]
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Even so, Hutchins still had in mind the resurrection of the sort of academy that produced the works of Plato, Socrates and Aristotle. In 1959 he was able to take a major step forward toward realization of his vision. His board approved purchase of a large estate outside of Santa Barbara, California. Now, all he had to do was attract some of the great minds of the world to this oasis of interdisciplinary discourse in the pursuit of knowledge.
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Hutchins was never able to bring to Santa Barbara as full-time fellows the people he hoped for. Moreover, the roundtable dialogues he desired failed to generate the discovery of the great truths and first principles he imagined would result. 
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What the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions achieved was still considerable: conferences on vital issues of the day, audiotapes distributed to radio stations, publication of numerous books and papers, and, beginning in 1967 the Center Magazine, which came to have a circulation of 100,000.
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First to arrive at the office and last to leave throughout his working life, by 1969 health problems hit Robert Hutchins quickly and hard. In May of 1971 he had open heart surgery. He also was diagnosed with cancer, and two months later his bladder and prostate were removed.  Hutchins urged the Center’s board to find a successor to relieve him.
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After a long search, the board announced that Malcolm Moos, president of the University of Minnesota would succeed Robert M. Hutchins on July 1, 1974. Almost immediately, the appointment resulted in a series of conflicts with the board and staff members. In December, the now departed Hutchins wrote to his long-time friend Thorton Wilder:
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“I am very depressed about the Center. I do not interfere and speak only when I am spoken to. But the alienation of staff and supporters proceeds apace. Unfortunately the supporters are not replaced. I’m afraid the place will soon run out of money. Well, it was a great idea.” [Ashmore, p.512]
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Less than a year later, the board negotiated a severance package for Moos, and terminated all officers and fellows. Hutchins returned as president, to a Center greatly down-sized and nearly bankrupt. Hutchins was back in the role of fund-raiser to save the Center, if he could. He continued to hope others would embrace the mission to save us from ourselves:
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“I have proposed to solve the problems of public education by means of education. Give us educated citizens and the public school will become what it ought to be. …Immediate steps have to be taken to make the schools more adequate to their task. These steps must be taken within the boundaries set by the Constitution and, unfortunately, … we cannot always be sure what those boundaries are.” [Ashmore, p.523]
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His final illness began in April of 1977. Kidney failure took him to the hospital where he fell into a coma lasting nearly a month. He died on the 14th of May 1977. Of his life, Harry Ashmore leaves the reader with this:
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“He never expected to be honored as a prophet; it was enough that he managed to be heard. …He was the modern embodiment of those Founding Fathers who were democratic enough to open the way for universal suffrage and ‘aristocratic enough to believe that men less educated than themselves might misuse their right’. …His unblinking realism never degenerated into cynicism.” [Ashmore, p.540]
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And, from Milton Mayer:
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“Bob Hutchins was not the very best man I have known, not by a long shot (nor yet the very worst, by a longer shot still). But he was the only great man I knew both well and long. I knew him well enough and long enough to know that he was a great man who wanted to do good – and got greater. But not as great as he would have got had such goodness as he had had permitted him … to stroke the right people. …” 
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The long careers and contributions of these two men overlapped. Their ideas were often in conflict. Yet, each made lasting contributions to the ongoing dialogue concerning not only how the education of the young ought to be pursued but what systemic improvements were needed to fulfill the promise of democracy in America. It is perhaps noteworthy that inn 1982 Mortimer Adler dedicated his book, The Paidiea Proposal , to Horace Mann, John Dewey and Robert Hutchins. Of Dewey, he wrote:
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“The ideal Dewey set before us is a challenge we have failed to meet. It is a challenge so difficult that it is understandable, perhaps excusable, that we have so far failed. But we cannot continue to fail without disastrous consequences for all of us. ….”
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“For the proper working of our political institutions, for the efficiency of our industries and businesses, for the salvation of our economy, for the vitality of our culture, and for the ultimate good of our citizens as individuals, and especially our future citizens- -- our children – we must succeed.” [Mortimer J. Adler. The Paideia Proposal: An Educational Manifesto (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc. 1984), p.4]
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Nearly forty two years have come and gone since the death of Robert M. Hutchins. The issues he  and John Dewey raised, the perspectives they championed, the problems they recognized but could not resolve remain with us today.

THE END
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