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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this intellectual biography is to 

describe and evaluate the public career of Dr. Earl J. 

McGrath, who has held a number of distinguished offices in 

higher education at both the institutional and national 

levels, and who has been a productive scholar in the field 

for almost half a century. 

To describe and evaluate McGrath's public career, 

I trace his intellectual development and ascertain the 

extent to which his development reflected the dominant 

social and intellectual climate of the last half-century. 

Chapter 2 contains a synthesis of the ideas of selected 

major contemporary thinkers from a variety of fields, a 

synthesis I use as the sociointellectual matrix against 

which to place McGrath's career for critical evaluation. 

Specifically, in the second chapter I discuss revolutions in 

physics, philosophy, and psychology, as well as the aware

ness of planetary finiteness and the growth of bureaucracy. 

Judging Dr. McGrath*s public life in terms of the external 

cultural context enabled me to avoid putting an undue or 

artificial emphasis on the subject, a major conceptual flaw 

in most traditional biographies. 

The material for the subsequent chapters which treat 

Dr. McGrath*s life comes from three sources: (1) nine 
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interviews I held with him during 1977; (2) his many 

writings, which include speeches, articles, monographs, and 

books; and (3) the evaluations of his career by other 

authors. 

McGrath's formative years are treated in "Mind 

Forming and Career Building," a section which contains a 

summary of people and ideas which early on influenced the 

young, intellectual administrator. The next chapter, 

"Senior Administrator," provides, among other things, an 

account of his important service to his country during World 

War II, as well as an account of his years as United States 

Commissioner of Education under Presidents Truman and 

Eisenhower. The fifth chapter, "Senior Statesman," treats 

the period since his resignation from the Commissionership 

in 1953, Here, considerable attention is devoted to his 

years as Executive Officer of the Institute for Higher 

Education and Professor of Higher Education at Columbia, for 

it was the extensive and important scholarly production of 

those years (1956 to 1968) that more than anything else 

established McGrath's professional reputation. 

Among the key conclusions which emerged from this 

study are these: (1) in helping build the Navy's wartime 

V-12 college training program, in directing the Navy Off-

Duty Program, in working with T. R. McConnell on the 

important first volume produced by the 1947 President's 

Commission on Higher Education, in serving as United States 
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Commissioner, in developing the Higher Education Center at 

Columbia, and through myriad other specific acts, Earl 

McGrath has made significant overall contributions to higher 

education; (2) through the continuing effects of these 

contributions, it is clear that Earl McGrath influenced the 

social and intellectual climate of his time, though the 

extent of the influence defies precise determination; and 

(3) early in his career he demonstrated some willingness to 

go along with the dominant social and intellectual trends, 

which emphasized mechanism, rationality, and early 

specialization, at the expense of a holistic concept of men 

and women. However, by the 1940*s, Dr. McGrath understood 

the danger of the domination of rational technique, 

especially as it could through its various applications in 

education lead to the development of one-dimensional people. 

In separating himself from the cultural mainstream, Earl 

McGrath emerged as an outspoken champion of the concept of 

education for holistic man. His leadership in the struggle 

for general education for holistic men and women is at once 

his greatest contribution and his legacy. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Description of Subject 

Earl James McGrath, who was born in Buffalo on 

November 16, 1902, has enjoyed a long and distinguished 

career in higher education in the United States. McGrath 

received his B.A. from the University of Buffalo in 1928 

and the Ph.D. in higher education from the University of 

Chicago in 1936. Since that time he has been awarded 

honorary degrees from forty-seven colleges and universities. 

From 1928 to 194 5, Earl McGrath held various posi

tions on the faculty of the University of Buffalo, although 

during that period he was involved in a number of activities 

that took him away from Buffalo for different lengths of 

time. Between 1945 and 1948, Dr. McGrath was Dean of the 

College of Liberal Arts at the University of Iowa; he then 

accepted an appointment at the University of Chicago. The 

stint at Chicago lasted but three months, for McGrath was 

appointed United States Commissioner of Education in March, 

1949. 

In 1953, following his resignation from the Commis

sioner ship, he became President and Chancellor of the 

University of Kansas City. Dr. McGrath left his position at 

1 
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Kansas City in 1956 to become the Executive Officer of the 

Institute for Higher Education and Professor of Higher 

Education at Teachers College Columbia, where he remained 

until 1968. While at Columbia, he served as Chancellor of 

Eisenhower College from 1966-68. For the next five years he 

was Director of the Higher Education Center at Temple 

University, and from 1973 through 1977 he was the Senior 

Educational Advisor for the Lilly Endowment. In addition 

to his position with the Lilly Endowment, Dr. McGrath has 

been the Executive Director of the Program in Liberal 

Studies and Professor-in-Residence in the Office of Research 

and Study in Higher Education at The University of Arizona 

since 1975. 

In his half-century in American higher education, 

Dr. McGrath has written many articles, monographs, and books, 

in addition to delivering hundreds of speeches. Through a 

selection of these publications one can clearly trace an 

intellectual evolution that at times paralleled, and at times 

was significantly different from, certain intellectual 

currents in the wider culture. 

The two most productive periods in Dr. McGrath's 

career, at least in terms of the volume of his publications, 

were the years of his Commissionership and his years at 

Columbia. As Commissioner, as might be expected, he wrote 

on a wide range of topics--from the use of television in 

educational instruction to the need for more concentration 



3 

on the study of foreign languages—in elementary and 

secondary as well as higher education. At Columbia, he 

participated in the production of a large series of volumes 

which treated the connection between general or liberal 

education and the various professions. 

For over half a century, Earl McGrath has performed 

a variety of important roles in higher education. During 

this same period, Western culture in general, and the United 

States in particular, has undergone a series of momentous 

intellectual and social changes which promise to forever 

change Western man and woman's concept of their relationship 

to themselves, their country, their world, their universe, 

and their God. Since Earl McGrath has been, and continues 

to be, part of the dynamic, evolving milieu, I have in this 

project developed an intellectual biography which analyzes 

and evaluates the public career of Earl McGrath in terms of 

intellectual and social changes which were occurring 

simultaneously. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

There are two major assumptions underlying this 

project: (1) that one can reasonably describe the intel

lectual and social milieu of a sixty-year period, and (2) 

that an individual career may be analyzed and evaluated in 

terms of such a context. 
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The project is, of course, limited in some ways. 

First, there is a problem of thoroughness in writing about 

the intellectual and social milieu of the given period. I 

recognize that while this analysis of intellectual and 

social movements since World War I was structured around 

selected aspects of a complex evolution, other authors, 

writing from a different point of view, could well select 

other aspects or themes. Second, in analyzing and evaluat

ing Earl McGrath's career in terms of certain categories in 

a cultural milieu, I necessarily relied on value judgments 

and intellectual intuition. Third, the fact that there is 

no collection of Dr. McGrath's private correspondence and 

that the writing proceeded from information gathered in 

taped interviews with Dr. McGrath and from his public 

writings constitutes a methodological limitation. 

Purpose and Justification 

The purpose of the dissertation is to analyze and 

evaluate the public career of Earl J. McGrath in terms of 

the post World War I intellectual, social, and cultural 

milieu. Despite the subjectivity and "slipperiness" 

involved in describing this milieu, and despite the diffi

culty of analyzing and evaluating a person's career in terms 

of this milieu, such an attempt is justified because without 

such an approach, an author is reduced to merely spelling 
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out the details of yet another life. The synthesis becomes 

the raison d'etre of the dissertation and its justification. 

Research Questions 

Of the many research questions one could develop 

from a project of this nature, I have selected five for 

special attention: 

1. What were the significant periods or divisions in 

Earl McGrath's career? 

2. What have been Earl McGrath's overall contributions 

to higher education? 

3. To what extent did Earl McGrath's career reflect 

the dominant social and intellectual climate of 

the different historical periods? 

4. Can it be demonstrated that Earl McGrath influenced 

the social and intellectual climate of the different 

historical periods? 

5. To what extent is Earl McGrath's career significant 

in terms of the external cultural context? 

Research Methodology 

The answers to all five research questions come from 

three sources: (1) the writing of Earl McGrath; (2) nine 

interviews with Earl McGrath, conducted during 1977, which 

X taped, had typed, and then analyzed; and (3) evaluations 

of his life and contributions produced by commentators on 

higher education. 
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More specifically, to answer the question "What were 

the significant periods or divisions in Earl McGrath's 

career?" I have relied first on Dr. McGrath's own interpre

tation of the course of his public life, which emerged 

during the extensive interviews. Second, the three large 

periods were subdivided according to the emphasis on various 

smaller units of time and intellectual development found in 

selected speeches, articles, monographs, and books. 

The answer to the second question, "What have been 

Earl McGrath's overall contributions to higher education?" 

is derived largely from the public record of specific 

accomplishments which are revealed both in McGrath's own 

writing and in evaluation of his career by other authors. 

In addition, his overall contribution is evaluated sub

jectively in terms of the influence he was able to exert 

from high office both at the institutional and national 

levels; in terms of his scholarly production; in terms of 

his effectiveness as a consultant; and in terms of his 

championing of the concept of education for holistic men 

and women in an age dominated by the rationalism and 

reductionism. 

Chapter 2 has a normative function in the sense that 

in it are presented a matrix of ideas against which Dr. 

McGrath's ideas can be placed. Through references to this 

description of the social and intellectual climate of the 

last half century, in the three chapters which cover Earl 
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McGrath's career it becomes possible through the use of 

specific details and examples from his actions and thought 

to answer the question "To what extent did Earl McGrath's 

career reflect the dominant social and intellectual climate 

of the different historical periods?" 

"Can it be demonstrated that Earl McGrath influenced 

the social and intellectual climate of the different his

torical periods?" is a question that can be answered only by 

an evaluation of the relative impact of his acts and ideas 

over time. 

Finally, the examination of McGrath documents, 

pronouncements, and acts, especially as they establish him 

as one who at times in significant ways stood out from the 

mass caught in a common cultural web, allowed me to suggest 

an answer to the question "To what extent is Earl McGrath's 

career significant in terms of the external cultural 

context?" The answer to this question, as with the answers 

to the other questions, relies heavily on the personal 

judgment of this researcher, who has proceeded with as much 

objectivity as is possible in a study of this kind. 

Analytic Framework 

Writing an intellectual biography is a complex 

undertaking requiring a variety of techniques, some of 

which might be unique to a particular project. In this 

instance, three analytic frameworks, which have both 
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complementary and contradictory elements, are combined: 

one from cultural anthropology, a second from intellectual 

history, the third from political-economic history. 

First, later in this "Introduction," I present a 

framework used in cultural anthropology to understand the 

relationship of educational systems to other social systems 

and to the culture as a whole. Implicit in this analysis 

is a clarification of the theoretical and practical range 

of influence available to a single educator. In evaluating 

Earl McGrath's contributions to higher education, it was 

very useful to have this framework, tripartite in nature, 

serve as a normative basis for career evaluation. The 

analytic frame borrowed from cultural anthropology made it 

possible to balance the question, "What more should he have 

done?" with the question, "What more was it possible for him 

to have done, given cultural reality?" At the same time, 

the tripartite structure of the framework—education and 

educators can be "progressive," "conservative," or "recon-

structionist"—illuminates Earl McGrath's career in the 

sense that at different times, he is properly placed at 

different points on the spectrum suggested by the framework. 

The second analytic frame, a study in the intel

lectual history of the sixty-year period involved, is quite 

fully developed in Chapter 2, "The Spirit of the Times." 

The framework consists of five parts, four different 

intellectual revolutions and a dramatic social development, 
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which help provide an understanding of the motion of the 

culture over the last half century. The four intellectual 

revolutions are (1) the revolution in physics, (2)' the 

revolution in philosophy, (3) the revolution in psychology, 

and (4) the revolutionary consciousness of planetary 

finiteness, which resulted in dramatic social development 

and the growth of bureaucracy. Most important in the 

current context is the fact that the analytic framework 

developed in this chapter describes the intellectual and, 

to a lesser extent, social milieu within which Earl McGrath 

lived and worked. 

If one is to successfully evaluate Dr. McGrath's 

career, as well as appreciate his intellectual development 

and particular stances, it is necessary first to provide the 

backdrop against which Dr. McGrath's life can be placed. 

To this end, I have synthesized and evaluated the ideas of 

a variety of authorities, who, in addition to being experts 

in specialized areas of knowledge, have a capacity for 

holistic vision. That is, like Earl McGrath, each under

stands that the problems of life are complex and that the 

most important of them will not be solved by tunnel-vision 

specialists. For this combination of expert knowledge and 

vision, these significant contemporary thinkers were 

selected: Jacob Bronowski, Fritjof Capra, Kenneth Clark, 

John Dewey, Rend Dubos, Jacques Ellul, Sigmund Freud, John 

W. Gardner, Robert Heilbroner, Carl Jung, Thomas Kuhn, 



10 

Herbert Marcuse, Jacob Needleman, Robert Pirsig, Theodore 

Roszak, E. F. Schumacher, Arnold Toynbee, and Alfred North 

Whitehead. 

From the synthesis and evaluation of these men's 

ideas in Chapter 2, some key points emerge which prove 

useful in subsequent chapters in the analysis of Earl 

McGrath's life. Especially important are the concept of 

moral relativity and the related confusion of means and 

ends, which issues from the discussion of the revolution 

in physics; the tendency for modern philosophy to take its 

cues from science in developing analytical techniques; the 

realization that the cosmological wound inflicted by 

Copernicus and the biological wound inflicted by Darwin 

diminished in importance next to the psychological wound 

inflicted by Freud, Carl Jung, and Erich Fromm, among others; 

and the realization on the part of Earl McGrath, as well as 

on the part of many of these thinkers, that the development 

of the vision necessary for the successful evolution of a 

society requires a genuinely creative effort on the part of 

many citizens, and that such creativity will not come from a 

people psychologically emasculated by rationalists who 

insist on the dominion of the conscious mind. 

From Chapter 2, then, comes the most important of 

the three analytic frameworks employed in this study. The 

chapter does not stand alone, disembodied; rather it and 
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the ideas presented in it are to the subsequent analysis of 

Earl McGrath's life what the carpet is to the picture. 

The third of the analytic frames suffuses the 

chapters which deal with Dr. McGrath's life and involves 

the periodization associated with historical presentations 

and their traditional political and economic orientations. 

While periodization is clearly inappropriate for analyzing 

broad intellectual changes which sweep over time, it is 

appropriate in organizing an individual's life, in so far 

as points of change or departure can be seen in most 

people's lives. In the case of Earl McGrath, the Depression 

and World War II clearly mark off different periods of his 

intellectual developments, as does the Viet Nam War period 

to a lesser extent. There is also a secondary periodiza

tion involving Dr. McGrath's different professional posi

tions. 

A Framework to Study Education as a Social System 

In Educational Anthropology, George F. Kneller 

states that there are three main points of view concerning 

the question of education and cultural change. These 

positions are represented by "educational progressivism," 

"educational conservatism," and "reconstructionism" 

(Kneller 1965, pp. 83-87). 

The main thesis of educational progressivism finds 

expression in the writing of Hook (1963, pp. 87, 92). 
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That educational changes by themselves are 
sufficient to effect basic social changes, and 
that a profound educational transformation can 
get under way without profound social changes, 
are, both of them, mistaken views. But that 
education can accomplish little or nothing in 
changing society, and that widespread reforms 
in education are impossible until the country 
lifts itself by its bootstraps, are views that 
are just as mistaken. 

The decisive steps in social transformation 
depend upon the crises that are prepared not by 
education but by the development of the under
lying economy, existing technology, and the 
chances of war. What education can do is to 
prepare through proper critical methods, the 
attitudes and ideals that come focally into 
play when crises arise. It can develop the 
long-term patterns of sensibility and judgment 
which may be decisive in resolving the short-
term problems whose succession constitutes so 
much of the substance of contemporary history. 

Educational progressives believe that although education 

cannot directly effect change in the culture, it can have 

a significant long-range effect by training students to 

think critically about specific problems. 

Educational conservatives, however, believe the 

educational system can neither directly nor indirectly force 

cultural change as such. Education must teach the student 

what is most worthwhile in the culture and see that the 

individual becomes properly adjusted to the culture as it 

is. Since a particular culture is transmitted through one 

or more societies, and since societies are made up of 

individuals, an educational conservative expects the system 

to improve each individual to facilitate the transmission 
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of the ongoing culture. Hutchins (1953, p. 69) is pre

eminent among those holding this view: "Society is to be 

improved, not by forcing a program of social reform down 

its throat, through the schools or otherwise, but by the 

improvement of the individuals who compose it." As Kneller 

(1965, p. 86) points out in a footnote, one must be aware 

that this expression is value-laden and that "The repeti

tion of such words as 'improve' and 'excellence' by those 

who, unlike Hutchins, have no theory of values and no idea 

of the good is pointless." This is simply to imply that the 

validity of the educational conservative's position depends 

upon the degree to which he or she is able to articulate a 

real belief in a substantive theory of values; for without 

such a theory of values, the educational conservative has 

nothing to conserve. 

At the opposite pole from the conservatives stand 

the reconstructionists, those who believe "educators 

themselves must rebuild society by teaching the young a 

program of social reform at once detailed and all-embracing." 1 

Theoreticians like Theodore Brameld refute the conserva

tive assumption that education should promote the excel

lence of the individual and not be concerned with cultural 

1. Here, and in several other places throughout the 
text, I quote more than one phrase or sentence from a single 
page of one source in succession. To avoid unnecessary 
repetition, I have frequently cited the source only once, 
always following the last quote from the page. For example, 
in this instance, the citation for "educators . . . 
embracing" is Kneller (1965, p. 87). 
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change? at the same time they claim progressivism has three 

major failings. In Kneller^ (1965, p. 87) words, these 

are "a lack of goals; an undue emphasis on individualism; 

and an underestimation of the cultural obstacles to social 

change." 

In Education for the Emerging Age: Newer Ends and 

Stronger Means, Brameld (1961, p. 34) states, "Like the 

American culture of which it is the ideological ally, it 

IprogressivismJ has been much more concerned to delineate 

an effective methodology of intelligent practice than to 

formulate the goals for which the methodology is indis

pensable. " Educators must go beyond mere methodology, 

Brameld (1956, p. 338) argues, and beyond general state

ments about values and excellence: "We are teacher citizens 

with convictions, with commitments, with partialities that 

we believe are defensible. And we mean not only to exhibit 

these in the public square, not only to invite completely 

free inspection of each conviction, but to work for their 

acceptance by the largest possible majority." In brief, 

reconstructionists believe educators have a duty to be more 

than cultural conduits or inculcators of general value 

systems; rather they must enter the sociopolitical arena 

and work for specific changes both in the particular 

society and the general culture. 

Kneller tells us that this sort of reconstruction 

has "failed to elicit any anthropological support." He 



points out that "Most anthropologists, and not only those 

who see culture as superorganic, maintain that education 

cannot direct social change, because it is already 

interwoven with more powerful social and cultural forces" 

(Kneller 1965, p. 91). Benedict (1957, p. 213) expresses 

the importance of education this way: 

Our problems in transmission of culture arise from 
the rapidity of social changes in our society; and 
no method of education can prevent this. . . . Those 
critics who blame education for the changes they 
resent in our culture are making the educational 
system a scapegoat for vast changes in the struc
ture of modern society which they do not take into 
account. 

In the examination and evaluation of Earl McGrath's public 

career, the analytic frame provided by cultural anthropology 

will be useful, for at different times Dr. McGrath would 

properly be placed at different points on the spectrum 

implicit in that frame. 

While the argument over the proper function of 

education continues to roll between theoretical poles, it 

is clear that vast changes take place in the culture which 

greatly influence if not utterly dominate the educational 

system. If one seeks to understand the institutions, 

processes, and people of education over time, he or she 

must first understand the motions of the culture and society 

which give rise to and, to a very large extent, shape the 

particular system which is the object of study. Of course 

the attempt to define the Weltanschauung or Zeitgeist of a 
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culture or society is fraught with danger, but if the 

development of an institution in history is to be properly 

understood, such an approach is necessary. Of the many 

possible methods one could choose for examining the develop

ment of a culture, the art of the intellectual historian 

seems most useful. 

The Art of the Intellectual Historian 

Franklin Le Van Baumer points out that intellectual 

history is a relatively new discipline whose rise cor

responded to the demand for a synthesis, a greater integra

tion of facts "after a century and more of intensive fact

finding in the various fields of knowledge . . . ." Van 

Baumer states that while scientific research must go on, 

"with analysis there must be synthesis." Intellectual 

history draws its materials from many specialized fields and 

"tries to find out whether the parts of a civilization add 

up to the whole. Thus, along with Gestalt psychology, 

cultural anthropology, and Whitehead's philosophy of 

organism, all of which emphasize the 'whole'; it is one of 

the signs of the times" (Van Baumer 1967, p. 4). 

Unlike the historian of religion or philosophy or 

the historian of ideas, who "will also select a single 

idea . , . and trace its history," the intellectual his

torian "studies clusters of ideas . . . rather than single 

ideas." That is, he studies "climates of opinion." For the 
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intellectual historian, "climate of opinion" designates "the 

complex of assumptions in terms of which the majority of men 

in a given society think and talk and act; the idiom they 

use to express themselves, the way they have of explaining 

phenomena" (Van Baumer 1967, pp. 4-5). While attempting his 

synthesis, the intellectual historian must safeguard against 

the tendency to overgeneralize "the 'mind' of an age from 

the works of a handful of great men"; he must avoid simply 

assuming a "unitary 'spirit of the times' to which all the 

aspects of civilization must be related," and he has to 

avoid "dividing intellectual history into watertight 

'periods' for the sake of neatness" (Van Baumer 1967, pp. 

5-7). Beyond this, the intellectual historian has to under

stand "No age, however great, sees reality whole, no age has 

a monopoly of the truth, for the reason that a price has to 

be paid for creativity. By encouraging certain forms of 

creation, an age discourages others. In proportion as it 

opens up new vistas, it closes down on others" (Van Baumer 

1967, p. 12). 

In the Preface to Shaping the American Educational 

State, Karier (1975) addresses the same general problem 

in saying, "The verbal reconstruction of the past thus 

involves an imaginative, creative act." However, he 

immediately adds that history is "more than pure fiction and 

illusion. A picture of the past leaves the world of 

fictional writers when the historian insists on documentary 
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evidence to establish the validity of his story." While 

the historian seeks validity, he or she must realize 

validity is not a synonym for certitude. Karier thinks 

"there can no more exist a definitive history as there can 

exist a definitive present." There are only "many pictures 

of the past that are judged more or less true and more or 

less useful by the living present" (Karier 1975, p. xvii). 

The subjective, creative, existential nature of the his

torian's task was described by Dewey (1938, p. 253) in these 

remarks: 

The slightest reflection shows that the conceptual 
material employed in writing history is that of 
the period in which a history is written. There 
is no material available for leading principles 
and hypotheses save that of the historic present. 
As a culture changes, the conceptions that are 
dominant in a culture change. Of necessity new 
standpoints for viewing, appraising and ordering 
data arise. History is then rewritten. 

Toynbee (1948, p. 16) employed a more personal tone 

in echoing Dewey's notion: 

Evidently his nationality, his social milieu, 
and his age, between them, will in large measure 
determine the standpoint from which he views the 
world panorama. In fact, like each and all of 
us, he is more or less the slave of historical 
relativity. The only personal advantage that he 
can claim is that he happens also to be a 
historian, and is therefore at least aware that 
he himself is a piece of sentient flotsam on the 
eddying surface of the stream of time. Realizing 
this he knows that his fleeting and fragmentary 
Vision of the passing scene is no more than a 
caricature of the surveyor's chart. God alone 
knows the true picture. Our individual human 
aperjus are shots in the dark. 
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Franklin Van Baumer claims intellectual change can 

never be understood in terms of a single factor and that 

"Intellectual change is not wholly dialectial (logical, 

rational) as Hegel supposed." On the other hand, "Neither, 

however, is it wholly due to innovations in the environment 

because, as has been suggested, ideologies generate conse

quences that are not wholly the result of factors external 

to them." Having stated that intellectual change is neither 

wholly planned nor wholly accidental, Van Baumer (1967, 

p. 13) says this: 

Until we have discovered the philosopher's stone, 
we can but conclude that ideological change is an 
extraordinarily complex thing, resulting from the 
concatenation of a variety of causes. It would 
appear to depend upon the accumulation of small 
changes in emphasis, which come about almost 
imperceptibly within a larger framework of ideas. 
Eventually these changes combine to bring that 
framework down. But in the final analysis we have 
to admit that there is something that eludes us, 
some clue the lack of which prevents us from 
understanding the problem as we would like. 

For the most part, Professor Van Baumer's comments 

about the intellectual historian's methods and problems seem 

to me to be accurate. Certainly it is true that in the 

attempt to write history that is not just a "parade of facts, 

external to and abstract from the experience of human 

beings," the intellectual historian risks charges of 

superficiality and simplicity. However, the intellectual 

historian realizes with E. F. Schumacher that real life is 

bigger than logic and that the attempt to approach the 
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"something that eludes us" is a worthwhile and meaningful 

endeavor. 

The reservation implied in my saying Professor Van 

Baumer is "for the most part" correct in his analysis of the 

process of intellectual history concerns his objection to 

characterizing a culture by a single idea, an error, he 

says, made by Oswald Spengler among others. While 

appreciating Dr. Van Baumer's desire to avoid oversimplifi

cation, I recognized the need for a central principle, a 

thesis, in this analysis. In studying the intellectual 

milieu that has evolved since the end of World War I such a 

centralizing principle or tendency is readily apparent: the 

evolution and pervasiveness of technique. In Ellul's (1964, 

p, xxv} words, "... technique is the totality of methods 

rationally arrived at and having absolute efficiency (for 

a given stage of development) in every field of human 

activity." In discussing the major intellectual develop

ments or shifts of the last sixty years—the revolution in 

physics, the revolution in philosophy, the revolution in 

psychology, and the growth of bureaucracy—one has to 

grapple with the pervasive influence of technique, as the 

concept is employed by Ellul. 

On the other hand, Ellul notwithstanding, the very 

concept of rational technique brings to mind, and in

creasingly to reality, its opposite, the irrational. Over 



the last sixty years, Western culture, its ideas, institu

tions, and people seem to have been consumed by technique 

and the drive for the rational—the apparently logical and 

reasonable. At the same time, there has been the occa

sional explosion of irrationality—the apparently illogical 

and unreasonable. One hopes that a balance can be achieved 

before Western culture and its societies crumble. 

With the importance of the cultural context firmly 

in mind, therefore, before proceeding to the analysis of 

Dr. McGrath's career, it is necessary to discuss at some 

length the movement of Western culture over the last half 

century; for it is primarily in terms of the second frame, 

or matrix, that Dr. McGrath's career will be discussed and 

evaluated. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE SPIRIT OF THE TIMES 

Time it was, 
And what a time it was, 
It was . . . 
A time of innocence, 
A time of confidences. 
Long ago ... it must be . . . 
I have a photograph. 
Preserve your memories; 
They're all that's left you. 

Paul Simon (1968) 

Last night the rain was knocking on my window 
I moved across the darkened room and in the lampglow 
I thought I saw down in the street 
The spirit of the century 
Telling us that we're all standing on the border 

Al Stewart (1976) 

Ravages of War 

The year was 1918, and young men in strange fields 

howled and cried and were confused. They filled the air 

with weird, terrifying incantations: 

Take me into your churches your great towering 
cathedrals that have to be rebuilt every fifty 
years because they are destroyed by war. Carry 
me in my glass box down the aisles where kings 
and priests and brides and children at their 
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confirmation have gone so many times before to 
kiss a splinter of wood from a true cross on 
which was nailed the body of a man who was lucky 
enough to die. Set me high on your altars and 
call on God to look down upon his murderous 
little children his dearly beloved little chil
dren. Wave over me the incense I can't smell. 
Swill down the sacramental wine I can't taste. 
Drone out the prayers I can't hear. Go through 
the holy gestures for which I have no legs and 
no arms. Chorus out the hallelujas I can't sing. 
Bring them out loud and strong for me your 
hallelujas all of them for me because I know the 
truth and you don't you fools. You fools you 
fools you fools . . . (Trumbo 1970, pp. 231-32). 

As 1918 wore down, people everywhere realized the 

end was near, and on a June day of the next year a treaty 

was signed at Versailles to end the Great War. At the time, 

of course, nobody could fully appreciate the effect of the 

prolonged trauma in any but personal terms—loved ones lost 

and homes ruined. Time would have to pass before anyone 

could realize what the loss of the flower of Western man 

meant in terms of leadership and responsibility. Time 

would have to pass before anyone could realize the implica

tions of technical expertise in the "first modern war." 

All the survivors then knew was that much of the Western 

World was crippled and exhausted. Apart from a few men of 

true vision and some lucky prophets, those left after World 

War I could but dimly anticipate a future which in the most 

significant social and intellectual terms would drastically 

alter Western peoples' concept of themselves, their nations, 

their universe, and their God. 
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The Acceleration of Intellectual Revolutions 

As I have suggested above, in his or her attempt to 

be clear, the historian necessarily uses artificial devices. 

Foremost among these artificialities are periodization and 

the separation of complex ideas into neat compartments. The 

historian knowingly and necessarily oversimplifies, for 

without such a process, meaningful discourse would be 

impossible. There are sensible limits to the idea "every 

man is his own historian." Therefore, while World War I was 

in many ways a watershed in history, the ideas that were 

afoot before the war were not suddenly exterminated; and the 

end of the war did not give birth to a whole new set of 

ideas. Before World War I, revolutions in physics and 

philosophy had quietly begun; scientists had shown real 

interest in the relation of the conscious to the unconscious; 

and a variety of modes of relativity were apparent in a 

number of fields. For years wise men and women had been 

concerned with the physical and philosophical problem of 

planetary finiteness; the devastation of World War I 

sharpened the general awareness. Also, the growing 

importance of science and technology, and of bureaucracy, 

the socioorganizational correlative, had not gone un

noticed. Long before World War I, philosophers, poets, and 

religious leaders had warned against the loss of people's 

spiritual nature, their increasing one-dimensionality. The 

effect of "the war to end all wars" was not, then, to call 
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to mind new ideas or concepts but to accelerate and twist 

things already in the weave of Western culture. 

Notes on the Domination of Technique 

To a large extent Western civilization since World 

War I has become a technical civilization. While one can 

profitably discuss developments in physics, philosophy, 

and psychology or the growth of bureaucracy separately, he 

or she must not lose sight of the fact that these disciplines 

or areas are not truly independent. All can be subsumed 

under what Jacques Ellul terms technique, the omnipotent, 

omnipresent driving force of Western culture. When this 

occurs, a dangerous situation can arise, as was the case in 

the United States during the early years of this century, 

when the technique of progressive education became an essen

tial part of character education. Yulish (1977, pp. 12-13) 

has pointed out this: "The educational system's primary 

function was to generate good citizens who were both 

socially and economically adjusted to society, as well as 

loyal and obedient to its authority. The good person 

became the good citizen and the values of patriotism, 

loyalty, obedience, and adjustment became the dictates of 

a new civic religion." 

Although Ellul realizes that words like technology 

and technique conjure images of giant machines, he makes it 

immediately clear that by technique he means something far 
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more important, widesweeping, and dangerous than machines. 

With a nod to intellectuals who exhibit the habit of 

"regarding forms of the present as identical with those of 

the past" (Ellul 1964, p. 4) by writing histories of 

technique which are simply histories of the machine, Ellul 

C1964, p. xxv) explains that technique, "the totality of 

methods rationally arrived at and having absolute efficiency 

for a given stage of development in every field of human 

activity," is widely applied outside industrial life: 

The growth of its [technique's] power today has 
no relation to the growing use of the machine. 
The balance seems rather to have shifted to the 
other side. It is the machine which is now 
entirely dependent upon technique, and the 
machine represents only a small part of tech
nique. If we were to characterize the relations 
between technique and the machine today, we 
could say not only that the machine is the result 
of a certain technique, but also that its social 
and economic applications are made possible by 
other technical advances. The machine is now not 
even the most important aspect of technique 
tthough it is perhaps the most spectacular); 
technique has taken over all of man's activities, 
not just his productive activities (Ellul 1964, 
p. 4) . 

Ellul claims that in the years before World War I, 

when technique and the machine, its first flower, were 

relatively small, they existed apart from man. No longer 

is this the case: 

As long as technique was represented exclusively 
by the machine, it was possible to speak of 
"man and the machine." The machine remained an 
external object, and man Ithough significantly 
influenced by it in his professional, private, 
and psychic lifej remained none the less 
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independent. He was in a position to assert 
himself apart from the machine; he was able to 
adopt a position with respect to it. 

But when technique enters into every area of 
life including the human, it ceases to be 
external to man and becomes his very substance. 
It is no longer face to face with man but it is 
integrated with him, and it progressively 
absorbs him (Ellul 1964, p. 6). 

When technique thus enters into and becomes the "very 

substance" of man, there is a catastrophic result: means 

become ends-in-themselves and traditional human ends and 

values become matters of indifference. In the present 

context, it will become clear that what I discuss as the 

revolutions in physics, philosophy, and psychology, as well 

as the growth of bureaucracy all involved "catastrophic 

results" as a natural outcome of the dominion of technique. 

For Jacques Ellul, the progressive education move

ment provides one clear example of the dominion of technique 

and the sacrifice of ends for means. Unlike traditional 

education, which incorporated solid elements of fear, 

hostility, and competition in a program designed to fulfill 

specific, external "aims of education," progressive educa

tion, according to Ellul, resulted in the end of the 

internal happiness of the child. As he says, the person 

of the child was to be respected, and instruction was to 

be individualized to the maximum. If progressive education 

is to be successful, the teacher "must indeed be a remarkable 

pedagogue to be able to apply it," for it is a "highly 
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refined technique, detailed and rigorous ..." (Ellul 1964, 

p. 345). 

The primary task of progressive education is to aid 

the child in developing his or her own balanced personality 

which will enable the subject to deal with specific tasks 

and real-life situations. However, as Ellul points out, 

the definition of a desirable, balanced, individual 

personality depends largely on the social and political 

circumstances of the state. In addressing this point, he 

quotes a speech delivered by Mme. Montessori to UNESCO 

which makes two points about progressive education very 

clear: "We note first of all that this technique must be 

implemented by the state, which alone has the means and the 

breadth to carry it through. But the rigorous application 

of the psychopedagogic technique means the end of private 

instruction—and therefore of traditional freedom." Further, 

Mme. Montessori makes it clear that the technique must be 

applied to all, without exception, for if the development of 

one person's personality was not subjected to the technique 

of progressive education "there is the danger of his 

becoming a new Hitler" in the sense that he could develop 

a drive toward the fulfillment of ends beyond the purview 

of the society. 

While progressive education strives toward the 

happiness of each child, the efficient and absolute applica

tion of the technique extorts a fearful price. At the same 
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time the child is to be freed from the "slavery of school 

and family," new chains are created: the new freedom 

"consists in a profound and detailed surveillance of the 

child's activities, a complete shaping of his spiritual 

life, and a precise regulation of his time with a stop 

watch; in short, in habituating him to a joyful serfdom. 

The most important aspect of this technique is the forced 

orientation toward it. It is a social force directed toward 

a social end" (Ellul 1964, pp. 346-47). Here it is not 

important to dispute Ellul's interpretation of progressive 

education; but it is important to understand the underlying 

thesis: that in accepting a technique which promises to 

deliver us from one set of restraints, we may in fact 

accept new restraints, which, while appearing to be subtle 

and "good," make us subject to an omnipotent technique. 

In saying that a child must be well adjusted to be 

happy and to be able to fulfill his or her potential, one 

implies that social conformity and "integration into the 

body social , . . with the least possible friction" are 

essential. Quite reasonably Ellul (1964, p. 348) says, 

"This means that—despite all the pretentious talk about the 

aims of education—it is not the child in and for himself 

who is being educated, but the child in and for society. 

1. The French and Russian Revolutions provide an 
imperfect political analogy: in freeing themselves from the 
tyranny of Kings and Tsars the French and Russians opened 
themselves to new forms of tyranny. 
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And the society, moreover, is not an ideal one, with full 

justice and truth, but society as it is." This last point 

is important not only for what it implies about progressive 

education, but also for what it implies generally about a 

variety of techniques that have come to dominate Western 

man in the last sixty years: namely that systems of tech

niques like "progressive education" are not necessarily 

progressive and can, not infrequently, become reactionary 

forces directed and manipulated by those in positions of 

power. It is clear that in concentrating wholly on the 

social adjustment of the child to the exclusion of any 

concept of external ends, the technique of progressive 

education becomes an end-in-itself and obliterates the fact 

that the context in which it operates, the society, is not 

ideal, with "full justice and truth. 

1. One realizes defenders of progressive education 
would say Ellul's concept of progressive education is not 
that of John Dewey, the father-figure of the movement, but 
of those "progressive educators" who twisted a sound, 
philosophically based pedogogical approach beyond all 
recognition. Indeed, Dewey's supporters could and have 
quoted passages in which he expresses a concern for both 
means and ends. However, Clarence Karier argues cogently 
that in all matters the Dewey pragmatists were "sliding over 
the 'crucial question of ends.'" He points out that 
Randolph Bourne was justified in making this charge: "... 
Dewey and his followers subordinated the end for the means 
because they had too easily adopted themselves to the powers 
that are 'moving.' Bourne argues, 'The defect of any 
philosophy of 'adaption' or 'adjustment,' even when it means 
adjustment to changing, living experience, is that there is 
no provision for thought or experience getting beyond 
itself'" (Karier 1977, pp. 28-29). 
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The real danger of the technique of progressive 

education and indeed of other pervasive techniques, is that 

while it may make people better balanced and "happier," it 

does so "in a milieu which normally would have made them un

happy, if they had not been worked on, molded, and formed 

for just that milieu." Ellul (1964, p. 348) says the 

following about the danger of progressive education as a 

technique: 

What looks like the apex of humanism is in fact 
the pinnacle of human submission: children are 
educated to become precisely what society expects 
of them. They must have social consciences that 
allow them to strive for the same ends as society 
sets for itself. Clearly, when modern youth are 
fully educated in the new psychopedagogic technique, 
many social and political difficulties will dis
appear. Any form of government or social trans
formation becomes possible with individuals who 
have experienced this never-ending process of 
adaptation. The key word of the new human tech
niques is, therefore, adaptation, and we shall 
come upon it repeatedly as we consider each of 
these techniques separately. 

The new pedagogical methods correspond exactly to 
the role assigned to education in modern technical 
society. The Napoleonic conception that the Lycees 
must furnish administrators for the state and 
managers for the economy, in conformity with social 
needs and tendencies, has become world-wide in its 
extent. According to this conception, education 
no longer has a humanist end or any value in it
self; it has only one goal, to create technicians. 

Progressive education in this view is a technique 

which ensures social adaptation and tranquility. Those 

instincts which have disruptive potential are stilled as 

the student is molded gently and convinced that "to get 

along" is the most desirable end of all. For such a person, 
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neither Henry Miller's eroticism nor Andrd Breton's 

surrealism can be truly exciting, for if they were, the 

state in which the student questions nothing and menaces 

nobody would be threatened. 

In seeking to comprehend the intellectual drift of 

Western man's recent history, it is necessary to begin with 

a notion of the pervasiveness of technique clearly in mind. 

Education is but one example of a rather special area of 

cultural life that has changed in important ways in the last 

half century and which demonstrates the insidious domination 

of technique. Physics, especially as it concerns human 

relationship to the physical world, is another sphere of 

activity which has recently changed in radical ways. 

The Revolution in Physics 

To some, like Jacob Bronowski, Isaac Newton appeared 

to be a pontificating intellectual dictator, and to an 

extent I believe the judgment is accurate. However, he was 

not so much a dictator as to be blind to the possible limits 

of his concepts and theories. He knew that to work out his 

"majestic clockwork" he had to assume space was absolute; 

at the same time, he was aware of Leibniz' prophetic words: 

"I hold space to be something purely relative, as time is" 

(Bronowski 1973, p. 241). In his private writing Newton 

says, "To explain all nature is too difficult a task for any 

one man or even for any one age. 'Tis much better to do a 
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little with certainty, and leave the rest for others that 

come after you, than to explain all things." On another 

occasion he said: 

I do not know what I may appear to the world; 
but to myself I seem to have been only like a 
boy playing on the sea-shore, and diverting 
myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble 
or a prettier shell than ordinary, while the 
great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before 
me (Bronowski 1973, p. 236). 

Despite these reservations held by the great man himself, 

the universe, as he conceived it, "ticked on without a hitch 

for about two hundred years." Especially in the nineteenth 

century, scientists, who were increasingly unrestrained by 

religion, were convinced that the universe had fixed, 

mechanistic properties which, when discovered (and the 

discovery was assumed to be inevitable) would allow people 

to come into the proper relation with the external world. 

This classical physics, Fritjof Capra explains, had 

its roots in the philosophy of the Greek atomists who 

believed atoms were "moved by some external force which was 

often assumed to be of spiritual origin and thus fund-

mentally different from matter." From this belief arose 

the "dualism between spirit and matter, between the mind 

and the body, which is characteristic of Western thought." 

In defining "two separate and independent realms, that of 

mind (res cognitans), and that of matter (res extensa)," 

Rene Descartes gave the dualism its sharpest form, with 

important implications for physics: "The Cartesian division 
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allowed scientists to treat matter as dead and completely 

separate from themselves, and to see the world as a multi

tude of different objects assembled into a huge machine" 

(Capra 1976, p. 21). The physical universe was understood 

to be made up of discrete events to be comprehended and 

controlled by people through the activity of their rational 

faculties. 

For those who were convinced that in classical 

physics lay the way to truth, things went well for two 

hundred years. However, "just after 1900 in Berne, not 

two hundred yards from the ancient clocktower, a young man 

came to live who was going to set them all by the ears 

IsicJ: Albert Einstein" (Bronowski 1973, p. 245). Einstein's 

work, with that of Niels Bohr, Werner Heisenberg, and others, 

created a revolution in physics which, in Capra's (1976, 

p. 20) words, "revealed an unsuspected limitation of 

classical ideas and has necessitated a radical revision of 

many of our basic concepts." To a large extent the revolu

tion in physics occurred because Einstein, like other truly 

great thinkers, believed that people's fundamental task 

was to pull the world together in order to comprehend the 

unity, not to pull it apart and leave it in small pieces 

as lesser physicists before and after are wont to do. 

Jacob Bronowski thinks Einstein's tendency to seek unity 

came from a "profound insight into the processes of nature 

herself, but particularly into the relations between man, 
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knowledge, nature." ·For Einstein, physics was "not events 

but observations" (Bronowski 1973, p. 254). The two major 

keys to understanding the revolution Einstein fathered are 

found under the headings "Quantum Theory" and "Relativity 

Theory." 

As Fritjof Capra says, "One of the main insights of 

quantum theory has been the recognition that probability is 

a fundamental feature of the atomic reality which governs 

all processes, and even the existence of matter." Werner 

Heisenberg, who in 1927 expressed what is commonly called 

the "uncertainty principle," said that atomic events 

lEinstein's relative observation) have only "tendencies to 

occur" and do not happen "with certainty at definite times 

and in definite ways" (Capra 1976, p. 22). In characterizing 

the electron, Heisenberg said this: 

Yes, it is a particle . . but a particle which 
yields only limited information. That is, you can 
specify where it is at this instant, but then you 
cannot impose on it a specific speed and direction 
at the setting-off. Or conversely, if you insist 
that you are going to fire it at a certain speed 
in a certain direction, then you cannot specify 
exactly what its starting-point is--or, of 
course, its end-point (Bronowski 1973, pp. 
364-65}. 

While probability is an important feature of q~antum theory, 

one can see from Bronowski's paraphrase that the concept of 

interconnection is a second important feature. That is, if 

one cannot determine precise starting or ending points of 

an event, _he or she realizes that "these tendencies, or 
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probabilities, are not probabilities of 'things,' but rather 

probabilities of interconnections" (Capra 1976, p. 22). An 

atomic particle or "object" has no meaning as an isolated 

entity, but only as an interconnection between what 

physicists term "preparation and measurement." In as much 

as these two conditions really represent states of constant 

adjustment, so also are the "interconnections" in the 

continual flux. 

Although this is true when we speak about objects 

such as atoms and electrons, it is obvious that we have 

"some independent entity in mind which is first prepared 

and then measured." However, if such entities are really 

interconnections involved in the process of preparation and 

measurement, we understand that in principle the distance 

between a particle and the preparing and measuring devices 

must be infinite if the object is to be observed in isola

tion. Since it is obvious what we conceive as independent 

entities can never be infinitely removed from the devices 

of their preparation and measurement, we know they are 

really not isolated; to speak of isolated objects in physics 

is, therefore, an idealization. As Capra points out, in 

breaking down the notion of an observed object "Quantum 

theory thus reveals an essential interconnectedness of the 

universe." He concludes his short discussion of quantum 

theory by quoting Niels Bohr: "Isolated material particles 

are abstractions, their properties being definable and 
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observable only through their interaction with other 

systems" CCapra 1976, pp. 22-23). 

Relativity theory, which forced people to change 

their concepts of space and time, most often brings to mind 

the giant figure of Einstein, a man like Newton whose genius 

lay in the ability to ask "transparent, innocent questions 

which turn out to have catastrophic answers" (Bronowski 

1973, p. 247). Such an "innocent" question was posed by 

the young clerk as he got into a tram which took him to 

work in the Swiss Patent Office. Bronowski (1973, pp. 247-

48) paraphrases Einstein's question this way: 

"What would the world look like if I rose on a 
beam of light?" Suppose this tram were moving 
away from that clock on the very beam with 
which we see what the clock says. Then, of 
course, the clock would be frozen. I, the 
tram, this box riding on the beam of light 
would be fixed in time. Time would have a 
stop. 

. . . Suppose the clock behind me says "noon" 
when I leave. I now travel 186,000 miles away 
from it at the speed of light; that ought to 
take me one second. But the time on the clock, 
as I see it, still says "noon," because it takes 
the beam of light from the clock exactly as long 
as it has taken me. So far as the clock as I 
see it, so far as the universe inside the tram is 
concerned, in keeping up with the speed of light 
I have cut myself off from the passage of time. 
... I am alone in my box of time and space, 
which is more and more departing from the norms 
around me. 

Bronowski (.1973, p. 248) suggests that this paradoxical 

situation makes it clear that not only is there no universal 

time, but that experience is different for each of us "on 
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activity cannot be separated," for the two are inextricably 

joined in space-time (Capra 1976, pp. 25-26). Capra (1976, 

p. 26) summarizes the result of these two theories in these 

terms: 

Quantum theory has abolished the notion of funda
mentally separated objects, has introduced the 
concept of the participator to replace that of 
the observer, and has come to see the universe 
as an interconnected web of relations whose parts 
are only defined through their connections to 
the whole. Relativity theory, so to speak, has 
made the cosmic web come alive by revealing its 
intrinsically dynamic character, and by showing 
that its activity is the very essence of its 
being. 

The revelation of the dynamic nature of the cosmic 

web and the replacement of man or woman the observer by 

man or woman the participator had, and continues to have 

profound implications reaching far beyond the small arena 

of physics. While Newton and Galileo could be content with 

attempting to learn about the world "out there," twentieth 

century citizens learned from physics that the "out there" 

is merely a convenient, false construct. There is no 

objective world they can escape from and view dispas

sionately; there is only the pulsating web of which they 

are necessarily a part. The revolution in physics validated 

in rational terms what John Donne had known intuitively in 

1624: 

No man is an island, entire of itself; every man 
is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. 
If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is 
the less, as well as if a promontory were, as 
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his own path. My experiences within the tram are con

sistent: I discover the same laws, the same relations 

between time, distance, speed, mass and force, that every 

other observer discovers. But the actual values that I get 

for time, distance, and so on, are not the same that the 

man on the pavement gets.11 

Relativity theory, Capra (1976, p. 24) explains, 

shows that space is not a three-dimensional concept inde

pendent of time; rather, "Both are intimately connected and 

form a four-dimensional continuum called •space-time.'" 

On this point he quotes the Buddhist scholar D. T. Suzuki: 

"As a fact of pure experience there is no space without 

time, no time without space" (Capra 1976, p. 24). As a 

consequence of having to modify the basic concepts of time 

and space, man had also to realize that "mass is nothing 

but a form of energy, that every object has energy stored in 

its mass." With this understanding, it became clear that 

particles did not contain the solid "stuff" one would expect 

to find in real, solid, independent objects; particles, 

which quantum theory shows are not objects but dynamic 

interconnections in a dynamic process, consist of energy 

which is itself intrinsically dynamic. To be sure, sub

atomic particles have a space aspect which "makes them 

appear as objects with a certain mass" and a time aspect 

which makes them appear as processes; in reality, however, 

what is perceived to be "the existence of matter and its 



well as if a manor of their friend's or of thine 
own were. Any man's death diminishes me because 
I am involved in mankind, and therefore never 
send to know for whom the bell tolls, it tolls 
for thee (Abrams 1974, p. 1215). 

Modern physics demonstrated that independent objects 

were partly illusory and that perceptions depend on the 

state of the participator; that is, what reality is fluc

tuates in relation to shifts in the participator's under

standing of the space-time continuum. As the scientist 

changes the paradigm through which he or she approaches each 

occurrence, meaning and significance of the occurrence is 

changed accordingly. Scientists, like all others, are 

involved fully in the subjective participatory web and 

cannot escape the conclusion that their enterprise is 

neither totally objective, nor separate from other human 

activities. From this it follows logically that physicists 

and other scientists have a social responsibility, if only 

in the limited theoretical sense that as participants in, 

or parts of, a thoroughly interconnected cosmic web, they 

cannot escape their fellows. This idea would not have 

occurred to Newton or Galileo, for classical scientists 

thought their only responsibility was to tell the truth 

about the world as it was. 

It is a fact of history that revolutions often 

produce unforeseen, unreasonable, and unhappy results. The 

French Revolution, which too soon became quite twisted and 
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mad, springs to mind, as does the Russian Revolution. In 

such bloody, political revolutions, factions are confused 

and many necessarily die, for it is easier to kill and start 

afresh than to change deep-seated ideological convictions. 

Such is the case also in scientific and other more purely 

intellectual revolutions. Kuhn (1970, p. 149) explains the 

process thusly: 

Since new paradigmas [i.e., Einstein's theoretical 
physics as opposed to Newton's classical physics] 
are born from old ones, they ordinarily incorporate 
much of the vocabulary and apparatus . . . that the 
traditional paradigm had previously employed. But 
they seldom employ these borrowed elements in quite 
the traditional way. Within the new paradigm, old 
terms, concepts, and experiments fall into new 
relationships one with the other. The inevitable 
result is what we must call ... a misunderstand
ing between the two competing schools. The laymen 
who scoffed at Einstein's general theory of 
relativity because space could not be "curved" 
. . . were not simply wrong or mistaken. . . . 
What had previously been meant by space was neces
sarily flat, homogenous, isotropic, and un
affected by the presence of matter. If it had 
not been, Newtonian physics would not have worked. 
To make the transition to Einstein's universe, the 
whole conceptual web whose strands are space, time, 
matter, force, and so on, had to be shifted and 
laid down again on nature whole. Only men who had 
together undergone or failed to undergo that trans
formation would be able to discover what they agreed 
or disagreed about. Communication across the 
revolutionary divide is inevitably partial. 

Along the same lines, in remembering his own career, Planck 

(1949, pp. 33-34) realized "a new scientific truth does not 

triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see the 

light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and 

a new generation grows up that is familiar with it." 
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With considerable justification, and being unaware 

of the nature of scientific revolutions, one would have 

thought that as a result of the revolution in physics, 

scientists would have demonstrated a new humility and 

humanistic concerns. Did not their own work demonstrate 

the relative state of the world, the quixotic nature of 

any system's so-called truth? Yes. Did not Heisenberg's 

Principle of Uncertainty demonstrate that probability not 

certainty was the key to the mysteries of the universe? 

Yes. Yet when one surveys the attitude of scientists and 

the posture of science over the last half century and more, 

a terrifying, bitter irony becomes very clear: the 

scientists, the men and women of precision and logic, 

forgot or were never able to come to grips with the implica

tions of their own discoveries in physics. They created a 

revolution they never understood, and now in the 1970*s 

many stand as confused as the French peasants in the 17 90's. 

As a result of the inability to fully comprehend the intel

lectual significance of their shattering discoveries, 

especially as they relate to social ends, many scientists, 

especially those of the old guard, in the twentieth century 

have isolated themselves and withdrawn into the protection 

of mere process. One important result of this retreat has 

been to leave as a legacy the notion of value relativity. 

This is to suggest that as scientists withdrew into them

selves, they opened the door for differently educated men 
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and women to conclude that since the atomic physical world 

is "relative,11 it follows that no absolute morals or values 

can exist. While such an extrapolation involved a hyper-

extension of what should have been the limited paradigm of 

theoretical physics, no one effectively manned the towers 

to prevent the outrage, and at least in part because of this 

failure, one can convincingly argue that in the last half 

century, there has been a significant breakdown of the 

concepts of community and individual responsibility in some 

Western societies. In discussing the failure of science to 

develop a holistic pattern of comprehension, Needleman 

(1976, pp. 95-96) says this: 

Physics limits its perception of process to 
physical movement in space and time. Chemistry 
sees process in terms of change of attributes in 
the reaction patterns of known substances. 
Biology sees process in yet another way, and 
the sciences of human behavior see it in still 
another way. Thus, we very much suffer from 
one-sided points of view when thinking about the 
laws of change in the universe and in ourselves. 
Along with this, we suffer from the lack of a 
language which can refer to the whole of moving 
reality, rather than only to one or another 
aspect of it. 

Modern physics has served us well in bringing 
us face to face with contradictions and fragmenta
tions in our conception of the universe. But it 
does not serve us very well at all in offering 
what are only "strange concepts" that plaster 
these contradictions over, or which enable us to 
proceed "pragmatically" in the hope that someday, 
somewhere, these contradictions will be resolved 
merely in theory, rather than in the conscious 
experience of individuals. 
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The noted biologist Dubos (1970, p. 228) reminds us 

that Lewis Carroll was a mathematics professor at Oxford 

when he wrote in Alice's Adventures in Wonderland; 

"Cheshire—Puss. . . . would you tell me 
please, which way I ought to go from here?" 

"That depends a good deal on where you want 
to get to," said the Cat. 

"I don't much care where ..." said Alice. 

"Then it doesn't matter which way you go," 
said the Cat. 

". . . so long as I get somewhere," Alice 
added as an explanation. 

"Oh, you're sure to do that," said the Cat, 
"if you only walk long enough." 

As Dubos says, this passage is frequently used to 

show that scientists do not really know where their knowl

edge is taking them and do not really care. While one can 

perhaps understand such an attitude being held by a 

classical scientist, such a stance has no intellectual 

validity given the determinations of modern physics. 

Dubos (1970, p. 229) points out that nineteenth century 

scientists, with their classical orientation, "saw no point 

in formulating social goals for their professional work, 

because they regarded science as an end rather than a 

means." Given the dynamic nature of the "cosmic web," it 

is clear that for science especially, the separation of 

means and ends is artificial and, as we have seen in so 

many ways, very dangerous. Individual scientists may 
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a group they "tend to abandon intellectual and ethical 

discipline when unwarranted claims give promise of increas

ing support for the problems . . . they happen to find 

interesting" (Dubos 1970, p. 234). Dubos (1970, p. 250) 

finds this situation unsupportable, for he realizes that in 

trying to solve the most pressing social problems of the 

day, different, sophisticated forms of planning must 

"involve a continuously evolving teleological attitude in 

which ends influence the selection and development of 

means . . . In this regard, Dubos (1970, p. 258) points 

out that scientists to a very great extent will determine 

whether the future we must face and live in will be "logical" 

or "willed": 

There is a "logical" future which is the expres
sion of natural forces and antecedent events. 
On the other hand, there is also a "willed" 
future which comes into being because man makes 
the effort to imagine it and to build it. 
H. G. Wells wrote in A Modern Utopia, "Will is 
stronger than Fact; it can mold and overcome 
Fact. But this world has still to discover its 
Will." 

This passage clearly makes the point that if scientists say 

with Alice "I don't much care where ... so long as I 

get somewhere," they will have capitulated to the neces

sities of a coldly logical future, a future generated from 

a series of supposedly independent processes of means. The 

alternative is to exert the pressure of individual and 

collective wills toward social-ethical ends. What 
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difference does the choice make? What does it matter that 

many scientists—great ones, small ones—forget the 

teachings of modern physics and remain content to think of 

their various minor processes as absolutes, as ends? For 

the answer, listen to the impassioned words of Bronowski 

(1973, p. 374): 

This is the concentration camp and crematorium at 
Auschwitz. This is where people were turned into 
numbers. Into this pond were flushed the ashes of 
some four million people. And that was not done 
by gas. It was done by arrogance. It was done 
by dogma. It was done by ignorance. When people 
believe they have absolute knowledge, with no 
test in reality, this is how they behave. This is 
what men do when they aspire to the knowledge of 
gods. 

Science is a very human form of knowledge. We are 
always at the brink of the known, we always feel 
forward for what is to be hoped. Every judgment 
in science stands on the edge of error, and is 
personal. Science is a tribute to what we can 
know although we are fallible. In the end the 
words were said by Oliver Cromwell: "I beseech you, 
in the bowels of Christ, think it possible to be 
mistaken." 

I owe it as a scientist to my friend Leo Szilard, 
I owe it as a human being to the many members of 
my family who died at Auschwitz, to stand here by 
the pond as a survivor and a witness. We have to 
cure ourselves of the itch for absolute knowledge 
and power. We have to close the distance between 
the push-button order and the human act. We have 
to touch people. 

The result of arrogance, ignorance, and the drive 

for absolute Promethean power in the form of knowledge 

combined to draw Jacob Bronowski to a pond at Auschwitz. 

Arrogance on the part of scientists that they were the 

chosen. Ignorance in the sense of failing to understand 
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the absolute which allow any one of us to apply a theory or 

construct as if it has no beginning and no end. Bronowski 

reminds us that all knowledge, even the knowledge of 

physicists, is not a "loose-leaf notebook of facts." 

Knowledge is part of the whole, and what we perceive to be 

its bits and pieces must be understood in relation to the 

whole if each of us in our turn is not to kneel before our 

own ponds at new Auschwitz's. 

Kenneth Clark, like Jacob Bronowski, despairs of the 

future in terms of science and scientists. He thinks that 

in an age that clearly does not know where it is going, 

"sweeping, confident articles on the future seem to me, 

intellectually, the most disreputable of all forms of public 

utterance. The scientists who are best qualified to talk 

about the teleological limits of their practice have kept 

their mouths shut" (Clark 1969, pp. 344-45). The reluctance 

of science, for Clark (1969, p. 346) represented by the 

machine, to confess its limitations leads him to conclude 

"the future of civilisation does not look very bright." One 

can say that because science has failed to impose limits on 

itself, and because wielders and shapers of science have 

been able to use the power inherent in its attractive logic 

to psychologically dominate mankind, largely through the 

efficiency of various machines, men and women have lost the 

confidence necessary to direct their own lives. For Clark 
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(1969, p. 347), this loss of confidence, not some form of 

mechanical peril, constitutes the greatest threat to our 

society and to all of Western culture: "I said at the 

beginning that it is a lack of confidence, more than any

thing else, that kills a civilisation. We can destroy our

selves by cynicism and disillusion, just as effectively as 

by bombs." He reminds us that in 1920 William Butler 

Yeats, "Who was more like a man of genius than anyone I 

have ever known," wrote these prophetic lines: 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity (Yeats 1966, 
P. 91). 

If what began in the early years of this century as 

the promise of the revolution in physics has thus been so 

perverted, has mankind irrevocably lost a most important 

battle? Theodore Roszak finds comfort in the belief that 

"Science, like all things human, has its history." He says 

that the "heroic age," the "day of the great lone wolves," 

has ended; the present age is one of "Bigness, thickly 

structured professionalism, and government—corporation 

subvention." One result of the increase in complexity is 

that "as time goes on, there must be more scientists, more 

money, more coordination of research, more administrative 

superstructure, and, all together, more political 
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between science and its society" (Roszak 1972, p. 207). One 

relatively small advantage of the exponential growth of 

science is that there is no longer a "community of self-

actualizing men and women pursuing their chosen calling 

with . . . simple dangerous passion. Such individuals may, 

of course, be there; but they are lost from sight within 

an establishment of baroque complexity ..." (Roszak 1972, 

p. 208). While Roszak's overall thesis is that bureaucratic 

structures have many more undesirable than desirable aspects, 

bureaucracy helps save us in this instance from near

sighted, over-zealous scientists, who confuse means and 

ends, by stifling their potential excesses in a giant morass 

of dollars and people. Later in this chapter we shall see 

this method of protection exacts its own terrible price, but 

in the present context it is important to note that 

Roszak1s argument is that bureaucracy can have some limited 

use in offering protection against "the worst who are full 

of passionate intensity." By catching the scientists and 

their work in an intricate web, structures of giantism make 

it less easy for scientists "to resort to Pilate's strategy 

and wash their hands, vaguely laying the blame for any 

'misuse' of knowledge on the technicians, the state, the 

public, on everyone in general . . . and no one in 

particular" CRoszak 1972, p. 233). That is, while many 

scientists have heretofore successfully escaped the 
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implications of the interconnectedness at the root of 

quantum theory, the growth of bureaucracy has brought some 

offenders back into the fold. Again, however, Roszak would 

be quick to warn that this relatively small benefit must be 

weighed against the insidious deadening effect bureaucracy 

can have on individual creativity. 

What has been termed the revolution in physics has, 

therefore, two important aspects. First, through quantum 

theory and relativity theory modern physics demonstrated 

the unified and relative nature of reality. Second, many 

of the very scientists who created the revolution could not 

accept, fully comprehend, or admit to the social and intel

lectual implications of their work and perverted the natural 

results of modern physics by mistaking means for ends in a 

blind drive for absolute knowledge. In the 19 70's, if 

Theodore Roszak is correct, the danger of such one-

dimensional scientific vision is to a small degree mitigated 

by the growth of bureaucracy. While it may be true that the 

revolution in physics has gone through stages of birth and 

perversion and may be in extremis, what one might call the 

revolution in philosophy has undergone a quite different 

course. 

The Revolution in Philosophy 

There was a time when a philosopher was a person 

whose perspective enabled him or her to meet trouble with 
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equanimity. There was a time when a philosopher was a 

person who expounded theories in wide areas of experience. 

There was a time when philosophy involved the search for 

general truths. There was a time when philosophy sought to 

analyze the grounds of and concepts behind fundamental 

beliefs, often in the areas of ethics and morals. Of late, 

however, philosophers generally expound theories in ever 

narrower areas of experience, and philosophy has substituted 

the search for little, specialized truth for the search for 

general truth. Since pragmatism and logical positivism have 

come to dominate the philosophers' scene, the most important 

questions of classical philosophy have been pushed to the 

background or ignored altogether. In much the same way 

physicists and other scientists became enamored with the 

process of their enterprise to the exclusion of the 

substance or ends of their operations, a majority of 

Western philosophers in this century have displaced 

substance with process in their thinking. A strong hint 

of this shift is found in the index to John Dewey's 

Experience and Nature where one finds thinking but not 

thought. 

In his important essay "The Influence of Darwinism 

on Philosophy," Dewey traces this fundamental change to the 

middle of the nineteenth century when the "sacred ark of 

absolute permanency" was upset, perhaps forever. Darwin's 

work, Dewey said, signaled an intellectual revolt whose 
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repercussions would not be fully felt until the next 

century. He describes the pre-Darwin philosophic temper 

in these terms: 

The conceptions that had reigned in the philosophy 
of nature and knowledge for two thousand years, 
the conceptions that had become the familiar 
furniture of the mind, rested on the assumption 
of the superiority of the fixed and final; they 
rested upon treating change and origin as signs 
of defect and unreality. In laying hands upon 
the sacred ark of absolute permanency, in treating 
the forms that had been regarded as types of 
fixity and perfection as originating and passing 
away, the "Origin of Species" introduced a mode of 
thinking that in the end was bound to transform 
the logic of knowledge, and hence the treatment of 
morals, politics, and religion (Dewey 1910, pp. 1-2) . 

Of course Darwin was not the first to question the 

assumptions of classical philosophy. In previous centuries 

Galileo had said: "It is my opinion that the earth is very 

noble and admirable by reason of so many and so different 

alterations and generations which are incessantly made 

therein." And later Descartes claimed, "The nature of 

physical things is much more easily conceived when they are 

beheld coming gradually into existence, than when they are 

only considered as produced at once in a finished and 

perfect state" CDewey 1910, p. 8). These men and others 

anticipated in bits and pieces the changing temper; Darwin 

codified and classified it. 

Darwinism cut the ground from under theistic and 

idealistic philosophy and "conquered the phenomenon of life 

for the principle of transition ..." (Dewey 1910, p. 8). 
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By demonstrating that species rise, fall, and vary according 

to their ability to survive in a struggle for existence 

brought about by over-population, Darwin implied there "is 

no call for a prior intelligent causal force to plan and 

preordain them." Dewey says, "Hostile critics charged 

Darwin with materialism and with making chance the cause of 

the universe" (Dewey 1910, p. 12)."*" Whether the critics 

were correct or not in their charges makes little differ

ence, for it is clear that despite what Darwin may or may 

not have intended, theistic and idealistic philosophy were 

mutilated as immediacy and materialism permeated all areas 

of the philosopher's enterprise. 

In 1909, John Dewey gladly anticipated the influence 

of Darwin on philosophy and near the end of his essay made 

the following crucial comment: 

Finally, the new logic of Darwinism introduces 
responsibility into the intellectual life. To 
idealize and rationalize the universe at large 
is after all a confession of inability to master 
the courses of things that specifically concern 
us. As long as mankind suffered from this 
impotency, it naturally shifted a burden of 
responsibility that it could not carry over to 
the more competent shoulders of the transcendent 
cause. But if insight into specific conditions 
of value and into specific consequences of ideas 
is possible, philosophy must in time become a 
method of locating and interpreting the more 
serious of the conflicts that occur in life, and 

1. In this article, Dewey fails to recognize that 
Darwin borrowed heavily from both Herbert Spencer and 
Thomas Malthus in combining concepts of survival of the 
fittest and over-population. 
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a method of projecting ways for dealing with 
them: a method of moral and political diagnosis 
and prognosis CDewey 1910, p. 17). 

This is a crucial statement, for it shows clearly that the 

most important influence of Darwin on philosophy was not 

simply that he cut the ground out from theistic and moral 

philosophy but that he provided the key which let philoso

phers believe their activity could be subjected to a 

logical methodology, a mere technique. Obviously taking 

his cues from science, Dewey here implies that to be intel

lectually responsible, one has to develop a technique to 

provide diagnosis and prognosis. To confess that some 

questions are too big to allow sure answers, to admit our 

"inability to master the course of things that specifically 

concern us," is to make a declaration of impotence. Through 

the discovery of appropriate means, not through any concept 

of transcendent causality, lay the path to power for the 

philosopher, as for all others. In 1909, Dewey would 

likely have agreed fully with Alain Sargent's claim that 

"Humanity is still captive of a metaphysical and dogmatic 

mentality at a time when experimental science (technique) 

could beyond any doubt allow them to solve their principal 

difficulties." From the above quotation it is clear Dewey 

would also have agreed with Sargent's further contention "It 

is therefore indispensable henceforth to resist the seduc

tions of systems based on metaphysics and face up to the 

one reality which we can understand and which concerns us" 
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(Ellul 1964, p. 414). Early in the twentieth century, Dewey 

and other philosophers became so enchanted with the possi

bilities of methodology they remained for more than half a 

century blind to the alternative: that "real life is bigger 

than logic." Technique and logic appeared to offer cer

tainty and power, and protection against the terror of the 

unknown. So philosophers gladly hastened to join what 

Robert Pirsig calls the Church of Reason, and few there 

were, at least until recently, who understood what Pirsig 

in the character of Phaedrus knew very well: 

The Church of Reason, like all institutions of 
the System, is based not on individual strength 
but upon individual weakness. What's really 
demanded in the Church of Reason is not ability, 
but inability. Then you are considered teachable. 
A truly able person is always a threat. Phaedrus 
sees that he has thrown away a chance to integrate 
himself into the organization by submitting to 
whatever Aristotelian thing he is supposed to 
submit to. But that kind of opportunity seems 
hardly worth the bowing and scraping and intel
lectual prostration necessary to maintain it. It 
is a low-quality form of life (Pirsig 1974, 
p. 386). 

While in intellectual terms philosophy became for 

Phaedrus a "low-quality form of life," it represented for 

Marcuse C1964, p. 170) the "triumph of positive thinking." 

Having liberated itself—Dewey would say thanks to Darwin— 

from "metaphysical spectres and meaningless notions," 

philosophy forgot "the struggle against conceptual 

transcendence beyond the established universe of discourse" 

and concentrated on the discourse itself in the philosophy 
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of linguistic analysis (Marcuse 1964, pp. 170-71). Since 

linguistic analysis borrows heavily from positivism, one 

must, as Marcuse points out, say something about positivism 

before commenting on linguistic analysis itself. 

The term positivism has three main aspects: "(1) the 

validation of cognitive thought by experience of facts; (2) 

the orientation of cognitive thought to the physical 

sciences as a model of certainty and exactness; (3) the 

belief that progress in knowledge depends on this orienta

tion." Positivism seeks to invalidate "all metaphysics, 

transcendentalisms, and idealisms as obscurantist and 

regressive modes of thought." In accepting scientific 

modes of thought, positivism is at home in a technical 

society where it finds "the medium for the realization 

(and validation) of its concepts—harmony between theory 

and practice, truth and facts. Philosophic thought turns 

into affirmative thought; the philosophic critique 

criticizes within the societal framework ..." (Marcuse 

1964, p. 172). Reason might repel transcendence, but the 

repulsion is not necessarily an invalidation. In the 

quest to leave the "established reality untouched," and in 

the effort "to reduce the scope and truth," philosophers 

with justification "proclaim the modesty and inefficacy of 

philosophy" (Marcuse 1964, p. 173). While this might be 

conyenient, there is an important question as to whether 

affirmative thought restricted by the boundaries of a 
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society and by other modes of thought—those of science 

and technology—is really philosophy at all. 

Operating in this constricted framework, a linguis

tic analyst tries to purge language of "that which is not 

expressed in it in the attempt to develop a common universe 

of discourse." In mathematical terms, linguistic analysis 

seeks to reduce linguistic probability by abstracting from 

ordinary language the universals of discourse. This is to 

say the linguistic analyst tries to purify language by 

removing "any other contents than those furnished to the 

individuals by their society" (Marcuse 1964, p. 174). In a 

technical-material society the language of metaphysics would 

be purged, for it would apparently be confusing and meaning

less. The subtleties of transcendentalisms and idealisms 

would similarly be cut away as obscurantist aspects of 

"mere speculation, dreams or fantasies." As Wittgenstein 

C1960, pp. 47, 49) says in discussing the limits imposed by 

linguistic analysis: "Philosophy may in no way interfere 

with the actual use of language. . . . And we may not 

advance any kind of theory. There must not be anything 

hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away with 

all explanation, and description alone must take its place." 

Such a process not only leads to an impoverishment of 

language, but also indicates the distance modern philosophy 

has travelled on the road to "self-styled poverty." 
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Marcuse (1964, p. 178) states that what linguistic 

analysts see as an act of purification in the search for 

truth in reality tends to obscure reality: "What is involved 

is the spread of a new ideology which undertakes to describe 

what is happening (and meant) by eliminating the concepts 

capable of understanding what is happening (and meant)." 

By stripping language of subtlety, innuendo, and mystery, 

linguistic analysis would eliminate the possibility of 

multi-dimensional discourse and leave people to communicate 

with each other through one-dimensional flattened language. 

However, a language that is meaningful only in the immediate 

context of a particular occasion or in a particular society 

is finally useless for those whose lives involve many 

contexts. In addition to the restricted empirical world of 

the positivists and the linguistic analysts, there is the 

world of "gas chambers and concentration camps, of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki, of American Cadillacs and German Mercedes, of 

the Pentagon and the Kremlin, of the nuclear cities and the 

Chinese communes, of Cuba, of brainwashing and massacres" 

(.Marcuse 1964, p. 180). Because a citizen in the twentieth 

century may very well have to deal with people from differ

ent societies and cultures, that person will be crippled, 

perhaps fatally, by a language which permits communication 

simply in the narrow limits of his own society. 

Positivist philosophy and linguistic analysis are 

the result of either great fear or great arrogance. In 



prejudging all external and other possibilities, they assume 

that those alternatives are either too dangerous to be 

admitted or simply meaningless or irrelevant. Of course 

modern philosophers would deny that they are afraid of 

multiple contexts or of questions that defy rational 

answers. They would say probably, vaguely echoing Freud, 

that the job of philosophers is to cure from illusions, 

riddles, and ghosts a "certain sort of intellectual, whose 

mind and language do not conform to the terms of ordinary 

discourse." To do this the "physician must disregard the 

•moral' problem ... to restore the patient's health, to 

make him capable of functioning normally in his world" 

(Marcuse 1964, p. 183). However, as Marcuse so truly says, 

the task of the philosopher is to comprehend the world, not 

cure supposedly sick patients. According to him, 

Wittgenstein (1960, p. 51) reveals a basic misunderstanding 

of the function of philosophy when he says it seeks to dis

cover that which "gives philosophy peace, so that it is no 

longer tormented by questions which bring itself in 

question." The way to philosophic truth cannot be through 

a process in which one wields a sharp analytic knife to 

casually eliminate the incomprehensible. If the knife is 

very sharp, the blood will not be seen—for a while. 

In truth, the philosophic universe if filled with 

ghosts that extend beyond the limits of rationality, and 

the attempt of modern philosophers to impose a 
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"synthetically impoverished world of academic concreteness" 

in the end "creates more illusions than it destroys" 

(Marcuse 1964, p. 186). Indeed modern philosophers make a 

bad trade when.they substitute for the "hated world of 

metaphysical ghosts, myths, legends, and illusions a world 

of conceptual or sensual scraps, of words and utterances 

which are then organized into a philosophy" (Marcuse 1964, 

p. 187). Phaedrus speaks the truth in saying it is 

"intellectual prostration," a "low-quality form of life" 

(Pirsig 1974, p. 386). 

In thus criticizing rational philosophy, one does 

not impugn all rational activity. Kenneth Clark is 

justified in saying, "There is no doubt that in its first 

glorious century the appeal to reason and experience was a 

triumph for the human intelligence." Further, it is clear 

that there were, and still are, advantages in "those 

instruments of thought that set him apart from the other 

peoples of the world." However, when the new "instruments 

of thought" were almost as a matter of course applied to 

philosophy, few could see that the triumph of rational 

philosophy would result in a "new form of barbarism" (Clark 

1969, p. 220). Clark supposes that every civilization has 

its nemesis, "not only because the first bright impulses 

become tarnished by greed and laziness, but because of 

unpredictables. . . . The greedy become greedier, the 

ignorant lose touch with traditional skills, and the light 
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the nemesis, the unpredictable, of Western man is the 

growth in population, the pervasiveness of rational 

philosophy seems far more crucial. When philosophers in 

their greed used the technique of logic to find "answers" 

to questions that had confounded them for two thousand 

years, and when the apparently simple application of the 

technique let them become lazy, they lost touch with their 

traditional skills and became the new, ignorant barbarians. 

At the same time they forfeited their historical position 

of wisdom and intellectual leadership. Only a barbarian, 

or at least someone very confused about what it means to 

be a human being, could insist on cold experimental valida

tion for all truth, which is what James (1963, p. 135) does 

in the "Author's Preface to the Meaning of Truth": "What, 

in short, is the truth's cash-value in experiential terms? 

. . . True ideas are those that we can assimilate, validate, 

corroborate, and verify. False ideas are those that we 

cannot. 

As one surveys the wreckage of philosophy, an 

imaginary dialogue between Plato and Socrates comes to mind. 

Toynbee C1971, p. 42) paraphrases it this way: 

1. This idea is, of course, an expression of the 
"early James." The later, "metaphysical James" would 
undoubtedly reject or severely qualify the notion. 
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Plato makes Socrates say: when I was young I was 
interested in the current fashionable philosophy, 
which was physical science, physics and astronomy, 
and geology. (I am using modern words, but these 
are the sciences that Plato means. The embryo of 
physics and geology, and more than the embryo of 
astronomy, existed in the fifth century B.C.) 
But Socrates goes on to say: I came to realize 
that the important thing in the universe is 
human beings, not non-human nature, not the move
ments of the stars and not the nature of the 
chemical elements and so on. What is important 
is the human spirit, so I decided that I would 
turn away from the study of non-human nature and 
would study why it is that men know what is good 
but do what is bad. And I would study this not 
just out of curiosity but in order to help myself 
and to help my fellow human beings to become 
better people than we are. 

If this change in Socrates' intellectual orientation is an 

historical fact, as Toynbee (1971, p. 42) believes it is, 

it was very significant and represented a "turning point, 

not only in Ancient Greek thought, but also in Ancient 

Greek morality and life." When we see how far modern 

philosophy has drifted from its traditional moorings, we 

can agree that "some modern Socrates" must appear to 

redirect philosophy away from analysis and one-

dimensionality back to the realm where real people dwell."'" 

Philosophers have not demonstrated the spiritual or intel

lectual power to use the tools of analysis and logic toward 

1. In his brilliant A Sense of the Cosmos; The 
Encounter of Modern Science and Ancient Truth^ Jacob 
Needleman (1976) attempts this awesome feat. Unfortunately, 
his efforts remain known but to a few, and one wonders 
whether it is not just daydreaming to expect a "modern 
Socrates" to be able to exert real influence in an 
increasingly technical world. 
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the good end of truth and compassion; they may well use them 

instead to destroy philosophy. The revolution in philosophy 

has been unsettling and results are potentially catastrophic. 

One hopes that in their complacency modern philosophers will 

not cease from exploration and will learn "the end of all 

our exploring/Will be to arrive where we started/And know 

the place for the first time" CEliot 1943, p. 59). 

The Revolution in Psychology 

At the same time revolutions in physics and 

philosophy were altering people's concept of the nature of 

the universe, of knowledge, and of themselves, a rather 

sudden concentration on the unconscious caused great 

anxiety by making them doubt they were masters of them

selves as had been supposed. Sigmund Freud pointed out 

that man's narcissism had been battered by the work of 

Copernicus in the sixteenth century which demonstrated 

that humans were not the grand masters of the universe. 

A second blow was struck by Charles Darwin who, with his 

collaborators, put an end to their presumption of divinity 

in the animal kingdom. It was shattering for people to 

learn that they were not different from or superior to 

other animals, just more closely related to some than to 

others. However, the cosmological wound inflicted by 

Copernicus and the biological wound inflicted by Darwin 
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diminished in importance next to the psychological wound 

inflicted by Freud, Carl Jung, and Erich Fromm among others. 

Early in this century, Freud said the mental 

apparatus of each individual could be divided into the 

realms of the super-ego, ego, and the id. The ego is "that 

part of the id which has been modified by its proximity to 

the external world and the influence that the latter has 

had on it . . . ." In its operation the ego "is directed 

on to the external world, it mediates perceptions of it, 

and in it is generated, while it is functioning, the 

phenomenon of consciousness" (Freud 1961, p. 105). Watching 

every move made by the ego is the super-ego which holds the 

ego responsible for certain norms of behavior. The super

ego punishes the ego for violations of these norms by 

manifesting feelings of guilt and inferiority. People's 

fate lies finally neither with the ego, nor the super-ego, 

but with the id, the "obscure inaccessible" part of our 

personality which defies laws of logic and which knows 

nothing of values, good and evil, or morality. The id is 

that unconscious part of us that chaotically forces its 

conscious element, the ego, to act. Freud claimed that 

"goaded on by the id, hemmed in by the super-ego, and 

rebuffed by reality, the ego struggles to cope with its 

economic task of reducing the forces and influences which 

work in it and upon it to some kind of harmony; and we may 

well understand how it is that we so often repress the 
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cry: 'Life is not easy'" (Freud 1961, p. 109). What Freud 

told mankind was that they had not only to worry about 

conscious acts, but about a dynamic unconscious element of 

human personality they could never fully control. 

No longer could men and women think of themselves as 

"gentle, friendly creatures wishing for love, who simply 

defend themselves if they are attacked . . . ." They had 

to realize that "a powerful measure of desire for aggres

sion," as made manifest by the unwilled operation of the 

id, was "part of their instinctual endowment." History 

clearly showed that man was homo homini lupus and there was 

no doubt that civilization would be "perpetually menaced 

with disintegration through this primary hostility of men 

towards one another" (Freud 1930, pp. 85-89). 

At the same time Freud was positing a savage un

conscious aspect, Carl Jung was writing about an apparently 

less malevolent concept: the "collective unconscious."^ 

1. On an individual basis, Jung's concept of a 
shared collective unconscious seems less threatening or 
dangerous than Freud's concept of a savage, irrational un
conscious. However, one must remember that the Nazis 
attacked Freud and embraced Jung. As Clarence Karier 
points out, the ethics of the Jungian therapeutic man, who 
was necessarily obeying the dictates of the collective un
conscious of his race, provided a convenient illusion of 
neutrality. Hitler was, in Jung's words, "like a man who 
listens intently to a stream of suggestions in a whispered 
voice from a mysterious source and then acts upon them." 
However, Karier C1976, pp. 133, 143-44) evaluates Jung's 
"therapeutic function" in these terms: "The psychological 
therapy, philosophy, and religion . . . one chooses has 
important consequences for what one becomes individually 
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Operating in a period overwhelmed by waves of empiricism and 

materialism, Jung developed the idea that all mankind shared 

in a collective unconscious which assured that modes of 

behavior would be "more or less the same everywhere and in 

all individuals." The collective unconscious was said to 

be deeper than the "more or less superficial layer" of the 

personal unconscious which was, Jung claimed, the layer 

with which Freud was exclusively concerned. The personal 

unconscious derived from personal experience was a personal 

acquisition; the contents of the collective unconscious are 

archetypes, universal images of archaic or primordial types 

that have existed "since the remotest times." Jung explains 

how archetypes affect behavior: "The archetype is essen

tially an unconscious content that is altered by becoming 

conscious and by being perceived, and it takes its colour 

from the individual consciousness in which it happens to 

appear" CJung 1959a, pp. 365-67, 372). 

There was no doubt, Jung and his followers claimed, 

that "man is born with a complicated psychic disposition 

and what influence one has collectively. The Gnostic faith, 
Volkish mysticism, occult beliefs, and Jewish stereotypes of 
Jung were Inot] neutral concepts. Within the historical 
context of the twentieth century, these concepts were 
functionally useful parts of the ideological Zeitgeist that 
culminated in National Socialism. To the extent that these 
concepts were freely chosen and to the extent that these 
actually influenced people to act as they did is the extent 
to which Jung's therapeutic man was responsible for helping 
move tha,t world from 'one of peace to a place of horror.'" 
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fantasies have their limits determined by our psychic 

inheritance, and through the veil of even the wildest 

fantasy we can still glimpse the dominants that were in

herent in the human mind from the very beginning ..." 

CJung 1959b, p. 4). Changes in the environment and the 

processes of education and socialization would have their 

effects continually modified by the psychic inheritance on 

deposit in the collective unconscious. Nothing people could 

do could ever rid them of the restrictions imposed by that 

gift from the past. 

Carl Jung saw analytic psychology as a "reaction 

against the exaggerated rationalization of consciousness 

which, seeking to control nature, isolates itself from her 

and so robs man of his own natural history" (Jung 1959b, 

p. 7). In a very real sense, the works of Freud and Jung 

offered an antidote for the perversions of scientists who 

insisted on conceptualizing the world as a comprehensible 

mix of objects, including people, that were subject to 

immutable, knowable laws. Freud and Jung offered an 

antidote for the intellectual disease suffered by those 

scientists who could not tolerate the implications of their 

own work. Jung C1959b, p. 7) seems to be specifically 

addressing them when he says this: 

With an exaggerated rationalization of conscious
ness, man finds himself transplanted into a limited 
present, consisting of the short span between birth 
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and death. The limitation creates a feeling that 
he is a haphazard creature without meaning, and 
it is this feeling that prevents him from living 
his life with the intensity it demands if it is 
to be enjoyed to the full. Life becomes stale 
and is no longer the exponent of the complete 
man. That is why so much unlived life falls 
into the unconscious. People live as though 
they were walking in shoes too small for them. 
That quality of eternity which is so characteris
tic of the life of primitive man is entirely 
lacking. Hemmed round by rationalistic walls, 
we are cut off from the eternity of nature. 
Analytical psychology seeks to break through 
these walls by digging up again the fantasy— 
images of the unconscious which our rationalism 
has rejected. These images lie beyond the walls; 
they are part of the nature in us, which apparently 
lies buried in our past and against which we have 
barricaded ourselves behind the walls of reason. 
Analytical psychology tries to resolve the 
resultant conflict not by going "back to Nature" 
with Rousseau but by holding on to the level of 
reason we have successfully reached, and by 
enriching consciousness with a knowledge of man's 
psychic foundations. 

In much the same sense modern physicists through 

quantum theory provided a physical conceptual base for 

demonstrating that people and the things of the world do not 

exist apart but are necessarily and forever interconnected, 

so also did the pioneers in analytic psychology connect men 

and women with their history through concepts of the personal 

and collective unconscious."'" However, even as small-minded 

1. The conjunction of theoretical physics and 
analytic psychology finds its best expression in Jung's 
theory of synchronicity, which evolved in part out of work 
with the physicist Wolfgang Pauli. According to Barbara 
Hannah, "Jung defined a synchronistic event as the 
coincidence between an inner image or hunch breaking into 
one's mind, and the occurrence of an outer event conveying 
the same meaning at approximately the same time." In a 
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scientists perverted theoretical physics, psychologists who 

could not accept the terror and social responsibility 

implicit in the work of Freud and Jung rejected much of 

their work and opted for rationalism in psychology. In 

Walden Two, Skinner (.1962) describes an earthly paradise 

conceived by a behavioral psychologist who believes men 

and women can be absolutely conditioned to do good. 

Aggressive and antisocial behavior can forever be eliminated 

through the manipulation of behavior and proper psychological 

unbringing. Even a century before Skinner, Auguste Comte 

went so far as to say all that remained was "one science to 

fill up the series of sciences of observation—social 

physics" (Pound 1926, p. 6). 

According to Fromm (1947), writing in Man for 

Himself, whether one accepts the theories of the analytic 

psychologists or joins Skinner and his followers in 

rejecting them is very important. Fromm points out that in 

political terms "The idea of man's dignity and power was 

pronounced by the enlightenment philosophy, by progressive, 

liberal thought of the nineteenth century, and most radically 

by Nietzsche." On the other hand, "The idea of man's 

note, she quotes Jung: "Synchronistic events rest on the 
simultaneous occurrence of two different psychic states. 
One of them is the normal, probable state (i.e., the one 
that is causally explicable), and the other, the critical 
experience, is the one that cannot be derived causally 
from the first" (Hannah 1976, pp. 305-306). 
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worthlessness and nothingness found a new . . . secularized 

expression in the authoritarian systems in which the state 

of 'society' became the supreme rulers, while the indi

vidual, recognizing his own insignificance, is supposed to 

find his fulfillment in obedience and submission" (Fromm 

1947, p. 210). If men and women can escape from the 

freedom suggested by behaviorists, who treat them as 

separated objects, and recover their connection to their 

fellows and their history, they can also recover the 

dignity and power implied in belonging to the whole-

Having thus regained their psychic heritage, they can not 

so easily be demoralized by feelings of worthlessness and 

cannot so easily be dominated by some form of political or 

psychological authority. 

Fromm says that if life's natural tendency to grow 

and to be lived is thwarted by excessive, manipulative 

processes of rationalization, "the energy thus blocked 

undergoes a process of change and is transformed into life-

destructive energy. Destructiveness is the outcome of un

lived life" (Fromm 1947, p. 212). In Freud's terms this 

is to say that if the sexual (libido) energy active in 

man's chaotic unconscious, which must to an extent be 

sublimated for civilizations to form, is not continually 

given some room for expression, if it is too rigidly 

sublimated, it will build up an enormous pressure which 

will explode in a shower of destructiveness. In the last 
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sixty years the developed West has suffered two types of 

explosions as a result of the excessive containment of un

conscious energy: devastating wars and the devastation of 

the integrity of the individual, which is manifested most 

shockingly in prolonged howls of existential despair. The 

horror of his unlived life is what makes Camus' (1969, 

p. 154) Stranger say, "all that remained to hope was that 

on the day of my execution there should be a huge crowd of 

spectators and that they should greet me with howls of 

execration." Fromm (1947, p. 217) is correct when he pro

claims the decision to accept the implications of his 

complexity, of his unconscious, energetic connection to the 

whole, rests with man: "It rests upon his ability to take 

himself, his life and happiness seriously; on his willing

ness to face his and his society's moral problems. It 

rests upon his courage to be himself and to be for himself." 

Arnold Toynbee was convinced that the discovery of 

the subconscious level had an important lesson for all 

mankind. Freud, Jung, and the others taught us that "in 

the smallest fraction of time of which it is possible for 

the human mind to become conscious, the amount of actions 

and events that take place in the psyche is virtually 

infinite." Toynbee uses the example of James Joyce in 

writing Ulysses to support his point. In Ulysses, Joyce 

"attempted to set down a number of psychic actions that 

took place within the souls of half a dozen men and women 
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who are the characters in his book during one period of 

twenty-four hours." While it was true Joyce produced a 

long, complicated book, "he himself would have agreed that 

the amount of his characters' psychic action that he was 

able to express on paper is only a minute fraction of what 

actually would have passed if these fictitious characters 

had been real persons." With the discovery of human's deep 

unconscious, which is forever at least partly unfathomable, 

"the goal of exhaustive knowledge, even about what happens 

in the smallest period of time, is unattainable. It is a 

will o' the wisp; its pursuit is a wild goose chase" 

(Toynbee 1971, p. 84). From this it is clear Toynbee would 

agree with Jacques Ellul, Kenneth Clark, and many others not 

blinded to the limitations of rationality that attempts to 

absolutely control men and women, in the name of the state 

for the good of themselves, through the techniques of 

behaviorist psychology or modern perversions of progressive 

education are happily confounded by their basic psychic 

constitution. 

Whitehead (1929, p. 68) was one of those who fully 

understood that art and literature were expressions not just 

of human rationality but of a complete personality; and he 

knew they have "not merely an indirect effect on the main 

energies of life. Directly they give vision. The world 

spreads wide beyond the deliverances of material sense, with 

subtleties of reaction and with pulses of emotion. Vision 
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is the necessary antecedent to control and to direction." 

In making this observation, Whitehead is articulating much 

the same point Erich Fromm makes in Man For Himself: that 

the proper direction and control of a society cannot in the 

long run be maintained if the rounded vision provided by 

art, literature, or other modes of extra-rational expression 

are suppressed. The vision necessary for the successful 

development of a society takes a genuinely creative effort 

on the part of many citizens, and such creativity will not 

issue from a people psychologically emasculated by rational

ists who insist on the dominion of the conscious mind. 

Speaking to this point Gardner (1963, pp. 41-42) says this: 

The creative process is often not responsive to 
conscious efforts to initiate or control it. 
It does not proceed methodically or in 
programmatic fashion. It meanders. It is 
unpredictable, digressive, capricious. As one 
scientist put it, "I can schedule my lab hours, 
but I can't schedule my best ideas." Obviously 
in any complex performance the process must at 
some point be brought under conscious discipline 
and control. But the role of the unconscious 
mind in creative work is clearly substantial. 

In studying the issue, Gardner found creative people 

are open with respect to their own inner lives and have 

"fewer internal barriers or watertight compartments of 

experience." They tend to let "hunches and wild ideas come 

to the surface" and show the capacity to free themselves 

from the "web of social pressures" in which far too many 

are caught. Creative people, the ones who can make a 

society grow, are, to a degree, independent and detached 



74 

and "will toy with an idea." While he or she can bring 

order out of chaos, the creative person has what psycholo

gists call a "tolerance for ambiguity." This person has a 

"capacity to tolerate internal conflicts, a willingness to 

suspend judgment." Such a person is "not uncomfortable in 

the presence of unanswered questions or unresolved differ

ences" and "does not find it difficult to give expression 

to opposite sides of his nature at the same time—conscious 

and unconscious mind, reason and passion, aesthetic and 

scientific impulses" (Gardner 1963, pp. 43-48). 

Kuhn (1970, p. 158), in explaining scientific 

revolutions, makes the same point: 

The man who embraces a new paradigm at an early 
stage must often do so in defiance of the 
evidence provided by problem-solving. He must, 
that is, have faith that the new paradigm will 
succeed. . . . Scientists . . . seldom renounce 
the hard evidence of problem-solving to follow 
what may easily prove and will be widely regarded 
as a will-o'-the-wisp. 

. . . Something must make at least a few 
scientists feel the new proposal is on the right 
track, and sometimes it is only personal and 
inarticulate aesthetic considerations that can 
do that. 

In short, creative persons are those who allow themselves to 

experience the full range of their psychic potential and 

who are not afraid of the important, fundamental ambiguities 

which result from the collision between the unknowable un

conscious and the rational conscious aspects of their 

personalities. This is crucial, Gardner notes, for upon 
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these individuals lies much of the burden of the advance of 

society. John Gardner knows that the future of Western 

culture must rest with Freud and Jung, not with Skinner— 

with those who would admit the power of the unconscious, not 

with those who would simply dismiss it as a variable to be 

controlled by neat, logical technique. 

What have been termed revolutions in physics, 

philosophy, and psychology were, as we have seen, deflected 

and substantially changed before they could attain a logical 

end. Scientists misconstrued the discoveries of theoretical 

physics and indulged, without much concern, the error of 

mistaking means for ends, process for substance. Many 

philosophers, especially positivists and linguistic 

analysts, forsook the classic principles of their discipline 

in an orgy of superficial rationality. For their part, 

psychologists fell into disarray over the question of the 

unconscious: was it an unfathomable dynamic with both 

destructive and creative potential, or was it simply some

thing irrational to be absolutely controlled by laboratory 

procedures? The question why these "revolutions" took the 

course they did is at best complicated, at worst impossible 

to answer. However, it seems safe to say that an important 

part of the answer is found in the rapid development of 

Western man's consciousness of planetary finiteness. 
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Planetary Finiteness and the Growth of Bureaucracy 

Like many others before him, Ehrlich (1968, p. 12) 

thought he intellectually understood the significance of 

the population explosion, but he knew he did not understand 

it emotionally until he spent a hot night in New Delhi with 

his wife and daughter in the mid-1960's: 

My wife and daughter and I were returning to our 
hotel in an ancient taxi: The seats were hopping 
with fleas. The only functional gear was third. 
As we crawled through the city, we entereu a 
crowded slum area. The temperature was well 
over 100, and the air was a haze of dust and 
smoke. The streets seemed alive with people. 
People eating, people washing, people sleeping. 
People visiting, arguing and screaming. People 
thrusting their hands through the taxi window, 
begging. People defacating and urinating. 
People clinging to buses. People herding 
animals. People, people, people, people. As 
we moved slowly through the mob, hand horn 
squawking, the dust, noise, heat, and cooling 
fires gave the scene a hellish aspect. 

If New Delhi in the mid-1960's could provide scenes with a 

"hellish aspect," by 2000 A.D. New Delhi and many other 

places in the West as well as the East will indeed be living 

hells if the growth of population continues its present 

course."1" Doomsday demographers assault us with truly 

1. My short discussion of the "population problem," 
based as it is on the work of Paul Ehrlich and Robert 
Heilbroner, assumes the commonly accepted political and 
social perception of the situation. However, Stephen 
Yulish has brought to my attention Chase's (1977, p, 400) 
The Legacy of Malthus which presents the provocative thesis 
that what Ehrlich and others perceive to be overpopulation 
is the result of poverty: "The degradation that confronted 
the Ehrlich's that night in Delhi was simply a function of 
poverty, and of nothing else. And this poverty was not the 
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horrifying projections, and while we can sometimes find ways 

to dismiss them, it is not so easy to ignore the predictions 

of more conservative thinkers, predictions which are them

selves frightening. 

When confronted with what is commonly (even if 

wrongly) perceived to be the population problem, most people 

think first of the "race between food and mouths." But as 

dramatic as that aspect of the situation is, Heilbroner says, 

"it is not necessarily the most immediately threatening." 

More important is the fact that "the torrent of human growth 

imposes intolerable social strains on the economically back

ward regions, as well as hideous costs on their individual 

citizens. Among these social strains the most frightening 

is that of social disorder" (Heilbroner 1974, p. 37). If 

the exponential population growth of this century continues 

in the underdeveloped world we can expect "steadily 

worsening social disorder, marked by shorter life 

product of India's birth rates but of her history for at 
least the previous century of exploitation as a colony of 
non-Indian European power." Whether or not Chase is 
correct in his analysis, which finds economics and racism 
rather than overpopulation at the root of the problem, is 
operationally unimportant, given the actual perceptions of 
a vast majority of people; that is, most in the West, for 
whatever reason, accept the idea of a serious threat 
posed by what they believe to be a population explosion. 
Certainly commentators like Stephen Yulish and Allan Chase 
are to be commended for suggesting there might be a sane, 
economic alternative to the social and political catastrophe 
envisioned by Ehrlich and Heilbroner, but the possibility 
of an ideal, rational solution seems as unlikely as does 
the coming of a, new Socrates. 
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expectancies, further stunting of physical and mental 

capabilities, political apathy intermingled with riots and 

pillaging when crops fail." In all likelihood, people in 

such a state would "probably be ruled by dictatorial govern

ments serving the interests of a small economic and military 

upper class and presiding over the rotting countryside with 

mixed resignation, indifference and despair" (Heilbroner 

1974, p. 38). To Heilbroner (1974, p. 39) it is apparent 

that the "eventual rise of 'iron' governments probably of a 

military-socialist cast, seems part of the prospect that 

must be faced when we seek to appraise the consequences of 

the population explosion . . . ." Of course, if social 

conditions in the underdeveloped world degenerate far enough, 

they might easily resort to the ultimate weapon of modern 

political warfare: nuclear blackmail. People living rela

tively comfortable lives in the developed West know "The 

possibility must then be faced that the underdeveloped 

nations which have 'nothing' to lose will point their nuclear 

pistols at the heads of the passengers in the first-class 

coaches who have everything to lose" (Heilbroner 1974, 

p. 44) . 

While the political threat stemming from social 

chaos induced by overpopulation is indeed ominous, it is 

but one part of a complex problem. It is clear that 

bringing a halt to population growth and preventing war will 

not entirely solve the riddle imposed on men and women by 
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political threat, they face a series of difficulties associ 

ated with the very process of industrial activity. 

Although we have been subjected to a barrage of 

predictions, projections, and estimations, our knowledge 

of the actual extent of natural resources remains shrouded 

in mystery, and even if the supply were virtually unlimited 

the problem of industrial growth would be far from over. 

As an increasing number of new sources of the energy 

necessary to power developed and developing societies are 

extracted, enormous amounts of heat are generated which 

strain t> e tolerance of the ecosphere for the absorption 

of heat. While the "problem of global thermal pollution, 

for all its awesome finality . .' . stands as a warning 

rather than as an immediate challenge," that threat, in 

combination with difficulties associated with resource 

availability, energy shortages, and the "pollution result

ing from noxious by-products of industrial production" 

indicates "industrial growth must surely slacken and likely 

come to halt . . ." (Heilbroner 1974, pp. 54-55). If it is 

true that there are physical limits to industrial growth, 

what can be expected of those population masses who would 

emulate the material prosperity of the industrial West and 

who have placed their faith in science and technology for 

their deliverance? When he writes in Surviving the Future, 

Toynbee C1971, p, 135) is blissfully unaware of this enigma 
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. . .  I  d o  n o t  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n y  i n e x o r a b l e  
natural obstacle to the narrowing of the gap 
between the rich countries and poor countries. I 
believe that the present widening of the gap is 
due to deliberate human action (terms of trade) 
and inaction (failure to practice family 
planning). This could be changed, and the gap 
could be narrowed, by deliberate human action. 
The initiative lies with the rich countries. If 
they are wise enough to take a long view; they 
will do what is required, on their part for 
closing the gap voluntarily. If they refuse to 
do this, they will eventually be confronted with 
a choice between two formidable alternatives. 
Either whey will be deposed by a concerted revolt 
of the exasperated majority or they will have to 
hold this majority down by establishing a fascist 
regime on a world-wide scale. 

While Toynbee anticipates the same political catastrophe as 

Heilbroner, he is far more optimistic about the possibility 

to avoid revolution or totalitarianism as a result of 

planetary finiteness. Toynbee1s faith in the efficacy of 

voluntarism undergirded by the techniques of planning, 

science, and technology is pretty; but at this point in 

history, it is dangerously unrealistic. Toynbee's faith is 

misplaced not only because there are apparently very sub

stantial physical barriers to continued industrial growth, 

but also because what Heilbroner calls the "false promise of 

growth" makes a psychological crisis imminent. 

In his review of Social Limits to Growth by Fred 

Hirsch, Heilbroner explains the author's distinction between 

"material goods" and "positional goods": the former "con

sists of products whose enjoyments are wholly divorced from 

the number of persons who are consuming them," the latter of 
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"goods whose enjoyments depend on the fact that they are 

owned by a minority" (Heilbroner 1977, p. 10). The 

existence of positional goods, as opposed to material goods, 

indicates that while poor countries might have a degree of 

misery removed by increases in the supply of material goods 

which relieve the worst forms of suffering, a state of 

universal satisfaction cannot be achieved through industrial 

production. This is so because one aspect of goods oriented 

societies, such as those found in the industrialized West, 

is that much of the psychic enjoyment one obtains has to do 

with exclusiveness: if everyone were to have a sufficient 

supply of material goods and of positional goods, the 

members of the society, in their sameness, would not be 

satisfied. The "false promise of growth," in Fred Hirsch's 

terms, is simply the assumption that growth alone can pro

vide the sort of psychological equanimity that can produce 

social stability. In short, one can anticipate a great 

crisis when poor, underprivileged masses discover what many 

people in the industrial West have recently learned: that 

salvation is not a by-product of scientific and technological 

processes operating in a vacuum to produce more of this and 

that. 

Even when one realizes that growth, spurred on by 

the development of scientific and technological knowledge 

cannot be a balm for the soul, he or she knows that the 

rigidities created by bureaucracies, which arose as 



necessary supports in the industrial web, pose serious 

questions about the possibilities of changing goals and 

defusing the apparatus. Schumacher (1973, p. 65) recog

nizes "When it comes to action, we obviously need small 

units, because action is a highly personal affair, and one 

cannot be in touch with more than a very limited number of 

persons at any one time." He also recognizes that one of 

the effects of industrial society is the "idolatry of 

giantism": "Almost every day we hear of mergers and take

overs; Britain enters the European Economic Community to 

open up larger markets to be served by even larger organiza

tions. . . . The great majority of economists and business 

efficiency experts supports this trend toward vastness" 

(Schumacher 1973, p. 241). For over half a century, indeed 

the roots of bureaucracy were firmly planted in the 

nineteenth century, organizational size and complexity has 

developed apace with the increasing acceptance of the 

promise of growth. The fact that we can now recognize the 

invalidity of the promise does not necessarily mean that we 

can gently dismantle its encrusted entrenched organizational 

structures, even if we would like to do so to be rid of 

their dehumanizing impersonality and calculation. 

It may Be true that the consciousness of planetary 

finiteness may bode well for mankind's long term future by 

making them reassess their most fundamental values; however, 

from the above, brief overview, it is clear that social 
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chaos may well be the short term reality. When the members 

of many countries, rich and poor, capitalistic and 

communistic, realize that the promise of industrial growth 

is a historical, material, and psychological lie, the 

reaction will surely be traumatic. Politically, we can 

reasonably anticipate a centralization of power and the 

confusion that will come with the collision between enormous, 

wealthy semi-independent bureaucratic monoliths and free

wheeling masses with little to lose. Economically we can 

anticipate a general collapse, as the industrialized West, 

unable to tolerate the implications of the Big Lie of un

limited growth, indulges itself in an orgy of excess which 

evidences itself as uncontrolled inflation. Finally, we can 

look forward to a long period of political, social, and 

economic change in a shrunken planet. 

Facing the Future 

How have we arrived at this perhaps intolerable 

point in our history? In the beginning I suggested there 

were no simple answers to this question. After a brief 

summary of some aspects of the important intellectual 

revolutions in physics, philosophy, and psychology and a 

general overview of some aspects of the political and social 

state of affairs, the answer still eludes us. However, one 

can make some tentative conclusions. 
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Even a casual examination of the history of the 

industrialized West since the end of World War I clearly 

shows that great increases in population and a belief that 

peace, both personal and political, could be achieved 

through material growth combined to convince Western man 

and woman that their capitulation to technique generally, 

and to rational processes in particular, was both desirable 

and necessary. This conviction led to what I have termed 

perversions in physics, philosophy, and psychology. These 

perversions not only vitiated the positive theoretical 

potential of each revolution, but also led to misapplica

tions that have had terrible results. 

The researches of Einstein, Bohr, and the others 

illuminated a world in which everything, and hence every

body, was interconnected. It was a world in which truth 

was subject to variations in time and space, which were no 

longer absolutes. Given these discoveries, there were two 

possible social applications. On the one hand, a person 

could first conclude that since the world is a maze of on

going interconnections, not a series of distinct, objective 

entities, people have an unavoidable social responsibility, 

for truly no man is an island no matter how much one might 

want to be. Second, he or she could conclude that since 

time and space are relative, people are necessarily released 

form dogmatic social, religious, and historical verities 

that had limited them so much in the past. Together these 
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two aspects might have been joined to produce a concept of 

social responsibility based on unavoidable mutuality and 

driven by an evolving ethics. 

On the other hand, a person could have dismissed 

the concept of interconnection as a scientific theory with 

no social implications and concluded that since the world 

was relative, not static, there could be no such thing as 

absolute morality. From this point of view, situational 

ethics was the only possibility. Our recent social and 

intellectual history shows clearly that the second, largely 

negative interpretation is the one that has found general 

acceptance. The first understanding has been held by only 

a few, who are most often condemned by the majority as 

dreamers or fools. 

When philosophers, operating as they were in the 

shadow of Darwin, too often easily accepted the limitations 

implied in the revelation that humans appeared to be 

nothing more than one animal among a variety of species 

with definite life cycles, they cut themselves off from the 

concerns of classical philosophic inquiry. As mathematicians 

and linguists, most modern philosophers have been of little 

use to those who seek answers to what a few still conceive 

to be universal mysteries. Worth quoting in its entirety 

is this passage from Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Mainte

nance, in which Pirsig (.1974, pp. 375-76) dramatically 



writes about the pathetic recent poverty of philosophy, 

particularly in universities: 

Forms and mannerisms—hated by the best, loved by 
the worst. Year after year, decade after decade 
of little front-row "readers," mimics with 
pretty smiles and neat pens, out to get their 
Aristotelian A's while those who possess the real 
arete sit silently in back of them wondering what 
is wrong with themselves that they cannot like 
this subject. 

And today in those few Universities that bother 
to teach classic ethics anymore, students, 
following the lead of Aristotle and Plato, end
lessly play around with the question that in 
ancient Greece never needed to be asked: "What is 
the Good? And how do we define it? Since 
different people have defined it differently, 
how can we know there is any good? Some say the 
good is found in happiness but how do we know 
what happiness is? And how can happiness be 
defined? Happiness and good are not objective 
terms. We cannot deal with them scientifically. 
And since they aren't objective they just exist 
in your mind. So if you want to be happy just 
change your mind. Ha-ha, ha-ha." 

Aristotelian ethics, Aristotelian definitions, 
Aristotelian logic, Aristotelian forms, 
Aristotelian substances, Aristotelian rhetoric, 
Aristotelian laughter . . . ha-ha, ha-ha. 

And the bones of the Sophists long ago turned to 
dust and what they said turned to dust with them 
and the dust was buried under the rubble of 
declining Athens through its fall and Macedonia 
through its decline and fall. Through the decline 
and death of ancient Rome and Byzantium and the 
Ottoman Empire and the modern states—buried so 
deep and with such ceremoniousness and such 
unction and such evil that only a madman centuries 
later could discover the clues needed to uncover 
them, and see with horror what had been done 

If the search for objective truth in the name of 

Aristotle, which degenerates in the hands and minds of 
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moderns into boring word games, has emasculated philosophy 

in the last half century especially, it is people them

selves who are threatened by the parallel attempt in 

psychology. When sadly optimistic persons imply and seek 

to demonstrate that humans as machines can be controlled 

like rats or mechanical devices, the threat is grave indeed. 

As Marcuse (1964, p. 247) suggests, the Skinnerian approach 

leads one to wonder whether the relation between the rational 

and the irrational for twentieth century man and woman has 

not undergone a prophetic alteration: "Contrasted with the 

fantastic and insane aspects of its rationality, the realm 

of the irrational becomes the home of the really rational— 

of the ideas which may 'promote the art of life.'" 

With some assurance, one can conclude that the 

confusion, weariness, and despair which mark the current 

point in history result, to a large extent, from twists 

that occurred in physics, philosophy, and psychology during 

the period since World War I. The sudden awareness of 

planetary finiteness, and the implications of bureaucratic 

structures which were erected as part of social planning 

solutions to problems created by exponential growth, have 

contributed mightily to the current confusion and cynicism. 

Kenneth Clark concedes "the future of civilisation 

does not look very bright," unless we remember "we are part 

of a great whole, which for convenience we call nature" 

CClark 1969, pp. 34 6-47). Arnold Toynbee expresses the 
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everywhere could "learn about all of the world's historic 

religions and about the different ideologies," so the 

"confrontation between religions and ideologies becomes an 

opportunity and a stimulus for choice, instead of con

tinuing to be an automatic cause of irrational hostility 

and strife" (Toynbee 1971, p. 141). However, to suggest 

simply that an awareness of our connection to the whole, 

or the lessening of tension between conflicting religious 

or political ideologies can possibly lead to salvation is to 

indicate a shallow understanding of the deepest intellectual 

shift since World War I: what I called in the beginning, 

following Ellul's lead, the total domination of technique 

and the subsequent flattening of mankind. 

Alfred North Whitehead suggests in Science and the 

Modern World that techniques which culminate in a concept of 

nature ultimately unable to escape scientific determinism 

have now "taken the role of Fate in the Greek tragedy." 

He says, "The great tragedians of the modern world are the 

scientists with their vision of fate, remorseless and 

indifferent, urging an incident to its inevitable issue. 

. . . This remorseless inevitableness is what pervades 

scientific thought. The laws of physics are the decrees of 

fate" (Whitehead 1925, pp. 15-16). This is not to imply 

that science and technology are necessarily tragic; they 

become part of a tragedy when they convey no teleological 
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making their actions mere social reflexes. In Marcuse's 

terms, the excessive rationalization of science and 

technology becomes "obscene" and produces one-dimensional 

men and women when it successfully refutes the "philosophies 

which oppose 'poetic' imagination to scientific and 

empirical reason" and complete a merger of aesthetics, 

religion and reality. This is the fatal collapse Roszak 

(1972, p. 256) has in mind when he states: "Romanticism is 

the struggle to save the reality of experience from 

evaporating into theoretical abstraction or disintegrating 

into the chaos.of bare, empirical fact." Both Marcuse and 

Roszak know that a life stripped of its imaginative and 

religious aspects is simply not worth living. 

When Gardner (1961, p. 136) says real education must 

involve moral and spiritual growth in a "world of huge 

organizations and vast social forces that dwarf and 

threaten the individual," he in part echoes Marcuse and 

Roszak, as does Schumacher in understanding "The economics 

of giantism and automation," which by their very nature 

show no concern for the individual, are "totally incapable 

of solving any of the real problems of today" (Schumacher 

1973, p. 74). No personal or international peace can be 

obtained until the "problem of spiritual and moral truth 

moves into a central position" (Schumacher 1973, p. 33). 

However, Gardner, in his belief that people can reestablish 
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their essential integration, largely through education, and 

Schumacher in expressing confidence that a reduction in 

size of social and economic institutions, a dismantling of 

bureaucracies, can lead to the necessary reassertion of 

whole individuals demonstrate an optimism not found in the 

writing of Marcuse and Roszak. For them the idea that 

twentieth century Western man and woman may have gone past 

the point of no return stands out as a terrifying possi

bility. 

Marcuse (.19 64, p. 250) thinks that if people are to 

liberate their imaginations and provide operating room for 

the energy of the unconscious, the repressive techniques 

that function freely in perpetuating repressive industrial 

societies will themselves have to be constrained: 

And such a reversal is not a matter of psychology 
or ethics but of politics, in the sense in which 
this term has here been used throughout: the 
practice in which the basic societal institutions 
are developed, defined, sustained, and changed. 
It is the practice of individuals, no matter how 
organized they may be. Thus the question once 
again must be faced: how can the administered 
individuals—who have made their mutilation 
into their own liberties and satisfactions, and 
thus reproduce it on an enlarged scale—liberate 
themselves from themselves as well as from their 
masters? How is it even thinkable that the 
vicious circle will be broken? 

It is Marcuse"s contention that any hope of breaking the 

circle lies "underneath the'-conservative popular base," in 

the "substratum of the outcasts and outsiders, the exploited 

and persecuted of other races and other colors, the 
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democratic process . . . ." They are the ones whose 

refusal "to play the game may be the fact which marks the 

beginning of the end of a period." In the Great Refusal 

of the "most exploited force" to play the game of the "most 

advanced consciousness of humanity," Marcuse says, lies the 

hope of ending the "second period of barbarism." At the 

same time, he recognizes "It is nothing but a chance" 

CMarcuse 1964, pp. 256-57). 

A little over a decade has passed since Marcuse 

said this, and already it is dated and seems to us hope

lessly romantic. The Great Refusal will not come from the 

bottom, except in the form of a devastating political up

heaval of the sort envisioned by Robert Heilbroner. If the 

circle can be broken at all, it will be by an enlightened 

few who know dignity is more than a full stomach and a 

supply of goods, and that the real purpose of life is some

thing other than admission to an air conditioned nightmare. 

The breaking of the circle will involve a psychological and 

spiritual transformation that will appear to be a non-

revolution led by non-revolutionaries if it is too closely 

compared to past "physical" revolutions. 

Like Marcuse, Theodore Roszak couches the problem 

in political terms. However, the political solution he 

propounds differs significantly and indicates an important 

change in the cultural consciousness of the West over the 
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last fifteen years. Whereas Marcuse talks about The Great 

Refusal as a revolt against an economic and social structure 

by people who feel the effects of its false promises and 

dehumanizing necessities, Roszak (1972, pp. 420-21) talks 

about the politics of spiritual reintegration: 

That is why the politics of our time must reopen 
the metaphysical issues which science and social 
logic have for the last two centuries been pleased 
to regard as closed. For to expound upon social 
priorities or the quality of life without con
fronting those issues is the very folly of aliena
tion. It is, once again, the half person pre
scribing the whole person's needs. But it is 
experience that must reopen those issues, not 
academic discourse. We must learn once more to 
discriminate experientially between realities, 
telling the greater from the lesser. If there is 
to be a next politics, it will be a religious 
politics. Not the religion of the churches—God 
help us, not the religion of the churches—but 
religion in the oldest, most universal sense: 
which is vision born of transcendant knowledge. 

To reopen metaphysical issues, which demand conscious 

moral and aesthetic judgments, and to once again express 

visions born of transcendent knowledge will not be easy. 

We should remember, though, Gardner's (1968, p. 123) 

warning: "We may be reluctant to make moral judgments, but 

if we ignore that necessity it simply means that we shall 

make such judgments without being conscious of them." 

Although Edmund Cahn is speaking about judges in a legal 

system when he says a judge must realize he can never be 

"cleansed of personal responsibility," the point can be 

generalized to all men and women in their societal 



relations. No matter how much a man or woman might want to 

function like "an inert and neutral mirror," no one can 

utterly deny his or her impulses in choosing and sorting. 

No one, much less a social group or nation, can afford the 

delusion that the "calculated irresponsibility" of a pulpit 

is a valid option (Cahn 1955, p. 306). If persons living 

in the most technically advanced nation in the history of 

the world cannot make judgments based on transcendent moral 

visions, their legacy will be terrible. In 1975, The 

Washington Post published a story that Americans in 

Cambodia had been practicing cannibalism on the enemy dead. 

Van Hoffman (1975, p. 4) points out, "While it may be that 

in the final analysis it makes no difference whether the 

bodies of slain soldiers are buried, burned, or eaten, 

cannibalism, for people of our culture at least, is the 

symbolic act of barbarism." At the same time, is not there 

something barbaric about a culture that has instilled such 

deep fear and uncertainty that on a rain drenched New 

Year's Eve in a little Alabama town, a person could find 

the night filled "not with soft chimes and poet's rhymes 

but with savage hounds and brooding people" (Moyers 1975, 

p. 76). These are clear examples of what happens when a 

people lose the capacity to make moral judgments or ignore 

their responsibility. 

Similarly, Gardner (1968, p. 123) says, "We may be 

reluctant to make aesthetic judgments, but even the casual 
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observer of our lives, our homes, our manner of expression 

will see that in fact we have made many such judgments—well 

or badly." What do we, in the industrial West, see when we 

observe our lives, homes, and manner of expression? In 

Mannes's words we see "Deserts of parking lots. . . . Vast 

cubes of commerce, purely functional, great blocks of 

apartments with filing cabinets for living and 'balconies' 

for breathing carbon monoxide"; and a common language which 

is an "inchaote mass of 'like I said' and 'y'know' and 

'like, man'—interspersed with obscenities and other 

substitutes for thought." This is what has become of our 

culture's style, and without style "we all slouch not toward 

Bethlehem but toward the town dump; brothers and sisters to 

beer cans and the immortal shapes of plastic" (Mannes 1973, 

p. 9) . 

In surrendering to the efficiency of technique, and 

forsaking our obligation to make conscious moral and 

aesthetic judgments, we have adjusted to the abnormal and 

now face the challenge of nonadjustment. Writing in 

Newsweek, McCarthy (1975, p. 11) paraphrases a story told 

by Rabbi Abraham Heschel, a hero to many who accept the 

challenge: 

Once upon a time in a distant kingdom, it 
happened that after the grain crop had been 
harvested and stored, it was discovered to be 
poison. Anyone who ate it went insane. The 
king and his advisers immediately took counsel 
as to what should be done. Clearly, not 



enough food was available from other sources to 
sustain the population. There was no choice 
but to eat the grain. Very well/ the king 
said, let us eat it. But at the same time we 
must feed a few people on a different diet so 
that there will be among us some who remember 
we are insane. 



CHAPTER 3 

MIND FORMING AND CAREER BUILDING 

Being a "memory play," The Glass Menagerie can be 
presented with unusual freedom of convention. 
Because of its considerably delicate or tenuous 
material, atmospheric touches and subtleties of 
direction play a particularly important part. 
Expressionism and all other unconventional tech
niques in drama have only one valid aim, and that 
is a closer approach to truth. When a play 
employs unconventional techniques, it is not, or 
certainly shouldn't be, trying to escape the 
responsibility of dealing with reality, or 
interpreting experience, but it actually should 
be attempting to find a closer approach, a more 
penetrating and vivid expression of things as 
they are. The straight realistic play with its 
genuine Frigidaire and authentic ice-cubes, its 
characters who speak exactly as its audience 
speaks, corresponds to the academic landscape and 
has the same virtue of photographic likeness. 
Everyone should know nowadays the unimportance of 
the photographic in art: that truth, life, or 
reality is an organic thing which the poetic 
imagination can represent or suggest, in essence, 
only through transformation, through changing 
into other forms than those which were merely 
present in appearance. 

These remarks are not meant as a preface only to 
this particular play. They have to do with a 
conception of a new, plastic theatre which must 
take the place of the exhausted theatre of 
realistic conventions if the theatre is to resume 
vitality as a part of our culture (Williams 1977, 
"Production Notes" from The Glass Menagerie). 

Youth 

In reflecting on his successful career, Earl 

McGrath emphasizes that largely as a result of his early 
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life in Buffalo, he has always had "a certain idealism with 

relation to people" but has also "been conscious of the 

realities" (McGrath 31 March, p. 18).1 From his account, 

it is clear that the idealism about people evolved from the 

warm personal contact and concern for one another that was 

an important aspect of the small German community in 

Buffalo in which McGrath was raised. At the same time, 

coming as he did from humble economic beginnings, he early 

on learned that if he was to get anywhere, he would have to 

do it largely on his own. This lesson, and many others, 

were learned from Dr. McGrath's grandparents, who during 

his formative years had a much greater influence than did 

his parents. He remembers that between the ages of three 

and six he lived with his maternal grandparents, for his 

father was laid up with health problems and his mother had 

to care for two other children. Although he was to live at 

home during his high school years, neither his father, "a 

very uncommunicative man," nor his mother exerted much 

substantial influence. Part of the reason for the lack of 

influence stemmed from the fact that the McGrath's had very 

little money: . .my father was earning fifteen dollars 

1. During the course of several months in 1977, I 
interviewed Dr. McGrath on nine occasions. From the tape 
recordings of these interviews, transcripts were typed. 
Both the tapes and the transcripts are available through 
the Media Center of the University of Arizona Library. All 
citations referring to these documents include McGrath's 
name, the date of the interview, and the page number of the 
transcript (i.e., McGrath 31 March, p. 22). 
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a week with three kids and . . . that meant that my family 

was very much preoccupied with making a living . . . rather 

than paying attention to kids" (McGrath 29 November, pp. 

1-3). With this in mind, it is not surprising to find that 

in tracing the McGrath family background one finds an 

inordinate emphasis on the role of Earl McGrath's grand

parents. 

About the McGrath side of his family, Earl McGrath 

knows little. His Catholic great-grandparents came from 

Ballycastle in county Antrim, an essentially Protestant 

Irish community. Ten years ago, McGrath (31 March, p. 21) 

travelled to Ireland and found the remains of his great

grandfather's schoolhall, and he found his great

grandfather's home: "The schoolhouse was a wreck. A storm 

knocked it down, but the home was built of twenty-four inch 

stone and will be there for a thousand years." Although 

he spoke to one of his great-grandfather's former pupils, 

who was then about eighty-five years old, he did not have 

time to search the church records for more information about 

his ancestors. 

Because he died when McGrath was six months old, 

Dr. McGrath never knew his paternal grandfather; however, 

he did know his paternal grandmother. She, like his 

maternal grandparents, had an elementary school education— 

nothing more. While he knew his paternal grandmother, her 

influence on young McGrath was minimal: 
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She was far off, for one thing, out at the edge 
of Buffalo. We liked her very much, and 
especially [liked] my father's sister, May. We 
liked her tremendously. She was a wonderful 
human being, and I kept in close touch with her 
until the day she died. . . . She was a friendly, 
kindly person and took an interest in the kids. 
But I was closer to the German side merely by 
proximity. We were there, and we came and went 
(McGrath 31 March, p. 24). 

"We lived within a very short walking distance of my 

maternal grandparents' home. I was, in fact, in their home 

almost as much as I was in my own parents' house" (McGrath 

31 March, p. 22). 

Earl McGrath's maternal great-grandparents, who 

established the German enclave in Buffalo that was to pro

foundly influence young McGrath, emigrated from Eisleben, 

Luther's birthplace in Saxony. His great-grandfather was 

a bookbinder in Germany and "he came over to Buffalo in 

about 1846—around the time of the folk rebellion in 

Germany. He came to Buffalo and set up a book bindery on 

Huron Street, and the building is still there" (McGrath 

31 March, p. 23). His great-grandfather was "very 

successful. He was a competent, highly skilled binder, but 

also he was interested in rare editions . . . and did 

bindings for people who could afford to pay for rare 

editions and wonderful bindings" (McGrath 31 March, p. 23). 

In addition to creating a thriving binding business, 

McGrath's maternal great-grandfather bought land which was 

to become the site of a German community of some thirty or 
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forty people. He gave the land to his nine children, and 

they "built houses there and it was something like Germany. 

A small German town, really" (McGrath 31 March, p. 22). 

This small community exerted a lasting and profound influ

ence on young Earl McGrath. 

McGrath (31 March, p. 23) remembers that while his 

great-grandfather made a very good living, his grandfather 

and his five brothers did not: "None was a wastrel, but they 

just weren't good businessmen. They made a living, maybe 

fifty dollars a week, which was pretty good in those days, 

but they were never well off. But, somehow, they always had 

enough money to make life good." 

The good life meant that on the Fourth of July his 

grandfather, operating with strictly limited resources could 

somehow find ten or fifteen dollars to buy fireworks for his 

grandson: "... I don't know why I was nuts about fire

works, but I was. ... He should have probably put it into 

bread and butter, but he knew I wanted that and that's what 

he did." The good life meant that at "Christmas, Thanks

giving and all the holidays all the family gathered and had 

lots to eat—goose and turkey and squash and mashed 

potatoes. I can still see those great tables—lots of food 

stuffs and people. And miss it. I do miss it, to tell you 

the truth" (McGrath 31 March, p. 23). The good life also 

meant having a grandmother who thought her grandson should 

learn music, although "we didn't have much money." In her 
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"simple way," his grandmother led him into music by hiring 

a music teacher "who taught me piano for five to six years, 

beginning at about eight. That led eventually to my playing 

in the high school orchestra first piano" (McGrath 31 March, 

p. 22) . Young McGrath enjoyed the good life as he grew up, 

but it was a good life with a predominantly socioreligious, 

not material base. 

McGrath (31 March, p. 24) characterizes his ancestry 

as "a mongrel type of arrangement": "My maternal grand

mother's people came from Alsace. They were French. My 

paternal grandmother—her name was McGary, and they were 

Scotch. My paternal grandfather was Irish. . . . It's 

French and German—Scotch and Irish." This mixed heritage, 

he believes, has had an important effect: 

If I don't have prejudices against ethnic groups 
and national groups, it is because I always felt 
one of them. I always felt if I offended them, I 
would offend myself because I am a mix-up I sic], 
and they are a mixture of all kinds of things. 
. . . That's the way human beings are in our 
country, so I don't feel—I don't see these shut 
doors that apparently other people do (McGrath 31 
March, p. 24). 

While his diverse ancestry no doubt contributed to 

whatever lack of prejudice he has, Earl McGrath also 

benefitted from the fact that "I didn't hear a lot of stuff 

about Catholics and Jews and Italians; we had them all over 

the neighborhood around there. ... I think what it does 

is to—when you are younger, you don't rationalize this and 
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what it does is to—it prevents the development of . . . 

deep seated prejudices. You accept them. You don't really 

sympathize too much. You just accept them as people." 

Young McGrath learned "it wasn't decent to attack people, 

unless they were corrupt or indecent, and then you were 

justified in attacking them" (McGrath 19 April, pp. 13-14). 

At home, his family was "never talking about their neighbors 

or about other races or other religions. ... I never heard 

any of that sort of thing" (McGrath 31 March, p. 19). 

Clearly, Earl McGrath owes much of his early 

development to some "very unusual people," who were not 

cosmopolitan and who had little formal education. Recently 

McGrath (31 March, pp. 25-26) described them in these terms: 

They didn't fight with their neighbors. They 
didn't get drunk, as many of us today do. They 
were temperate. They drank beer, but they were 
never in jail: never arrested for anything. 
They were good people. They weren't prominent. 
They weren't very successful in the material 
sense. They just had enough to live on. As 
far as I discovered, with those limited 
resources, they never worried half as much as 
I did when I came out of the Commissionership 
and didn't have a job. 

. . . They were educated out of the facts of 
life and, I suppose again, out of their religion. 
They weren't pious; they could tell a dirty 
story; and they could have fun; and they were a 
jolly lot; but you could depend on them. 

Today, McGrath (19 April, p. 12) believes 

In spite of all I've said and written about the 
importance of higher education in shaping the 
person's ideals and his commitments, I believe 
very firmly that what happens to a youngster 
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before—and I've taken an arbitrary age—ten years 
old is terribly important, and I would be 
inclined to the view that it is probably those 
years that are more important than the years from 
eighteen to twenty-one in those terms. 

His study of Watson's and Pavlov's conditioning theories and 

Thorndike's learning theory has led McGrath "to the con

viction that your personality and your character structure 

are pretty well laid down before you are ten years old" 

(McGrath 19 April, p. 12). He adds, . .1 think there is 

much to be said for the view that if you're raised in a 

family in a community where there is love and warmth and 

understanding, where you're not pushed off, but you are 

brought into everything, I think that that experience, 

barring other very serious difficulties later in life, has 

a tremendous influence on the kind of human being you are" 

(McGrath 19 April, p. 13).^ 

While McGrath (31 March, p. 24) fondly and emo

tionally remembers his early years in Buffalo, he expresses 

sadness for the loss of such circumstances in today's 

society: "You don't see it anywhere. . . . That's the 

trouble. Very few families have these things. . . . It's 

complex. They go out. They go away. And they don't come 

1. One should here take note of the fact that while 
McGrath feels the behaviorists have something to contribute 
to our understanding of early personality and character 
development, he believes the humanistic psychology of 
Maslow makes a more important contribution to our accurate 
understanding of the whole human animal. This change is 
explored in greater depth below. 
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back. The family isn't as well knit as it was. The whole 

culture in that neighborhood—the Germans—was built around 

the family and its members." 

As Earl McGrath reflects on his early years, one 

senses his feeling for the unity and coherence of life. In 

the extended and unified German enclave there was a mechanism 

for continuity that is increasingly rare today. There 

existed a warmth and compassion, born at least in part of 

immigrant necessity, which is all but forgotten in a society 

which emphasizes self-sufficiency and encourages the 

disintegration of the nuclear family. One senses an 

appreciation for time and permanence in the memory of the 

old, Irish home that "will be there for a thousand years" 

and in the memory of the bookbindery which still stands on 

Huron Street. Finally, one senses Earl McGrath's concern 

for morality when he says, ". . . if all the people in the 

United States were as good as my maternal grandparents, we 

would have very few problems in this country" (McGrath 

31 March, p. 26). 

Awakening Intellect 

While young McGrath benefitted from the attention 

and affection of a concerned family, who wished for the boy 

a directed, good life, the decisions involving much of his 

early formal schooling demonstrated all the unreasonableness 

one often associates with drifting youth. For instance, 
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McGrath denied himself the opportunity to attend the best 

high school in Buffalo, which was three blocks from his 

home, in order to attend a technical high school "five miles 

on the other side of town" because his best friend from 

elementary school was there. 

At the technical school, he "really majored in 

cabinet making," although "fortunately this was a technical 

high school that had a college preparatory emphasis as 

well" (McGrath 19 April, p. 14). While he remained at the 

high school, Earl McGrath was, as had been the case in 

elementary school, "not very effective" (McGrath 28 April, 

p. 16), perhaps with the exception of his contribution to 

the high school orchestra. In addition, the fact that he 

came from a family who "were not intellectuals," in combina

tion with the fact that at the high school "there was no 

guidance—there were no guidance officers in those days, 

nobody to talk to "who might offer encouragement," led the 

teen-aged high school student to expect that college was 

not likely to be part of his future. He knew he "wasn't 

interested in making cabinets at all" and enjoyed English, 

history, and physics; however, "I didn't expect to go to 

college then" (McGrath 19 April, pp. 14-15). 

Upon graduation from high school, McGrath entered 

a series of jobs that promised no future whatsoever: "I 

went to work for People's Bank, I went to work for the 

Pierce Automobile Company, I worked for a bakery delivering 
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bread." During this period, he was not consciously learning 

anything about life or people and how they operated: "I was 

just living." 

While it is true that young McGrath did drift 

through a series of odd jobs "just living,11 one cannot 

ignore the fact that he was "always interested in intel

lectual things" and reading in his spare time (McGrath 19 

April, p. 15). Clearly, despite an early history of humble 

circumstances and apparent lack of direction, Earl McGrath 

was never an empty-headed drone. To be sure, his real 

blossoming took place in college, but the seeds of what was 

to become the mature personality had been planted early: 

"I don't know exactly how this [the change from the immature 

to the mature personality] began. I think probably it was 

through music because I was a fair pianist. In high school 

I was good enough to be in the . . . orchestra. . . . When 

I got to college, the first thing I did was to get into the 

Glee Club" (McGrath 28 April, p. 17). If one can see 

aesthetic and intellectual links being formed through 

McGrath's early interest in music and reading, he can 

perhaps agree that the circumstances leading to a long 

career at the University of Buffalo were not as fatalistic 

as Dr. McGrath believes they were. 

While he would not go so far as to suggest we live 

as victims in an inexorable universe, Earl McGrath certainly 

believes there is an element of determination in all our 
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lives. In at least two important instances, his selection 

as Conimissioner of Education and his decision to attend 

college, he attributes the resolution of the situation to 

fate, at least to a great degree. 

In describing the events which culminated in his 

enrolling at Buffalo in the fall of 1923, McGrath (19 April, 

p. 15) said, "... this is an interesting story because it 

bears out a hypothesis I have that . . . there are small, 

relatively insignificant incidents in a man's life that send 

him this way or that way." He then proceeded to narrate 

this story: 

. . . in Sunday school, when I was about four years 
old, I made a friendship that is still active 
today. This man is now a cardiologist in Buffalo. 
I talk with him every couple of weeks in Buffalo; 
we are still very close friends. He kept at me, 
all through the high school years and immediately 
after to go on to college. 

He had little success at first, but late one June 
day in 1923—he had been in a premedical course 
at the University of Buffalo ... a two-year 
course, and he was going to medical school in the 
fall—he began to bear down on me. I was working 
for the Buffalo General Electric then, testing 
meters, earning $22 a week. And he said, "You 
know, you're not getting anywhere." I said, "I 
know that." ... I could see that I wasn't 
getting anywhere. The guys . . . even those who 
had been there about ten years, were only earning 
about $4 5 a week. I could see there was no future 
there. 

Well, finally one day, about the 25th of June 
... we were together . . . he was working for 
the General Electric . . . just as a summer job. 
We were on this truck, and he said, "Now look, 
we're out by the University now; why don't we go 
over and see Miss Dieters, the registrar, and see 
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what you would have to do to get into the 
University next fall." "Well," I said 
casually, "O.K. let's go over." 

We went. Fortunately Miss Dieters was there, 
and we went in and talked with her. She said 
she'd have to see my transcripts from high 
school, and I didn't have that. . . . But she 
said "tell me what you took in high school and 
roughly what your grades were." I told her. 
"Well," she said, "you can't get into the 
University unless you take one year of foreign 
language in the summer session. We're opening 
on the day after the 4th of July, and if you 
take the German course—you say that you have 
had high school German but not enough—if you 
take the German course and pass it, you will be 
admitted in September. 

S o  . . .  i n  t h e  n e x t  c o u p l e  o f  d a y s ,  I  w e n t  
down to the technical high school and got a 
transcript and took it out to her, and she 
confirmed what she said. I registered in the 
German course and passed it, and I was admitted. 
That's the story. I had already been out of 
high school three years. But what would have 
happened if this friend of mine hadn't pressured 
me, I don't know (McGrath 19 April, pp. 15-17). 

Although he conceded that he might have taken some 

courses through the newly established University of Buffalo 

evening program, courses that "would have advanced me 

vocationally," Dr. McGrath does not believe he would have 

been able to go to college without the fortuitous inter

vention of his friend: ". . .1 can't believe that there 

would have been any chance. Firstly, my high school record 

wasn't good enough for a scholarship anywhere" (McGrath 

19 April, p. 17). 

In evaluating the episode, McGrath (.19 April, p. 17) 

concludes that "if I were a deeply religious person, I 
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would say that this was all directed." This statement is 

important not so much for what it says about the particular 

episode, but for what it reveals of a fundamental tension 

one sees throughout the man's public career: the tension 

born of the collision between the realization that Fortune 

does seem an integral part of the human condition and the 

belief that if people struggle long and hard enough they 

can make a difference. One must understand that while 

Earl McGrath greatly values his Lutheran heritage, he is 

not so "deeply religious" as to accept a determined universe 

that allows men and women to escape responsibility by 

denying their free will. 

With Miss Dieters satisfied, the German course 

completed, and his decision finalized, Earl McGrath entered 

the University of Buffalo in the Fall of 1923 and embarked 

on a successful and hectic undergraduate career. He 

remembers that he "made a very good record in the first 

year, although I was working at night . . . in an ice cream 

parlor washing dishes" (McGrath 19 April, p. 18). While he 

thrived during his first year, McGrath got the idea that he 

would like to go away to college; accordingly, with the help 

of a wealthy Buffalo hotel owner, he went to Dartmouth in 

the Fall of 1924. 

"I got to Dartmouth, and I didn't like it at all," 

McGrath recalls. "I didn't like the atmosphere; it was, 
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in those days, a country club. . . . Two of my Sunday 

school classmates were there, and they were rather wealthy 

guys—very snooty—and they treated me like the boy from the 

other side of the railroad tracks" (McGrath 19 April, 

p. IS),"'" A few months of Dartmough were enough to convince 

him that he would never be happy in Hanover, so in January, 

1925, McGrath went home to work on the railroad until the 

end of the summer. 

By the Fall of 1925, the Dartmouth dropout—it 

sounds strange, but it was true—had made up his mind that 

the intellectual life was his wish, so he returned to the 

University of Buffalo as a sophomore. That year was trying, 

as McGrath studied and worked on the railroad from 3:00 to 

11:00 seven days a week. While his schedule "nearly killed" 

him, he did manage to save some money—"because I couldn't 

do anything else with it"—and to accumulate a fair academic 

record. This most difficult work study program was relieved 

in the Fall of McGrath's junior year, when he got a job in 

the University Library: "Then I was set" (McGrath 19 April, 

p. 18). 

If one agrees with Earl McGrath that as a junior 

he came of age as an academic, he is at the same time aware 

1. It is worth noting that the German enclave 
happened to be located in a very wealthy section of Buffalo 
which meant that young McGrath grew up not isolated in a 
poor immigrant community but exposed to many who were 
enjoying the benefits of substantial wealth. 
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that as early as the freshman year, the student began to 

develop views about what he wanted to be in life that were 

significantly different from the ideas he held before the 

Buffalo experience began: 

When I went in, I thought maybe if I went to 
college, you know, I might be able to do what 
these men did who worked in the Buffalo General 
Electric. I might be able to get a supervisory 
job—a manager's job. I gave that up.after I had 
a course in modern philosophical problems, with a 
Unitarian minister who, I think, only had a 
bachelor's degree. He certainly didn't have a 
Ph.D., but he could teach philosophy and he knew 
philosophy and could read philosophy (McGrath 
19 April, p. 19). 

McGrath remembers that freshman philosophy course as the 

first formal academic experience that touched an intellec

tual nerve, and from that point a new direction was at least 

in part determined. 

In talking about his undergraduate days, Earl 

McGrath tells the story of a young man with a compulsion for 

long hours and a variety of activities. While it comes as 

no surprise that an early interest in music led to McGrath's 

involvement in the Glee Club—"I ultimately became the 

manager of the Glee Club," one notes with not a little 

interest that he was also the president of his senior class, 

president of his junior class, managing editor of the 

college newspaper, one of the directors of the junior prom, 

and "God knows what else" (McGrath 19 April, p. 21). 

McGrath (28 April, pp. 17-18) realizes all the activity was 
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important, as one can tell from this evaluation: 

I got into everything under the sun. The more I 
succeeded, the more I wanted to do. In fact, I 
would have been a better student if I hadn't done 
all of this; I would have graduated summa cum 
laude if I hadn't gotten into all these other 
things. But I weighed them. I said, well, I'll 
never have another chance like this again to 
manage things, and I did it. That changed my 
personality considerably and gave me the con
fidence I would not have gotten studying 
philosophy or history or whatever. 

Without doubt, McGrath's multitudinous social enterprises 

accelerated greatly the transformation of a "retiring, 

skinny, worrisome kid," who had not been "very effective in 

elementary or in high school"; however, the intellectual 

impact of the ideas of Marvin Farber and Edward S. Jones, 

the head of the psychology department was even more impor

tant. They were the most important of the many who convinced 

young McGrath that academic life was "a new world land" and 

"pretty wonderful." The influence of Farber, Jones, and 

some others was so dramatic as to be recalled in the 

following terms: 

. . . I met these scholars, and even though I 
didn't believe all they told me, I had a sort 
of—like Paul on the Damascus road—I had a sort 
of spiritual awakening—not in a religious sense, 
but in the sense that my personality expanded. 
. . . I saw all these wonderful ideas. I read 
Thorstein Veblen and his theory of the leisure 
class, and that shook me up. You know I took 
these courses in philosophy and social science 
and government, and I kept saying to myself, 
"isn't this wonderful?" This is a world that I 
had never seen before. I kept thinking what 
great opportunities there are in life. There is 
a free open world. You can do what you want in 
it (McGrath 28 April, p. 17). 
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While young McGrath studied German and French in his 

freshman and sophomore years, he found Farber, "who had 

. . . become the leading phenomenologist of the world . . . 

very exciting intellectually, and I was torn that way . . ." 

CMcGrath 19 April, p. 19). At the same time, Professor 

Edward Jones aroused an interest in psychology, with the 

result that McGrath "had a major in psychology and German 

and almost had a major in philosophy" (McGrath 19 April, 

p. 20). 

Beyond question, Earl McGrath's undergraduate years 

effected fundamental changes in his social-intellectual 

personality, although those aspects of his total personality 

were by no means fixed. However, at the same time the 

social-intellectual "boy" was becoming a "man," McGrath's 

"moral personality" remained very much the same, and it is 

clear that Dr. McGrath considers this to be important, for 

the values he, and others like him, learned at a very early 

age provided a constant orientation in a confused and 

exciting kaleidoscopic world of fluctuating social, 

political, and intellectual ideas: 

I think I was so indoctrinated in the Lutheran 
religion that even when I had serious doubts 
about some of the supernaturalism in that 
religion . . . my conduct was still pretty much 
dominated by those early experiences in my home 
and in church. . . . You can take Marvin Farber, 
for example. Now Marvin Farber was brought up 
in a rather severe Jewish house. . . . Well, 
Maryin was the complete atheist, I am sure, when 
I was studying with him, but he was everything 
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that a conservative Baptist would be in his 
personal conduct. ... he wouldn't drink 
anything; he was very, very straight laced 
. . . and still is. 

I did that too. Even when I rejected some of 
the straight laced doctrines of the church, I 
still—you can't get rid of those early atti
tudes and views of life completely. ... If 
you treat people decently, they treat you 
decently. Do unto others—that's the doctrine 
of the church (McGrath 28 April, pp. 18-19). 

I have suggested that Edward Jones influenced Earl 

McGrath in terms of arousing an interest in psychology. 

Jones also played a pivotal role in McGrath's switch from 

his role as successful undergraduate to the role of 

promising Buffalo administrator. 

Learning the Ropes 

Upon graduation in 192 8, McGrath went directly to 

the faculty, as an instructor in elementary psychology. A 

"woman teacher" had left the University of Buffalo in the 

middle of August to take a better job. Such an abrupt 

departure, McGrath remembers, "was considered quite un

ethical in those days" (McGrath 19 April, p. 20); neverthe

less, the incident worked to his advantage. Not only did 

Professor Jones select McGrath to cover the class, but he 

also had a part in McGrath's becoming advisor to all pre-

medical students through the Personnel Office. Although 

he was willing, at least initially, to teach for "the 

magnificent sum of $400 a year," McGrath jumped at an 
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opportunity to become a part of the administration just a 

year later. 

The Dean of the Evening Session was an energetic 

import from Northwestern. Under his leadership, the evening 

session, which had started "with some twenty-three members," 

grew so fast that by the fall of 1929 he needed an assistant. 

The job fell to Earl McGrath, and his long career as an 

administrator was under way. His rise accelerated even 

faster when "the assistant to the Chancellor went to be 

Dean of Colgate, and the Chancellor hired me as his 

assistant ... in the fall of 1930." As Dr. McGrath says, 

"So, from the time I graduated until the time I was the 

assistant to the Chancellor was two years" CMcGrath 19 

April, p. 21). 

While one cannot, perhaps, imagine such rapid 

promotions today—McGrath himself says, "It would have been 

quite impossible today, I think" (McGrath 19 April, p. 14)— 

his achievement, while most impressive, was certainly not 

miraculous. Because he had entered college after working 

for some years, by 1930 he was already twenty-eight, even 

though he had only graduated two years previously."'" Further, 

he had completed an estraordinarily good record in many 

phases of his undergraduate years. Finally, and most 

1. More than once during the interviews, Dr. 
McGrath suggested that the fact he was older than his peers 
gave him significant advantages. 
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important, was the fact that while the University had a 

total of about 4,500 students, there were only 101 in 

McGrath's graduating class in the liberal arts college. It 

was small enough that the good could be recognized, and 

McGrath clearly stood out among his fellows. 

Earl McGrath stood out and was selected to be the 

assistant to Samuel P. Capen, an individualistic New England 

educator who "had his own ideas . . . and wouldn't be pushed 

around by anybody" CMcGrath 28 April, p. 23). The University 

of Buffalo in the 1920's and 1930's reflected Capen's 

personality, especially his predelection for innovation, but 

while McGrath, as an administrator was "raised" in an 

atmosphere of innovation, many of his early tasks lacked 

glamor: 

I did everything, including driving the 
Chancellor's car when he wanted me to. What I 
did . . . really didn't show very much in the 
first two or three years, when I was not 
handling major administrative assignments—a 
guy of my age and experience couldn't talk with 
the Dean of the Medical School about the medical 
school budget. . . . What I did was to make 
studies for the Chancellor that had never been 
made before and were hardly ever made in any 
other institution. I made studies of the 
teaching loads in all the divisions of the 
university—medical, dentistry, law, pharmacy, 
liberal arts . . . and I worked out the cost 
of instruction by course. ... I did quite a 
bit of speaking around town . . . usually as a 
pinch hitter for the Chancellor (McGrath 19 
April, pp. 23-24). 

McGrath, in the early 1930's, was a handyman for the 

Chancellor and pitchman for the University. His first 
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publication, "The Three-Year Plan: An Account of the 

Shortened Curriculum for Superior Students at the University 

of Buffalo" (McGrath 1931, p. 284), recounts the results of 

a small empirical study and was typical of the junior 

administrator's early work. However, this initial article 

cannot be properly dismissed as an example of rude quantifi

cation by a novice assistant, for in the article, McGrath 

reveals some intellectual threads that persist to this day. 

In the introductory paragraphs, a concern with the 

finer integration of various educational experiences is in 

evidence, as is a concern with the needs of different sorts 

of students. McGrath's (1931, p. 384) lifelong interest in 

general education, education for the whole man, is fore

shadowed in this sentence: "Further, it is patent that an 

excessive amount of time is spent in American secondary 

schools and colleges in the accumulation of knowledge 

preparatory to specialization in an elected field." And, 

after he presents his data, McGrath (1931, p. 288) sums up 

the advantages of the three-year plan for superior students 

thusly: 

. . , it is much more stimulating to a superior 
student, it has great motivational advantages, 
it makes the educational process continuous, and 
it relieves the student of the burden of a 
certain number of hours' credit to be obtained 
in a four-year period; to the student it offers 
a savings in time and money, and brings him a 
considerable amount of prestige. It may be that, 
in time membership in such a group will bring the 
individual as much distinction among his fellows 
as membership in the varsity football squad. 
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From this example, one can see that although Earl McGrath 

was involved with quantification and the analysis of 

empirical evidence, he did not entirely lose sight of those 

aspects—values—of education less susceptible to quantita

tive technique. 

That he became involved with technique as he did 

during the early days of his administrative career comes as 

no surprise when one understands that in working with Samuel 

Capen, McGrath was working with one of the first men to 

study higher education systematically. In recalling this 

aspect of his early experience, McGrath (19 April, pp. 24-

25) further enlarges upon his consistent belief that educa

tion, especially higher education, does not occur success

fully only in regimented, traditional patterns: 

Well, Capen, you see, was one of a kind. I don't 
know how he got into this—how he developed this 
attitude toward administration because he was a 
German professor at Clark. ... He had no back
ground. There wasn't any background in education 
in those days; you couldn't go anywhere and take 
a degree in education. You could take a degree 
in school teaching, but there was no program like 
they have at fifty places now . . . where you can 
go and study colleges and universities. But 
Capen . . . knew how to do that. I think it 
could be said that Capen, more than any other 
man, set the pattern among administrators that 
instructed them in the research that would give 
them the information that they needed to make 
intelligent, informed decisions on administrative 
problems. ... I acquired that by osmosis, 
pretty much, I didn't take any courses, but he 
and I had long conversations about economics, 
and he would throw out an idea and I would pick 
it up and put the flesh on it. . . . in the years 
that I worked for him, I was always making these 
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studies; I got some help in the chore work, but 
I was always directing them. 

Early on, Earl McGrath learned the value of analysis 

in education as an important ingredient in the decision

making process; at the same time, it is clear that he under

stood the limits of rigid techniques in the sense that 

much of his own best education came informally "by osmosis." 

He knew that intelligent, informal decisions were ideally a 

combination of concrete information and sound judgment. 

In talking about his early days at Buffalo, both as 

an undergraduate and as an administrator, Dr. McGrath makes 

clear his belief that the University was one of the truly 

exciting islands of innovation in American higher education; 

and the cornerstone of the experimental atmosphere was the 

tutorial system. He remembers that while Swarthmore had 

launched a tutorial system in the Fall of 1922, amid a lot 

of publicity and with a lot of money, the University of 

Buffalo had introduced its own program at the same time, 

one which "went much further than Swarthmore did" (McGrath 

28 April, p. 23). Eventually everybody at Buffalo went 

through the tutorial system. Not everyone, of course, 

liked the tutorial method. McGrath (28 April, p. 24) 

paraphrases the opinion of Mary Louise Sauerlander, who 

graduated summa cum laude and went on to become a long-term 

professor of German at the University of Washington: 

I don't want to have to dig all this stuff out 
myself. I want these men to tell me in a lecture. 
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I want them to tell me what books to read and in 
the lecture give me the essence of the subject. 
And I'll learn it and I'll give it back to them, 
and that's what I want to do. 

Despite a few cases like this, Dr. McGrath remembers 

there were many more success stories. As a psychology 

instructor, he had seen average students, with one special 

field of excellence or interest, enter the tutorial system 

and become superior students. To a large extent, this was 

made possible by the abolishment of all requirements in the 

liberal arts college, including elementary English. 

Naturally this experiment, largely the work of Edward Jones, 

who was given a very free hand in curriculum matters, had 

both advantages and disadvantages. 

Now that's really a thundering innovation. 
Everybody was—Harvard was still, I think— 
requiring Latin, and we just knocked out every
thing. This is Jones again. Every student when 
he comes in will be interviewed to find out about 
his academic background—what his intellectual 
interests are—and we will build him a curriculum. 
And we will change it every year, if that is what 
he thinks ought to be done (McGrath 28 April, 
p. 24). 

While the pedagogical advantages of such a scheme 

are clear, at least for most students, the Buffalo tutorial 

became prohibitively expensive, and a necessary series of 

compromises led to its demise: 

We just couldn't manage it after fifteen or 
twenty years. . . . the first thing they did was 
make the tutorial conference . . . two students 
at a time. Then they had three students at a 
time. Finally, they got to be a seminar. . . . 
Well, then it was not distinctive at all. All 
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institutions had seminars, and then we really 
abandoned the principle of the one-to-one-
relationship (McGrath 28 April, p. 25). 

In addition to severe financial pressures, the 

tutorial system, in combination with the abolition of all 

requirements, produced other adverse effects." Dr. McGrath 

tells of "one girl who had eighty percent of 120 hours in 

the romance languages. Four out of five courses she took 

were in French, Italian, and Spanish. As you can tell, she 

had not much of anything else" (McGrath 28 April, p. 25). 

So, while the idea of the tutorial system and the principles 

of free choice for the student received McGrath's endorse

ment, as a young administrator, he became aware of different 

sorts of restrictions on the ideal. 

Not only was Buffalo an exciting place in terms of 

curricular experiments, but it was also exciting in terms 

of the lenient—McGrath says at times excessively lenient— 

attitude toward academic freedom. While the "provocative" 

educational atmosphere at Buffalo resulted in long faculty 

meetings in which fundamental academic questions were dis

cussed with a philosophical orientation, it also involved, 

if not created, difficult and particular problems concerning 

academic freedom. 

McGrath (.29 June, p. 8) vividly remembers having to 

deal with the problem of having a homosexual on the medical 

school faculty: 
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He had begun to annoy the boys and the men, and 
one of them told his priest about this, and the 
priest and boy came to see Capen. They wanted 
to know what the University was going to do 
about the guy. The boy was being coerced; it 
wasn't a cooperative enterprise. And Capen 
turned it over to me. 

What could we do really? So I had to go to 
Washington to the headquarters of the AAUP and 
talk to the Director to find out where we stood. 
We wanted to fire him, of course, because he 
was taking advantage of a teaching situation. 
This was the issue, not the homosexuality .... 

The case took three or four months of McGrath's time, and 

because the boy finally refused to testify, fearing the 

reflection upon him as one involved in a homosexual case, 

the professor served his tenure and retired. 

For McGrath (.29 June, p. 7) the case opened the 

whole question of academic freedom and its philosophic 

base: "What right do you have to fire a man? What are the 

conditions under which you can fire him? What is academic 

freedom? Does it extend to the point where these personal 

relationships are involved, or doesn't it?" In a second 

case, McGrath's position on some of these questions becomes 

clear, 

A Professor of English, Francis Bangs, came into a 

freshman class early in the fall semester and said, in 

effect, "You know, Jesus Christ was the greatest bastard 

that ever liyed" (McGrath 29 June, p. 9). The remark to 

"a group of kids right out of high school" caused a furor 

in the community, and greatly agitated the Catholic church. 
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While McGrath took the position that the remark constituted 

a clear violation of academic freedom, Capen's position was 

less definite: "Capen said that he was guilty of poor taste 

and was insensitive to the sensibilities of other people 

and . . . didn't have a right to do that in the classroom. 

But if he believed that . . . the immaculate conception was 

clearly inconsistent with any biological theory ... he 

had a right to say it" (McGrath 29 June, p. 10). Certainly 

Capen was "a stickler on academic freedom" but this was one 

time the young administrator believed he "went too far." 

For a decade, Earl McGrath was initiated into 

academic life at the University of Buffalo, but in 1933 

the Buffalo period of his public life was interrupted by 

a twenty-six month leave, during which he went to the 

University of Chicago and obtained a Ph.D. in higher educa

tion. What should have been a significant and stimulating 

time turned out to be something quite the opposite. McGrath 

found himself in complete sympathy with a graduate student 

in chemistry who said, "My gosh I'll be glad when I get out 

of here. This is the dullest experience I've had in my 

life." While the first three quarters were "very exciting" 

because he was studying some new subjects, the overall 

Chicago experience, especially his dissertation, was 

''really a dreadful bore" (McGrath 29 June, pp. 13, 18) . 

The dissertation was on the establishment of new 
administrative offices in the colleges and 
universities from 1866 to '33. I examined some 
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3,000 catalogs to see when these names appeared 
—like a Dean, Vice President, Dean of Women, 
Treasurer. All these duties were in the past 
discharged by one man. When Capen's father was 
President of Tufts, he was the business manager, 
he wrote the checks, he did everything. Then 
all these functionaries came in, and I traced 
the development of those offices and their 
functions up to '33. It was interesting for a 
while to see how this elaborate network was 
being established—the administrative network. 
. . . I could see that early . . . the 
universities were becoming large, impersonal 
organizations (McGrath 29 June, p. 13). 

If the dissertation did become a bore, it also 

touched upon a matter which was then, and has remained 

throughout his career, very important to Earl McGrath: 

the growth of bureaucracy in academic institutions and the 

concomitant loss of collegiality.^ He notes that although 

Buffalo "had very poor facilities in the way of a Union, a 

place to eat and sit and talk—that didn't come into being 

until after the war," whenever he went to the "so-called" 

Faculty Club, he would sit down wherever there was a 

vacancy: 

One day you would sit next to Marvin Farber 
. . . and the next day you would sit next to 
Will Pratt, who is an internationally famous 
historian; and the next day you would sit next 
to Moore, the physicist who was nuts about 

1. While the dissertation became a bore, it had at 
least one practical outcome: a journal article. In the 
November, 1936 Journal of Higher Education, one finds "The 
Dean," a short little article which summarizes McGrath's 
findings. Apart from the historically interesting observa
tion that by 1933 there was still "no indication that in 
recent years the office of the Dean is becoming a purely 
administrative one" CMcGrath 1936, p. 432), the article is 
of little moment. 
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nuclear physics before anybody talked about 
nuclear physics. . . . And you came away with 
an education out of that kind of meeting. 

. . . Now you go into the Columbia Faculty Club, 
as I used to do, and . . . two nuclear physicists 
of Nobel prize fame . . . will sit over at that 
table and . . . historians will be over . . . 
here and the philosophers will be over there. 
That, I think, is why I believe that . . . the 
small college with a good faculty, not an 
inferior place, but a small college like 
Swarthmore, has something you don't get at 
Chicago in the Quadrangle Club (McGrath 2 9 June, 
pp. 14-15). 

As a student, and as a young administrator, McGrath had 

encountered men like Farber and Jones and Capen who had 

a concept of the whole institution as a functioning entity, 

and because the Buffalo McGrath knew in those days had 

worked as well as it did, it provided him with the outlines 

of an institutional ideal he maintains to this day. His 

dissertation at least provided a hint of the intellectual 

and administrative fragmentation that was rapidly achieving 

dominion in American higher education. 

While McGrath's sojourn at Chicago was the first 

interruption in his Buffalo tenure, it was by no means the 

last. Indeed, after returning to Buffalo in 1936 with 

evermore important duties, he was off again in 1938, this 

time to spend two years in Washington as a specialist in 

higher education for the American Council on Education. 

With the Council, in addition to making various small 

studies of colleges and universities, McGrath helped 

organize a group of twenty-two institutions of higher 
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learning in a major general education enterprise that 

lasted five years. 

The purposes of the program were "to assist 

faculties in redefining the aims of a program of general 

education"; to help with "the development of persons within 

the cooperating institutions capable of stimulating and 

conducting internal programs of evaluation similar to the 

present study"; and "to demonstrate the value of cooperative 

effort among educational institutions, and to provide a 

means for the rapid dissemination of the results of educa

tional experimentation" (McGrath 1939, pp. 500-502). A 

committee of the American Council on Education, chaired by 

George A. Works of the University of Chicago and including 

Sameul Capen, administered the study. McGrath found this to 

be "a very vital experience," but he left Washington to 

return to Buffalo "I guess ... in part because Capen 

needed me. He was getting so that he just couldn't handle 

it any more" (McGrath 29 June, p. 19). Although Earl 

McGrath in 194 0 returned to the University of Buffalo one 

more time, his experiences with the Council had been "very 

fruitful and had exposed him to circles of education power 

in a much wider world."''' 

1. Between 1938 and 1940, McGrath learned much 
about higher education on the national level. However, he 
is quick to point out that he didn't really make any govern
ment contacts that would be useful in the future. He says, 
"I had very little to do with the government. You see, 
higher education was pretty much divorced from the 
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In addition to working closely with important 

educators such as James Conant and Robert Hutchins, he had 

by his involvement in the project become part of a movement 

which was to have great short and long term effects on 

higher education. Only a few years later, these words 

appeared in General Education in a Free Society/ the great 

seminal work which in many ways epitomizes the most 

important result of the cooperative study on general 

education: 

The war has precipitated a veritable downpour of 
books and articles dealing with education. In 
particular the future of the liberal arts college 
has been a subject of widespread discussion both 
within and without the academic walls. There is 
hardly a university or college in the country 
which has not had a committee at work in these 
war years considering basic educational questions 
and making plans for drastic revamping of one or 
more curricula. 

At Harvard and at many other institutions of higher educa

tion the early ACE study had led to an examination of "the 

entire problem of providing adequate education for all 

American youth" (Conant 1945, p. v). 

Once back at Buffalo, Dr. McGrath resumed duties 

that had entailed greatly increased responsibilities over 

the years, especially since 1932, when an incident occurred 

that largely dictated the course of his early administrative 

government except for the land grant colleges and that was 
purely a perfunctory signing of vouchers so that they would 
get their money. There wasn't much concern in government 
about higher education" (McGrath 29 June, p. 19). 
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years. McGrath (29 June, p. 12) described the event and its 

aftermath this way: 

In 1932, after Capen had been there {Buffalo] ten 
years, he was attending a meeting at New York— 
the 100th anniversary of NYU. I was in the 
audience. He read a paper, then went back to his 
room, and he had ruptured a blood vessel—an 
ulcer in his stomach. And he nearly died in New 
York that night. He wasn't back in the University 
until the 22nd of February—that was three months. 
And he was never the same after that. He never 
regained his vitality. He lived a long time, but 
he lost his fight. 

I did a lot of the university's administrative 
chores from Thanksgiving until the end of that 
academic year in 1933. Then I went to Chicago to 
get my degree and I was gone about twenty-six 
months, and the job was never filled. He carried 
on in a way, but he began to slip. His health 
wasn't good. 

Then, when I came back in 1936, I began to take 
over more and more of the working with the budget, 
meeting with the deans on the budget, taking care 
of such problems as this case that I mentioned 
.[involving the homosexual professor] , going to 
Washington. He kept getting weaker and weaker, and 
I think it is not unfair to say that he became less 
interested in things that earlier engaged his full 
powers. . . . when I came back from Washington in 
194 0 ... I was made Dean of Administration . . . 
the ranking Dean. I was really Vice-Chancellor. 
From then on, I really did everything until the War 
came. ... I made the budget; he hardly looked at 
it , . . . I was involved in all the appointments 
.... I was essentially running the thing in the 
last days, so that when I left there, I had a very 
rich experience in administration because it was 
Iby the mid-4 0's] a complex university. 

Clearly Samuel P. Capen*s innovative spirit and in

creasingly failing powers combined in the late 1920's and 

1930's to provide Earl McGrath with an opportunity rare if 

not unique in higher education: the opportunity to progress 
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from the ground up in administration under the tutelage of 

one of the leading lights and authorities of the time. 

Naturally the gradual accretion of responsibility and 

authority would prove to be most valuable in the future; but 

during the early period Dr. McGrath developed a frame of 

mind, an attitude, that would be worth far more than any 

particular skill. Once again it is important to quote at 

length, for McGrath (.29 June, p. 6) speaks with a convic

tion that would be lost in translation: 

I think I can say . . . without any immodesty at 
all that if I am atypical of the administrators 
I worked with for twenty-eight years, as an 
administrator, it was in this respect—that I 
gave up a large part of my private life: evenings, 
Sundays, Christmas, holidays, any day. I was 
always reading and writing. Most of the adminis
trators were not doing that even when they didn't 
have all the chorse they have today. They were 
essentially managers, and they differed very little 
from the managers of the Ford plant. They operated 
with people, and they solved problems with build
ings and salaries and grounds . . . and discipline. 

. . . from 1930 on I have been concerned with 
philosophic problems, not only within the institu
tions of higher education and their operation, but 
with the larger philosophic problems that 
philosophers have tried to deal with since Plato. 
I've been concerned with epistomology, metaphysics 
and cosmology. . . . I've always found time—I 
guess I squeezed it out of my personal life—to 
read and to think .... I think, if I may say 
so, the one problem that we have in the institu
tions today stems from the fact that the adminis
trators, even more so than in my time, have no 
time to reflect. Their decisions must be quick 
decisions. 

Capen took three months vacation every summer 
when he was Chancellor of the University of 
Buffalo, For twenty years he went to Maine and 
didn't have a telephone. He was gone. You can't 
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do that today. It would be impossible. [A 
President] can't leave the place for three months. 
He can't leave it for three days, probably. 
. . . They would chase him around by telephone. 
. . . I guess I think very highly of Plato's 
scheme for the philosopher kings. 

World War I and the Depression: Some Effects 

In gathering the puzzle pieces that combine to form 

an always imperfect picture or understanding of an intel

lectual's mindscape, one must be aware that the process of 

development does not take place only in a series of "local" 

contexts; there are wider, more universal contexts as well. 

For Earl McGrath, these were World War I and the Great 

Depression. 

Although he was old enough to be impressed by some 

images spawned by the War, young McGrath lacked the intel

lectual acuity to comprehend what it meant. Fifteen years 

old in the Fall of 1917, he went down to North Street and 

watched the 174th Infantry march off to Europe: "My uncle 

was in the. battalion and he came back very much shot up; 

1. While in the late 1970's it may well be true 
that Earl McGrath thinks highly of Plato's philosopher 
kings, his dating a continuing interest in the problems of 
classical philosophy from 1930 brings to mind these 
Tennessee Williams lines: "The scene is memory and is there
fore nonrealistic. Memory takes a lot of poetic license. 
It omits some details; others are exaggerated, according to 
the emotional values of the articles it touches, for memory 
is seated predominantly in the hearts" (from the introduc
tion to Scene I of The Glass Menagerie). When Dr. McGrath 
dates his affection for Plato's ideal from 1930, he omits a 
decade-long romance with logical positivism, about which 
much will be said below. 
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and that made a tremendous impression on me" (McGrath 19 

April, p. 15). While he was "pretty much shaken up by the 

War," McGrath (28 April, pp. 15-16) remarks that at least 

for the Americans "it didn't last that long; in a year it 

was pretty much over." As one might expect, because his 

grandparents were German and "came under suspicion" and 

because he had uncles who were in the War, the teenage 

McGrath was "a little more sensitive to it than some other 

people." However, he says, "... I don't think the War 

itself had a lot of influence on my thinking. The Depres

sion was when I began to think" (McGrath 28 April, p. 16). 

The Great Depression, which began in earnest a year 

after McGrath's graduation, left him with vivid memories: 

uncles "who had never missed a day's work in their twenty 

or thirty years of mature life trying to get along on ten 

dollars a week without a job"; and "many people . . . who 

were very wealthy . . . falling apart. Some of them didn't 

have the money to buy a shirt; some of them committed 

suicide." Graphic personal experiences combined with a 

maturing intellectual awareness to make Earl McGrath, in 

the early '30's "pretty radical" (McGrath 19 April, pp. 26-

27}. For the young administrator, the Depression became the 

horrible embodiment of the catastrophic potential he had 

seen in Thorstein Veblen's The Theory of the Leisure Class, 

"the most impressive book.I read in the four years in 

college" (McGrath 19 April, p. 26). 
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Mills (1953, pp. vii-viii) has pointed out that, 

Thorstein Veblen realized that the world he lived 
in was dominated by what one might call "crackpot 
realism" .... He believed that the very Men of 
Affairs whom everybody supposed to embody sober, 
hard-headed practicality were in fact Utopian 
capitalists and monomaniacs; that the Men of Deci
sion who led soldiers in war and who organized 
civilians' daily livelihoods in peace were in fact 
crackpots of the highest pecuniary order. They 
had "sold" a believing world on themselves and 
they had—hence the irony—to play the chief 
fanatics in their delusional world. 

While such ideas created delightful, theoretical itches in 

the undergraduate thriving in a new world, unemployment and 

suicides provided them with a hithertofore unknown dimension 

of grim reality. At the same time the Depression presented 

its savage side, it offered opportunities for the University 

of Buffalo to develop some innovative programs, especially 

in the area of student access. 

Dr. McGrath explains that beginning in 1933, a 

program was begun at Bennett High School in Buffalo "for 

students who were qualified for the University but unable 

to attend because of the lack of funds in the family." What 

amounted to the freshman year in college was taught by high 

school teachers and "some supplementary teachers from the 

University on a part-time basis" CMcGrath 28 April, p. 1). 

The program was offered without cost to more than 650 

students in 1933-34, and its success greatly impressed 

McGrath, who felt the privilege of higher education should 

not be denied a student for economic reasons alone. 
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In addition to the program in Bennett High School, 

the University had begun credit by examination in the late 

'20's, a procedure with obvious advantages for a finan

cially oppressed system of higher education. The credit by 

exam program was the product of the forward-looking, 

atypical Edward Jones, who in this matter, as in so many 

others, was given great freedom by Samuel Capen, himself 

no mean experimenter. In McGrath's (2 8 April, p. 2) words, 

"Capen turned the whole thing over to him and said 'do any

thing you want as long as we can afford it.'" 

Yet another plan, which was also a partial product 

of the Depression, and which was to influence McGrath's 

(.28 April, p. 2) policies and practices later, involved 

"the taking in of students who could not qualify for admis

sion under the usual standards." In this program, students 

in the lower part of their high school class would come to 

the University in July for a month of intensive training on 

how to study, how to take notes, how to improve their read

ing speed, and other such skills. There was also personal 

counseling and instructional counseling. The program was a 

success, for Dr. McGrath "can name six or eight guys right 

now who are M.D.'s, L.L.D.'s, Ph.D.'s who came through that 

summer session business. They went on and did very well." 

He adds, "I think these experiences had a lot of influence 

on my la,ter attitude towards many academic problems . . . ." 

These and other similar experiences led to the observation 
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that "there is something wrong in a society in which every

thing goes so badly to pot that these kids of obvious 

ability couldn't get a college education" (McGrath 28 April, 

p. 3) . 

But Earl McGrath realized that the problems he saw 

as an administrator at Buffalo were not so much the result 

of inequities or other flaws in higher education as they 

were not very subtle reflections of fundamental flaws in the 

American social and economic system. Like others before him, 

and like too many others after him, he discovered many 

courses he had taken "in college didn't really deal with the 

social problems that we were then having." He states: 

"We were indoctrinated ... as everyone else was in those 

days in the free enterprise system, the capitalistic system 

that is supposed to work well if the government would let 

it alone. And I accepted that. But this [the Depression] 

shook me up considerably. I began to wonder just what was 

wrong—whether the doctrines I had learned were true" 

(McGrath 28 April, p. 4). 

During this period, despite obvious temptations, the 

young intellectual remained rather closely tied to his 

basically conservative roots. In the 1930's he "never was 

attracted to the far left economic and social doctrines," 

but he did go so far as to be "very much taken with Norman 

Thomas' socialism" (McGrath 28 April, p. 6). With this in 

mind, it is fair to say that in the early 1930's Earl 
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McGrath exhibited a tension that has remained constant in 

his life: the tension that results from the opposition of a 

"sympathetic personality"—one that said "the government, 

elected by the people, had a responsibility to deal with the 

problems" (McGrath 28 April, p. 6)—to a fundamentally 

"conservative personality"—one that realized his own early 

success was due in large part to hard work on the railroad 

and too little sleep. While McGrath never was able to sit 

back in a posture of social indifference and say "Well, 

that's the way it is," even in the depths of the Depres

sion, the American Dream was still, for him, a valid concept 

CMcGrath 28 April, p. 7); and it must be remembered that an 

important part of that "Dream" is a belief in the appro

priateness of the Puritan ethic of hard work and individual 

sacrifice. 

Dr. McGrath1s moderate, traditional, family oriented 

upbringing prevented him from endorsing the excesses of 

totalitarianism in much the same way his earliest experience 

muted the appeal of communism. Given his family background, 

it is not surprising that he should have "been much inter

ested in Germany and the German culture," but "from the rise 

of Hitler ... he was shook up about totalitarianism of any 

kind." Later Stalin and his regime would have the same 

effect on McGrath, but in the early 1930's it was the Fuhrer 

and the vision of "what happened to sheep-like people under 

Hitler" that most upset him CMcGrath 19 April, p. 28). The 
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possibility of radical solutions worried Capen's assistant 

and he feared the worst. He knew in the 1930's, as he does 

today, that when a society becomes so self-satisfied that it 

refuses to make adjustments necessary for continuing 

prosperity, of both a material and spiritual sort, the 

danger of cataclysmic change becomes real indeed. For 

McGrath, the deep-seated, potentially dangerous complacency 

in America during the depression years was exemplified by 

the reaction to George Counts' 1932 little monograph, Dare 

the School Build a New Social Order? His appraisal of the 

monograph's reception is important not only for what it says 

about the society as a whole, but also, and more importantly 

in the present context, for what it suggests about educa

tion's relative impotence in the face of other socioeconomic 

forces: 

That {Counts' bookj caused an uprising, not only 
among the public at large, who should have been 
disquieted with the system as it was existing 
because so many of them were without income—even 
men with college degrees were selling apples—but 
it is very interesting that there was an uprising 
even in the profession against Counts. ... As 
little as the pay was, they [teachers] were 
existing, and they liked the system really. Some 
of them were pretty critical rhetorically, but as 
far as their insides were concerned, they still 
liked the system. 

I think this problem of the relation between 
society and educational institutions in the matter 
of social, economic IandJ political reform . . . 
is the basic problem that we have to face today. 
. . , The situation as it exists today land as it 
existed in the 1930's] in my judgment is a 
refutation in reality of what Jefferson and his 
French intellectuals contended. It is a 
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refutation of the contention that given education, 
given opportunity for intellectual development, 
the problems of society could be handled by the 
electorate. Now that, I think, has not happened 
CMcGrath 29 June, p. 3) . 

Here, once again, one can see another kind of ten

sion that lies at the heart of all who would aspire to the 

title "intellectual" in twentieth century America: the ten

sion borne of the realization that if the Enlightenment 

ideology of progress was not fatally flawed, it was in 

serious need of its own special rest and relaxation. 

Early Articles and a Defense of Mechanism 

Surely much of the coming of age of the young intel

lectual is best understood by listening to his own words, by 

seeing what is recalled as memory flashes. At the same time, 

the tradition of the academic profession, which in odd ways 

immortalizes the written word while more casually dismissing 

the spoken word and the apparently disjointed products of 

memory, cries out, "But what did he write and what did he 

really say?" And so in deference to tradition, our atten

tion now turns to the few documents Earl McGrath produced in 

the early years. 

In addition to the three articles already mentioned 

—"The Three-Year Plan," "The Dean," and "The Cooperative 

Study in General Education"—Earl McGrath produced four 

other articles before 1940; and while none is by itself 



138 

distinguished, taken together they provide a clear indica

tion of the direction of McGrath's development. 

"College Aptitude of Adult Students," a short piece 

in School and Society which was co-authored with Lewis A. 

Froman examines the production of classes in The University 

of Buffalo Evening Session and arrives at the conclusion 

that "until evidence is presented to the contrary, the adult 

student is just as capable a student as are day students" 

(McGrath and Froman 1937, p. 104). In the best publish 

or perish tradition he squeezed another article out of the 

Buffalo tutorial program, arriving at the conclusions that 

"tutorial work is particularly distasteful to the less 

capable student," that "there is general approval of the 

individual conference, but that such instruction should be 

supplemented by a wider use of seminars," and that "The 

tutorial program has a greater appeal to the students who 

may be described as 'self-starters' or those who possess 

intellectual initiative" (McGrath 1937, pp. 246, 247, 248) . 

The two articles plainly concern two topics—adult or 

extension education and individualized instruction—Earl 

McGrath has considered to be important throughout his 

career. However, two other articles and a speech touch on 

the issue most readily associated with Dr. McGrath's name: 

liberal or general education. 

On the third page of "Liberal Education Under a 

Tutorial System," McGrath (1938a, pp. 215-16) presents a 
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version of the thesis which has become his trademark over 

the years: 

Liberal education is that type of education which 
encourages profound and detached consideration of 
problems, the ability to search for and find 
facts bearing on these problems, the competence 
to evaluate these facts critically, the intel
lectual resourcefulness to make generalizations 
from the assembled evidence, and the capacity to 
use these results and training in the process of 
living. To be sure, the importance of facts 
cannot be minimized. One cannot think concerning 
the problems in the fields of physics, psychology, 
or literature without facts. To argue otherwise 
would be absurd. It is equally absurd to contend 
that the possession of a body of facts guarantees 
that the individual can think reflectively. The 
two mental processes of recall and generalization 
are quite different in nature. Obviously, if this 
newer concept of education has any merit, the 
emphasis shifts from content to methodology. 
Liberal education is not to be described in terms 
of what the student knows about a specific subject, 
or group of subjects but of his habits of intel
lectual workmanship and his attitude toward the 
multiform problems which confront the society in 
which he finds himself. 

McGrath extended the liberal credo in "General 

Education in Professional Education," when he said: "... 

highly trained specialists seem to be at an advantage in 

early professional life since they are prepared to do well a 

restricted number of routine tasks. But the rapid develop

ment of new techniques and new principles soon gives an 

advantage to those who have been broadly trained and who 

have learned the theoretical base of professional work." 

And even more important, "it is recognized that those who 

have a broad general experience are better able to see the 
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place of their own professional activity in the culture of 

which they are a part" (McGrath 1938b, p. 220). 

Finally, the fullest early McGrath exposition of the 

liberal/general education argument came in a 194 0 address at 

a University of Washington Conference on Higher Education. 

On that occasion, Dr. McGrath claimed the purposes of 

general education were "the fullest development of the 

individual*s powers to the end that he may achieve personal 

satisfaction through making his contribution to the society 

in which he lives," the "preparation of the student for 

'intelligent action,'" and "the development of the student's 

own particular capacities" (McGrath 1940, pp. 5, 7, 13). To 

see that such ends were obtained, McGrath clearly separated 

himself from those like Robert Hutchins whose rigidity, 

particularly in curriculum matters, could not be tolerated 

by an administrator with McGrath1s variety of experiences. 

Indeed, working with Capen in many different situations led 

him, in 1940, to define general education this way: "... 

the systematic education provided by the schools from the 

earliest year of schooling . . . and continuing through the 

fourteenth grade, or until the student ceases his formal 

schooling." He widened the definition and showed the 

influence of the Buffalo tutorial program in saying, 

I avoid referring to any content or subject matter 
in the definition because I do not believe there 
is any common or "general" instruction, except of 
the most elementary sort, that can profitably be 
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given to all students in the years during which 
the majority of our youth attend school. It is 
my firm conviction that any attempt to define 
general education in terms of any specific 
content is both unrealistic and impractical . . . 
(McGrath 1940, p. 5). 

With justification, one can say that early Earl 

McGrath articles and speeches illustrate both the publica

tion expectations and demands of the academic profession 

as well as a continuing interest in general education for 

masses of people. However, if the end sought is a glimpse 

at or understanding of Dr. McGrath's intellectual movement 

over time, one must discuss at some length an address pre

pared for and read before the Philosophy Club at the 

University of Buffalo in 1932. For in "Mechanism versus 

Vitalism" one can see most clearly some early influences on 

Earl McGrath and can realize the extent to which his intel

lectual evolution shadowed or echoed, if not paralleled, 

many of the developments in the culture as a whole. At the 

same time, one must see that the following discussion 

significantly qualifies earlier statements concerning the 

extent to which McGrath really understood the limit of 

technique and quantification at least in the early 1930*s. 

Near the beginning of "Mechanism versus Vitalism," 

McGrath (1932, p. 1) states: "It can only be said that all 

the accumulated evidence leads us to believe that a 

mechanistic explanation of life is possible, and if we wish 

not to violate the Law of Parsimony by introducing 
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unnecessary concepts, we must at least tentatively endorse 

such a position." With an irony often provided by the 

historical wisdom of hindsight, one can measure the 

spiritual and intellectual distance between this statement 

and one made almost half a century later: "An informed 

people in whom the educational system has inspired ideals 

of high-minded dedication to the common good, a code of 

values by which to guide our public and private decisions, 

remains the only acceptable alternative to control by 

informed specialists or crafty scoundrels" (McGrath 1976, 

p. 56). This is not to suggest that in 1932 Earl McGrath 

was merely an "informed specialist" or a narrow-minded 

"crafty scoundrel"; however, at the time he was very much 

under the influence of Marvin Farber, the phenomenologist 

who was probably a closet positivist: "It was Marvin, as 

much as any one person in my intellectual experience to that 

date, who strengthened my convictions that with thought you 

could deal with all problems. Information and thought. By 

information we were talking mostly of that which was 

empirically observable and classifiable and operable." 

Only much later—certainly not in 1932—could Earl McGrath 

know, "That's where I think I went off the track . . . and 

lost the other part of it" (McGrath 29 June, p. 5). 

Again, with the irony generated by our historical 

perspective, we see Dr. McGrath engaging in the sorts of 

mental tricks and twists usually associated with apologists 
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for science or mean reductionists when he claims "it does 

not follow that life must be nay less satisfying or that 

one's values must be debased" even though "to accept 

Mechanism seems, to many, to knock the very props from under 

a personal existence, to destroy the greatest values in 

life, and to reduce living to a meaningless, futile, and 

sordid type of vegetation" (McGrath 1932, p. 3). 

In the previous chapter, the perversions of the 

revolutions in physics, psychology, and philosophy in the 

name of methodological efficiency were discussed; and when 

Earl McGrath embraces the Law of Parsimony—"that account 

which explains the most with the fewest assumptions" 

(McGrath 1932, p. 4)—as the valid basis for the discovery 

of truth, he clearly admits to being a prisoner of the 

pernicious short-sightedness that has grown to threaten 

the existence of the entire civilization. 

Perhaps with a nod in the direction of Werner 

Heisenberg, young McGrath (1932, p. 5) did qualify the 

Mechanistic position: "It is true that science gives one 

absolute certainty, and recognizes none, but the progress 

of science has been characterized by man's increasing under

standing of control and nature. The great success of 

science is dependent upon its perpetual tentativeness. It 

subjects itself to constant analysis and criticism." If 

this indicates that McGrath was not utterly a captive of 

the mechanistic spirit, it must at the same time be said 



144 

that in terms of the whole argument in the paper, this 

modification is part of a doomed attempt to balance the 

issue, an attempt "doomed" by the simple fact that on this 

occasion at least, Earl McGrath, despite an ingenious 

effort, fails to convince the reader that verbal ploys alone 

can destroy the possibility of mystery in the universe. 

When he defined the mechanistic process for the 

Philosophy Club, McGrath (1932, p. 6) revealed the influence 

of both philosophic determinism and the behaviorism of 

J. B. Watson: 

The distinctive characteristic of a mechanistic 
process is that the course of events in the 
sequence is rigidly determined. ... A 
mechanistic conception of life, implies that all 
activities of organisms exhibit this same 
uniformity and that they can be generalized by 
induction into laws of behavior. If we know the 
character of an organism and the forces that are 
playing upon it at any moment, we should be able 
to predict accurately its behavior in the next 
moment. 

The paucity of such laws in the field of biology 
is not to be explained by a lack of conformity 
to them of biological phenomena, but rather by 
the complexity of the things studied. 

Another important aspect of the mechanistic concep

tion for McGrath was the belief that "the activity of the 

organism is basically physio-chemical." While acknowledging 

he does not yet understand the function of all elements in 

the body, the Mechanist "knows only that each advance in 

knowledge of organisms has been capable of physico-chemical 

explanation and assumes until evidence is found to the 
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contrary, that all future research will yield similar 

results" (McGrath 1932, p. 7). In this last sentence one 

sees, of course, the same "leap of faith" those captivated 

by what Theodore Roszak terms the "scientific mindscape" 

were and are so willing to perhaps unwittingly grant as 

being appropriate or justified in their enterprise, while 

denying it in the realm of transcendent religion, its real, 

historical home. And what of the McGrath attitude toward 

vitalism? 

Of the three types he discusses, he objects to the 

first, "vital indeterminism," for claiming "a knowledge of 

the character of the organism plus complete knowledge of 

the forces acting upon it would not guarantee predictability 

of behavior" CMcGrath 1932, p. 7); McGrath, in 1932, would 

have said such indeterminancy was nothing more than pre-

scientific chance, a product of ignorance not real mystery. 

A second type of vitalism was found in the doctrine 

that "the activities of the organism are determined in part 

by an agent or force—not physico-chemical in nature"; 

McGrath objects that while proponents of the position 

rejected experimental determinism, they endorsed "absolute 

determinism because the 'entelechy' is introduced as the 

variable and the variable is also determined but not in 

the same system" (McGrath 1932, pp. 7-8). 

He describes the third type and further clarifies 

his own early position this way: 
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The third type holds that although physico-
chemical mechanism prevails universally, it 
needs to be supplemented by other laws. These 
might be called teleological or adaptive. This 
is the least offensive to the mechanist. It 
implies that although all organisms function 
physico-chemically, and are a part of a larger 
physico-chemical system, the universe, there is 
some force behind it all which seems to be 
guarding its destiny. The mechanist objects 
least to this type of vitalism because it is in 
entire agreement with his position except that 
the vitalist attributes a meaning to the whole 
process of inorganic and organic evaluation while 
the mechanist merely describes it (McGrath 1932, 
p. 8) . 

At this early stage in his development, Earl 

McGrath, despite the pervasive influence of a Lutheran 

heritage, and despite what he was writing about general 

education, heard and was entranced by the simple siren song 

of purposeless mechanism. The extent of his intellectual 

confusion is seen in his out-of-hand dismissal of the 

importance of indeterminancy in small particle physics: 

"All the progress of science antecedent to the quantvim 

theory, has demonstrated that things can be reduced to laws 

which do not violate the causality principle and it is 

reasonable to assume that it is likely that in this case, 

too, the principle will hold when observations are suffi

ciently refined" (McGrath 1932, p. 10). And if the problems 

of acausality inherent in quantum physics could not be 

rationalized out of existence, McGrath (1932, p. 11) was 

willing to say that "temporarily, at least, we may assume 

that animal behavior is in the aggregate unaffected by 
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small-scale events." This is to say that if the reduc

tionist leap of faith was not rewarded with a casual 

explanation concerning small-scale events, one could simply 

claim, in effect, "well, it really didn't matter anyway." 

Another, more serious, indictment of McGrath*s 

(1932, p. 10) fuzzy thinking in 1932 can be seen in these 

sentences: 

All scientists who embrace a vitalistic interpre
tation of the behavior of organisms are alike in 
that they arrive at the very antithesis of 
purpose when they subscribe to the principle of 
indeterminancy in the organism. It would mean 
that no purpose whatever would be possible in the 
organism because its actions would be subject to 
the uncertain behavior of electrons. 

What McGrath attempts to do in these sentences is to damage 

the vitalist position by showing a significant contradiction: 

the irreconcilability of small-scale indeterminancy and 

cosmic purpose. However, the contradiction only holds if 

one employs the vocabulary and apparent logicality of the 

Mechanist. The contradiction becomes a non-issue when one 

recognizes that the telos or entelechy which pertains to 

purpose in the vitalist scheme is of an entirely different 

order from "mundane" physics; therefore, to join them on a 

common semantic plane for the sake of argument is to reveal 

a fundamental misunderstanding of the vocabulary of the 

vitalist position. 

Toward the end of this paper, Dr. McGrath, while 

saying he "has no complete system of ethics to expound," 
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Envisages an ethics based on two principles: 
First a sane ethics must be based upon and grow 
from the fundamental biological needs of the 
human organism. Such an ethics is empirically 
founded. It does not develop from a priori 
concepts of the nature of goodness and evil. 
. . . Secondly, the principLe of the greatest 
satisfaction for the greatest number must hold 
in such a system (McGrath 1932, p. 20). 

Suffice to say, here, that the rejection of all philosophic 

a prioris and the inclusion of the utilitarian greatest good 

are consistent with the developments briefly discussed in 

the previous chapter, especially the drift to methodological 

precision or reductionism, in philosophy as well as in 

physics and psychology. 

One can measure, with some degree of accuracy, the 

distance travelled by Earl McGrath by listening to his 

recollection of his "logical positivist" phase, a measure

ment which must be made with a caution provided by Tennessee 

Williams (1977, p. 1177) in the production Notes to The 

Glass Menagerie: "Everyone should know nowadays the un

importance of the photographic in art: that truth, life, or 

reality is an organic thing which the poetic imagination can 

represent or suggest, in essence, only through transforma

tion, through changing into other forms than those which 

were merely present in appearance." 

While in the 1930's, McGrath was sympathetic to the 

behaviorism of John Watson, he now wishes William McDougall, 

an English social philosopher and Duke professor of 

psychology who had a "running fight" with Watson on the 
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matter of instincts, had enjoyed greater influence. Like 

William James, who in combining the best attributes of both 

the scientist and the classical philosopher represents the 

sort of social scientist McGrath can now tolerate, William 

McDougall approached his work with a holistic attitude. He 

was a psychologist who, while "not uninterested in the 

nervous system . . . talked a good deal about instincts and 

. . . aroused an enormous opposition"; for behaviorists 

under the mechanistic spell were convinced instincts were 

"a metaphysical entity, a vacuity ..." (McGrath 28 April, 

p. 11). In the 1930's McGrath would have sided with Watson; 

now, he says of McDougall, "He was concerned about the whole 

person as an integrated organism. I regret to say that he 

didn't really have much influence in this country. I don't 

think he did in England either" (.McGrath 28 April, p. 12) . 

As a young man, McGrath (28 April, p. 12) wrote 

"Mechanism and Vitalism" and followed Watson for "it 

Jmechanism and its cousin behaviorism] was so simple in 

explaining human conduct that it appealed to a simpler 

mind." Not until later did he emerge to appreciate men 

1. In addition to being a psychologist with an 
interest in vitalism and a man with an apparently holistic 
attitude, William McDougall was an avowed racist and an 
adyocate of immigration restriction. McGrath (.29 November 
p. 6) makes it clear that his support is limited to McDougall 
the vitalist psychologist: "... I don't want to be 
connected with the Nordic supremacy. . . . No, I don't want 
anything to do with that. In fact, I'm surprised I forgot 
that jMcDougall's racismj." 
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like James or McDougall or Alfred North Whitehead, a man 

who could co-author Principia Mathematica with Bertrand 

Russell—"logical positivism in a way"—and remain "a 

philosopher of the old school, broadly trained in the 

Greek philosophy, and I think spiritually attuned with the 

ancient world ..." (McGrath 28 April, p. 12). As a young 

man, McGrath (28 April, p. 13) would have been reluctant to 

say, "the difficulty with the philosophy of science is that 

it has its limits, which many . . . scientists will not 

recognize." 

Today, Earl McGrath can appreciate the damage done 

by the quantification of the social sciences; but for a 

decade in his youth he was a marcher and flagbearer. Not 

until the insidious shadow, birthed in large part by German 

science, threatened to engulf the world did the young intel

lectual really become aware of the meaning of general 

education and the threat of reductionism to the existence 

of holistic man. Only as a horror that was to be the second 

war to end all wars became manifest could he achieve the 

state of mind that would lead him to reject the mind-set 

exhibited in "Mechanism and Vitalism": "The reason why I 

gaye IupJ positivism certainly as a philosophy of life— 

the chief reason was that it is a simple-minded philosophy. 

It's a reductionist philosophy, and what doesn't fit, you 

throw out. That in my view, is not intelligent. What 

doesn't fit, you bring in. That's the important thing" 



151 

(McGrath 19 April, p. 29). He rejected his early intel

lectual stance due to "the sheer inability of positivism to 

explain the most important things in life" (McGrath 19 

April, p. 30). 

Like Abraham Maslow, who McGrath is "sure . . . was 

a positivist" early on, the future United States Commis

sioner of Education went through a definite intellectual 

evolution. Certainly one cannot imagine the author of the 

1932 address to the Buffalo Philosophy Club paying this 

tribute to Abraham Maslow: 

. . .  I  c o u l d  s e e  w h e r e  h e  w o u l d  h a v e  d o n e  s o m e  
wonderful things in the academic world outside of 
psychology because ... he says such things as 
"you can't explain an orgasm" or "You can't 
explain a Beethoven symphony through any 
mechanistic system." There's just no way to 
explain those things. You can talk about the 
physiology; you can talk about the sense organs 
. . . ; you can talk about association paths in the 
brain . . .; but when you have done that, you 
haven't explained it (McGrath 19 April, p. 30). 

By the early 1940's, when he had become a senior 

administrator at the University of Buffalo and was prepared 

to serve His country in war, Earl McGrath had come to 

realize the difference between handymen who were dabblers 

in ideas and true intellectuals. He knew good craftsmen 

could maneuver ideas and push things around. But they 

could not put things together. To be an intellectual, 

McGrath (19 April, p, 31) understood, one had to be able to 

synthesize, to see holistically: "That is the way life is. 
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You can have no ontology or cosmology without synthesis. 

There is just no way." 

Summary 

In terms of the research questions which were 

presented in the Introduction, the first period, called 

"Mind Forming and Career Building," provides at least 

partial answers to questions one, two, and three. 

The information gathered in interviews and gleaned 

from early articles makes it clear that the first forty 

years of Earl McGrath's life constitutes a prelude to later 

periods of important productivity and influence. During the 

years he developed habits of mind that were to remain with 

him throughout his life, and he learned the ropes of higher 

education administration. 

During this early period one would be hard-pressed 

to argue that by the early 1940's Earl McGrath had influenced 

the social and intellectual climate or developed a career 

which was significant in terms of the external cultural 

context. However, his work with the American Council on 

Education could properly be called a contribution to higher 

education, even the major "overall contributions" were still 

to come. 

It is important to note, however, that by the 1940's 

Dr. McGrath's writing clearly indicates that his career and 

ideas were not to be only simple reflections of the dominant 
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social and intellectual climate. While the culture con

tinued to exhibit a preference for the mechanistic reduc-

tionism so well articulated by Earl McGrath himself in 1932, 

by the 1940's McGrath had begun to doubt the benefits of 

such an approach to life and in so doing had begun to 

separate himself from the dominant majority mindset. 



CHAPTER 4 

SENIOR ADMINISTRATOR 

On August 6, the fourth day of the journey home 
from Potsdam, came the historic news that shook the 
world. I was eating lunch with members of the 
Augusta's crew when Captain Frank Graham, White 
House Map Room Watch officer, handed me the fol
lowing message: 

Following info regarding Manhatten received. 
"Hiroshima bombed visually with only one tenth 
cover at 052315A. There was no fighter opposi
tion and no flak. Parsons reports 15 minutes 
after drop as follows: 'Results clear cut success
ful in all respects. Visible effects greater than 
in any test. Conditions normal in airplane fol
lowing delivery1" (Truman 1955, p. 421). 

Serving His Country in World War II 

Although Earl McGrath had early demonstrated an 

interest in rounded, general education, the decade of the 

1940's provided the historical and personal circumstances 

for some relatively embryonic ideas to achieve full intel

lectual maturity. His own varied academic experience, as 

well as his diverse duties as an assistant to Samuel Capen 

led young McGrath to appreciate the need for well informed, 

generally educated citizens; however, his understanding of 

this need found its most forceful expression in a series of 

articles which were written when Earl J. McGrath, Lt. Cmdr., 

U.S.N.R., was the officer in charge of the Educational 

Services Section, Training Division, Bureau of Naval 

154 
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Personnel and later the Dean of the College of Liberal Arts 

at the State University of Iowa between 1945 and 194 8. 

After completing his work with the American Council 

on Education, which had occupied him intermittently from 

1938 to 1940, McGrath had resumed his duties at Buffalo. 

The return to Buffalo lasted but a short time, for Dr. 

McGrath, together with "four others, including Frank Bowles, 

later President of the College Entrance Examination Board 

and Alvin C. Eurich, now head of the Academy for Educational 

Development, were summoned by Secretary of the Navy Frank 

Knox to put together a crash college program for naval 

officer candidates" (Kiester 1977, p. 25). McGrath 29 June, 

pp. 20-21) recollects that within four months "We had fifty 

colleges and universities in which we had Naval units. 

These guys were deferred until they got their bachelor's 

degree, but they were in uniform. . . . These guys really 

got straight B.A. degrees, except that they had to take 

navigation and meteorology, etc. It's still going. . . . 

Its counterparts are still in existence." 

McGrath (20 June, p. 19) had become involved with 

the V-12 program as a result of his work in the war Manpower 

Commission: "I went to Washington to work in the war Man

power problems in the universities and how the war was 

going to be prosecuted and still keep these universities 

functioning. When I got to work in that capacity, I got 

associated with the Navy and with the selective service 
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system." While the V-12 program became much heralded, the 

Off-Duty Education Program of the United States Navy, which 

was enacted after McGrath had traded his civilian clothes 

for officer's bars, seems to have had a greater effect on 

his educational philosophy. 

The Off-Duty Education Program 

. . . was a program which provided instruction for 
any group of Navy men anywhere in the world where 
there were sufficient numbers ... in any subject 
that they wanted. For example, if ten guys . . . 
on the island out in the Pacific wanted a course 
in Russian, we would get the language records, the 
text books, and if there was anybody on the island 
who knew Russian, we'd sign them. 

McGrath's power was indeed significant: 

I had the right. I had tremendous right of assign
ment. I could simply go downstairs in the Naval 
Personnel Office . . . and tell the guy to write 
out a set of orders to disengage this guy from his 
duties, and put him in the school house. We had 
these school houses all over the world, wherever 
there were Navy personnel. We had programs going 
on all battleships and cruisers, and even on some 
destroyers (McGrath 29 June, pp. 22-23). 

As Kiester (1977, p. 25) says, "By war's end, he had built 

a university that stretched as far as Australia and en

rolled more than 300,000 students." This experience, in 

both the V-12 and Off-Duty Education programs, was to 

serve McGrath well, especially as the United States Com

missioner of Education: 

It prepared me for the Commissionership in one 
way. In that job in the Navy, I was working with 
the Army; I was working with other government 
agencies .... review of the budget—testified 
a number of times in support of the Navy budget 
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for this program. So that it readied me, in a 
way, for the routine of government operations. It 
also, I think, gave me a sensitivity that I didn't 
have when I was in the American Council and in 
Washington because, as I have said, I didn't have 
much to do with the government .... it gave me 
a sensitivity to the relations between the citizens 
and their government and how demoncracy worked in 
fact, rather than in textbooks. So that was a 
help. But also, of course, it gave me an expe
rience which was invaluable and that is the 
operation of a big institution that's quite 
different from the operation of a corner drug
store. Here I had, in the beginning, 800 
officers scattered throughout the world, de
pending on us in Washington to get the stuff out 
to them to take care of their interests. And then 
I had to deal with the top ranking Naval estab
lishment . 

Another thing, it helped me greatly in administra
tive procedures because in the war days you 
couldn't let anything stay in the mail box. It 
came in in the morning and had to be out at night. 
Somebody had to do something with it. I don't 
mean to be hypercritical, but one thing is wrong 
with the management of universities, and that is 
the inability of people to move. They diddle 
around on things for months and months and months, 
for no reason. They don't come to decisons. They 
talk to a lot of people who don't help them at all. 
In the Navy days, you didn't have that option 
(McGrath 29 June, p. 26). 

If his wartime experience in Washington provided the 

opportunity to learn about the necessity of making quick, 

firm administrative decisions even in the midst of a 

sprawling bureaucratic structure, the same experience, as I 

suggested at the beginning of this chapter, served as a 

catalyst in firming up Earl McGrath's educational philosophy. 

In "The Off-Duty Education Program of the United 

States Navy," McGrath (1944d, p. 35) classifies the pro

gram's ideological spark: ". . . war unavoidably deprives 
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thousands of our citizens of an education which they would 

otherwise receive. Recognition of the consequent loss to 

the individual and to society was undoubtedly responsible 

for the creation of facilities for those men who wish to 

continue their education while serving in the armed forces." 

Then, in listing the reasons for taking courses in this 

program, he develops more fully the idea that the benefits 

of higher education accrue neither solely to the individual 

nor solely to the society but to both in a complementary 

fashion: 

The purposes which these men and women have in 
devoting a part of their off-duty time to further 
study may be grouped under three heads. The first 
is an immediate objective. Many choose courses 
directly related to their naval duties, or those 
which will prepare them for advancement in the 
service. 

. . . A second purpose looks toward a postwar 
educational objective. Many students expect to 
continue their education when they return to civilian 
life. 

. . . A third aim is neither utilitarian nor remote. 
Another group looks upon this program as an oppor
tunity to spend leisure time constructively by 
studying some subject in which they happen to be 
interested. . . . Many men and women are studying 
one of a dozen or more foreign tongues to gain a 
reading and speaking knowledge of these languages. 
The significance of this widespread interest in the 
languages of other peoples, in terms of postwar 
international understanding and good will, is im
measurable (McGrath 1944d, pp. 36-37). 

The first two of these reasons, which have to do 

with practical advantages to the individual, of course 

satisfy the expectations of those living in an increasingly 
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self-oriented, competitive society—the sort of society 

which blessed the apparent rationality of science and 

cursed the apparent mystery of classical philosophy. How

ever, the third purpose, "neither utilitarian nor remote," 

addresses a quite different concern. Especially in the 

example of foreign language and its potential contribution 

to international understanding, Earl McGrath touches on an 

idea that would increasingly set him apart from his fellows, 

who for the most part had been, or were to be, caught up in 

the drive for rationalization, specialization, and frag

mentation. The idea that would appear strange in the de

racinated world created by mechanics posing as scientists, 

philosophers, and psychologists was that "all human beings 

are fundamentally alike and that their customs, habits, and 

traditions are only varied expressions of the same drives 

and purpose which actuate our own behavior and thinking" 

(McGrath 1947b, p. 652). In so understanding the potential 

unifying function of foreign languages—or classical litera

ture or any of the liberal arts that deal with the universals 

that cut across political or pseudo-intellectual boundaries 

—Earl McGrath reveals an awareness of the truth that 

sureley "no man is an island," the truth that was so 

casually perverted by the physicists, philosophers, and 

psychologists dancing to the time of easy reductionism. 

Toward the end of the same article, McGrath(1944d, 

p. 43) strikes a blow for the concept of true intellectual 
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growth, even at the expense of the competition principle: 

The competitive factors in education, responsible 
for the false emphasis on grades at the expense of 
genuine intellectual growth, are foreign to the 
spirit of this program. Moreover, the determina
tion of the amount of credit a student should 
receive for work completed in this program is a 
responsibility that should properly rest upon the 
institution in which the student expects to use 
that credit. 

The last part of this statement is important, for 

it suggests Dr. McGrath's belief that despite the reality 

of, perhaps even the necessity of, bureaucratic mechanisms, 

ideally important decisions which directly affect indi

viduals are made at a "local" level. Even as the archetypal 

bureaucratic chief—as U. S. Commissioner--Earl McGrath 

encouraged the maintenance of local, autonomous decision

making authority. As will become evident below, nowhere is 

Earl McGrath's sympathy with E. F. Schumacher's belief that 

"small is beautiful" as obvious as in his long-term advocacy 

of the advantages of the small, relatively autonomous 

liberal arts college. 

His experience in both the Navy V-12 and Off-Duty 

programs taught Dr. McGrath much about the need for 

adaptability in the curriculum. He realized that students 

who had been in one of the Navy or Army educational programs 

"who wish to continue their general education will require 

instruction considerably different from that designed for 

the ex-serviceman just beginning a college course, or for 

the boy coming directly from the secondary school without 
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military experience" (McGrath 1944c, pp. 76-77). He wrote 

that in order to avoid costly or stupid duplication, given 

the mixed educational backgrounds of the post-war students, 

"institutions will have to develop their own curricula in 

terms of the experiences and needs of their own clientele" 

(McGrath 1944c, p. 77). Once again, in supporting diversity 

among curricula, McGrath shows a tendency to oppose the 

general cultural—and institutional—trend toward simple 

uniformity and centralized administration. 

At the same time he enthusiastically engineered the 

development of one of the largest non-traditional education 

programs in history—Kiester (1977) has suggested the Off-

Duty program was the real forerunner of external degree 

programs—McGrath maintained a strong belief in the need for 

academic standards in a world ever-more-taken by concepts of 

the relative. While acknowledging that Navy and Army basic 

training "include some experiences roughly comparable to 

instruction in secondary schools and colleges," he thought 

"under ordinary circumstances, academic institutions would 

not allow credit for similar civilian experiences." How

ever, in upholding the principle that cases should be 

judged individually, Dr. McGrath followed this qualified 

generalization with this thought: 

Some of this instruction, such as pole climing for 
the telephone lineman in a course conducted by the 
Signal Corps of the Army, and the operation of 
laundry equipment in the laundry school of the Navy, 
would not ordinarily be included in a high-school 
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or college course. Other curricula, however, 
include courses of undeniable educational 
quality, such as, for example, the course in 
radio communications which includes instruction 
in advanced mathematics and physics. Persons 
who successfully complete such courses may 
reasonably expect institutions to accept them 
in lieu of comparable civilian studies, if 
they legitimately fit into the students' total 
educational program (McGrath 1944a, pp. 34 3-
344) . 

It is worth noting, too, that the final clause in 

this excerpt is strongly indicative of Earl McGrath's long-

held belief in the necessity of curricular cohesion and 

his belief in the pedogogical inefficiency of the elective 

system, which unlike the student oriented tutorial system 

had no mechanism to provide program unity. A few pages 

later he again makes a point which stresses his belief that 

in a curriculum, as in life, there is a need for unity 

rather than fragments which can never provide a solid 

foundation or basic orientation: "The study of internal-

combustion engines may be essential for the motor machinist 

mate who is going into submarine service for the duration 

of the war. Such instruction may have high value in such 

a training program. It may be of no value in a program in 

the fine arts which the same man may pursue after the war" 

(McGrath 1944a, p. 347) . 

Dr. McGrath comes round to the same major point— 

the need for unity in all aspects of existence—in yet 

another way. In anticipation of the increasing centraliza

tion of the higher education enterprise, especially as it 
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threatens to affect accreditation and evaluation in the 

latter part of the 1970's, McGrath (1944a, p. 347) wrote 

that although "Education has traditionally been a responsi

bility of local communities in America .... A more com

pelling reason for not turning over the task of educational 

evaluation to a central agency is that the value of any 

particular course of study is dependent upon the character 

of the total educational program of which it is to be a 

part." 

Toward the end of this article, "Appraising the 

Veteran's Education," McGrath (1944a) presents an eloquent 

statement of his educational philosophy, a philosopy little 

changed to this day. In a passage worth quoting at some 

length, he goes far beyond his standard advocacy of general 

education to suggest many important ideas about the dominion 

of quantification and rationality in a culture which 

threatened the development of holistic men and women. It 

is also a statement which states the need for decentraliza

tion in a dangerously bureaucratized world: 

It appears neither feasible nor desirable to 
entrust the evaluation of in-service education to 
a central agency, either public or private, 
external to academic institutions. Education is 
a process of the gradual evolution of habits, 
ideas, and abilities. Each stage in the process 
rests on earlier organizations of behavior. There 
are no short cuts in the educative process. This 
principle has been reasserted by philosophers of 
education from Plato to Whitehead. But it has 
often been forgotten in the large-scale production 
of American education, and unwittingly, educators 
and laymen alike have assumed that the mere passage 
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of time in the atmosphere of a classroom results 
in intellectual growth. High-school diplomas have 
been granted upon the completion of 15 or 16 
units of schooling, one unit being awarded to 
those who attended a class five days a week for 
two terms. College degrees have gone to those 
who accumulated from 120 to 128 so-called credit-
hours with little regard to the relation among the 
widely varied courses that make up the total college 
program. In measuring educational achievement, the 
amount of time spent in the classroom has counted 
heavily. 

In an article in this journal entitled "Sitting 
One's Way through College," Kenneth Irving Brown, 
President of Denison University, has used the 
following words in criticism of the practice of 
measuring educational achievement by the passage 
of time: 

No secret is it, either to the professional or the 
student mind, that a college diploma may be given 
for sedentariness, barring the completely incompe
tent who in most cases are turned back at the 
freshman gates. To most "students" who set long 
enough and patiently and docilely give back a 
modicum of the wisdom that has flowed past their 
ears, there will come in time the rewards of their 
long-sitting, sheepskins to cover their intel
lectual nakedness. 

In what in retrospect is clearly an unwarranted expression 

of optimism, Dr. McGrath continued: 

In recent years this pole-sitting theory of educa
tional evaluation, under which he who sits the 
longest gets the most credit, has been supplanted 
in better academic institutions by one in which 
education is measured in terms of progress toward 
a predetermined educational objective. The concept 
that education can be measured by adding up 
accumulated credits has been abandoned in favor 
of a final measure of the whole development of the 
individual. The problem of educational measure
ment has thus be come an individual matter. It 
is desirable that these methods of educational 
appraisal should be encouraged and extended to 
other institutions (McGrath 1944a, pp. 34 8-349). 
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If the exigencies of war helped forge Earl McGrath's 

educational philosophy, the harsh circumstances provided 

quick lessons in the limitations imposed by a perpetual 

condition of scarce resources. In "College Education After 

the War," the reality of scarce resources in combination 

with a connection of the need for quality as well as 

quantity in education led him to say, "Frequently a half 

dozen institutions within easy communication of one another 

duplicate costly instruction. Some notable attempts have 

been made at the cooperative elimination of such duplica

tion, but much more can be done to the advantage of students 

and institutions" (McGrath 1944b, p. 52). He continued, 

saying, 

The plan here suggested for the limitation of en
rollments, selective admissions, and controlled 
development in terms of definite educational goals, 
is based on a qualitative concept of education. 
It implies that institutions will study their 
potential resources and their probable student 
clientele and attempt to offer the best possible 
educational program for a limited group of students 
instead of elaborating curricula in the hope of 
being able to serve every conceivable candidate 
for higher education (McGrath 1944b, p. 52). 

The last pair of sentences seem, on the surface, to 

present a dilemma to anyone who realizes that the same man 

who authored what could easily be construed as elitist 

sentiments also said in speaking of "The Junior College of 

the Future" that "these institutions will in the next few 

years be attended by hundreds of thousands of students with 

widely diversified educational and social background[s]," 
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with the result that curricula would need to be "multiplied 

to fill the varied emerging needs of the constituencies of 

junior colleges . . (McGrath 1945, p. 267). How could 

the same man offer a plan which called for the limitation 

of enrollments and selective admissions and just a couple 

of years later father, with T. R. McConnell, a report for 

the President's Commission on Higher Education which de

clared that perhaps 4 9 per cent of high school graduates 

were capable of higher education? 

What appears to be a contradiction, or at least an 

inconsistency, dissolves with even a cursory understanding 

of McGrath"s belief in the differentiation of institutional 

roles and his concept of excellence. On the one hand Earl 

McGrath believes that the culture must be served and led by 

well educated men and women; these potential leaders will 

most likely emerge from institutions of academic excellence 

whose limited enrollments and selective admissions are 

indicative of an overriding concern with quality. On the 

other hand, a deep-seated belief in democratic principles, 

joined to a belief in the efficacious general benefits of 

higher education, leads him to support a different type of 

institution, namely the junior-community college, to serve 

a more quantitative function. 

As early as 1945, Dr. McGrath articulated the con

viction that junior colleges properly would offer "students 

of the future ... at least three types of educational 
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programs—preparatory programs, terminal programs, and 

casual or service courses" (McGrath 1945, p. 263). For 

McGrath, quite obviously influenced by his intense expe

rience with a diversity of students flung over the globe in 

the Off-Duty program, the junior college would play an 

important role in post-war America: 

Important as preparatory education may be, the 
junior colleges have a more important and a more 
distinctive function to perform. More important 
because it is so urgently needed in America as 
social conditions change; and more distinctive 
because junior colleges are uniquely qualified to 
render this service thus far conspicuously 
neglected by educational institutions. This 
second function is to provide terminal education. 
The failure of most academic institutions to 
provide this form of program has caused many 
students to waste their time in courses of study 
ill-adapted to their interests and abilities; it 
has caused the misuse of the limited resources of 
institutions which have provided unsuitable educa
tion for students who should have had terminal 
education; and it has caused the large public to 
be critical of our entire educational system. 
Hence, by offering terminal education junior 
colleges can benefit students, academic institu
tions, and society (McGrath 1945, p. 263) . 

While Earl McGrath accepted, and even enthusiastically 

endorsed, the terminal education role of the junior college, 

it is essential to state that his concept of terminal educa

tion paralleled Whitehead's ideal of the complementary 

functions of technical and liberal education in the develop

ment of holistic man; McGrath's (1945, pp. 263-264) concept 

bore no relation to the mere training that too often passes 

for higher education in the modern community college: 
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. . . terminal education may be defined as either a 
program of general education designed to prepare 
students for effective adult life and intelligent 
citizenship, or a program of vocational education 
at the semi-professional level to prepare him for 
initial gainful employment in a specific occupation. 
The arbitrary distinction between general and voca
tional education is made solely for emphasis, since 
the two supplement one another. General knowledge 
forms the basis for vocational education and con
tributes to success in many intangible ways. 

In further elaborating on his concept of terminal 

education, McGrath (1945, p. 266) prophetically discusses a 

social development which Daniel Bell would more than twenty 

years later call the coming of post-industrial society: 

Those who develop vocational and semi-professional 
curricula often seem to ignore the fact that human 
beings spend only a fraction of their life at work, 
and this fraction is continually growing smaller. 
It is not improbable that future generations of 
Americans will spend no more than 30 hours a week 
in earning a living. Education must, therefore, 
prepare them for the other manifold activities in 
life. . . . 

By the end of the war, then, not only did Earl McGrath have 

a solidified educational philosophy, but he also had a 

vision of the future society the diverse institutions of 

American higher education would have to serve. 

McGrath's (29 June, p. 28) formal wartime service 

ended late in 1944 when Samuel Capen "wrote to the Secretary 

of the Navy and asked if I could come back because the 

University needed me very badly." He felt he could leave 

Washington because "By this time, I had the program all 

launched, and I wasn't in the war effort really. . . 

(McGrath 29 June, p. 28). Not long after his return to 
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that his long relationship with the University had to end 

the time had come to move on: 

I discovered—when I was in the Navy, I had such 
a broad experience, not only with the Navy but 
in universities and colleges—that I knew it was 
time for me to leave Buffalo. I had been there 
off and on for over twenty years as student, 
faculty member, and administrator. . . .when I 
came back, almost immediately I was asked to go 
and be interviewed in Laramie for the presidency 
of the University of Wyoming, and I went out there 
in March, I think. 

While there, I got a call from the President of 
the University of Iowa, saying, "I understand you 
are in Wyoming. Would you stop off here on your 
way home because the deanship of the liberal arts 
college is open and I'd like to talk with you 
about it?" 

So I stopped there and, in fact the presidency of 
Coe College, which was at Grand Rapids up the line 
about eighteen miles, was open and they wanted to 
interview me, so I stopped there. 

I decided that I didn't want Coe's job .... I 
preferred the job at Laramie, but Iowa was 
pressing me. In a couple of weeks they wanted to 
know. So—this is a strange thing. Sometime about 
the first of May I got a call from . . . Iowa, 
saying that "we have to know whether you want this 
job or not. We're offering it." I said, "Alright, 
I'll take it." I just put the telephone back in 
the stand and it rang and I lifted it, and they 
said, "This is the Chairman of the Board of the 
University of Wyoming, and we would like to offer 
you the presidency of the University of Wyoming." 

That's a true story. It wasn't ten seconds. I 
just put my hand off the phone, and it rang. . . . 
I said, "I'm sorry, I've just taken another job a 
few minutes ago." So I went to Iowa. 
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Iowa City 

Although he could have uncommitted himself and 

accepted the Wyoming position, Dr. McGrath adhered to 

Samuel Capen's advice and stuck to his original commitment. 

It proved to be a fortunate decision because he avoided a 

lot of political problems—there was a split on the Wyoming 

Board over football—and it enabled him to take a job more 

clearly in his field of interest. As Dean of the College 

of Liberal Arts at Iowa, he headed a section which included 

some 6,000 students and which had some "wonderful depart

ments," especially English and Music (McGrath 29 June, p. 

30). During his short tenure at Iowa, Dr. McGrath initially 

found enough challenge in the job to turn down "six or eight, 

maybe ten offers" for other good jobs, including the presi

dency of Tulane and an opportunity to be the candidate of 

the Committee of the Faculty for the Chancellorship of 

Buffalo upon Capen's retirement (McGrath 29 June, p. 30). 

Like many other universities, The State University 

of Iowa suffered many of the jolts caused by the social 

dislocation of war: "... there was no adequate housing; 

there were not enough faculty members; and the classes were 

extremely large and the faculty was complaining about this; 

and it was a rather disorderly period. It was no one's 

fault. It was the unfortunate residue of any war, I 

suppose" (McGrath 9 February, p. 1). 
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An immediate and serious problem confronting the 

new Dean was a split in the faculty on the issue perhaps 

dearer to his academic heart than any other: the desir

ability of a general education program. Following years of 

debate, a "quite radical" general education program had 

been adopted in the Spring of 194 5, just before McGrath's 

arrival—by a vote of 52 per cent (McGrath 29 June, pp. 30-

31). Since the program had just been adopted in principle, 

"the first thing that dissenters did was to try to persuade 

me not to put this thing into effect. . . . The Dean who 

vacated my job went to be President of the University of 

Oregon, so he left this baby in my lap" (McGrath 29 June, 

p. 31). The crisis over the ill-starred general education 

program—"It was launched but like a lot of other general 

education programs didn't last," coupled with a frantic 

search for faculty—"I had to search, beat the bushes" 

(McGrath 29 June, p. 31), made the new Dean's task diffi

cult indeed. Further, his position in a time of complex 

problems was made administratively untenable by a president 

who "dominated everything. What he said went" as he 

arrived at decisions with the aid of a "kitchen cabinet" 

who "were not always the people who had the top jobs." 

While Earl McGrath "couldn't operate that way"--"I had to 

talk everything out with everybody and try to convince 

them"—neither specific problems or obnoxious administra

tive procedures prevented him from further expressing his 
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educational ideas in some timely and timeless articles 

(McGrath 29 June, pp. 31-32). 

His 1947 article "The Office of the Academic Dean" 

is important for several reasons: (1) for the revelation 

of an unwarranted assumption about the immediate possibility 

of reversing the tendency toward bureaucratic isolation and 

specialization in academia; (2) for the continued reaffirma

tion of the concept of holistic man—even if the person, or 

especially if the person, happens to be an administrator; 

(3) for the recognition of the crucial importance of eco

nomic factors as they increasingly control the destiny and 

direction of ideological development; and (4) for the sug

gestions as to how it is possible to see to "main responsi

bilities" in the face of bureaucratic structures which tend 

to deflect leaders from important issues to trivia. 

Earlier in this chapter, I said Dr. McGrath was 

guilty of unwarranted optimism in saying, "The concept that 

education can be measured by adding up accumulated credits 

has been abandoned in better academic institutions in favor 

of a first measure of the whole development of the indi

vidual" (McGrath 1944a, p. 349). Likewise, three years 

later, he was overly optimistic in making this pronounce

ment; 

There is evidence that the recent assaults upon 
the bastions of compartmentalized knowledge and 
the intellectual isolationism which have charac
terized American higher education for three-
quarters of a century are succeeding. Barriers 
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between departments, and the vested interests which 
sustain them, are weakening. Not, to be sure, as 
rapidly as the needs of the time require, but at 
least there are unmistakable and widespread signs 
of departmental cooperation in the reconstruction 
of the curriculum for the needs of the non-
specialist (McGrath 1947a, p. 41). 

In both instances, while recognizing the problem, 

he underestimated the impetus of specialization and 

assorted fragmentations, twin products of the rationalistic, 

scientific mindscape which, as I stated in Chapter 1, 

wreaked havoc upon the fundamental intellectual enterprises 

of physics, philosophy, and psychology. While Earl McGrath 

was a consistent advocate of education for holistic man in 

the 1940's, not until much later—especially in some of the 

writing produced in the 1970's--does he adopt a tone of 

real urgency. One can only suspect that it took time for 

the initial shock of the Hitler horror to wear off and be 

replaced by a deep intellectual and emotional realization 

of the truth that the excesses of World War II were simply 

the most viciously apparent results of the reductionist 

techniques which had captured the Western mind and soul. 

To be sure, Dr. McGrath thought a good academic dean 

had to be much more than a drone who could "get rich psychic 

satisfaction from the performance of detailed and routine 

activities." Such men as these "should be prevented from 

entering upon the taxing responsibilities of the upper 

echelons of academic administration" (McGrath 1947a, pp. 

42-4 3) . In place of functionaries he offers the following 
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classic definition of the academic dean: 

As Mr. Hutchins has wisely pointed out, academic 
administrators should seek to be neither office
holders nor victors in popularity contests. They 
should be capable of thinking seriously about 
education and they should enjoy doing so. Whether 
Plato's ideal of having the body politic governed 
by philosophers can even be realized is extremely 
doubtful. It is not too much to expect, however, 
that the body academic be presided over by persons 
of philosophic mind--not philosophers skilled in 
the intricacies of logic or glib with technical 
philosophical jargon, but men who have thought 
deeply about the nature and destiny of man 
(McGrath 1947a, p. 43). 

McGrath (1947a, p. 43) on this occasion emphasized 

"The first responsibility ... of the academic dean is to 

consider the ends, and means of education and to arouse the 

faculty to similar activity." Further, the successful 

administrative officer would know "a knowledge of educa

tional theory and of the social forces which condition 

education is indispensable (McGrath 1947a, p. 44). To 

protect would-be academic administrators from the fatal 

error of many modern scientists, philosophers, and 

psychologists—namely becoming oblivious to ends as they 

were overwhelmed by the means represented by apparently 

rational techniques, McGrath (1947a, p. 45) gave this pre

scription : 

He who would come to grips with educational prob
lems cannot be ignorant of such classics as 
Plato's Republic, Ouintilian's Institutes of 
Oratory, Milton's essay On Education, Rousseau's 
Emile, Rashdall's The Universities of Europe in 
the Middle Ages, John Stuart Mill's Inaugural 
Address, as well as the writings of leading educa
tional thinkers today such as John Dewey, Ortega y 
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Gasset, Robert Maynard Hutchins, Howard Mumford 
Jones, and Sidney Hook. 

The study of these and similar treatises will 
provide the philosophical orientation and the 
broad overview of education without which discussion 
of pedagogical issues must remain superficial. 

In addition to being the educational leader of a 

staff and responsible for developing a superior faculty, 

the academic dean had the job of preparing the budget. 

McGrath demonstrates his awareness of cultural reality in 

saying, "He who pays the piper calls the tune in academic 

life just as in other spheres of human activity. The 

application of this principle to the dean's office means 

that he cannot delegate budgetary responsibility and expect 

to retain his educational leadership." Dr. McGrath expanded 

on the same point somewhat later: "... he who makes the 

budget, whether he knows it or not, makes the educational 

program. Hence, expenditures should be determined by a 

comprehensive view of what the institution stands for and 

what it hopes to give the students who come to it" (McGrath 

1947a, pp. 46-47). Clearly Dr. McGrath here recognizes the 

truth that in determining the ideological ends of a highly 

developed industrial culture, economic factors play a 

dominant role. 

Given the fact that the primary duties of the 

academic dean are to provide educational leadership, develop 

an excellent faculty, and prepare the budget, a question 

remains: How is it possible to properly attend to these 
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tasks without being asphyxiated by the minutiae that appear 

with upper level bureaucratic administration as if by 

magic? Paradoxically, McGrath (1947a, p. 48) suggested 

solving the problem of bureaucracy with more of the same: 

The fundamental principle in organizing the dean's 
office should be decentralization. Routine 
activities should be shifted to other members 
of the staff. . . . This decentralized organiza
tion will obviously involve a much larger adminis
trative staff than is now common, but such an 
increase in administrative personnel is an in
evitable concomitant of large organizations. To 
free the dean from some of the administrative 
duties which he now performs . . . such duties 
should be transferred to other existing or newly-
created agencies. 

As E. F. Schumacher was to emphasize some years 

later, bureaucratic structures are a fact of life in complex 

industrial societies. Only the foolish or naive would waste 

their time devising plans to get rid of them entirely; the 

wise would seek ways to reduce the most onerous effects. 

For McGrath, as for Schumacher, decentralization, even if 

it meant adding more new structures, was one way to combat 

the stultification which often came with the giantism of 

unregulated bureaucracy. 

While "The Office of the Academic Dean" perhaps 

illuminates more facets of the McGrath intellect than any 

other article written during his service at Iowa, it by no 

means contains the only significant statements. Indeed, as 

editor of The Journal of General Education he used the con

venient platform to address a number of issues. 
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In an editorial entitled "The Ancient Literature 

and Modern Life," McGrath (1948b, p. 87) argued, "The 

decline of the classics, the masterpieces of Greek and 

Roman thought, is one of the most dismal aspects of con

temporary education." Later in the article, he indicates 

that the decline of the classics was stimulated by the same 

unfortunate impulse which led to what I earlier termed the 

perversion of classical philosophy by devotees of lin

guistic analysis, among others: 

Like so many other disciplines in the nineteenth 
century, the classics fell under the spell of 
German scholarship. From that time to the 
present, classical scholars have been largely 
concerned with painstaking analyses of the 
external aspects of texts. Historical back
ground, the influence of one author on another, 
linguistic and stylistic characteristics, and 
other matters extrinsic or only remotely related 
to the thought of the writer have absorbed the 
attention of those who, in an earlier day, would 
have been teaching young men and women the great 
thoughts of the ancients and their significance 
in the everyday life of the average human being 
(McGrath 194 8b, p. 88). 

This analysis of the cultural loss occasioned by the move 

away from the study of the ideas contained in the classics 

to the superficial inspections carried out under the rubric 

"New Criticism" suggests that in the late 194O's Earl 

McGrath had fully divested himself of his former mechanistic 

robes and was aware that in several disciplines something of 

the vitality, or roundness if you will, is lost under the 

flattening influence of minute analysis. The question that 

occurs is this: How long could students be fed a diet of 
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"flattened" or "reduced" courses before they became 

pathetic incarnations of Herbert Marcuse's one dimensional 

man? 

The same difficult problem was approached from 

another angle in the editorial "What Education is of Most 

Worth?" Here Dr. McGrath presents the thesis that while 

"Work is an integral part of all good lives" and while 

"Education which prepares men for work is . . . not only 

valuable but indispensable," training for work "By its very 

nature . . . must be specialized. It prepares men for dif

ferent occupations." On the other hand, "General or liberal 

education . . . differs from vocational education in that 

it prepares . . . men for the activities of life which they 

have in common with all other men and, which all men through 

the ages have had in common with one another" (McGrath 

1948d, p. 168). Unhappily, McGrath (1948d, p. 168) found, 

the whole education enterprise was "out of balance": 

Less and less attention is given to the general 
education of every member of society for a full 
and useful life as a parent, a citizen, and a 
happy person, and more and more effort expended 
in cultivating those talents, skills, and atti
tudes which distinguish men from one another by 
vocational groups and learned societies. 

From his 194 8 perspective, not only did Earl McGrath 

find the disciplines suffering under the pretensions of a 

number of analytic techniques, he also saw that the whole 

educational enterprise was badly skewed, with a sad—in the 



179 

1970's it would be potentially fatal--emphasis on the 

training for work that could but separate men and women 

one from the other. 

Certainly Dr. McGrath, as Dean of the College of 

Liberal Arts at Iowa, particularly favored the traditional 

liberal arts subjects; however, he was by no means a man to 

say that all science was bad. He believed that "in a 

democracy science can prosper only if the people can be 

made to understand what it is and what it does" (McGrath 

194 8c, p. 34 8). By the middle of 194 8, there was no doubt 

"The extraordinary accomplishments of scientists in the 

successful prosecution of the war, and the dramatic effect 

of the atomic bomb, have tremendously increased the prestige 

of scientists and placed them in an influential position in 

society at large and in academic circles." It was also 

true, however, that "The present apparent widespread 

interest in science outside educational institutions is 

. . . delusive. Contrary to a common view, Americans are 

little interested in science or in education in science. 

Ordinary people confuse the end results with the thing 

itself" (McGrath 1948c, p. 348) . 

In Chapter 2, I stated that the greatest danger 

inherent in the perversion of the revolution in physics 

was the confusion of means and ends. Following the general 

outline of Jacques Ellul's argument as it is developed in 

The Technological Society, I said scientists were guilty of 
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becoming so bewitched by technique—means—that they became 

blind to or ignorant about ends. In "The Future of Science 

in Liberal Education," Earl McGrath presents a thesis, 

which, at first, seems contradictory: that "Ordinary people 

confuse the end . . . ." The important point is not to 

untangle the seeming contradiction through a careful dis

tinction between immediate means, intermediate ends, and 

ultimate ends; rather it is important to understand the way 

in which the idea that people confuse ends with the thing 

itself, the idea that people's longitudinal cause and effect 

comprehension of process is foreshortened, is part of what I 

have suggested is nothing less than the movement which 

could only result in the realization of Herbert Marcuse's 

one dimensional man. This is to say that the confusion on 

both the part of scientists and "ordinary people" over ends 

and means is simply an expression of the loss of holistic 

vision that not surprisingly developed in a society beset 

by dried, sterile curricula and a warped vision of the 

proper, healthy relationship between the mental and physical 

activities which join us together and those which force us 

apart. 

For the most part, Earl McGrath's early arguments 

about problems in the educational systems and in the society 

at large are unpolitical. Apart from an occasional refer

ence to the "democratic way of life," the political edge to 

his arguments that was to be so in evidence during his 
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years as United States Commissioner of Education did not 

exist. However, in December of 194 7, an article appeared 

in the American Association of University Professors 

Bulletin which foreshadowed the tone of much of the writing 

Earl McGrath was to do until the late 1950's or early 1960's. 

In addressing the question, "What Should Teachers 

of History Teach?" McGrath (1947b, p. 653) said this: 

Teachers of history should acquaint students with 
the origin and development of our social and 
political institutions and arouse a warm enthu
siasm for, and a devotion to, our national ideals. 
. . . The historian would no doubt consider the 
responsibility of acquainting students with our 
institutions his special prerogative, but he has 
been skittish about arousing emotional commitments 
to our ideals, no matter how fervid his own con
victions may be. This detachment is unfortunate. 
The student should be brought to understand the 
origin and the evolution of the system of values 
which form the basis of our democratic way of life. 
By a study of the historical origins of such con
cepts as the dignity and worth of the individual, 
freedom of expression, and self-determination, 
and their gradual embodiment in institutional 
form, the student ought to become aware of the 
difference between our pattern of life and others 
which rest on a quite different conception of the 
individual and his relationship to the state. 

The argument is carried on thusly: 

The effeminate intellectualism and the muckraking 
of the twenties and thirties will not produce a 
nation of men and women capable of perfecting demo
cratic life in our country, capable of taking 
aggressive leadership in social reform. The 
adoption of a detached and ultra-scientific point 
of view toward all aspects of life has resulted 
in an apathy toward spiritual and human values that 
may very well devitalize our national existence. 
Do we sufficiently prize our way of life? Do we 
dramatize it sufficiently to show our firm ad
herence to its principle, and our eagerness to work 
for its improvement? (McGrath 1947b, p. 654) . 
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When one reads these lines, some traditional McGrath 

themes stand out: the concern for a system of values, the 

need for aggressive leadership, the criticism of "a detached 

and ultra-scientific point of viev; toward all aspects of 

life." What is new, as I have suggested, is the political 

rhetoric: "a warm enthusiasm for, and a devotion to, our 

national ideals," "a nation of men and women capable of 

perfecting democratic life in our country," "Do we suffi

ciently prize our way of life?" Here, for the first time, 

the impact of the Cold War can be seen. In other McGrath 

writings over the next few years, the impact would be more 

pronounced with the result that the distinction between 

national political norms and ideals and ultimate human 

values was often and, given the ideological pressure of 

the historical context, understandably blurred. Before 

pursuing this most important evolution further, however, it 

is necessary to briefly discuss a special aspect of the 

McGrath years at Iowa, namely his work on President Truman's 

Commission on Higher Education. 

Some would argue that the declaration that 49 per 

cent of high school graduates were capable of postsecondary 

education was the key to the nation's change from a meri

tocratic to a genuine democratic concept of higher educa

tion. Whether this was indeed true or not cannot bring 

into question the fact that history has proved the Truman 

Commission report to be very important in many ways. Arid 
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it is clear that McGrath (29 June, pp. 32-33) is justified 

in stating, "I think it is not ufair to say that I had a 

lot to do with shaping that report." For two years he 

commuted to Washington and worked with T. R. McConnell to 

shape the first volume, "which is really the philosophic 

basis of the whole thing" (McGrath 29 June, p. 33). The 

Commission eventually made a wide variety of policy recom

mendations concerning the increased role of the federal 

government in higher education, the "expansion of the com

munity colleges, better programs of adult education, greater 

financial assistance* for the economically deprived, and 

accelerated recruitment of minority students" (Kiester 

1977, p. 26); but no legislation was passed. McGrath's own 

evaluation of the Commission comes close to the truth: 

From a legislative point of view, the Commission 
was a failure. . . . Not one bill was passed by 
the Congress as a result of our recommendations; 
I'm not even sure that any were proposed. Society 
simply wasn't ready for the idea of*a broader 
federal responsibility in higher education, nor 
were educators. But I think the report had a very 
important delayed effect. It was certainly pro
phetic about the community colleges and adult 
education. Most important, though, it stirred up 
thinking about what role the government ought to 
play in colleges and universities (Kiester 1977, 
p. 26) . 

As will become clear in the discussion of the McGrath 

tenure as United States Commissioner of Education, the 

Truman Commission experience would by no means be the last 

time Earl McGrath was involved with an idea or set of ideas 

whose time had not yet come. 
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Earlier I indicated that following the war, the 

State University of Iowa was an administrative horror; 

therefore, it should come as no surprise that McGrath (29 

June, p. 33) eventually got tired of the fight: "Well, to 

tell you the truth, I got tired of administering. And I 

have said, those three years were terribly turbulent. 

Everything was topsy-turvy . . Despite the enthusiasm 

he demonstrated during the first months at Iowa, McGrath 

was ready to move when Robert Hutchins called. 

The United States Commissioner 
of Education 

For many years Robert Hutchins shared with Earl 

McGrath a feeling that the lack of adequate training for 

college teachers constituted one of the shames of the 

nation. Accordingly, Hutchins approached McGrath in 1948 

and asked him to head up a new program designed to prepare 

college teachers as well as others for their professions. 

Deciding to accept the job that had been created for him, 

McGrath left Iowa, and arrived at the University of Chicago 

in the early days of January, 1949. For only a quarter was 

Earl McGrath able to remain at Chicago in his new, exciting 

position. That he could only hold the position for a short 

time was due to chance and to a set of fortuitous circum

stances which soon led to his appointment as United States 

Commissioner of Education. 
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McGrath (9 February, p. 10) has said that his 

selection as Commissioner confirms, once again, his long 

held idea that many prominent people attain high position 

"more or less by an accident or a very small event in their 

lives." In McGrath's case, the key event leading to his 

appointment was his responding to an education publication 

sent to him in the winter of 1947-48 by Donald Kingsley of 

the White House Staff. Saying simply that he, Kingsley, 

should be congratulated for the publication, and adding 

that he hoped it would get the widest possible publicity, 

Dr. McGrath assumed the incident was closed. However, 

during the early summer of 1948, far from Iowa City, an 

internal bureaucratic drama was unfolding, the result of 

which would have a lasting effect on the life of Earl 

McGrath. 

As McGrath recalls, a deep-seated controversy 

developed between Oscar Ewing, Secretary of the Federal 

Security Agency, and President Truman on one end, and John 

Studebaker, the Commissioner of Education on the other. 

Studebaker, who had been Commissioner since the New Deal, 

thought Ewing was interfering too much in education matters 

and let it be known. Ewing, acting with the blessing of 

Truman, used harrassment and needling to force Studebaker's 

resignation in the late summer. Shortly thereafter, Donald 

Kingsley was on the telephone to Iowa City asking McGrath 

(9 February, p. 11) "to take time off from your job and 
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come and examine the structure and function of the office, 

and make some recommendations to us." 

Having made arrangements with Iowa's President, 

McGrath made several trips to Washington and, during the 

last week in October, produced a fifty page report on the 

condition and needed reorganization of the Office of Educa

tion. Since the Presidential election was to take place 

the first week in November, and since the polls assured one 

and all that Governor Dewey was to be President Dewey, 

McGrath (9 February, p. 11) said to Kingsley, "Well, I 

assume that this will now be put into the waste paper 

basket, because we are going to have a Republican President 

in two weeks." Although it shocked pollsters then, and 

continues to trouble some historians today, the "quick-

timing little man" remained President and Governor Dewey 

remained Governor Dewey; and McGrath's report remained 

with Donald Kingsley. 

Shortly after the election, John Thurston, a 

Kingsley assistant, called McGrath saying Secretary Ewing 

wanted him to come to Washington to talk about the Com-

missionership. While Ewing was satisfied with McGrath, he 

had to resist the pressure of Congressmen who were ad

vancing their own candidates. He especially had to with

stand the efforts of Florida Senator Claude Pepper, who 

very much wanted the Commissionership to go to the State 

Superintendent of Public Instruction for Florida. In late 
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November, Ewing told McGrath the job was his, but the 

appointment never reached the White House as Ewing spent 

five or six weeks in the hospital recovering from a sudden 

illness. 

Despite the delay, in January McGrath had some 

contact with Kingsley, who had left the White House to 

become Deputy Administrator of the Federal Security Agency 

under Ewing. As a result of these operations, on 

Valentine's Day, McGrath (9 February, p. 12) went through 

the back gate of the White House, through the Rose Garden, 

and into the President's office: 

Mr. Truman and I talked about a half hour. The 
thing that I remember most about the conversation, 
about the President's attitude toward education, 
was summed up in this statement he made shortly 
before the conversation was concluded. He said, 
"Now I want you to understand that though I'm 
interested in higher education, my primary concern 
is that every boy and girl in this country get a 
good, solid education in the public schools to the 
high school level. I want a promise from you that 
you will give attention to these matters and will 
not concentrate on colleges and universities. 

All that remained was to notify Hutchins that he was going 

to "drop out" of the new program at Chicago before being 

sworn in on March 18, 1949. Before addressing the specific 

actions and developments in the Office of Education during 

McGrath's tenure, it will be useful to discuss two 

questions: Why would a general education specialist, an 

academic elitist from higher education accept a post more 

suited for politically adroit education handymen from the 
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elementary and secondary levels? As Hutchins said, "Who the 

Hell would want to be Commissioner of Education?" (McGrath 

9 February, p. 3). Second, what was the background of the 

United States Office of Education? That is, what historical 

pattern was Earl McGrath becoming a part of? 

While one could argue that in 194 9 the Commissioner-

ship was attractive in terms of a change of attitude on the 

part of educators toward the office, or in terms of a 

greatly increased interest in education in some important 

Washington power circles, Earl McGrath's acceptance had 

little to do with these considerations. McGrath took the 

job because it is an essential part of his credo that 

people, living as they do in societies, have civic responsi

bilities. This theme echoes through his informal and formal 

talks and through his writing: 

I found ever so many men in Washington, who were 
extremely critical of the government, and 
especially Mr. Truman, but who, when offered a 
job, immediately took it. When offered a job by 
the President of the United States, very few 
people would turn it down. They look upon it 
as an honor and an opportunity. And it is. I 
was perfectly happy in Chicago, but I saw this 
as an opportunity to set the pace, if you will, 
or give some direction to the development of 
education in the United States (McGrath 9 
February, p. 4). 

He made the same point in addressing the International 

Society for Business Education: "I have already pointed 

out that the first goal of American education must be 

training for citizenship. . . . Instead of retreating from 
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new problems or avoiding decisions, a citizen with a free 

mind welcomes new experiences with eagerness ..." (McGrath 

1952c, p. 88). Or on another occasion: "The fourth major 

goal of higher education is to educate youth to perform 

intelligently and responsibly all the activities of life 

in a democratic society" (McGrath 1949d, p. 489) . 

Earl McGrath arrived in Washington cloaked to a 

degree in idealism and some innocence, but he was not in 

any meaningful sense a lamb being led to the slaughter. He 

had, after all, survived a decade-long variety of Washington 

experiences quite well. However, he was, to a great extent, 

unaware of the problems he would find in the Office of 

Education, problems which were largely the result of a 

sorry history. 

As Lu (1965, p. 89) points out, "Before the founding 

•of the Republic, many pleas were made for establishing a 

national system of education." In addition, "Almost all 

the early Presidents of the United States gave serious 

attention to public education and considered it a responsi

bility of the government. They were especially interested 

in the establishment of a national university. . . . Un

fortunately, owing to the 'Constitutional scruples' and the 

1. In these two expressions, one clearly sees the 
political rhetoric I have briefly alluded to above. More 
will be said about this subsequently. 
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control, many appeals and valuable proposals did not arouse 

any earnest Congressional response'! (Lu 1965, p. 91) . The 

"Constitutional scruples" of course, refer to the practice 

of interpreting the Tenth Amendment to mean that the 

control of education is a state and local, not Federal 

matter; and the early fear of Federal control is, from an 

historical perspective, understandable in that the new 

Americans, having just ridded themselves of one central 

authority, were not about to allow their representatives to 

encourage another. To be sure, the Ordinances of 1785 and 

1787 provided for Federal aid "without control," but for the 

most part, education was acknowledged to be beyond the pur

view of the Federal government. Not until the 1860's did 

Federal participation in education become a substantive 

reality. With the passage of the Morrill Act in 1862, and 

the establishment of the Federal Department of Education in 

1867, the Federal government was in the education business, 

for better or worse. 

The creation of a Department of Education was, like 

too many things in education, a stepchild of history. The 

organization Earl McGrath took charge of in 1949, had been 

suggested as early as 1837, when "Henry Barnard tried to 

interest the Washington authorities in . . . the estab- • 

lishment of a national central educational agency" (Lu 

1965, p. 129). However, the early efforts were in vain; 

it took the Civil War to generate meaningful Congressional 
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interest in education: 

After the Civil War, some Congressmen realized 
that republican institutions could find permanent 
safety only upon the basis of the universal educa
tion of the people, and that the great disasters 
which had afflicted the nation and desolated one 
half of its territory were traceable to the 
absence of common schools and general education 
among the people of the lately rebellious states. 
One Representative, Ignatius Donnelly from 
Minnesota, offered a resolution on December 14, 
1865, to inquire into the expediency of estab
lishing in the capital a national Bureau of 
Education. The resolution was adopted (Lu 1965, 
p. 129) . 

While it took until the Civil War for Congress to 

recognize the danger in ignoring the Federal role in educa

tion, even the Civil War could not convince this body that 

education should have the highest priority. When the 

Senate passed the bill on March 1, 1967, and President 

Johnson signed it the next day, there was, indeed, a Depart

ment of Education. However, although the head of the 

Department was to report annually to Congress, he had no 

Cabinet rank and was called "the Commissioner" rather than 

"the Secretary." The enabling legislation set out these 

purposes for the Department: to collect educational 

statistics and facts; to diffuse educational information 

and to promote the cause of education throughout the 

country. 

From the beginning, the Office of Education was 

limited in terms of status and its potential to initiate 

educational reform. Speaking to this point McGrath (9 
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February, p. 8) said: "The one thing that the Commissioner 

cannot do ... he cannot enforce, he cannot impose any 

philosophy or ideas in the education enterprises of the 

country." These limitations would have discouraged many, 

but some educators, like McGrath (31 March, p. 16) remain 

convinced that the act of persuasion, when practiced by 

an honest person, can work: 

Even if I thought their science departments were 
overstaffed and oversupported and told them that, 
I still wasn't nasty and I didn't try to cut the 
legs out from under them. They knew where I 
stood. They knew that this was what I believed. 
This was what I wanted to do. I have a deep-
seated conviction . . . that you can deal with 
people with quite diverse convictions and atti
tudes, if they know you're that kind of guy. They 
won't agree with you and they'll fight with you, 
but they'll talk to you and they'll listen. I 
think, on the whole, that was the kind of man Mr. 
Truman was. People would listen to him. 

It may be true that persuasion can win admiration, but 

unless the persuasion is accompanied by some form of power 

leverage, it can too easily be dismissed. Hubert Humphrey 

drove the point home to Dr. McGrath in response to the 

Commissioner's request for help in getting "something for 

me one time": "You know, Earl, this isn't politically 

expedient to me or anybody else on the Hill. For every 

letter I would get supporting this legislation, I would get 

twenty opposed to it." As McGrath (31 March, p. 12) said, 

"And that is the way it generally is with education 

matters. . . . Education has . . . never had any political 

strengths." Despite Earl McGrath's belief in the efficacy 
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of humane persuasion, the fact of life in bureaucratic 

Washington was in 1867 and is today, that persuasion not 

joined by power often counts for little. His first harsh 

encounter with this particular truth had occurred during 

his three years at Iowa as he struggled under a powerful 

President who worked through a somewhat covert kitchen 

cabinet. 

In 1867, a Department of Education saw the light 

of day, but not a year after its founding it began to ful

fill its destiny as a vagrant. In 1868, the Department was 

relegated to an "Office" attached to the Department of the 

Interior; in 1870, the Office became the Bureau of Educa

tion; and in 19 30, as part of Reorganization Plan I, the 

functions of the Office of Education were transferred from 

the Department of the Interior to the Federal Security 

Agency, the forerunner of the Department of Health, Educa

tion, and Welfare. 

Through the years, as Hsien Lu documents so well, 

there have been numerous efforts to strengthen the Federal 

role in education generally, and the function of the Office 

of Education in particular. There have been bills to re

establish a department and recommendations from both 

governmental and non-governmental groups. However, fear of 

Federal control consistently has functioned as the chief 

obstacle to any improvement in status or power. When Earl 

McGrath became Commissioner of Education in 1949, the 
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Office of Education was pretty much as it had been for 

years: 

The U. S. Office of Education . . . has neither the 
authority nor the status among governmental 
agencies to effect solutions. There are several 
agencies of the government which have larger 
educational staffs, more status, and greater 
educational resources than the Office of Educa
tion . . . its position is such that it has been 
unable to be an effective integrating force in the 
total Federal educational picture. . . . Its total 
budget ... is approximately one per cent of the 
Federal expenditure through or for educational 
institutions and students therein. These facts 
are . . . merely to indicate the relatively sub
ordinate position which this office holds in the 
overall Federal educational program (Allen 1950, 
p. 4) . 

Perhaps an even more telling point is made by Babbidge and 

Rosenzweig (1962, p. 65): ". . . the conclusion is in

escapable that the Federal Government has been primarily 

concerned with the services higher education can perform 

and only incidentally with the long-run strength and 

vitality of higher education per se." Babbidge and 

Rosenzweig (1962, p. 31) claim, "The primary goal of 

Government agencies is not the promotion of higher educa

tion; rather, agencies use the services of institutions 

of higher education in order to promote their individual 

goals." 

In 194 9, as he took over the reign of the Office 

of Education, the idealistic former liberal arts dean, the 

confidant of the higher education elite, faced a situation 

markedly unlike any he had dealt with before. In becoming 
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Commissioner of Education, he became the head of an 

historically impotent organization whose mandate was clearly 

to compile and react and not to initiate. Yet McGrath saw 

the appointment as an opportunity to lead and to influence 

the direction of the education enterprise. The important 

question becomes this: To what extent during this period 

was Earl McGrath able to overcome the legal restrictions on 

his office and the inexorable forces of history, especially 

political history, to effect change and provide leadership? 

In order to answer this key question, one must examine the 

specific concerns of both the Office of Education and Dr. 

McGrath to see what the components of potential change were 

in the period 194 9-1953. Before this can be done, however, 

a brief discussion of political ideology is essential, for 

as I have stated, much of Earl McGrath's writing during 

this period has a markedly political flavor. 

After World War II, most people accepted the 

reality of lands and cities being separated and neatly 

divided according to a variety of national interests. Hand 

in hand with the physical division went an ideological 

division which was perceived as involving communists and 

democrats, free people and slaves of totalitarianism, Reds 

and others, or those who lived behind the Iron Curtain and 

those who did not. As we who enjoy the wisdom of hind

sight know too well, it was this ideological polarization 

which allowed Joseph McCarthy, the junior Senator from 
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Wisconsin, to develop his tragically successful public 

relations campaign. As McGrath points out, good men and 

women in their own country became victims of what history 

has shown to be a largely artificial dichotomy. He tells 

this story in connection with the effect of McCarthyism: 

You remember that McCarthy was constantly prodding 
Truman to fire Acheson. In the press and every
where else, he was saying that this man was 
essentially a Communist sympathizer, if not a 
member and he should be gotten rid of. One 
Sunday, there was a particularly vitriolic piece 
in the Washington Post in which McCarthy had 
made another vicious attack on Acheson. This 
really hurt me because Acheson was a very fine, 
upright, decent guy, and in many ways not too 
liberal. He was not that liberal. I'm not at 
all sure that his enunciation of the principle 
of containment was a wise procedure. That was 
his idea that the Communists ought to be contained 
on every side. History will only tell whether 
that was a good policy or not. It might have 
been better to keep a dialogue going and try to 
work with these people. That's another story 
(McGrath 1 March, p. 10) . 

When asked about the effect of Senator McCarthy on 

the Office of Education, Dr. McGrath (1 March, p. 7) said 

"As far as my own office was concerned, I never felt the 

influence of McCarthy, even in a subtle way and I cer

tainly in my own pronouncements and in my own speeches 

. . . paid no attention to McCarthy. In private, I said 

a lot. ..." On a superficial level, it is true McGrath 

and others were able to "pay no attention" to McCarthy; 

certainly the Senator is not mentioned by name in any of 

the Commissioner's public statements. However, on a deeper 

level, the influence of McCarthy and others who sought to 
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divide the world into the clean and the condemned on the 

basis of political ideology, through an insidious process 

of guilt by association, was desperately clear- Indeed, 

the influence of simplistic cold war ideology was so per

vasive as to make otherwise clear thinking, humane people 

sound like the very ideologues they were supposed to oppose. 

In 1974, Sidney Hook reiterated a long held idea: 

"Further, in the course of our moral career, we discover 

that there is no one specific right or good or value which 

is always preferred in all circumstances of conflict, there 

is no one alleinseligmachende Wert—no specific all-

sanctifying value—that one upholds at all costs in all 

circumstances" (Hook 1974, p. 83). To a large extent, 

Hook's premise, tinged though it is with moral relativism, 

became, during this period, the philosophical base from 

which the new Commissioner would operate, especially when 

discussing matters of ideology generally or the communist 

threat in particular. 

Speaking to the Representative Assembly of the 

National Education Association in Boston, Earl McGrath in 

the Fall of 1949 said, "I am glad that you have taken a 

firm position that those who are avowed or proven communists 

should not be permitted to teach" (McGrath 1949a, p. 426). 

This conclusion was preceded by a description of the 

ideological confrontation facing the world. In dramatic, 

simplistic political terms, the Commissioner stated: 
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Two conflicting philosophies of government and of 
life are now competing for the allegiance of the 
peoples of the world. One of these is total
itarianism. It finds current expression in the 
communistic states of Russia and her satellites. 
The other is democracy. The job of educators is 
to lead Americans to reject totalitarianism 
zealously for democracy (McGrath 1949a, p. 426). 

Here, one clearly sees Earl McGrath suggesting that the 

primary function of education is to protect the state from 

a despised ideology. Educators must protect the state, for 

"Totalitarianism submerges the individual in the welfare 

of the state. Democracy uses the state to advance the 

welfare of the individual." This was true, however, only 

if one could forget the thousands of young men rotting in 

foreign fields or the thousands of Blacks rotting under the 

beneficent dictates of "separate but equal." One could only 

say, "Where democracy protects the right and respects the 

dignity of every person, totalitarianism uses man for the 

purpose of those in power" if he remains ignorant of the 

incarceration of Japanese-Americans. Huey Long and Joseph 

McCarthy had to be forgotten if one concluded, "Where 

totalitarianism suppresses criticism, democracy thrives on 

it. Where totalitarianism demands uniformity of thought 

and conformity in action, democracy encourages dissent and 

an independent spirit. Where communism harasses or 

liquidates the nonconformist, democracy encourages and 

protects him" (McGrath 1949a, p. 426). 
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A quarter of a century after making this speech, 

McGrath (24 March, p. 22) expressed his frustration that 

good men with good ideas could rarely get things done by 

saying, "I think this [the importance of morality] is why 

Socrates took the hemlock—I think that in the last 

analysis, you've got to face up to the moral issues." How

ever, while he was Commissioner of Education, he necessarily 

acted out a political role and found that he had to adapt 

to the rules of the game. And as is usually the case, the 

collision of political ideology with moral ideology created 

an awful strain. The compromise necessary for survival 

included constant repetition of the democratic dogma. 

As the Korean conflict was unfolding, McGrath 

(1951e, p. 405) outlined two lessons which could serve as 

a sure base for preparations for the "long-haul" struggle 

against what were commonly perceived to be the enemy forces: 

First, we know that communist imperialism changes 
is policies when, and only when, the power factors 
in the situation change. This makes necessary the 
maintenance of adequate military strength if the 
free world is to survive. Secondly, we know that 
the cultural and ideological battle is just as 
important as the military struggle in stemming 
the march of communist imperialism and ultimately 
causing its internal disintegration. 

In recognizing the importance of military might, Dr. McGrath 

acknowledged the limitations of ideology, morality, and 

persuasion; and in conceiving cultural and ideological 

differences to constitute the grounds for "battle," he 

accepted the validity of the political categories posited 
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by McCarthy and others. This is not to condemn Earl McGrath 

as one would a Joe McCarthy; however, it is to say that to 

an extent he accepted an absolutist political mindscape, 

if one is to judge by his public proclamations. 

On certain occasions, Dr. McGrath touched on the 

limitations of absolute ideological stances. Once he 

pointed out that "The greatest danger to the future of 

education in America, and to the American way of life, is 

that in our efforts to avoid the spread of communistic 

doctrines, we may turn this nation into a police state, 

with many of the traits we abhor in totalitarianism" 

(McGrath 1949c, pp. 49-50). This idea was echoed in a 

statement prepared by Commissioner McGrath for the 194 9 

Annual Report of the Federal Security Agency, Office of 

Education: "As we fight communism, let us beware lest we 

create our own kind of police state. If, in our efforts to 

defeat totalitarianism, we become totalitarian, we have lost 

the battle." At the same time, he went so far as to say, 

"The present period of hysterical concern must not betray 

us into adopting measures of censorship and control which 

are the essence of the police state" (McGrath 1950b, pp. 

76, 73) . 

One finds the Commissioner's clearest statement of 

the dilemma created by the ideological confrontation of the 

cold war in his essay "Expanding Opportunities for Higher 

Education in the United States": 
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Some months ago, one of our most distinguished 
men of letters^ wrote an article for a national 
magazine, entitled "The Conquest of America." It 
was a penetrating analysis of what can happen to 
free institutions when the people in a democracy 
lose sight of their goals and ideals. The writer 
held that Americans may be defeated in the battle 
of ideologies between democracy and totalitarian
ism, if they lose their sense of direction. Our 
values, he claimed, have become nebulous and con
fused. The doctrine of the supremacy of human 
rights—historically the dynamic fountainhead of 
our strength and greatness—appears at times to be 
subordinated to material and physical values. 
Unless we, as citizens in a democratic society, 
know what we stand for, and what we are willing to 
defend, the author warned, our country may forfeit 
its leadership of the free peoples of the world and 
lose this momentous ideological struggle by default 
(McGrath 1950c, p. 566). 

From this and other statements, one can see that Dr. McGrath 

recognized the threat, at least on an intellectual level. 

However, in his actions as Commissioner, he apparently 

threatened no one, whatever the extent of his intellectual 

awareness, for even the archetypal ideologue once gave the 

Commissioner a clean bill of health. He relates this in

cident: 

One day my secretary got a call [from McCarthy's 
office]. He was accustomed to issuing orders, 
you know. . . . This call was from an administra
tive assistant saying, "The Senator would like to 
see the Commissioner at 2:00 this afternoon. In 
his office." Period. Well,.that wasn't unusual, 
I used to get calls like that from all kinds of 
people on the Hill. They thought you were a 
handmaiden to their service, you know.""^ So, I 

1. McGrath here refers to Archibald MacLeish in The 
Atlantic Monthly, August, 1949. 

2. Emphasis added. Here, McGrath confirms Hollis 
Allen's observations about the Office of Education's sub
ordinate position in the Washington gallery. 



called the guy and I said, "I'd be very happy to 
meet with the Senator at 2:00, but I wonder, under 
normal circumstances, I know what I am to talk 
about and I would try to prepare myself to save 
the Senator as much time as possible in getting 
to the heart of the subject." 

"No," he said, "there's no preparation required— 
he just wants to chat with you." 

So, at 2:00 I appeared and this young man—his 
assistant--said the Senator was engaged for a 
little while. He would see me in due course. He 
[the young assistant] was quite friendly and we 
sat around talking about various things, and it 
finally turned out that he, like myself, was a 
Buffalonian. So, we had something in common and 
we set to talking about Canisius College . . . 
and he asked me if I knew this person or that 
person. ... We [talked] for nearly an hour, 
and finally he said to me, "I am sorry about 
this, I'll go in and see if the Senator iis nearly 
through with his conversation." 

So he went in and he came out again, and he said 
that he was still pretty deep in conversation with 
this man, and if you don't mind waiting. . . . And 
I said, "Of course not." 

We went on and talked some more and discovered 
mutual friends. He was sounding me out on my 
ideas on academic freedom, and that sort of thing. 
Among other things, I told him that my father was a 
Catholic. So, in another fifteen to twenty minutes 
he went in again, and he came back out and said, 
"Well, you seem like a pretty good guy, and I've 
talked with the Senator,and he doesn't think it is 
necessary for him to see you, so you just go along. 

That was the end of that. I never did find out 
what he wanted. I think, though, I must have done 
something, or somebody in the Office must have done 
something that aroused his curiosity at least, if 
not his animosity. I think he had me up there to 
interrogate me, and when this young fellow went in 
and said this guy is alright, there's nothing to 
worry about with him, then they dismissed me 
(McGrath 1 March, pp. 7-9) . 
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Earlier I quoted McGrath, in reference to Dean 

Acheson's policy of containment, as saying, "History will 

only tell whether that was a good policy or not. It might 

have been better to keep a dialogue going and try to work 

with these people. That's another story." From the per

spective of the 1977 world citizen, "that" wasn't "another 

story." The "them and us" conceptualization which dominated 

our policies, both at home and abroad, took sustenance from 

the relativistic tendency in popular moral philosophy, the 

most pernicious result of the perversion of the revolution 

in physics. Expressions such as Hook's (1974, p. 83) claim 

that "we discover that there is no one specific right or 

good or value ..." were in not-so-strange ways adapted for 

use in the political-ideological struggle. Further, from 

the pronouncements of the Commissioner himself, it was 

apparent that during this period politically motivated 

ideological concerns posed a severe threat to universal 

moral considerations. Understanding this is fundamental to 

understanding the operations of the United States Office of 

Education from 1949 to 1953. 

Realizing that the Office of Education collects 

and disseminates information for all levels of education 

enables one to anticipate the enormous challenge facing 

any novice Commissioner. To be sure, Earl McGrath had 

been blessed with a quick, interested mind and a good 

memory; and both were severely tested, especially during 
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his first months in office. Despite these personal 

strengths, Dr. McGrath found himself relying heavily on a 

gracious and experienced secretary as he attempted to avoid 

serious political faux pas and to assuage the opposition of 

the National Education Association which "did everything 

they could to stop my appointment and for about six or 

eight months after, they did everything they could to 

frustrate me" (McGrath 9 February, p. 4) 

At the same time time he was fending off the 

political irritations caused by the National Education 

Association, the new Commissioner had to come to grips with 

the live and knotty issue of Federal aid to education. 

McGrath (9 February, p. 5) remembers that when he became 

Commissioner, "there was a great deal of discussion about 

2 the purpose of education in the United States," and the 

discussions were not always friendly. Concerning the ques

tion of federal aid to education, there was a "terrific 
« 

1. Many in the National Education Association 
feared a Commissioner with a background of experience in 
higher education would not represent the interests of 
elementary and secondary education as well as someone from 
one of those areas. 

2. While there may, indeed, have been a great deal of 
discussion about some of the purposes of education, as I 
have suggested above, there was in all important circles, 
a consensus about the major purpose: to safeguard 
democracy from totalitarianism. 
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conflict between Mrs. Roosevelt, Cardinal Spellman and 

Congressman Barden" (McGrath 9 February, p. 5) 

Mrs. Roosevelt, it seems, had provided testimony for 

Mr. Barden's subcommittee and had spoken out in the New York 

Times against federal aid to parochial schools. This, 

understandably, greatly upset Cardinal Spellman. While the 

question of aid for parochial schools promised to confound 

the issue in the North, in the South, the question of race 

threatened to dynamite the push. 

At first Graham Barden, who was himself from North 

Carolina, supported the principle of federal aid to educa

tion, but when the Blacks became "very obstreperous," he 

"was not enthusiastic about a bill for federal aid," al

though "He didn't exactly back off." The new Commissioner 

appraised the situation this way: "So, I looked upon this, 

in my innocence and thought that a Commissioner of Education 

who was articulate about the needs of education could 

persuade the Congress that a law should be passed" (McGrath 

9 February, p. 5). 

Dr. McGrath's support of the principle of federal 

aid to education became clear the moment he took office 

and came as a surprise to no one who was familiar with his 

work on the Truman Commission. Speaking at the time of his 

1. Graham A. Barden was Chairman of the subcom
mittee on federal aid to education. Later, he became 
Chairman of the House Education and Labor Committee. 



induction, he expressed the conviction that "A democratic 

nation needs to develop its human resources no less than 

natural resources." In order to achieve this goal, the 

schools "must be helped financially by the federal govern

ment." Recognizing the need to meet the challenge of those 

who would say such federal aid would represent an un

acceptable encroachment on States' rights, McGrath went on 

to say, "We who favor federal aid are agreed that it should 

flow from federal agencies directly to established authori

ties in the several states, the allocation of such funds to 

be made in terms of local needs and local policies. Ade

quate legislative safeguards can be provided to protect 

local institutions and agencies from governmental domina

tion" (McGrath 1949b, p. 258) . 

On another occasion, he advised, "Naking full use 

of the cooperative efforts of the student and his family, 

of philanthropy, and of the States, we must supplement all 

these with Federal action: national action to meet a 

national need" (McGrath 1950d, p. 56). In his article, 

"Expanding Opportunities for Higher Education in the United 

States," Dr. McGrath said, " . to meet the need for 

financial assistance to qualified students unable to attend 

college because they lack the means, a Federal scholarship 

program is in order." He went on to make the telling 

remark: "It is not my purpose in this discussion to suggest 

a specific program of Federal action. I wish now merely to 
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advance the Federal scholarship idea as a logical and 

satisfactory first step in knocking down the greatest of all 

barriers to higher education" (McGrath 1950c, pp. 571-572). 

This statement is important for it demonstrates that in his 

advocacy of federal aid, the Commissioner did not assume 

that such aid could ever be an end in itself; it was only 

the means to the end of more open access throughout the 

education system. More than once, the Commissioner cited 

the following statistics to support his case for federal 

aid: 

Out of every thousand children finishing the fifth 
grade together, 90 0 have the ability to go through 
high school; only 4 30 do so. Out of that same 
thousand, finishing the fifth grade, 320 have the 
ability to go through college; only 70 do so. Thus, 
every year, the nation is failing to train 55 
percent of those who ought to finish high school 
and 76 percent of those who could profit from 
college (McGrath 1950d, p. 56). 

As the question of federal aid was inextricably 

tied to the question of open access, so also were these 

issues related to the problem of building and building 

material. Addressing this latter point before a Subcom

mittee of the House Committee on Education and Labor, Dr. 

McGrath reacted bluntly to cutbacks and delays in appropria

tions for educational construction: "This deferral of 

education construction is not in the national interest." 

Telling the Subcommittee that this was not only the judgment 

of interested educators, the Commissioner quoted President 

Truman to strengthen his argument: "Our public school 
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system faces the greatest crisis in its history. More than 

ever, we need positive action by the Federal Government to 

help the states meet their educational tasks." The President 

had gone on to say, "We simply cannot afford to let over

crowding, or lack of equipment or staff impair the basic 

education of our young people." During the same appearance 

before the Subcommittee, McGrath replied to the suggestion 

that school construction might be fully resumed when the 

nation's steel capacity recovered from the effects of the 

Depression and the demands of World War II, with a phrase 

he repeated often: "You can't put children into educational 

cold storage for the duration and later put them into an 

educational hothouse" (McGrath 1951b, p. 63). 

Shortly before he left office, Commissioner McGrath 

again spoke about the need for more buildings and supplies 

in "The Coming Breakdown of American Education." The 

opening sentence of this article presents a dramatic, clear 

thesis: "American education is headed for disaster unless 

something is done about school buildings and the teacher 

shortage." Because school construction had been reduced to 

a "fraction of its normal level" during the Depression 

years and "came almost to a standstill" during World War II, 

the backlog of needed classrooms was estimated to be 

252,000. There were also "at least 250,000 classrooms now 

being used by this nation's children [which] need to be 

replaced because they are dangerous, obsolete or 
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obsolescent" (McGrath 1953c, pp. 27, 88). While the 

shortage indicated by these figures was very serious, Earl 

McGrath had the foresight that they represented only the tip 

of the long-range problem. 

Unlike the Congressmen with whom he had to deal, Dr. 

McGrath in 1951 clearly grasped the significance of the 

post-war population explosion. While shortsighted politi

cians capitulated to the expediency of the moment, McGrath 

urged preparation for a future which would see a twenty-

five per cent increase in elementary and secondary schools 

by 1957-58. "The tide of babies born during the war has 

already engulfed the lower grades of the elementary schools," 

he warned. "It was obvious that another 250,000 classrooms, 

with their supplementary facilities, would be required 

merely to house the increased school population." At the 

end of this article, McGrath neatly coupled the crisis in 

school construction to the principle of federal aid: 

The present bottleneck is not scarce materials, 
but scarce dollars for school construction. After 
the school districts have done all they can, to 
the limits of bonded indebtedness legally or 
economically permissible, Federal aid for school 
construction appears to be a necessity. Such 
Federal aid to the states should, of course, 
support rather than replace local initiative and 
responsibility. 

And remember this: the children cannot wait. They 
cannot be put into educational cold-storage "for 
the duration" and then later put into some sort of 
educational hothouse for forced growth. They will 
get their education now, when they need it, as 
they are growing up, or they will not get it at 
all. The acid test of a democracy is its 
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solicitude for the weak, the defenseless, the 
young. The hope of the nation marches forward 
on the feet of little children (McGrath 1953c, 
p. 88) . 

While the question of federal aid was connected to 

the issues of access and construction, it was also, at least 

in the minds of knowledgeable educators, connected firmly to 

the severe teacher shortage. Speaking to the XVth Inter

national Conference on Public Education as the delegate of 

the government of the United States, Dr. McGrath stated that 

the supply of teachers, "especially at the primary and 

elementary school levels," loomed as a serious problem. He 

told the Conference members that projections showed that by 

1960, almost half a million more teachers would be needed 

than before World War II. Although he found some hope in 

the fact that "Almost half of the states have enacted minimum 

salary l^ws . . ., a move designed to aid the teaching pro

fession in competing with other occupations," Dr. McGrath 

recognized there could be no assurance of uniform teaching 

standards, "Since there is no Ministry of Education 

exercising control over higher education land] colleges and 

universities have long organized of their own free will 

accrediting associations to insure acceptable standards." 

He expressed the hope that the National Council for 

Accreditation of Teacher Education, which was established 

in 1952, would "serve to improve the quality of many of the 

programmes for the preparation of teachers ..." (McGrath 
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1952a, p. 303). The clearest exposition of the problem came 

in an article published just before the Commissioner's 

resignation. 

Facing what he saw as one of the key elements in 

the crisis of American education, McGrath stated there were 

two aspects to the issue: "The first problem in the shortage 

of teachers ... is that the manpower pool is smaller in 

proportion to the need for teachers than it has been or is 

likely to be soon again." The diminished manpower pool 

resulted from the low birth rate of the 1930's, and while 

the birth rate since 1947 would pay dividends in terms of 

the teacher supply in the late 1960's and 1970's, the near-

term prospect in 1953 was not good. Second, McGrath said, 

". . . competition for the available manpower is becoming 

keener every year." While minimum salary laws might help a 

little, the fact remained that even an "increasingly high 

percentage of persons who prepare to teach, never actually 

enter the profession because they are diverted to other 

attractive occupations." For the Commissioner of Education, 

the problem was obvious: "Reduced to its simplest terms, the 

problem then is to get more teachers and keep more of those 

we get" (McGrath 1953b, pp. 591-92). 

Dr. McGrath knew that the problem was complex, that 

it involved questions such as "Who Shall be Permitted to 

Teach?"; "What Institutions Shall Prepare Teachers?"; "What 

Professional Status is to be Accorded Teachers?"; and "How 
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Attractive, Salary-wise, Must Teaching be Made?" While all 

of these questions referred to important issues, the last 

seemed, for the short-haul, the most important. 

It had been true that "During the early years of our 

national history, it was possible to find enough persons 

dedicated to teaching to staff the few schools we had." Of 

course, then "only a small proportion of those children 

between the ages of 6 and 17 . . . attended school. Now 

practically all children are in a school of some kind." 

McGrath knew full well that the prospects were "not good 

for finding that many persons with ability, preparation, 

and a burning desire to render a public service regardless 

of economic rewards" (McGrath 1953b, pp. 594-95). While it 

was true he had accepted a thousand dollar reduction in 

salary when he moved from Chicago to Washington, Earl 

McGrath was enough of a realist to know that sort of 

sacrifice in the interest of civic responsibility would 

remain for a long time the exception, not the rule, in a 

society in full pursuit of a dream grounded in the premise 

and promise of unlimited economic growth and the satisfac

tions of material prizes and rewards. He understood that 

until economic considerations were removed as a major 

factor in choosing a career in education, the teacher 

shortage would remain. In this, as well as in the area of 

buildings and supplies, it was implicit that the Federal 
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government would have to act if the educational system was 

to carry out its democratic function. 

In advocating a greatly increased role for the 

federal government in financing the educational enterprise, 

Commissioner McGrath was swimming against a strong historical 

tide. For years, it has been shown, the American people had 

been conditioned to accepting education as a matter left by 

the Constitution to the States. The problem for the Commis

sioner, then, was to find a wedge with which to dislodge the 

historical fear of Federal intervention in education. Such 

a wedge was conveniently provided by the "them and us" 

political conception of the world which was accepted by most 

Americans. 

Earlier, I intimated that Earl McGrath, at least in 

his public expressions, was to an extent a prisoner of cold 

war rhetoric and ideology. The truth of this statement is 

evidenced by the fact that for almost twenty years the 

political expressions born of the "them and us" concep

tualization of the world recurs as a leitmotif in many 

McGrath articles and speeches. Like most Americans reacting 

to the horrors of Hitler and Stalin and to the worst 

excesses of others on the totalitarian side. Dr. McGrath 

accepted a polarized view of the world. A correlative of 

this yiew was that democracy must be defended against the 

dark forces that posed an immediate, real threat; and, said 

the Commissioner, the educational system was an essential 
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part of the defense network. On one occasion, he stated: 

"In an international emergency, expenditures for many things 

can legitimately be reduced or postponed, but education is 

not one of them" (McGrath 1951f, p. 68), He expressed the 

nation's nervousness in 1950 saying, "During this time, we 

must organize our national life to carry on the ordinary 

and necessary activities of everyday living while at the 

same time preparing for the possibility of global conflict" 

CMcGrath 1950a, p. 18). Expenditures for military hardware 

were necessary, to be sure, but the long-term defense against 

totalitarianism could not depend on military might alone. 

"Since there is a possibility," Dr. McGrath said, "that the 

present situation may not develop rapidly into a world 

conflict but instead, continue for 10 or 20 years in waves 

of rising and falling tension, education's first responsi

bility from nursery school through the university is clear." 

Reversing the position he had earlier taken as to the 

relative effectiveness of techno-economic and ideological 

factors in promoting social change,^" Commissioner McGrath 

couched education's responsibility in these terms: 

The educational system as a whole must continue 
and indeed improve programs of basic education 
for citizenship and the normal activities of 

1. Here I refer to his argument concerning the 
importance of the budget to the academic dean and to his 
awareness of the dominant importance of raw military might 
in a warring world. There is no way of knowing whether the 
reversal represents a clever ploy or a temporary intellec
tual inconsistency. 
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life. We must keep in the forefront of our 
thinking, the realization that until now, the 
conflict between communism and democracy has 
been largely one of ideas and social pressures, 
not one of full scale conflict on the field of 
battle. In fact, a statement of Mr. Vishinsky 
reveals that the Russians consider the ideologi
cal weapon superior to the tank and the bomb. 
He said: "We shall conquer the world, not with 
atom bombs, but with something the Americans 
cannot produce—with our ideas, our brains, our 
doctrines." Americans will not accept this 
view, but it focuses attention on the fact that 
ideas and education are the most effective 
weapons we have to use in fighting a world wide 
system of propaganda and false reasoning. Unless 
we maintain a sound system of education at home 
and a program of information abroad about our 
national purposes and our way of life, it is 
conceivable that we could win the military con
flict and lose the cause of freedom. Men and 
women, both here and abroad, who had not been 
educated to live as free people in a free world 
could embrace a totalitarian solution to the social 
and political problems that inevitably remain 
after the firing stops. ... In every way, we 
have fought, education has contributed mightily 
and must be prepared if need be to increase that 
contribution (McGrath 1950a, p. 18). 

By eloquently coupling the function of education to the 

defense of the nation, the Commissioner of Education touched 

a central, sensitive nerve in the American people as a whole. 

While there is no doubt such persuasive efforts produced 

limited results, one can cite two important pieces of legis

lation that were enacted largely, one suspects, as a result 

of the Commissioner's convictions and tactics. 

It is true that both Public Law 874 and Public Law 

815, for the most part, applied only to areas where Govern

ment defense installations had caused major school problems, 

but the principle underlying the acts would be of the utmost 
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importance for the future development of American education. 

As the Commissioner pointed out in his annual report of 

1951, "The policy of the United States Government, as stated 

in Public Law 874, is to provide financial assistance to 

local educational agencies upon which the United States has 

placed financial burdens . . . These burdens occurred 

when the Federal government would acquire large amounts of 

real property in a district, thereby reducing "the revenues 

available from local sources" while at the same time 

causing "a sudden and substantial increase in school 

attendance as a result of Federal activities" (McGrath 1951d, 

p. 2) . 

Title I of Public Law 815 was designed "to assist 

the States to inventory their existing school facilities to 

survey the need for the construction of additional facilities 

in relation to the distribution of the school population, to 

develop State plans for school construction programs, and to 

study the adequacy of the State and local resources which 

were available to meet the school facilities requirements" 

CMcGrath 1951d, p. 7). Title II of the same act provided 

financial assistance "for constructing school facilities in 

areas in which Federal activities have been or are being 

carried on" (McGrath 1951d, p. 9). As Dr. McGrath pointed 

out in the summary of his report, "... without such 

financial assistance as was given by the Federal Government, 

the local districts would not have been able to provide 
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elementary and secondary education for children whose 

families had moved into Federally affected areas" (McGrath 

1951d, p. 14). What was important about these laws, despite 

their effect being limited to impacted areas, was that the 

Federal government had clearly indicated and admitted its 

responsibility to see that all American children could 

receive an adequate education. One could reasonably argue 

that this commitment was as important as the Morrill Act of 

1862 or the 1867 legislation which first created an Office 

of Education. 

While the whole complex of issues involving the role 

of the Federal government in the educational effort in this 

country was of great importance during Dr. McGrath's tenure, 

as he indicated on many occasions, it represented only one 

aspect of what was really a global concern. More than once, 

he said that the United States had to maintain a "sound 

system of education at home," and in addition, a "program 

of information abroad." Believing democracy could never be 

safe from totalitarianism unless all free people were 

educated about the ideological differences, the Commissioner 

encouraged the development of teacher exchange programs, the 

improyement of foreign language instruction, and changes in 

the curriculum to reflect a greatly expanded international 

role in a greatly changed world. 

Once Commissioner McGrath went so far as to suggest 

the greatest responsibility of America's educational system 
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was not to prepare citizens in a narrow, nationalistic sense, 

but to prepare world citizens: "Perhaps the greatest educa

tional challenge of our time is to determine how our 

schools and colleges can train mature, resourceful, world-

minded young Americans, capable of assuming unprecedented 

international responsibilities." He continued to say 

"unless the people of the United States assume their 

responsibilities as world leaders, our own national life 

will be jeopardized and freedom may be imperiled throughout 

the world." We must recognize and our educational system 

had to reflect the fact that "our business reaches into 

virtually every corner of the globe" (McGrath 1951a, p. 236). 

While in this article the Commissioner specifically advocated 

"that every student in our colleges and universities be 

required to study the life of at least one other nation or 

area," the enunciation of the concept of international 

responsibility is most important. Although for Earl McGrath 

teacher exchange programs and the development of language 

instruction became the most important aspects of the inter

national thrust, it was clear that all areas of America's 

educational system had a common responsibility. In January 

1953, he addressed the 4 6th Annual Conference of the 

American Vocational Association and said: 

In a very real sense, vocational education now has 
an opportunity to make a significant contribution 
to American leadership in the world at large and 
through that leadership to world understanding and 
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peace. The United States has embarked upon compre
hensive programs of economic, technical, and educa
tional assistance to other nations, particularly 
those which are sometimes referred to as under
developed. . . . Our technical assistance pro
grams ... as for example, those under Point 4 
of the Mutual Security Agency, are to improve 
living conditions in these underdeveloped areas in 
order that they may be better able to resist the 
ravages of communism. This purpose, it is 
believed, can be accomplished through programs 
which improve agricultural methods, extend and 
improve health practices, and introduce techno
logical improvements in these regions. Thus can 
be wiped out the evils of hunger, disease, and 
ignorance upon which communism breeds and thrives 
(McGrath 1953d, pp. 28-29). 

While it was true that all parts of the system had 

an international responsibility, teacher exchange and 

language development were, as I have indicated, of particular 

interest to Commissioner McGrath. In 1952, he could with 

pride say, "Approximately 1500 teachers and leaders and at 

least 31,000 students from various countries have entered 

the United States for educational purposes." At the same 

time "Approximately 5000 teachers and leaders and 8,000 

students have gone from the United States to engage in 

education pursuits abroad." The Office of Education pro

vided assistance in many areas: "Guidance orientation, 

programme planning and placement ..." (McGrath 1952a, 

p. 306). Various programs of teacher exchange were an 

obvious element in preparing people to live in what was 

clearly becoming a global village; perhaps not yet so 

obvious, especially to Americans, was the important role 

language instruction could play in the world which was 
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reforming. I have said that as an undergraduate, Earl 

McGrath majored in German; that was the source of his 

original interest in foreign languages. However, as he 

remembers, "... the incident that aroused my continuing 

and deep interest in foreign languages was an experience I 

had in Switzerland lin 1952]" (the details of this incident 

are taken from McGrath 24 March, pp. 1-2 and 1952b). 

Late in his tenure, the Commissioner was attending 

the annual meeting of the Public Education Association 

which, as he recalls, "... brought together in those years 

about sixty nations . . . for a ten-day meeting." As the 

leader of an American delegation of five Ph.D.'s, Dr. 

McGrath was the only one who could speak a foreign language: 

"I could handle German fairly well . . . ." While the 

Russian and the Japanese and the members from other nations 

could use French or English, the Americans were restricted 

to their own tongue, a fact that "amazed" Earl McGrath. In 

recalling the meeting, Dr. McGrath especially remembered the 

impact the chief delegate from Egypt had made on him. This 

man was intelligent and genteel and "spoke intermittently 

English and French." Of course "he spoke Arabic with his 

colleagues and he spoke German with the Germans, fluently." 

When the Commissioner returned to Washington and reflected 

on the meeting he said to himself, "... this is ridiculous. 

We turn out all these Ph.D.'s with facility in two languages, 

they say, and IwhileJ I could understand French and German, 
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. . . the other four couldn't even do that." From that 

moment, though, he was but six months from leaving office, 

Dr. McGrath championed the cause of language instruction. 

He began by getting in touch with the officers of 

the Modern Language Association to obtain data about foreign 

language teaching in America's elementary schools, since it 

was at that level instruction began in countries with 

successful programs. Armed with these data, the Commis

sioner contacted State Department people as well as 

representatives from the oil companies and other corpora

tions with extensive overseas operations and held a large 

meeting in Washington: "About 4 00 people showed up. The 

question was what to do about foreign language instruction." 

Five days before Eisenhower's inauguration, a second large 

meeting was held. As a result of these meetings and "other 

activities which I carried on after I left the Office of 

Education," the enrollments in elementary schools in foreign 

languages increased dramatically. The effort would pay 

dividends in a shrinking world, Dr. McGrath assumed, because 

he had "found that you establish rapport much more quickly 

if you can speak their language" (McGrath 24 March, p. 4). 

In evaluating his years as United States Commis

sioner of Education, Earl McGrath is especially proud of his 

contribution in three areas. He points out that he was 

involved in the teacher exchange program when Senator J. W. 

Fulbright of Arkansas fathered a bill near the end of 
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World War XI calling for the exchange of teachers and 

students of the allied countries: "Fulbright and I were 

very good friends, and I was an ardent proponent of that 

program and had a lot to do with the establishment of the 

exchange between Great Britain and the United States" 

(McGrath 24 March, pp. 15-16). During his years as Commis

sioner, Dr. McGrath continued to work on the development of 

exchange programs to advance the cause of international 

understanding. As we have seen, toward the end of his years 

in office, he pushed hard and with great success for the 

improvement of language skills, an improvement measured by a 

significant increase in enrollments and by the improved 

quality of teaching. While these successes can be rather 

easily evaluated and neatly placed in an historian's or 

sociologist's grab-bag of quantified truth, the third area, 

which is more important, defies simple analysis. For, as 

we have seen, the issue of federal aid to education is not, 

finally, one issue but many; and estimating the extent to 

which one man is able to influence the evolution of such a 

complex of issues is subtle and slippery. 

Earl McGrath feels confident that while he was 

Commissioner "we laid the foundation for federal aid to 

education, although I was not able to get a law passed 

. . . His failure to get a law passed, which he has 

come to regard as his only major disappointment as Commis

sioner, was due in his mind to "the Catholics and the 
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Blacks, who were eager to have federal aid, but . . . would 

not tolerate the discriminations that existed in the South— 

racial discriminations—if those were to be reinforced by a 

federal aid program" (McGrath 24 March, p. 5). From the 

beginning of his years as Commissioner, it was clear that 

no matter how much he believed in the principle of federal 

aid to education, there were severe obstacles. The most 

important of these were the historical fear of federal 

encroachment on States' rights; the question of aid to 

parochial schools, which involved the sticky issue of 

separation of church and state; and the resolution of racial 

discrimination in the educational system. The Roosevelt-

Spellman-Barden imbroglio which greeted the new Commissioner 

gave him fair warning. 

While Earl McGrath was Commissioner of Education 

none of these obstacles was overcome; however, Public Laws 

874 and 815 were passed, and the federal government became 

more involved than it had been in many areas such as exchange 

programs and language development. Certainly a strong 

argument can be constructed to support the thesis that 

during Earl McGrath's Commissionership substantial progress 

was made toward laying the foundation for federal aid to 

education. While one is tempted to let the case rest, a 

teasing double question remains, a question facing all those 

who seek to evaluate the effect of a single person in and on 
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history: What more could that person or should that person 

have done? 

The man who became Commissioner of Education on 

March 18, 1949, was a moral man who honestly believed 

"Building strength on the moral front is perhaps the 

greatest challenge of all ..." (McGrath 1951c, p. 28). 

As Commissioner, he correctly thought of himself as "a 

combination of idealism and realism." He said, "I never 

laid a thing aside when somebody told me you can't do that, 

just because it isn't done. If they could give me a very 

concrete reason for not doing it, that would convince me, of 

course, I wouldn't be fool enough to go ahead" (McGrath 

9 February, p. 22). He was realistic enough to know that 

when he got to Washington, he would have to do two things 

immediately if he was to have any political success in what 

was very much a political position: He had to learn some

thing about how he could operate—"What was legal and what 

was proper"; and he had to learn the substantive part of the 

job—"what you had to know to go on the Hill and defend a 

bill." The last had become particularly important for 

"Eyery education bill that was ever dropped in the box 

on the Hill had to be reviewed by the Commissioner of 

Education, and in the last year I was there, there were 500 

of them. Originally, fifteen or twenty years before, it 

would ha,ve been about ten bills a year" (McGrath 9 February, 

p, 161. 
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Further, Earl McGrath soon learned that often his 

ideals would be stymied by different parts of an unwieldy 

bureaucracy. In Congress, he faced four large, basic 

factions that opposed federal aid to education: (1) 

"stubborn opponents who were against this . . . for one 

expressed reason . . . the danger of government thought 

control"; (.2) a group representing "the business community, 

the Chamber of Commerce, who didn't want the extra taxes 

this would involve"; C3) a group who backed off "because 

they didn't want to desegregate the schools"; and (4) the 

largest group opposed to any act, the ones who "don't 

really know much about it and don't care much about it. 

They just don't want to bother with it" (McGrath 24 March, 

pp. 17-18). Because these factions presented general, 

theoretical opposition to federal aid, they represented a 

far greater threat than that posed by the previously dis

cussed imbroglio involving Mrs. Roosevelt, Cardinal Spellman, 

and Congressman Barden which was confused, one suspects, as 

much by clashing personalities as by differences over 

substance. While on one level, the Commissioner of Educa

tion was limited by the Washington bureaucracy, and as we 

have earlier seen by the original enabling act, Earl 

McGrath also felt he was trapped by historical forces far 

beyond his control. 

Dr. McGrath believes that actions in a historical 

context have to be "timely." He firmly believes "most of 
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the changes in education have come when the social setting 

was right. They were not originated in the institutions; 

they came mostly from the outside, and then somebody picked 

them up. ... If the time for an idea has not come, you 

better give up your work" (McGrath 31 March, p. 2). This 

view of history coincides with his belief that while Frank 

Keppel received a lot of credit for getting a federal aid 

to education bill through Congress, it was really the 

Russians who forced Congress to act: 

The reason that Keppel could get this act through 
in the early 1960's was Sputnik. Sputnik went up 
on October 4, 1957. Within six months Lister 
Hill, the Senator from Alabama, called me in New 
York City, at Columbia, and said (he and I were 
good friends when I was Commissioner), "Would you 
come down here for a month and work for me? 
We've got to put through a bill of federal aid to 
education. This Russian event has set off a lot 
of thinking in Congress. We have all kinds of 
pressure from citizens now asking why have we let 
the Russians get so far ahead of us in science 
and technology? What's wrong with our educational 
system?" That's all you needed to hang the federal 
aix3 act on, because then people who fought federal 
aid were convinced by the events in the world at 
large that we couldn't tolerate an uneducated 
citizenry any more (McGrath 24 March, p. 12). 

In terms of the issue of federal aid to education, Francis 

Keppel was in the right place at the right time; Earl McGrath 

was not. Although not a fatalist, Dr. McGrath says, "The 

probability is that—my conviction is—as in education, most 

of the things that man does are imposed on him" (McGrath 

1 March, p. 22). Moreover, he is convinced "most human 

beings, no matter what the rationalists say, do not act out 
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of rational convictions; they act out of emotions and out 

of the pressures of circumstances" (McGrath 24 March, p. 11). 

Given this belief in people's general inability to direct 

history or to operate from rational, moral convictions, it 

is little wonder that in viewing his tenure as Commissioner 

of Education, Earl McGrath could characterize himself as 

a "frustrated idealist in the real world that seemed un

sympathetic." He has said, "I was too much concerned with 

large ideas and not with the practical things" (McGrath 24 

March, p. 21). 

Dr. McGrath has suggested that after World War II, 

there was a sense of complacency in terms of American values. 

There was a "sort of acceptance of things" as they were, "a 

feeling of assurance" everything was all right (McGrath 1 

March, p. 27). To a certain extent, one must conclude, 

even Commissioner McGrath could not remain totally apart 

from his age and its imperfections. Clearly his writing 

during this period reflects his acceptance of the prevailing 

"them or us" political ideology, which he later suggested 

might have been an error. 

Also, one finds in his speeches and writing only 

general references to the problem of race, usually in 

connection with the failure to get a federal aid bill for 

education. The Commissioner, whose public life taken as a 

whole shows him to be a man without prejudice, fails to 

adopt a tone of moral indignation about the patently immoral 
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racial situation in American schools. In this omission one 

sees the expediency necessary for political survival; with

out a doubt any frontal assault on racial inequities would 

have been counter-productive and suicidal. I conclude that 

while he was a moral man and an idealist, Commissioner 

McGrath's morality and idealism were tempered by the times 

and conditioned by the particular conditions of the Commis

sioner ship. I do him no disservice in saying that in the 

late 1940's and early 1950's Earl McGrath did not find it 

necessary to take the hemlock. He thought such a gesture 

at that time would have been foolish, and both his personal 

history, as well as that of the country, have proved his 

judgment to be sound. 

As Commissioner, Dr. McGrath worked on a series of 

problems that others might have ignored, problems involving 

little glamour or political leverage. For example, he 

worked to improve the education of children of migratory 

workers, and he worked for the education of the handicapped. 

He did this because of his conviction that all Americans 

should enjoy the advantages of education, and he believed 

the government should support the concept with adequate 

funding. 

While the programs necessary for the attainment of 

the goals represented by McGrath's convictions gained some 

precious support during Truman's Presidency, soon after the 

change in administration it became clear that current levels 
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of support would not be maintained. In addition, the 

Commissioner found he could not tolerate the first Secre

tary of the newly reorganized Department of Health, Educa

tion, and Welfare: 

But the thing that really broke my spirit was 
Mrs. Oveta Culp Hobby who could never forget she 
was a Colonel. She was an Eagle Colonel in the 
WAC's and got accustomed to issuing orders. She 
was not an unintelligent woman, and she was a 
very beautiful woman. She was attractive, but 
she was a very dominating creature. If the situa
tion existed today, she would be God's gift to 
the anti-liberation movement, because everybody 
—rail the men—hated her. And some of the women 
hated her because she bounced them around equally 
badly. ... I finally got tired of listening to 
her pontifications and her trying to run the 
office, and I got out (McGrath 31 March, pp. 
7-8) . 

The end came in 1953 . When severe budget cuts made it 

clear that the new administration's policy did not reflect 

the Commissioner's plans and ideals, he rocked Washington 

with an adroit resignation, which, as well as anything, 

illustrates the character of the eleventh United States 

Commissioner of Education. The last paragraph of the letter 

he submitted to President Eisenhower reads as follows: 

Under the circumstances, Mr. President, I cannot 
in good conscience be a party to the carrying out 
of such a policy, and I, therefore, submit my 
resignation at this time in order not to undergo 
the embarrassment of trying to defend before the 
Senate Appropriations Committee at 11:00 a.m. 
today a budget which I consider indefensible 
(McGrath 1953a, p. 347). 
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Summary 

Apart from his three years as an academic dean at 

Iowa, Earl McGrath served his country as a "senior adminis

trator" in high office. His involvement in the Manpower 

Commission, and especially his work in the V-12 Program and 

Off-Duty Education Program of the Navy were specific and 

important national-level contributions to higher education. 

Further, the effects of his efforts on the Truman Commis

sion are still being felt throughout the higher education 

enterprise. 

His support of vocational education as United States 

Commissioner, as well as his earlier participation in the 

Manpower Commission, shows that his career and ideas at 

least in part reflected the dominant cultural climate of the 

period. On the other hand, his advocacy of federal aid to 

education, of the need for a much greater emphasis on 

training in foreign languages, and of the desirability of 

promoting liberal and general education demonstrate that in 

important ways Earl McGrath was a man apart from the 

dominant social and intellectual climate. 

Particularly as United States Commissioner, Dr. 

McGrath influenced the social and intellectual climate of 

the time, especially through his advocacy of federal aid 

and general education. The extent of the influence is 

problematical, but few would deny that such efforts as he 
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made on the Truman Commission have definitely affected 

higher education and hence the culture. 

Finally, in as much as he openly championed federal 

aid and promoted the liberal arts and general education 

during a period of increasing specialization and profes

sionalism, Earl McGrath's career must be judged "significant 

in terms of the external cultural context" by the very fact 

of his refusal to go along with the dominant trend, 

especially in his high office as Commissioner. Of course, 

the most dramatic evidence of both his significance and his 

refusal to go along is found in the circumstances of his 

resignation: on the day he resigned over an "indefensible" 

budget, the Washington Post headlined the event as the lead 

story on page one. 



CHAPTER 5 

SENIOR STATESMAN 

Compared with the medieval university, the con
temporary university has developed the mere seed of 
professional instruction into an enormous activity; 
it has added the function of research; and it has 
abandoned almost entirely the teaching of trans
mission of culture. 

It is evident that the change has been 
pernicious. Europe today is taking its sinister 
consequences. The convulsive situation in Europe 
at the present moment is due to the fact that the 
average Englishman, the average Frenchman, the 
average German are uncultured; they are ignorant of 
the essential system of ideas concerning the world 
and man, which belong to our time. This average 
person is the new barbarian, a laggard behind the 
contemporary civilization, archaic and primitive 
in contrast with his problems, which are grimly, 
relentlessly modern. This new barbarian is above 
all the professional man, more learned than ever 
before, but at the same time more uncultured—the 
engineer, the physician, the lawyer, the scientist 
(Ortega y Gasset in McGrath 1948a, p. 254). 

From Washington to Kansas City 

What does a successful and articulate, yet recently 

resigned United States Commissioner of Education, do for an 

encore? This was the question faced by Earl McGrath imme

diately following his principled resignation in 1953. Of 

course there was little doubt that there would be offers, 

but as McGrath (31 March, p. 13) says, "... to get a job and 

to get the job you want . . . are two different things." 

After rejecting "several nibbles from other places," 
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somewhat by accident he accepted the Presidency of the 

University of Kansas City: 

. . . I probably would not have taken that job if 
it hadn't have been for the fact that one of the 
trustees was editor of the Kansas City Star. I 
left there [the University] on a Friday telling 
the Chairman of the Board that I would give him 
an answer by next week. On Saturday, the editor 
of the Star blew the story on the front page that 
I had accepted the position. In consultation with 
my former boss at Buffalo, who was still alive 
then, I decided I had better go through with it. 
I had then about decided that I would not take 
the job. But he [Capen] said, and rightly, I 
have had this experience since with other people, 
you can never explain to the public what went on 
in those conversations. And they will blame you 
regardless of what you say and you get yourself 
a bad name for having taken the job and backed 
out. So, I then decided I would do it (McGrath 
7 November, p. 1). 

On the day after Labor Day in 19 53, Earl McGrath 

took the reins of a place that "was a shambles. Not so 

much financially as administratively." It seems the 

previous President, Clarence Decker, was not only a "very 

brilliant" academician, but was also "an autocrat of the 

worst order." Not surprisingly, "While he was able to get 

money and bring the people of Kansas City along with him," 

the faculty tolerated the autocratic system. As McGrath 

recalls, "they admired his intellect" and obviously appre

ciated the fact "He was a humanist." However, Decker's 

money and support powers waned, "salaries were low, and the 

faculty gradually turned against him" (McGrath 7 November, 

p. 2). A unanimous vote of no confidence on the part of 

the faculty keyed Decker's resignation and created an 
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opening for Earl McGrath. While the separate antagonisms 

and general mess which resulted from the faculty revolt 

were known to the new President, the trustees had been 

"dishonest" in not revealing another situation which was 

also tearing the campus apart. 

Horace B. Davis, a member of the Economics Depart

ment "had been told by the Committee on Unamerican Activi

ties to appear in Chicago on the grounds that he was 

preaching communism in the University" (McGrath 7 November, 

p. 2). For Earl McGrath, the timing of the incident 

couldn't have been worse, for "it didn't come to a head 

until about a week or two after I arrived. The hearing and 

all the investigations came after my appearance on the 

campus so it was my baby, although I had nothing to do with 

it" (McGrath 7 November, pp. 2-3). One of the results of 

the controversy, which ended in the firing of the liberal 

and intellectual Professor Davis, was a revealing statement 

on academic freedom and responsibility. Centering his argu

ment around Oliver Wendell Holmes' concept of the free 

marketplace of ideas, McGrath (1954a, pp. 65-67) said this: 

Academic freedom refers to the privilege enjoyed 
by the members of the academic community to seek 
the truth and to teach it without let or hindrance 
from anyone either within the academic family or 
outside of it. 

The greatest of these responsibilities [of 
academic life] is the pursuit of truth, and 
those who honestly pursue truth must be willing 
to state their position on matters of concern to 
the society of which the academic community is a 
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part. Those who at one moment claim the privilege 
of trading in the free market place of ideas may 
not, in the next, seek refuge in secrecy or a 
closed system of thought. In matters of basic 
social importance all members of an academic 
community must stand up and be counted. 

In the case before us, the question is not 
whether a person who adheres to this evil system 
may properly claim the privileges of academic 
life. For two reasons that question must be 
answered with an unqualified "NO." First, con
spiracy is an avowed method employed by the 
Communists. No member of an academic community 
can properly claim the right to instruct the 
youth of the nation to embrace a philosophy 
which advocates the violent overthrow of free 
government. This is beyond the bounds of 
academic freedom. Secondly, membership in the 
Communist Party, or adherence to its principles, 
carries with it an obligation which makes a 
person ineligible for membership in a free 
academic community, since a Communist is subject 
to party discipline, and anyone under such intel
lectual control is not intellectually free. 

But the real issue is this: Shall a member of 
the academic community have the right to refuse 
to tell his associates whether he is a member of 
an organization, such as the Communist Party, 
which disqualified him for academic life? Our 
answer is that he does not have this right. 

During the course of the hearings, Dr. Davis did 
not avail himself of the opportunity to deny that 
he is a Communist or subject to communist in
fluences. 

No member of this institution may refuse to state 
his position on a matter of such fundamental 
importance not only to this academic body, but to 
all of American society. Dr. Davis has, therefore, 
disqualified himself for further membership in the 
faculty of the University of Kansas City. 

This stand clearly reveals not only Earl McGrath's 

position on academic freedom, but also the degree to which 

the strain of the cold war ideological battle continued to 
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color the most important issues. That Professor Davis was 

"beyond the bounds of academic freedom" in "obviously 

preaching communism in his class in economics" (McGrath 7 

November, p. 3) cannot seriously be questioned; that member

ship in the Communist Party in all cases disqualifies a 

person from academic life is more problematical. One can 

readily understand that while such an affiliation might 

create an impossible situation in a political science class, 

it is difficult to imagine any negative effects in an 

architecture class. Further, one wonders if it is not 

ultimately more dangerous to suggest there are persons with 

the right or wisdom to judge which organizations are 

acceptable and which are not, than to permit all ideas and 

memberships to be judged freely in the truly unrestricted 

market place of ideas. 

Naturally Dr. McGrath did not limit himself to de

fining his view of the conjunction of academic freedom and 

1. To take refuge in the fact that the Smith Act, 
which clearly would disqualify members of the Communist 
Party, was considered constitutional is to skirt the real 
issue of the meaning and limits of academic freedom. On the 
other hand, to argue as Alexander Meiklejohn does, that the 
notion of academic freedom really has no limits may demon
strate a serious misunderstanding of the original concept of 
Lehrfreiheit as well as to demonstrate a lack of awareness 
of the intellectual implications of the differences between 
communistic and democratic ideologies. Such is the nature 
of these differences that one can reasonably say that be
cause a communist affiliation "might create an impossible 
situation in a political science class," it does not neces
sarily follow that there might be a conflict in having a 
democrat teach a course in Marx. 
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academic responsibility during his years in Kansas City. 

As usual there were a number of articles on a wide variety 

of topics. 

In developing the proposition that people generally 

have "The Moral Responsibility to be Intelligent," McGrath 

(1954b, p. 3) advanced a concept of intelligence very much 

in accord with his ideal of holistic people: 

I don't know what the conception of intelligence 
is today, but, I remember, as a teacher in the 
thirties, that we were very careful to discrimi
nate between some type of innate capacity known 
as intelligence and other intellectual abilities 
acquired through learning. Whether the problems 
arising out of these profound discussions have 
been resolved in the interim, I do not know, but 
today I should like to convey a broader notion of 
intelligence to include the entire sum of our 
abilities, our experiences, and our learning—all 
those qualities which make us better able to 
adjust to, and to understand, the complex physical 
and social world in which we live. 

He supported the contention that "many of our most 

serious problems today arise from the fact that some brands 

of college and university education are so highly special

ized that many of our citizens cannot be intelligent in 

dealing with problems that lie outside their sphere of 

special professional competence" (McGrath 1954b, p. 5) with 

this illustration: 

I recall vividly the case of a chemist, a student 
of Sir William Bragg, the distinguished British 
scientist, who in the 1930's seriously argued that 
men who were unable to support their families 
should be sterilized in order that they might not 
be able to propagate their kind. Here was a 
scientist in the field of chemistry whose educa
tion was so narrow that he didn't even know the 
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fundamental scientific facts with regard to in
heritance, to say nothing of his judgment about 
how to deal with a serious social problem 
(McGrath 1954b, p. 5). 

Although this particular example and McGrath's (1954b, p. 7) 

overall thesis that people have a moral responsibility to 

develop all their abilities to the fullest seem absolutist, 

he was enough of a realist to 

. . . admit that society might permit a few 
geniuses in the sciences, or music and the arts to 
devote their entire intellectual resources to a 
limited field, remaining relatively uninformed 
about other aspects of the world in which they 
live—but this is a privilege that cannot be 
enjoyed by many if we are not to follow the 
practice of totalitarian societies of letting 
other people do our thinking and make our deci
sions for us. 

Again, however, for the vast majority the "prime responsi

bility" was to gain a well-rounded education for the social 

purpose of being able "to discharge more completely the 

exacting responsibilities of citizenship in a trying era." 

At this point, it was of secondary importance that such an 

education would "add immensely to the personal satisfactions 

of life which come from the persistent habit of trying to 

understand the world in which you live" (McGrath 1954b, 

p. 8) . 

During his Kansas City Presidency, Dr. McGrath on 

occasion returned to topics that had become of interest due 

to his experience both as a Navy Commander and as United 

States Commissioner of Education. Once aaain couching his 
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thought in popular cold war rhetoric he spoke of the 

benefits of vocational education: 

It is likewise abundantly clear now that the 
defense of the free nations against the assaults 
of Communism will in large measure depend upon 
our continued superiority in technological and 
scientific fields and in the maintenance of high 
morale among the citizenry generally—morale 
which springs from workers who know their jobs 
and enjoy working at them. 

. . . it is absolutely essential that each indi
vidual in our country maintain a high level of 
personal productiveness through the maximum 
development of his skills and abilities. In our 
effort to reach this goal vocational education 
has a unique contribution to make (McGrath 1954c, 
p. 16) . 

Earl McGrath would continue to be realistic about 

the benefits of vocational education; however, he usually 

made sure that his audience did not forget where he stood 

on the subject of education for holistic man. Near the 

beginning of a talk before the "teachers of vocational 

education in the State of Missouri" he made this character

istic qualification: 

May I say at the outset that I do not minimize the 
value of general education. Indeed I have devoted 
much of my professional life to thinking and 
talking about the need of a broader program of 
general education for all youth to prepare them 
for the responsibilities of citizenship in our 
democracy. Much yet remains to be done in the 
improvement of the general education program both 
at the high school and college level if our 
citizens are to be adequately prepared for life in 
today's complex world. No one in this audience, 
I am confident, will disagree with this view. 
Today, however, we are to discuss vocational educa
tion (McGrath 1954d, p. 1). 
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During this same period he argued for an expanded 

Office of Education and a separate Federal Board of Educa

tion (McGrath 1955a, p. 21) and stressed the need for the 

various educational forces to become politically organized: 

"Without such an organization, I believe education will be 

continuously handicapped in competition with the other 

social groups which have been effectively organized for the 

advancement of their own interests ..." (McGrath 1955b, 

p. 1480). In a discussion on financing higher education, 

Dr. McGrath showed an uncharacteristic lack of foresight in 

judging "the prospects that a significantly larger share of 

the cost of higher education can be allocated to the govern

ment of the United States . . . are not at all bright"; 

rather, he believed, "the individual must pay a larger share 

of the costs of higher education, especially in the 

privately supported colleges and universities, because ade

quate support will not be available from other sources" 

(McGrath 1956, pp. 83, 80). Despite the fact that he 

managed to do some writing on these and other scattered 

topics, most of Earl McGrath's time was taken up by the 

myriad problems which face any university president. 

At Kansas City, McGrath found he "was swimming up

stream all the time" and found the job "terribly exhausting 

physically." Constantly on the go—"I often gave talks in 

the morning to women's clubs and in the evening to church 

groups and to the Rotary Club in the day time"—he came to 
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find the minute necessities of presidential life "dis

tasteful." He concluded, "I don't care anything about this 

kind of business," an attitude entirely consistent with his 

argument some years earlier that an academic dean (or 

president) should be concerned with large issues and prob

lems, while leaving petty details and social niceties to 

various staff people (McGrath 7 November, p. 5). 

Despite a series of irritations, McGrath (7 

November, p. 6) managed to make some progress at the 

University; but he saw the whole enterprise was going no

where fast: 

Certainly the morale was high after I got it 
cranked up, but I could see by the third year that 
it wasn't going to be easy within a matter of ten 
years—and that's about all I was interested in— 
it wasn't going to be easy to get this place 
supported to the point where I could do some 
interesting things—bring in some good faculty 
and so on. 

So I went to the mayor and said what about making 
this a city university, and he just laughed. . . . 
He just laughed and said, "Why Earl, that's the 
craziest idea I ever thought of. This city, why 
I have enough trouble getting taxes out of the 
city, and they're not going to invest in any
thing which they don't believe in anyway." 

Then I started snooping around, not really 
making any concerted effort; but I started to 
snoop around with the state legislature, 
thinking that maybe we could turn this over to 
the state. There again, I met with a very cool 
reception. . . . There were some Kansas City 
guys in the legislature who would have been 
interested in it, but I didn't get anywhere 
with the farmers. And the result was that I 
was getting discouraged. 
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Although both the immediate and long-range outlooks 

were gloomy from McGrath's point of view, he might have 

endured longer if it had not been for an especially galling 

incident that was "really what made me quit" (McGrath 7 

November, p. 7). McGrath's (7 November, p. 8) recollection 

of the occasion reveals much about the man's social con

science and about his appreciation of his own heritage: 

We had an honors program, an honors day in the 
spring every year, and we gave out some token 
certificates to students who were top students. 
While I was sitting on the platform, the Chairman 
of the Board, the man from Yale (and these kids 
were coming up, maybe twenty-five of them all 
together. . .) leaned over to me and said, "My 
they are a common looking lot, aren't they?" 

You know, that cut deeply. ... he was talking 
about their origins really. They were a common 
lot, and I said, "Well, they are lower middle 
class and lower, but they are excellent students, 
and they are the kind of people that made this 
country great." 

That didn't help me any with him. I had done 
that before. I hated his damned tea parties, 
and I guess I showed it. My wife and I hated 
the whole business. 

The elitist attitude expressed by the Chairman of 

the Board was antithetical to that of the President who 

could say with conviction: 

I have a passionate interest in the young man and 
the young woman in this country who have a modest 
amount of brains. You know they can do the work 
of a good academic institution. They may not all 
be Nobel prize winners, but they can do the work. 
But [thev] do not have the means to get where they 
want to go. These are the people I'm committed to. 
It's my own life that I'm talking about, and I know 
it works if you give these youngsters a chance—if 
you inspire them (McGrath 7 November, p. 9). 
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This was not, however, to suggest that Earl McGrath 

has an aversion to people of wealth. A good part of his 

life has been spent "with people of prominence and wealth 

. . . partly because of my job ana partly because they got 

interested in me and I got interested in them." He had and 

has "no objection whatever to wealthy people," only to "the 

way some of them use their money or don't use it . . ." 

(McGrath 7 November, p. 10) . 

Without question, the sorts of attitudes and problems 

facing the President of the University of Kansas City in the 

mid-1950's were bound to frustrate a man of philosophic mind 

who wished to be free to theorize about higher education. 

Happily for Earl McGrath an old acquaintance, John Gardner, 

was President of the Carnegie Corporation. And John Gardner 

was to make an offer the frustrated McGrath could not re

fuse . 

At Columbia: Productivity and Happiness 

McGrath (7 November, p. 11) first met John Gardner 

over a cocktail in a Chicago hotel following a meeting in 

the early 19 40's: 

Well, we were gassing away there, having a cocktail 
or two, and he said he was thinking about his 
future too. . . , "What would you do with your 
life if you could do just what you wanted to do?" 

"Well," I said, "I think probably I would like to 
set up some kind of an institute that would study 
higher education and would give me the time to 
write about it." He said that he'd like that too, 
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as a matter of fact; the evening passed; and 
ultimately ... he became President of the 
Carnegie Corporation. 

More than a decade had passed when McGrath's (7 

November, pp. 11-12) telephone rang in Kansas City with a 

call from Gardner: 

"You remember that conversation in Chicago?" I 
said, "I certainly do." He said, "How do you 
feel about it now?" ... I said, "I feel 
exactly the same way." "Well," he said, "I have 
been thinking about a plan—I have been thinking 
of your idea for a long time . . . and now I'm 
in a position to implement it in this job. And 
I want you to come and see me." 

So, I said, "When? Preferably tomorrow." ... we 
set up a date, and I went to New York, and he said 
"I'm convinced . . . that we do an awful lot of 
talking about higher education, and we don't know 
what we're talking about. We don't have facts, a 
lot of sociological facts; we don't have financial 
facts .... I'm convinced that this corporation 
should set up three centers for higher education 
where nothing else will be studied. Where we 
would have money for fellowships for graduate 
students, where we would have two or three top 
notch people heading it and working in it. 

And so it came to pass that higher education centers 

were set up at Berkeley under T. R. McConnell, Michigan 

under Algo Henderson, and at Columbia (after Harvard had 

rejected the project because they were committed to the 

study of elementary and secondary education) under Earl 

McGrath. For twelve years, until his first retirement at 

age sixty-five, he wrote many monographs and books and over

saw the production of countless others. In terms of 

scholarship and personal satisfaction it was the most 



245 

productive and rewarding period of his life. McGrath (7 

November, pp. 13-14) says without hesitation, 

A lot of people think that I have a terrific 
reputation because I was the Commissioner of 
Education, and that's all poppycock. That gives 
you a name when you are going on a platform to 
make a speech; people sit up and say, "Well, 
this guy must be something." But the thing that 
gave me the prestige in the profession was the 
twelve years at Columbia, when I was working 
with medical schools, dental schools, social 
work schools, pharmacy schools . . . and writing 
these books and articles. 

At the same time it is true that Earl McGrath's 

professional reputation was greatly enhanced, if not 

entirely made, during his twelve years at Columbia, for the 

purpose of this study it is more important to note that for 

the first time he had the opportunity and relative intel

lectual tranquility necessary to bring a wide range of ideas 

into sharp focus. Through a quarter century, he had from 

various pulpits expressed beliefs that by the mid-1950's had 

become—I don't believe the choice of words is too strong— 

reasoned dogma. As Executive Officer of the Institute of 

Higher Education, and Professor of Higher Education he could 

present his beliefs with a clarity entirely uncompromised by 

the requirements of institutional or national politics. 

From an examination of some typical and key documents, one 

can see why upon his initial retirement in 1968, Earl 

McGrath was truly a champion of liberal education and the 

concept of education for holistic man. 
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In the summer of 1956, TC Topics, a newsletter of 

Columbia Teacher's College, published these paragraphs 

which summarized the nev; institute's purpose: 

The Institute's first large-scale project will be 
a two-year study of the status and role of the 
liberal arts in higher education in the United 
States, especially their relation to professional 
education. 

The Institute will serve as a continuing agency 
to study the following typical problems rising 
from the expansion of higher education: 

The basic functions and purposes of colleges and 
universities, a matter that Dr. Caswell [President 
of Teacher's College] calls "of much greater 
importance than the provision of facilities"; 
the scope and organization of the curriculum; 
finance; the quality of education itself; the 
effective organization of individual institutions; 
the recruitment and preparation of able faculties 
and administrators; the place of community-junior 
colleges in higher education; state systems of 
higher education; providing for different 
abilities and interests; and the problem of 
making higher education available to a greater 
number of young people (TC Topics 19 56, p. 1). 

In accordance with the one requirement placed on 

McGrath by Gardner—"I want you to make a study of profes

sional schools to see how much education they get other than 

that that prepares them for their job" (McGrath 7 November, 

p. 26)—the first energies of those working in the institute 

were given to producing a series of monographs which out

lined the relationship of the liberal arts to various pro

fessions: agriculture, business administration, education, 

engineering, journalism, music, nursing, and pharmacy. The 
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combined evidence from the separate studies allowed McGrath 

(1959b, p. 60) to say this: 

The one generalization which emerged from these 
siderations is that the sharp dichotomy which 
has prevailed for centuries in higher education 
between liberal and professional studies is no 
longer useful in advancing the cause of higher 
education; nor is it consistent with the facts 
of contemporary academic life in the country. 
The classification of instruction as liberal or 
vocational on the basis of course titles as, for 
example, calling a course in Virgil, liberal, 
and a course in business administration, voca
tional, is a misleading and a status-seeking 
effort. 

Following the studies, McGrath (1959b, p. 60) 

clearly rejected the sort of curriculum conservatism advo

cated by his friend Robert Hutchins in saying, "... 

liberal education has not been an immutable cultural entity, 

but, on the contrary, through the ages has undergone radical 

change in purposes, content, method, and clientele . . . 

Also, the studies led to the conclusion, "Since most stu

dents in undergraduate professional schools will not attend 

liberal arts colleges . . . liberal education must be in

cluded within the overall objectives of professional educa

tion." If this were not achieved, people of mere technical 

competence would be consigned "to a lower level of social 

incompetence and personal development" (McGrath 1959b, 

p. 62) . 

With habitual directness, the Executive Officer 

questioned 
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Whether the invidious distinctions between liberal 
and professional education should not now be 
abandoned. Higher education could then be recog
nized, as it should be, as having certain universal 
functions which should be common to all curricula 
regardless of the administrative divisions which 
for convenience now separate undergraduate students 
in terms of their vocational objectives (McGrath 
1959b, p. 62). 

Even among faculty members in professional schools there 

appeared "a very widespread endorsement ... of the idea 

that the specialized subject matter of their curricula 

should be considerably undergirded by the studies custom

arily found in liberal arts colleges (McGrath, Dressel, and 

Mayhew 1959, p. v). 

During the course of the studies, those involved 

gathered evidence which supported the long held suspicion 

that the problem of over-specialization in the curriculum was 

by no means unique to the professional schools. Even the 

liberal arts colleges themselves, "through the excessive pro

liferation of specialized courses," had "in the main become 

hardly less preoccupied with the cultivation of occupational 

skills than their counterparts in professional education" 

(McGrath 1959b, p. 62). Not only did the problem affect the 

institutions of higher education, but it also extended down 

through many high schools: "This study also suggests that 

there must be extremely close articulation with the programs 

of high schools if students are to be safeguarded against 

premature specialization and the consequent narrowing of 

their general education" (McGrath 1959c, p. 191). 
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As a result of the extensive studies, McGrath was 

able to discuss, with a solid base of evidence, the ideal 

professional education, an education that would prepare 

the person for "the varied activities of adult life—voca

tional, civic, and personal": 

1. The broad theoretical instruction basic 
to proficient practice. 

2. The specialized knowledge and technical 
skills which characterize a given pro
fession and distinguish it from others. 

3. The general education outside the voca
tional field needed by all citizens, 
regardless of their chosen work, to 
discharge their civic duties properly 
and to live an informed and effective 
personal life. 

4. Continuing education, both professional 
and general, to keep the individual intel
lectually alive and broadly informed after 
he discontinues his formal higher education 
(McGrath 1961c, pp. 283-284). 

There was no doubt "An education preparatory for practice 

ought also to cultivate the idea that the completion of such 

a program of training is but the cornerstone of professional 

competence" (.McGrath 1961c, p. 301) . 

When the initial, large project had come to an end, 

a number of grants, from Carnegie and other sources, backed 

numerous other studies during the McGrath years. One tied 

in directly with the first in demonstrating that in addi

tion to finding adequate numbers of faculty members, the 

independent liberal arts colleges would find a large per

centage of the people they did recruit would be seriously 
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deficient in the sort of professional preparation they 

would bring to a liberal arts environment (McGrath 1961c, 

Foreword). The competition for well trained faculty would 

very likely, in McGrath's (1961d, pp. 23-24) view, have 

serious consequences: 

One can . . . take the view that the "top" insti
tutions, that is those with the facilities and 
finances necessary for research, will be able to 
get an adequate supply of teachers, and that the 
colleges will necessarily have to take the left
overs. This social philosophy, with its heavy 
Marxist emphasis on the economic determination of 
social "progress," and its relative neglect of 
the effect of individual thought and effort is, 
however, out of tune with the times. It will not 
be accepted by the thousands of graduates of the 
independent liberal arts colleges who know the 
educational worth of these institutions, many of 
which were built on an economic shoestring but on 
a firm determination and an idealistic vision of 
the changes men can accomplish in a social insti
tution through planning and effort. 

If, perhaps, Earl McGrath was warping both political 

science and economic theory in suggesting the competiton for 

good faculty among institutions of varying economic means 

was indicative of a prevalent "Marxist emphasis on the 

economic determination of social 'progress,'" he at the same 

time showed that if anyone was, he was "out of tune with the 

times." Unhappily, the subsequent course of American 

higher education, whether measured by market shares in the 

public and private sectors or by the growth of collective 

bargaining was to demonstrate the relative strength of 

economic considerations, as opposed to ideology or noble 

individual effort, in the culture as a whole. We know now 
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that those with an idealistic vision have not been extin

guished as a breed; but their numbers continue, in relative 

terms at least, to decline. By the mid-1960's Earl McGrath 

realized that even in his beloved liberal arts colleges, the 

battle for holistic man and for what he thought to be the 

very survival of the culture was being lost, and he struck 

out with a series of what Wilson (1967, p. 12) accurately 

called "strident but effective observations." 

In addressing the church related liberal arts 

colleges, McGrath (1966, pp. vi-vii) delivered these tough-

minded words: 

Considered as a whole it is not unfair to say that 
the company of independent liberal arts colleges 
with a church relationship have lost their sense 
of mission. The publications of many such insti
tutions continue to carry assuring statements of 
distinctive purposes related to the cultivation of 
broad intellectual interests within the framework 
of the Christian faith. In the main, their 
curricular offerings, their requirements for 
graduation, and the spiritual atmosphere of the 
entire campus life no longer in any special 
respect reflect this dedication of breadth of 
learning and religious orientation. Many suffer 
the same pathological split in personality which 
characterizes a human being who attempts to play 
out two or more fundamentally different and con
flicting roles. Most such colleges are insecure, 
defensive, and ineffective because their existence 
reflects no deep-seated convictions. To a degree 
they manifest the splintered programs and the lack 
of specific identity exhibited by the larger uni
versities which more and more are externally 
directed in terms of available funds and the 
urgency of social pressures. 

Here, most clearly, Dr. McGrath continues to rue the impor

tance of economic factors, and, more importantly, in saying 
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the church related colleges have "no consistent deep-seated 

convictions,'' he touches on the heart of the thesis under-

lying this study of his life: that the flattening of the 

culture, as epitomized by the perversions of revolutions in 

physics, philosophy, and psychology and characterized by 

the dominance of rational technique and the development of 

bureaucracy, was almost unbounded. When even institutions 

one would suppose to be sanctuaries of a faith in the 

fullness of life lost their way, no longer could there be 

any doubt that Western man and woman were in deep trouble 

as they drifted unaware with the major cultural currents of 

the last half century. Few there were like Earl McGrath 

who came to understand the danger of the sleep of reason. 

Outraged, McGrath lashed out at the self-interested 

professional academic, leaving behind entirely the calmer 

tone of the earlier Memo . to a College Faculty Member 

(McGrath 196la): 

I feel confident . . . that the faculty member 
whose principle interests in life are doing 
research, writing· papers and books, attending 
the meetings of the learned societies, recruiting 
neophytes of narrow scholastic interests, acting 
as a consultant to government and industry, or 
periodically flitting hither and yon on overseas 
missions can only rarely be a successful under
graduate teacher . 

. The repetitious incantations of the new 
academic priesthood about the close relationship 
between research and good teaching require about 
as much critical thought and impress me about as 
much as the mumblings of the users of the prayer 
wheel (McGrath 1966, p. 10). 
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The professional academic came in for such harsh criticism, 

for it was he who in McGrath's view was in the best position 

to stem the cultural tide. He continued his attack by 

quoting a statement by Professor Paul Weiss of Yale which 

was made "when a fellow teacher's contract was not renewed 

because he had failed to publish enough of the right kind 

of philosophical literature": 

. . . The undergraduates are being short-changed 
and ignored. There is a feeling abroad in the 
land that nothing can improve education quite as 
much as the total elimination of the student. 
Universities have become places where eminent 
men come to discourse with other eminent men, and 
students just get in the way of the dialogue. . . . 
Student concern with the quality and content of 
their education is bound to increase. The unrest 
will undoubtedly spread to other campuses 
(McGrath 1966, p. 12). 

Higher education, McGrath could see in 1966, was 

becoming dominated by a "rising academic elitocracy" that 

(1) believed in "the rule of the few," (2) seemed to be 

"more interested in developing a few prestigious colleges 

and universities than in improving many institutions," (3) 

were "dominantly interested in one characteristic—abstract 

intelligence—as an indicator of personal competence," and 

(4) were "occupied with educational specialization—not 

educational breadth" (McGrath 1966, p. 48). Not only did 

these assumptions "reverse some of our basic social prin

ciples" (McGrath 1966, p. 48), they much more dangerously 

contributed to the destruction of holistic man. On this 

point, McGrath (1966, p. 19) quoted Alexander Meiklejohn: 
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"Our minds are active, keen, spirited, determined, each in 

its special sphere. The separate things we do are done 

with skill and energy. And yet we, as a people, have not 

a mind.11 

Finally, on the same occasion, McGrath (1966, p. 

2 8) used his own case to describe why he thought these 

matters were crucial: 

Let me be frank. At one time I could not have 
cared less about the place of religion in higher 
education. Then deeply bogged down in theological 
rationalism and scientific empiricism it was only 
by persistent and strenuous intellectual effort 
that I was able to extricate myself and move to a 
higher philosophic ground where I could view more 
clearly the ultimate verities and gain for myself 
a satisfactory Weltanschauung. 

With prolonged deliberation on the nature of 
things, I have come to the conclusion that the 
problem of ultimate values—their source, their 
validity, and their application— is of desperate 
importance to our time. 

Given this statement, there can be no doubt that by 

the mid-1960's Earl McGrath had a thorough understanding of 

the treacherous intellectual trap that had snared him as a 

young man. He knew that those "bogged down" by various 

forms of "scientific empiricism" could seldom view clearly 

the ultimate verities, a vision necessary for a whole and 

satisfying life. While the large issues that formed the 

subject matter of Liberal Education in the Professions and 

The Liberal Arts College and the Emergent Caste System 

were perhaps more important than others, especially in 

developing an understanding of Earl McGrath's intellectual 
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development, they were by no means the only ones he dealt 

with during this period. As always Dr. McGrath's restless 

and eclectic intellect ranged far. 

McGrath (1962, p. 5) the realist continued his early 

advocacy of the community college, for he knew "The in

creasing complexity and diversity in our economy . . . will 

require an ever increasing variety of occupational instruc

tion." He praised the democratizing function of the com

munity college, a function that resulted from a combination 

of low fees, close proximity to its students, and relatively 

open admissions. The institution came in for special praise 

because it appeared to support McGrath's (1962, p. 1) own 

expanded concept of excellence: "The community college, a 

flexible, non-conformist unit in our educational system, 

reflects the view that excellence either in an individual or 

in an institution must be measured not by arbitrary, external 

standards, but rather in terms of the realization of poten

tial accomplishment." 

Another Carnegie grant enabled him to turn his 

attention to yet another sort of institution, that which had 

a student body composed mostly of Negroes. In The Pre

dominantly Negro Colleges and Universities in Transition, 

McGrath (1965b, p. 154) found 

Many of the nation's predominantly Negro colleges 
are now handicapped by the same conditions that 
restricted developments in these other small 
colleges fifteen years ago .... Moreover, 
their difficulties are deepened by the inadequate 
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educational background of their students and the 
limitations imposed on Negroes by a society that 
has prevented their full participation in many 
areas of the national life. 

If in the country's past, justice alone had not been suffi

cient to provide the Negro equal rights and benefits in the 

land of the free and brave, "Now the welfare of the nation, 

as well as social justice, demands that they be given the 

resources and the moral support to expand their purposes, 

their programs, and their capacity to serve . . . (McGrath 

1965b, p. 155). Once again in this sentence, one sees at 

least the implicit understanding that ideological factors— 

the sense of social justice—are largely impotent in com-

Darison with technical and economic factors—the welfare of 

the nation. McGrath knew well that raising the standard of 

Negro education was perhaps not so much an issue of equity 

as one of social prudence. 

For the most part, by the mid-1960's, and one could 

argue for some years before, Earl McGrath seemed to have a 

sound knowledge of the relationship between the various 

factors that combine to give a culture momentum and to 

distinguish one society from another. However, if there 

was an inconsistency—some might call it a blind spot—it 

involved the cold war ideological struggle, which in the 

late 1950*s and early 1960's was still couched in the 

dramatic rhetoric of ultimate confrontation. 



257 

The launching of Sputnik provided Earl McGrath with 

a perfect opportunity to argue on behalf of a number of 

educational reforms. While rejecting the idea of a crash 

program in education, for "Education is a slow process at 

best" (McGrath 1958, p. 381), he advocated shifting scien

tists from nonessential activities, raising the pay of 

graduate students, doubling the salaries of professors, and 

providing federal grants for salaries and physical facili

ties (McGrath 1958, pp. 382-384) . These and other reforms 

were essential for an educational system that was a "form of 

defense" against the Russians: "Whether the issues are re

solved on the battle field or in the council chamber, in the 

present conflict of ideologies and their economic and 

political systems, education will be the deciding factor. 

. . . We postpone the decisons further at our peril" 

(McGrath 1958, pp. 394-395). 

The conditioning effect of the historical period in 

which he lived was even more vividly in evidence a year 

later in an article titled "American Educators and Inter

national Affairs." Two quotations illustrate an important, 

unresolved tension or complex of tensions: 

Our nation does "hold in its hands the fate of the 
coming years," not only the fate of our own people 
but to a degree the destiny of the whole of man
kind. I say this not out of chauvinistic feelings, 
because I do not believe that our particular culture 
has to, or will, dominate the lives of other peoples. 
On the contrary, the only world order, other than 
totalitarianism, which can survive in the ages 
ahead is one of cultural pluralism within a free 
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association of nations. If, however, freedom is to 
be preserved in our time, the United States, 
because of the magnitude of its resources and its 
international position, must play a decisive part 
in the resolution of the issues which now face 
mankind (McGrath 1959a, p. 10). 

This statement, cloaked in fatalistic words, shows the 

dilemma created by Earl McGrath's sympathy for the ideo

logical consideration of freedom in a world of cultural 

pluralism and his acceptance of the physical threat of 

totalitarianism. The antithetical nature of the statement 

is obvious when one realizes that in exerting the very 

leadership that was on paper necessary to preserve cultural 

pluralism, the United States could in some instances limit 

the diversity it sought to preserve, even as the theory 

proclaimed the undesirable result would come from the 

totalitarian side of the political spectrum. A related 

tension is apparent in a second quotation which appears but 

a page later: 

As educators our principal interest in international 
affairs does not lie in the relative military or 
economic strength of governments. By nature and 
by professional commitment we are more interested 
in the things of the mind and the spirit. Yet 
we cannot realistically appraise the political 
and cultural balance of power without considering 
the economic and military forces which sustain 
them (McGrath 1959a, p. 11). 

Here, Dr. McGrath poses the dilemma which faces educators 

committed to "the things of the mind and the spirit" who 

live in a world predominantly directed by "economic and 

military forces." On the one hand, it is naive, if not 
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impossible, to ignore the malevolent forces; on the other 

hand to direct one's energies almost exclusively to their 

control is to risk forsaking the things of the mind and 

spirit entirely. In short, how does one who would be 

"holistic" in an increasingly rational and technical world 

maintain a balance without risking extinction by gathering 

and accelerating impersonal forces? Whatever inconsistency 

one finds in Earl McGrath's writing at this stage resulted 

from this basic human dilemma. 

Almost twenty years ago, McGrath (1959d, p. 162) 

knew realistically, "There is no question of the dominance, 

not to say tyranny, of technology over our very existence 

today. Our dependence on technology is most obvious in our 

helplessness and frustration when its products fail and we 

are incapable any longer to find alternative devices by our 

mere hands and minds." He said that if we were to escape 

our "bondage to technology" schools and colleges would have 

to stop presenting "liberal education" and "science educa

tion" as if they were mutually exclusive. It could not be 

doubted as Dr. McGrath pointed out, "Those who make such a 

disjunction of subject matter should recall that of the 

original seven liberal arts, which reigned in the intel

lectual world almost unchallenged for many centuries, 

three—astronomy, geometry, and arithmetic—had a scientific 

character." Clearly, "We ought to reject any notion that 



260 

science is not an essential part of liberal education" 

(McGrath 1959d, p. 162). 

In these lines it is obvious that at the same time 

Earl McGrath exhibited the tensions that arise from a 

dichotomous approach to complex matters, especially in his 

discussions of the relative influence of techno-economic 

and ideological factors and the political issue of free 

versus totalitarian forces, he could see a way out, through 

an educational system centered on a curriculum which 

emphasized the unity of human nature. By stressing "the 

history of ideas, the philosophical basis of science, and 

its impact on social structures and practices" (McGrath 

1959d, p. 163), one could hope to heal the wound that in

creasingly forced those of philosophic bent and those of a 

more technical mind into defensive positions of mutual 

exclusion. Further, through the humanities it would be 

possible to reach "into the realm of emotion and spirit" and 

"deal with human feelings, aspirations, and ideals" (McGrath 

1959d, p. 164) . 

As is the case with a few who are involved with 

education, Earl McGrath had thought deeply about the ideal 

institution of higher education. Most never get a chance 

even to attempt the embodiment of their ideal. However, 

first as Educational Consultant to, and then as Chancellor 

of Eisenhower College, Dr. McGrath had such an opportunity. 
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After he had been at Columbia for a few years, 

McGrath was approached by a group of men from Seneca Falls, 

New York, who wanted him to leave Columbia to help create a 

new liberal arts college. Saying, "I've got things going 

here that I'm interested in and I don't want to leave it" 

McGrath (7 November, p. 28) refused to leave Columbia; but, 

terribly excited by "what could be done with a clean slate," 

he agreed to help draw up an educational plan for the new 

college, to help get Eisenhower's name attached to it, and 

to help raise funds (McGrath 7 November, pp. 28-30). The 

fact that the Eisenhower College experiment turned sour for 

a number of administrative and financial reasons is, in 

this context, not important. What are important are the 

seven major ideas around which the institutional life of the 

college was to develop, for they provide a guide for under

standing McGrath's ideal of the college: 

1. True Excellence. The large number of youth 
turned away, about which many institutions like 
to boast, or the number failed after they enter, 
may be a better indication of institutional 
incompetence and neglect than of effectiveness 
and social sensitivity. Eisenhower College 
will try to attract high school graduates of 
competence, promise and seriousness of purpose, 
but it will not limit its admission to those 
who stand in the upper ten percent of their 
classes. 

2. Relatively Small Student Body. With 1,500 
students the college will be able to preserve 
educationally valuable personal relationships 
between faculty and students and provide a 
completely adequate range of undergraduate 
instruction in classes of moderate size 
accompanied by tutorial and other forms of 
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individualized instruction for juniors and 
seniors. An efficiently managed curriculum 
with from 1,200 to 1,500 students will assure 
economic soundness and a closely-knit social 
unit. 

3. A Teaching Faculty. Fortunately for the 
nation, thousands of men and women even among 
the young, ambitious members of the profes
sion continue to find inspiration and rich 
psychic rewards in teaching young people. 
The creators of Eisenhower College believe 
that discriminating selection of a faculty 
devoted to these ideals [the intellectual, 
moral, and spiritual development of under
graduates] will bring together a company of 
able teacher-scholars eager to build a 
liberal arts college in which good teaching 
dominates all other purposes. 

4. A Limited Curriculum. Eisenhower College will 
limit its complement of study to those required 
to provide a broad undergraduate liberal educa
tion and to prepare students for advanced study 
in a graduate or professional school. The 
achievement of the purposes requires far 
fewer courses than are common today .... 
This program includes an aggregate of only 207 
courses in 18 departments, and four inter
disciplinary courses .... With this range of 
curricular experiences, supplemented by a rich 
program of concerts, artistic exhibitions, and 
lectures by national and world figures every 
graduate of Eisenhower College should leave the 
institution with a considerable understanding 
of one field of learning and a broad enough 
education not to mistake Schiller and Goethe 
for a trapeze team or Boyle's, Gresham's, and 
Grimm's laws for legislation passed by the 
United States Congress. 

5. Trimester Plan. Eisenhower College will 
operate on a year-round basis. . . . Dubious 
arguments have been advanced that [an] accelera
tion of learning dilutes its quality by re
quiring the student to ingest knowledge more 
rapidly than he can assimilate it. . . .the 
idea that students need the summer months for 
reflection and the maturing of their intel
lectual powers rests on nothing but unsupported 
opinion .... Only the inertia of human nature 
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and an unwillingness to abandon traditional 
practices support the argument for a 
stretched-out undergraduate education. 

6. Church Relationship. The religious affilia
tion [Presbyterian] and purposes of Eisenhower 
College will not prevent it from being an 
institution of higher education in the best 
and fullest sense. The essential, the indis
pensable element in the life of such an insti
tution is academic freedom. The absence or 
suppression of Lehrfreiheit and Lernfreiheit 
stultify both teaching and learning. The 
religious affiliation, the sources of its 
financial support, or the special pleading of 
various social, economic, and political groups, 
will not be permitted to restrict the right of 
the faculty ... to pursue and to teach the 
truth as their conscience dictates. History 
shows that the radicalism of today is the 
conservatism of tomorrow. 

7. An International Outlook. The entire program 
and corporate life of Eisenhower College will 
reflect the fact that we live today in an 
international community in which provincial 
thought and behavior are as outmoded as 
Ptolemaic astronomy (McGrath 1963, pp. 5-13). 

These were the ideas which represented "a rededica-

tion to undergraduate liberal education within the Christian 

tradition" without which "the Protestant college as such" 

would seriously remain "as near extinction as the whooping 

crane" (McGrath 1961b, p. 45). Eisenhower College, it was 

hoped, would provide a source of strength in the seculariza

tion of American life by providing a humanistic education 

for holistic world citizens. At a luncheon of educators 

prior to groundbreaking ceremonies in September, 19 65, Earl 

McGrath delivered an inspired reaffirmation of his faith in 
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the "unique and unmatched mission" of the independent 

liberal arts college: 

I, for one, however, have not yet begun to wring 
my hands or beat my breast about the passing of 
the independent liberal arts colleges, the 
Cassandras to the contrary notwithstaning. If 
I had the slightest doubt about its viability I 
would certainly not be engaged in the futile 
exercise of assisting at the birth of another 
such institution destined soon to follow its 
elder sisters to the academic graveyard. As evi
dence of my convictions I can say that if I had a 
child of college age I would apply all the 
pressure I could within the modern doctrine of 
paternal noninterference to persuade him not to 
attend the large academic mass-production centers. 
On the contrary, I would urge him to enroll in a 
college of about 1,500 students with a faculty 
interested in educating young people in the rich 
humanistic learning of Western culture (McGrath 
1965a, p. 2) . 

That the Eisenhower College project did not propser 

was further evidence of the fact that in the culture there 

were forces afoot more powerful than the best visions of 

good men and women, but it did not mean such visions were of 

no worth. When Earl McGrath left the Board of the College 

in 1968, at the same time he had to resign at age sixty-five 

from Columbia, his principles and beliefs were firmly in 

place, but his education was not over. In the years to 

follow, during his association with Temple University, the 

Lilly Foundation, and The University of Arizona, the true 

world citizen, unencumbered by the rhetoric of nationalism 

and cold war ideology, would be clearly defined. 
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Refusal to Retire 

From his own point of view, the twelve years at 

Columbia were "the happiest and most productive period" of 

Earl McGrath's life. However, when an arbitrary retirement 

age brought that phase to a close, he did not seek the 

stillness and boredom of inactive retirement. Rather, he 

accepted the offer of Paul Anderson, the President of Temple 

and a McGrath friend for thirty-five years, to set up a 

higher education center at Temple. For five years, until a 

second compulsory retirement at age seventy, McGrath (7 

November, p. 37) "ran the institute there and put out some 

more publications." Although most of the money came from 

the University, the institute's funds were supplemented 

from a variety of sources to support projects which re-

emphasized and reexamined many of the topics which had 

become part of the McGrath canon. At the same time, he 

touched on at least two new topics, both in the general area 

of university administration. 

During an address for university administrators at 

The American University of Beirut, Dr. McGrath briefly out

lined the history of university administration and noted the 

great changes that had been necessitated by the enormous 

bureaucratic growth of the twentieth century. In contrast 

to Samuel Capen's father, who as President of Tufts College 

had controlled and personally handled all the financial 

affairs of the college, "arranged for the upkeep of the 
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physical plant . . • engaged all members of the staff and 

arranged their salaries and promotions," counseled students, 

solicited funds, and even "presided over daily chapel exer

cises, and preached the Sunday sermon"—in contrast to him, 

the typical academic administrator in the middle of the 

twentieth century was a specialist of rather narrow pro

fessional vision (McGrath 1969, pp. 5-7). Whereas in an 

earlier day it had been possible to acquire the tools of 

the trade by serving some sort of informal apprenticeship, 

it had become clear that the sheer size of the enterprise 

"requires a professional background and skills which unlike 

earlier preparation for this kind of service cannot be 

acquired by serving an apprenticeship" (McGrath 196 9, p. 

6). Because this was true, McGrath argued, programs of 

higher education could be of great value in preparing people 

who could make "definitive and lasting contributions to this 

enormously complex field" (McGrath 1969, p. 12). Although 

he said, "The study of higher education which only recently 

has been considered a proper professional activity can 

hardly be expected to produce results of arresting magni

tude and significance," Dr. McGrath knew "A large body of 

reliable fact is going to be needed, however, if American 

higher education is to develop on sound and well considered 

plans" (McGrath 1969, p. 12). As important as well-trained 

personnel would be for the future effective administration 

of American colleges and universities, there was a factor 
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which would prove to be even more important: the role of 

students in the governance of higher education institutions. 

By 19 70, it was evident "Student participation in 

academic government is quite unlikely to turn out to be a 

passing fad" (McGrath 1970, p. 5), and a McGrath study, 

Should Students Share the Power? demonstrated this was not 

all bad. In summarizing the arguments for and against 

student participation in governance, McGrath (1970, pp. 

67-69) came to some conclusions that generally tended to 

support his relatively democratic instincts: 

1. The weight of opinion and practice indicates 
wide acceptance of the idea that students 
should have some voice in the bodies which 
determine the purposes and the programs of 
institutions of higher education. 

2. Except those on the radical fringe, almost 
no members of the academic society contend 
that because students are the most numerous 
citizens of the commonwealth of learning, they 
should uniformly have majority representation 
in its deliberative bodies. On the other 
hand, the idea advanced by the most adamant 
representatives of vested scholastic inter
ests that student involvement eventually 
means complete confiscation of political 
power is no more than a red herring. 

3. In maturity of conduct and judgment, students 
seem to vary with their experience and their 
length of service in deliberative bodies. 

In summary, the facts permit the generalization 
that the institutions having the longest expe
rience with an academic government involving 
students feel that on balance it has real ad
vantages over governmental structures dominated 
by an administrative patriarchy or a faculty 
oligarchy. 
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From McGrath's (1970, p. 71) research, there was no doubt 

"The question is not whether students should participate, 

but how, to what extent, and through what innovations in 

organization and procedure this involvement can be most 

expeditiously and effectively achieved." While the study 

dealt with student power as an aspect of the unrest that was 

sweeping the nation's campuses, Dr. McGrath, with customary 

vision, placed the immediate problem in a wider, historical 

context. 

He intimated that the troubles on campus were 

symptomatic of the general breakdown of the concept of com

munity throughout the country, although in the heated 

political atmosphere of the late 19 60's he was typically 

cautious. Operating from the premise "the government [of a 

campus or nation] ought to be structured around the concept 

of community," he said this: 

At present rather discrete social groups—the 
trustees, the administrative staff, the faculty 
members, and the students—legislate on, or other
wise influence, some aspects of policy. For years 
this separation of powers, supported by law or 
custom, has been generally accepted by all groups 
in the academic community, but for decades there 
have been dissident opinions on the structure 
and allocation of responsibilities. Recently 
these dissenting views have become more vocal and 
widespread. There is a growing opinion that the 
differences which have arisen among the constituent 
groups are no longer reconcilable through conven
tional procedures. Moreover, the differences 
remain a potential source of misunderstanding and 
severely disruptive conflict (McGrath 1970, p. 104). 
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On the campus, as well as in the nation as a whole, 

the fragmentation that was obvious in the painful explo

sions of social groups in conflict could only be repaired 

through a restoration of an integrated community, a com

munity that would be profoundly changed by the Viet Nam War 

and the civil rights movement: "Hence thoughtful persons 

are convinced that the students' views on the changes that 

need to be made in American society and in higher education 

must be brought into official discussions of academic 

bodies, not as the recommendations of outsiders or suppli

cants, but as the expression of regularly constituted 

members of a community who have a right to participate in 

the activities of their government" (McGrath 1970, p. 105). 

From the McGrath point of view, the complex demands of 

colleges and universities necessitated a new and better 

trained type of professional administrator, but he under

stood that all the smooth expertise in the world would be 

useless unless the enterprise were undergirded by a sense 

of community, symbolized most dramatically by student partic

ipation in governance, and by a sense of common purpose. 

Although he was fully aware that higher education institu

tions would have to prepare the future members of a com

munity greatly altered by world and national upheavals, Dr. 

McGrath never assumed that the proper function of the insti

tutions was direct involvement in specific political or 

social issues; rather, colleges and universities were to 



270 

direct their energies to the thorough preparation of an 

educated citizenry who would, as a result of their educa

tion, be able to address the problems effectively. From a 

different angle, Dr. McGrath again implicitly addressed the 

issues of democracy and community in his "Profiles of 

Distinguished Alumni." 

An important McGrath belief is that ultimate human 

worth is more than a simple matter of easily measured cog

nitive ability. In 19 71, in a study offering some evidence 

on the relationship between college performance and profes

sional achievement, Dr. McGrath presented some provocative 

results. The project was largely the result of a question 

that was suggested by the undemocratic and increasingly 

popular practice of selective admissions: "Even if these 

selective admissions practices produced better educational 

result with those admitted, it would be socially valuable 

to know whether many students of high potential had at the 

same time been excluded" (McGrath 1971a, p. 337). 

The examination of the scholastic records of dis

tinguished alumni from thirty-four liberal arts colleges 

led to the "irrefutable conclusion" that "a significant 

percentage, two out of five of these alumni, showed very 

modest academic achievement in their undergraduate years" 

(McGrath 1971a, p. 339). Because this was so, McGrath 

could say, "This preliminary analysis suggests . . . that 

rising admissions standards may be closing out many of high 
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potential, especially if the non-cognitive aspects of the 

learning situation are taken into consideration." He felt 

strongly that "There is now, as there should have been long 

ago, an intense interest in the outcomes of education other 

than cognitive achievement, such as personality traits, 

attitudes and social sensitivity" (McGrath 1971a, p. 342) . 

Without doubt the Earl McGrath concept of holistic man 

involved a creature who was more than the sum of cognitive 

abilities which could be neatly measured by psychologists 

and college admissions officers wielding the best analytic 

tools. The same recognition of the possible and probable 

importance of non-cognitive factors in determining the worth 

of an individual had a decade earlier been clear in the 

Eisenhower College statement that it "will try to attract 

high school graduates of competence, promise and seriousness 

of purpose, but it will not limit its admissions to those 

who stand in the upper ten percent of their classes" 

(McGrath 1963, p. 6). "To what extent low-ranking graduates 

succeed even in the narrow sphere of their own work as a 

result of these non-cognitive factors" was a question yet to 

be answered, and Earl McGrath felt "It is a field of re

search that merits large-scale, prolonged and controlled 

experimentation" (McGrath 1971a, p. 342). 

On another occasion in the same year, not sur

prisingly he was issuing "A challenge to church-related 

colleges to ensure their survival by defining a distinctive 
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role for themselves through the agency of a consortium for 

radical experimentation" (McGrath 1971b, p. 429), Dr. 

McGrath took the time to expand on his belief that non-

cognitive factors were important in determining a person's 

potential for success. To this end, he quoted Benjamin 

Bloom of the University of Chicago: 

The use of aptitude tests for predictive purposes 
and the high correlations between such tests and 
achievement criteria have led many of us to the 
view that high levels of achievement are possible 
only for the most apt students. From this, it is 
an easy step to some notion of a causal con
nection between aptitude and achievement. The 
simplest notion of causality is that the students 
which high levels of aptitude can learn the 
complex ideas of the subject while the students 
with low levels of aptitude can learn only the 
simplest ideas of the subject. 

Quite in contrast to this is Carroll's (1963) 
view that aptitude is the amount of time required 
by the learner to attain mastery of a learning 
task. Implicit in this formulation is the 
assumption that, given enough time, all students 
can conceivably attain mastery of a learning 
task. If Carroll is right, then learning 
mastery is theoretically available to all, if we 
can find the means for helping each student. . . . 

We are convinced that the grade of A as an index 
of mastery of a subject can, under appropriate 
conditions, be achieved by up to 95 percent of 
the students in a class. . . . 

We believe that if every student has a very good 
tutor, most of them would be able to learn a 
particular subject to a high degree (McGrath 
1971b, p. 438). 

Bloom's words were, of course, endorsed by McGrath 

for they lend support to several of his ideas and ideals: 

that the potential for excellence involves more than 
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cognitive skill; that individual tutorial instruction is 

probably more effective than any other method; and that the 

opportunity for some form of higher education should be 

available to many more students than had been the case 

heretofore. 

Also while he was at Temple, Dr. McGrath found the 

forum in which to present his strongly felt belief that 

since the nation as a whole, and higher education in partic

ular, seemed to have lost its sense of purpose and direc

tion, the time had come for another Presidential Commission, 

similar to the one he had participated in during the late 

1940"s. Writing the "Viewpoint" article in Change 

magazine, he outlined three objectives for such a group: 

First, to assess the purposes of American society 
and to suggest redirection of efforts where 
dictated by serious thought. 

Second, to define more clearly the relationship 
between these social goals and the character and 
quality of higher education. 

Third, and in particular, to identify and to 
embody in a program of general education the 
knowledge, the skills, and the traits of behavior 
which education ought to cultivate as a basis for 
a sound and advancing culture aimed at the eleva
tion of the quality of our common life (McGrath 
1972a, p. 64). 

Dr. McGrath pointed out, "An ancient philosopher 

once said that no wind could be of any value to a pilot who 

does not know to which port he is sailing. A successful 

program of general education must be based on a clear con

ception of the kind of society we want to create and live 
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in" (McGrath 1972a, p. 64). This conclusion had been pre

ceded by an argument supported by the ideas of three 

thinkers constantly referred to by Earl McGrath: Rene 

Dubos, Abraham Kaplan, and Abraham Maslow. 

He used Dubos, "the celebrated bacteriologist," as 

an example of one who argues "that the citizenry now must 

make important value decisions concerning the kind of 

society they want, and to do so will have to be more broadly 

educated not so much in the esoteric lore of science itself, 

but in respect to its human consequences" (McGrath 1972a, 

p. 8) . 

To support his belief that classical philosophy had 

been perverted, Dr. McGrath used the words of the eminent 

Abraham Kaplan, professor of philosophy at the University 

of Michigan. In a Change article, "The Travesty of the 

Philosophers," Kaplan had observed, 

. . . the gap is widening in our time between 
professed philosophies and the philosophies men 
live by. . . . The disinterested pursuit of under
standing for its own sake is surely the very 
essence of the philosophical quest. But though 
the motivation is admirable, the subject matters in 
which it finds expression often reduce philosophy 
to what is at best a harmless pastime and at worst 
a trivial mental exercise (McGrath 1972a, p. 8). 

Finally, he noted that Abraham Maslow "in reviewing 

the relationship between the corpus of learning in his field 

and the activities of ordinary men, observed that much of 

the substance of teaching and research in psychology, while 

not untrue, is trivial and of little help to anyone wishing 
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to come to grips with the major human problems of the day" 

(McGrath 1972a, p. 8). Given this state, as perceived by 

prominent men in their own fields, it was easy for Earl 

McGrath to conclude a Presidential Commission on national 

goals as both desirable and necessary. 

Throughout his life, Earl McGrath has felt that men 

and women who operate without a clear set of values are 

rudderless. And while it is true that in various writings 

before the present decade he explicitly or, more often, 

implicitly expresses this belief, it is in the writing and 

speeches of the present decade that the focus on values is 

ever sharper, the tone ever more urgent. 

Perhaps a speech delivered at a meeting of the 

Lutheran Deans in Atlanta, Georgia, on November 13, 1972, 

is the best early example of the McGrath of public, moral 

earnestness. Noting that the conference had already "made 

specific reference to our defection as a people in regard 

to such matters as civil rights, equality of opportunity in 

education, equal access to jobs and housing, medical care, 

elimination of poverty, and morality in public affairs," 

Dr. McGrath proclaimed his support of the Lutheran Deans' 

"conviction that the church has an obligation to sensitize 

its members to their moral responsibility to close the gap 

between their Christian convictions and the contradictory 

social conditions of our time" (McGrath 1972b, pp. 1-2) . 

Having made this general endorsement, he turned specifically 
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to education and sent forth an "SOS: A Call for Human Values 

in Higher Education." 

From the start he revealed the magnitude of his 

personal development. Calling discussions of the "academic 

preoccupations of the hour--tuition and fees, enrollments, 

governance, unionization, state and federal support, and 

even curricular innovations—threadbare and wearying," he 

focused his attention on what he had come to consider to be 

"the primary issue in higher education today." That issue 

was nothing less than "the values by which we live and the 

ethical and moral principles on which these values rest." 

Earl McGrath believed, and continues to believe, that with

out a definite value orientation, no enterprise can under

stand its purpose; therefore, "Until we know what the whole 

enterprise of higher education ought to be about, discus

sions on financial support, students, faculties, adminis

trators, buildings, scholarships, parietal rules, and 

governance must remain at best profitless and at worst 

misleading" (McGrath 1972b, pp. 2-3) . 

Quoting freely from Walter Lippmann, Dubos, Lewis 

Mumford, Maslow, and Kaplan, McGrath spoke adamantly against 

"the modern void, which results from the fast and intricate 

process of emancipation and rationalization" (McGrath 1972b, 

p. 3). Just as adamantly he spoke for Mumford1s idea that 

"If mankind is to escape its programmed self-extinction, 

the God who saves us will not descend from the machine: He 
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will rise up again in the human soul" (McGrath 1972b, p. 4) . 

Most dramatically he quoted the following lines from Viktor 

Frankl's The Doctor and the Soul to illustrate the catas

trophe which in a rational, technical world results from 

the exclusion of the consideration of fundamental human 

problems: 

If we present a man with a concept of man which is 
not true, we may well corrupt him. When we present 
man as an automaton of reflexes, as a mind-machine, 
as a bundle of instincts, as a pawn of drives and 
reactions, as a mere product of instinct, heredity, 
and environment, we feed the nihilism to which 
modern man is, in any case, prone. 

I became acquainted with the last stage of that 
corruption in my second concentration camp, 
Auschwitz. The gas chambers of Auschwitz were 
the ultimate consequence of the theory that man is 
nothing but the product of heredity and environ
ment—or, as the Nazis like to say, of "Blood 
and Soil," I am absolutely convinced that the gas 
chambers of Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Maidanek 
were ultimately prepared not in some ministry or 
other in Berlin, but rather at the desks and in 
the lecture halls of nihilistic scientists and 
philosophers (McGrath 1972b, p. 12). 

Earl McGrath realized that as a first step, in the 

institutions of higher learning, "organizing study around 

the problems to be solved, rather than making up patchwork 

courses from whatever bits specialists think are necessary 

to know about their subject" (McGrath 1972b, pp. 15-16). 

could help. However, even such an embodiment of the Dewey 

principle "that education should begin with real situations, 

that knowledge ought to grow organically, and that interest 

and effort arise out of the learner's advancement from the 



278 

familiar toward the unknown, from the concrete to the 

abstract" (McGrath 19 72b, p. 11), such an approach would 

remain a matter of fruitless tinkering, unless it were 

undergirded by a sound philosophy of life and meaningful 

sense of values. This conviction was to remain with Earl 

McGrath when he left Temple in 19 7 3 to work with the Lilly 

Endowment and later at The University of Arizona. 

Sensing the increasing inferiority of the quality 

of life in the most materially prosperous nation in the 

history of the world, he more than once used the words of 

Sir Richard Livingston as a warning to those who would 

follow: 

. . . everyone needs a philosophy of life, a sense 
of values by which to judge and use the fruits of 
material civilization. The perfectly educated 
man would have a standard, a perception of values, 
in every province—physical, aesthetic, intel
lectual, moral, in his profession or occupation; 
in personal, national and international life. He 
would know the first-rate in all of them and run 
no risk of being deceived by the inferior. 
Further, as far as this is possible, he would 
have a hierarchy of values, so that lesser did 
not dominate greater goods. No age needs a sense 
of the first-rate more than our own (McGrath 19 74a, 
p. 10) . 

The sense of urgency that had come to dominate Dr. 

McGrath's writing reached a crescendo in "The Time Bomb of 

Technocratic Education." In that 1974 Change article he 

stated pointedly: "The most generous inference about 

education one can draw from the present infractions of the 

law and the indecent disregard for the public good is that 
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it is deficient and lopsided." There was no doubt in Earl 

McGrath's mind that "we now travel on a road fraught with 

social disaster." And it should come as no surprise that 

the way out of the dark could best be illuminated by a 

solid, real program of liberal education: 

To restore a proper balance between preparation 
for careers and the cultivation of values, these 
two functions of the academy must be associated 
with a more pervasive educational element. 
General and liberal education is the thread that 
ought to weave a pattern of meaning into the total 
learning experience, particularly in the liberal 
arts colleges. Unless such a balance is restored, 
career training will be ephemeral in applicability 
and delusive in worth; and value education will 
be casual, shifting, and relativistic (McGrath 
1974b, pp. 24-25). 

Implicit in this single statement is an awareness 

of the most tragic legacy of the revolutions in physics, 

philosophy, and psychology, which largely constituted the 

subject matter of Chapter 2. That is, at the same time a 

perversion of theoretical physics, specifically a perversion 

of the theory of relativity, would allow one to conclude 

that fundamental human values must be "casual, shifting, 

and relativistic," the various fragmentations encouraged by 

dominating rational techniques in philosophy and psychology 

made some method of weaving "a pattern of meaning into the 

total learning experience" necessary both in order to re

integrate man and to enable humans to once again see clearly 

the basic problems of human existence. 
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Dr. McGrath used Albert Einstein's own words to show 

that even one whose ideas were used to support the concept 

of a relative, rational universe dominated by assorted 

techniques recognized the importance of values: "It is 

essential that the student acquire an understanding of and 

a lively feeling for values. He must acquire a vivid sense 

of the beautiful and the morally good. Otherwise he—with 

his specialized knowledge—more closely resembles a well-

trained dog than a harmoniously developed person" (McGrath 

1974b, p. 26). 

Again recalling the indecencies of the Nazis, he 

claimed, "If there is any view in the enterprise of higher 

education more mischievous than that values are none of its 

concern, it is that in some mysterious way one who achieves 

excellence in performing the intellectual exercises of a 

discipline automatically rises to equal heights of moral 

sensitivity and humane conduct" (McGrath 1974b, p. 27). As 

he had earlier taken both church-related colleges and other 

independent colleges to task for forsaking their unique 

sense of mission, he now faulted them in even more uncom

promising terms: "Even our smaller church-related colleges 

with an expressed commitment to goals broader than cognitive 

learning have aped the professional activities of the 

university guilds" (McGrath 1974b, p. 27). It was clear to 

McGrath (1974b, p. 27) that if American institutions of 

higher education continued their blind, mindless obeisance 
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to the goals of rationality and fragmentation, the result 

would be catastrophic: "If the present vacuum in moral and 

social values is not soon filled by the society of learning, 

and if the present confusions in regard to who educators are 

and what they stand for individually and collectively are 

not clarified, we are likely to encourage a mindless 

dictatorship of the left or the right." While the tone of 

this piece is generally pessimistic, McGrath (1974b, p. 28) 

could see some hope that a saving program of general educa

tion could become part of higher education before the worst 

occurred: 

There are indications that conditions are much 
more propitious today than at any time since the 
elective principle with its equivalency of knowledge 
destroyed the concept of an undergraduate education 
for intelligent and informed living. The most 
significant factor in the substantial change in 
circumstances is that an American institution 
that annually is inhabited by nine million sons 
and daughters of our citizenry is simply too 
visible, too consumptive of the public monies, and 
too central to the soul of the culture to have a 
nation remain oblivious to its failings. 

For Earl McGrath (1974b, p. 24), the American 

predicament evidenced the truth of H. G. Wells' warning that 

"human history becomes more and more a race between educa

tion and catastrophe." He knew, and knows, "We can no 

longer go on pretending that our pursuit of professional 

competence, of pure vocationalism, of sheer technocratic 

efficiency, can ensure our culture's survival, when the 

values which are the mortar of every civilization are 
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slipping through our fingers before our eyes (McGrath 

1974b, p. 29). 

The McGrath message is perhaps most eloquently 

presented in the 1975b Values, Liberal Education, and 

National Destiny and the 19 76 General Education and the 

Plight of Modern Man. In the first he discusses "The 

Oualitv of American Life," wonders "How Could These Things 

Happen Among an Educated Citizenry?" and suggests "Colleges 

are Asking the Wrong Questions." He also states "College 

Purposes Need Clarification," lists "The Distinctive 

Functions of the Liberal Arts College," inveighs against 

"The Dominance of Scientism Over the Whole Academic Enter

prise," and discusses the problem of "Values and the 

Divisions of Knowledge." Proving that in these later years 

he remains more than a philosophically inclined generalist, 

Dr. McGrath also addresses "The Practical Problems of 

Survival"; "What Percentages of Youth are Capable of a 

Higher Education?"; "College Size and Economic Viability"; 

"How Many and What Kind of Courses are Needed?"; and 

"Lobbying for Public Support." 

In General Education and the Plight of Modern Man, 

he once again touches on familiar topics: "The Confused 

Human Condition," "Education as Panacea," "The Persisting 

Mission of General Education," and "Reorientation of 

Graduate Education," among others. Prom this listing of 

topics, one can readily see the range of Earl McGrath's 
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interest and appreciate the consistency of his many con

cerns. However, lest one be tempted to say that these 

latter works represent the culmination of Dr. McGrath1s 

public career, that person should be aware that as 1977 

became 1978, the twice retired elder statesman was writing 

and preaching the familiar gospel with an energy that would 

shame many younger scholars. This is not to suggest there 

will be dramatic reversals of positions or alterations of 

convictions; those are set. It is to suggest that Earl 

McGrath will in all likelihood continue to be productive 

until he dies. Concerning the prospect of retirement, he 

paraphrased Margaret Mead: "I will die, but I will not 

retire." He said, "As a matter of philosophy ... I think 

that's the way it should be" (McGrath 7 November, p. 40). 

Earl McGrath will not retire because he knows that 

the result of the educational battle that has occupied his 

life has yet to be decided. In his soul, ever the optimist, 

he would join with H. G. Wells' Time Traveler in saying, "I 

for my own part, cannot think that these latter days of weak 

experiment, fragmentary theory, and mutual discord are 

indeed man's culminating time" (Wells 1968, p. 114). 

Summary 

During the years following his departure from 

Washington, except for the brief time in Kansas City, Earl 

McGrath has been busy and productive as a scholar of higher 
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education. No longer burdened with the duties of high 

administrative office, he has enjoyed more than twenty years 

as a senior statesman who continues to support vigorously 

some old ideas, to develop related new concepts, and to 

offer advice and consultation to the many who ask for it. 

Clearly this latter period is distinct from the hectic years 

at the top in Washington and from the early, formative 

years, which were lived for the most part in cozy Buffalo. 

While it is possible to clearly list the specific 

contributions Earl McGrath made during his years as a 

"senior administrator," the legacy of the present period is 

less easily documented, unless the numerous speeches, 

articles, monographs, and books are simply listed. However, 

it is as a senior statesman, Dr. McGrath has made his 

greatest overall contribution to higher education, a con

tribution far more important and general than numerous 

specific small ones: even as he has written thousands of 

words stressing the threat of education's contribution to 

the development of one dimensional men and women, he stands 

as an able spokesman for and example of what a sound, 

holistic education is all about. 

For many years, especially in the 1950's and 1960's, 

Earl McGrath's career and intellectual interests were in 

many ways not in tune with the temper of the times. How

ever, in the 19 70's more and more people, both in the pro

fession and in the general population, appear to be moving 
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closer to the position Earl McGrath has held for many 

years. That is, an increasing number of people are aware 

of the danger of a narrow education which produces narrow 

people to live in a complex, dangerous world. 

As a leading spokesman for the liberal arts and 

general education, Earl McGrath has doubtlessly influenced 

the social and intellectual climate through a number of 

wide-read and controversial publications. And, finally, his 

career is "significant in terms of the external cultural 

context" in the sense that he more clearly understands that 

context than most and writes about it in such a way as to 

allow many to more fully understand their lives and 

potential futures. 



CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

What is essential to understand at this point is 
that until now there was no such thing as mind and 
matter, subject and object, form and substance. 
Those divisions are just dialectical inventions 
that came later. The modern mind sometimes tends 
to balk at the thought of these dichotomies being 
inventions and says, "Well, the divisions were 
there for the Greeks to discover," and you have 
to say, "Where were they? Point to them!" And 
the modern mind gets a little confused and 
wonders what this is all about anyway, and still 
believes the divisions were there. 

But they weren't as Phaedrus said. They are just 
ghosts, immortal gods of the modern mythos which 
appear to us to be real because we are in that 
mythos. But in reality they are just as much an 
artistic creation as the anthropomorhic Gods they 
replaced (Pirsig 1974, p. 367). 

After half a century in higher education, Earl 

McGrath remains a man of subtle ironies. While he has for 

years been a staunch, some would say conservative, advocate 

of the liberal arts and general education, he has at the 

same time repeatedly advanced the idea that to meet the 

demands of a modern, shifting society, higher education 

curricula must, in the best progressive tradition, be 

oriented around social problems that will be of real impor

tance to individuals. In some more recent work, he has 

clearly called for educators with moral vision to lead the 

286 
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society out of a bleak mechanistic wilderness. Of course, 

much of the apparent irony in the movement between con

servative, progressive, and reconstructionist positions is 

clarified by understanding that Earl McGrath never, in his 

mature academic life, felt comfortable with the simple 

dichotomies that in education, as in the other realms of 

Western society, were the insidious result of the dominance 

of rational technique. That is, for most it became neces

sary, as well as fashionable, to label people according to 

the techniques they would use to achieve certain ends: 

Robert Hutchins was a "conservative" for using the Great 

Books to preserve the past and perhaps retard progress; John 

Dewey was a "progressive" for orienting education around 

real problems and the immediate needs of the individual; 

Theodore Brameld is a "reconstructionist" for believing edu

cators, and education as a social institution, can almost 

blithely lead a crusade to overcome society's ills. 

People who have suffered years of training in an 

educational system that preaches the beauty and wisdom of 

apparent rationality and consistency will be maddened by the 

attempt to place Dr. McGrath neatly on the conservative, 

progressive, reconstructionist spectrum. He defends the 

past, especially in his sympathy for the unique mission of 

the church-related liberal arts college, and warns that 

unless the colleges and universities face up to immediate 

social problems, totalitarian forces will win the day in a 



288 

demonstration of power, untamed by the spiritual considera

tions which make us whole. He celebrates the fact that 

largely due to his efforts as United States Commissioner of 

Education, millions of American school children began the 

study of foreign languages; at the same time he encouraged 

the development of new fields of human exploration, such as 

the health sciences. And while he knows well the limits 

born of political and social reality, he can sound downright 

evangelical in describing the leadership responsibilties of 

educators. 

Earl McGrath is a good man who continues to enjoy a 

successful career; however, in terms of personal effective

ness he has been limited by cultural forces which in a 

complex, technical world rapidly shrink the power of the 

individual. It took the launching of Sputnik to achieve the 

sorts of federal appropriations scattered people had been 

advocating for years. It took the Brown decision and raped 

ghettos to advance the cause of equal rights and racial 

equality. In many institutions, it took student riots and 

tightening budgets to force brick and mortar administrators 

to once again examine the purposes of their institutions. 

With justification, one can say that the career of 

Earl McGrath supports the thesis of David Kaplan and Robert 

A. Manners: "So while we would adopt a position which does 

not assign primary causal import to a single subsystem under 

all circumstances we would, following what seems to us to 
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have been a fruitful tradition in the social sciences, opt 

for a kind of limited technoeconomic determinism tempered by 

ideology, tempered by social structure, and sometimes even 

tempered by personality(Kaplan and Manners 1972, p. 161) . 

In McGrath's case, ideological idealism and the 

expectations of a moral personality were often tempered—a 

less pejorative and in this instance more appropriate word 

than "compromised"--by technoeconomic realities. This is to 

suggest that Earl McGrath is a pragmatic-realist who knows 

full well that the rhetoric of idealism must at times be 

modified in action by the demands of the real world. In the 

tradition of Harry Truman and Hubert Humphrey, he is willing 

to adjust his visionary impulses, for he understands that in 

their intransigence, iconoclastic idealists too often become 

an impotent, smug minority content to take the hemlock as 

their proclaimed enemies are left a clear field. 

Specifically, if Dr. McGrath failed to speak out 

passionately on civil rights as Commissioner of Education, 

it v/as because he understood the relationship of that issue 

to many other factors—for instance the power of the southern 

block in Congress—and knew that to raise a storm might well 

do more harm than good. If he did not shout from the towers 

about what some perceived to be the immorality of Viet Nam, 

it was not because he was insensitive to the issue or was a 

1. Emphasis added. 
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pawn of some "establishment" nower structure, but because he 

believed that in a time of severe social stress, a voice of 

reason and moderation would better serve the interests of 

the whole country than yet another shrill voice of polarized 

idealism. 

Somewhat differently, if he failed to get a federal 

appropriation bill passed, it was truly a matter of priori

ties that would not be changed without Russian technical 

assistance. If his consistent advocacy of general education 

bore relatively little fruit in hundreds of institutions 

until recently, it was because until recently even the most 

intelligent among us were enjoying the sleep of reason, not 

realizing that while they slept they were being dehumanized. 

As one might expect, the understanding and judgment 

Earl McGrath now exhibits have developed over the many years 

of a rich life. During the period called "Mind Forming and 

Career Building," he enjoyed the advantages of a warm, moral 

family experience; a varied and stimulating education; and 

an enviable apprenticeship under Samuel Capen. This period 

was a prelude to his years as "Senior Administrator," a time 

during which he matured as a pragmatic-idealist in the 

service of his country. In more reflective years as a 

"Senior Statesman," Dr. McGrath has been a productive 

scholar whose speeches, consultant services, and publica

tions embody the wisdom he has gained during the major 

periods of his life. 
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Despite the restraints on the individual found in a 

highly technical society, Earl McGrath did make many impor

tant things happen as even a cursory survey of his public 

career clearly shows: creating the Navy V-12 Program; 

creating the Off-Duty Education Program; helping lay the 

groundwork for federal aid to education; helping write the 

1947 Truman Commission Report, with its emphasis on ex

panding community colleges, providing better programs of 

adult education, giving greater financial assistance to the 

economically deprived, and accelerating the recruitment of 

minority students—all aimed at providing greater access to 

higher education through expanding the role of the federal 

government; providing the impetus for a new interest in the 

study of foreign languages; overseeing the birth of higher 

education centers at Columbia and Temple; advising in the 

creating of Eisenhower College; and more. He used his 

curious mixture of idealism and practicality to do things 

which cannot be done by either those whose idealism is not 

tempered by the sense of restraint and accommodation that 

comes from a knowledge of political reality, or by those 

whose practicality is not infused to a degree with the zeal 

of the visionary. 

While one can cite the obvious McGrath influences on 

higher education, I think it fair to say that his greatest 

overall contribution may well be his recognition of higher 

education's over-capitulation to technocratic, rational 
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forces which, especially through the device of the elective 

system, threatened the destruction of holistic man and 

woman. That is, he could condemn the form and substance of 

the psychology he was forced to teach, he could condemn the 

influence of positivist philosophy in deflecting Protestant 

colleges from their true purpose, and he could join with 

Samuel Canen in condemning the ethical relativism in large 

part spawned by the perversion of theoretical physics for a 

single reason: that each contributed to the destruction of 

the function of higher education and hence to the eventual 

destruction of men and women. 

Earl McGrath's great contribution to higher educa

tion is his persistent reminding that the path to self-

knowledge cannot be followed by using ever-more sophisticated 

techniques. Over the years, in a variety of forms and in 

hundreds of forums, he has enlarged upon Stanislav 

Andreski's idea that "Whatever happens in the instrumental 

exact sciences, we can be sure that in matters where intel

lectual and moral considerations mesh, the struggle between 

the forces of light and the forces of darkness will never 

end" (Andreski 1972, p. 237). McGrath (7 November, p. 25), 

through the use of a specific example, touched upon the 

issue of the connection between the exact sciences and the 

intellectual problem of "the struggle between the forces of 

light and the forces of darkness" in a discussion of the 
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need to organize curricula around contemporary social 

problems: 

This whole DNA thing, you know, ... I didn't 
realize until three or four weeks ago how 
terribly dangerous this is. I kept saying to 
myself I know a little about human genetics. Uell, 
what if they do change a genetic pattern and get 
rid of these morons and create smarter people! 
Even though theoretically I think it is unethical 
to do that, . . . the social results would be dis
astrous .... about a month ago I talked with a 
famous biologist [who said] that if you alter the 
micro-organisms that carry diseases, you can create 
a bug that no medicine--that no chemical—no thing 
we know about will deal with. . . . you alter the 
structure of the animal so that it can carry tubercu
losis or create it. One bug could theoretically 
wipe out the whole business. 

Earl McGrath repeats the urgent truth of Schumacher's 

(1977, p. 5) statement, 

The maps produced by modern materialistic Scientism 
leave all the questions that really matter un
answered; more than that, they deny the validity 
of the questions. The situation was desperate 
enough in my youth half a century ago; it is even 
worse now because the ever more rigorous applica
tion of the scientific methods to all subjects and 
disciplines has destroyed even the last remnants of 
ancient wisdom—at least in the Western world. 

Further, his pronouncements have more recently been echoed 

in Schumacher's (1977, p. 139) belief that 

1 . . it may conceivably be possible to live without 
churches; but it is not possible to live without 
religion; that is, without systematic work to keep 
in contact with, and develop toward, Higher Levels 
than those of "ordinary life" with all its pleasure 
or pain, sensation, gratification, refinement or 
crudity—whatever, it may be. The modern experiment 
to live without religion has failed, and once we 
have understood this, we know what our "post modern" 
tasks really are. 
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McGrath's (9 November, pp. 50-51) feeling about the limits 

of scientism and the need for broadly defined religion is 

clear in the following passage: 

.. here's where I am in religion and the 
mystery of life, if you will. When the new 
telescope penetrates the universe another 1,000 
light years and finds something we didn't know 
about before, then somebody says, "vlell . 
religion, thinking about the eternal condition 
of man, what's going to happen in the long run, 

. I don't want to bother with that business." 
I think that's all right to take that position 
practically, but the mystery to me about life is 
this. 

You know, I've been through positivism, and as 
far as it goes it's not too bad. It's a terribly 
simple philosophy of life and the imaginative 
person could not be satisfied with positivism . 

. when they tell me that this universe, so 
far as they know now, is four billion years old, 
and they keep extending it, then I want to ask the 
question where did it come from in the beginning . 

. If you're a reasonable person you have to 
ask that question. I'm not saying you have to 
then design a God that reaches in every day and 
lays your life out for you or interferes with it 
or whatever. [But], you have to ask that question. 

About the history of civilization Needleman (1976, 

p. 170) has made this timely observation: 

Throughout the history of civilization the great 
traditions have offered human beings a door on the 
other side of which there stretches the long and 
difficult path to self-knowledge. But it is said 
of the guards who stand behind that door that their 
sole task is to conduct men forward; no promise is 
given that those who are distracted will ever find 
their way back again. Legend also has it that what 
is nectar on the far side is poison on this side. 
Therefore, in the past the door has been well 
guarded by the institutions and forms of Tradition. 

Hhat does it mean, then, that these guardians 
seem to have vanished in the present age? 
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In responding to the question "Did life just get so 

big and so complex that wise men couldn't handle it any

more?" McGrath (28 April, p. 14) speaks to one of the 

important points raised by Needleman: 

I'm not sure wise men couldn't handle it any
more, but, of course, there are a very few wise 
men. I think that the trend ... in the last 
fifty years in philosophy and social sciences, and 
even in the humanities . . . has been away from 
integrated thinking .... The sheer abundance 
of information and the growing complexity of the 
world had a lot of people very much disturbed, 
spiritually if you will. What was a very simple 
cosmos, what was a very simple ontology . . . 
became very complicated, and this poses a real 
problem today. You almost can go back to the 
Garden of Eden and the eating of the fruit of the 
tree of knowledge. One could make a case like 
this: it may be that the human enterprise has 
reached a stage in which it is no longer possible 
within the limits of the human mind to comprehend 
what it is about. 

For too long, Earl McGrath would say, our civiliza

tion has been distracted by the false promises of ration

ality and the excesses of Scientism. Unlike the masses who 

have forsaken Tradition, he has become one of the most 

ardent and outspoken champions of the education necessary 

for the preservation of holistic people, an education that 

can secure the future not only of Tradition, but of the 

civilization itself. To this end he offers what, in his 

own words, is "my credo": 

I believe that what someone has called "the 
knowledge industry" will skirt its main efforts 
from a producer of intellectual goods to an agency 
serving the enduring needs of a humane culture. 
I do not believe that research and technology and 
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the dissemination of specialized knowledge will, 
should, or could be halted. I do believe that a 
larger portion of our money, personnel, time, and 
efforts in the academic enterprise will be devoted 
to the improvement of the quality of life through 
a better understanding and fuller satisfaction of 
the individual's and society's needs. I believe 
that the enterprise of education will, therefore, 
be more concerned as Plato was with the ultimate 
character of the good and the just life in the 
good and the just society. I believe with Rene 
Dubos that the good life will not be found in more 
creature comforts and further technological con
veniences, but rather in the reestablishment of a 
humane community in which human dignity, respect 
for our fellow men, and compassionate concern for 
the welfare of all will prevail. I believe with 
Toynbee and Mumford that the destiny of humanity 
is in the balance, as I believe with Walter Lippmann 
that only the centers of higher learning can tip the 
scales in favor of survival under conditions which 
made survival worthwhile. This is the momentous 
task before us. It is an arresting responsibility. 
Micawber-like optimism or Cassandra-like pessimism 
will get us nowhere. Realistic optimism and 
dedication to a hard job may win the day for our 
culture, for us in education and gain the plaudits 
for a grateful people (McGrath 1975a, p. 4). 

Perhaps the major reason for Earl McGrath's success 

over time has been his ability to keep growing intellec

tually. Despite his important but youthful flirtation with 

positivism, an approach to life he now detests, Dr. McGrath 

was able to develop a clear concept of holistic man and to 

nurture a respect for the fundamental mystery of the 

universe. The process, though evolutionary and with side 

trips into the world of dichotomous power politics, is 

exemplified by his troublesome acceptance and use of cold 

war ideological rhetoric. Only in the last ten or fifteen 

years has this nationalistic emphasis been displaced by the 
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concerns of a true world citizen whose words of warning 

increasingly sound like the recent universal rhetoric of 

men like Robert Heilbroner and Arnold Toynbee. 

As he grew intellectually, clearly Earl McGrath was 

very much aware of the implications of the revolutions in 

physics, philosophy, and psychology. He recently said of 

Samuel Capen: "Dr. Capen had little sympathy for the 

ethical relativism which characterizes contemporary conduct 

. . ." (McGrath 1977, p. 1). Dr. McGrath shares with his 

former mentor this feeling about one aspect of the perver

sion of the revolution in physics which encouraged people to 

believe the theory of relativity or the "uncertainty prin

ciple" referred even to man's and woman's moral life. 

In the 1961 article "The Future of the Protestant 

College," he touched on a single result of the•revolution in 

philosophy which had seen the concerns of classical philos

ophy dashed by waves of enthusiasm for positivism and its 

stepchild linguistic analysis: "Some [Protestant colleges], 

under the influence of a positivistic philosophy and the 

application of scientific method to the whole range of human 

experience, permitted relativism and an easy adaptability to 

events to determine institutional objectives, faculty quali

fications and student behavior" (McGrath 1961b, p. 47). 

Earlier, in 1959, he had noted the lifelessness which 

stemmed from "the indiscriminate application ... of 

scientific methods of scholarship in the fields of 
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language, literature, philosophy, and history" (McGrath 

1959d, p. 166) . 

The best example of Dr. McGrath's condemnation of 

the revolution in psychology is found in an anecdote related 

by Edwin Kiester. The anecdote not only condemns the 

rational, analytic approach to psychology, but also shows 

Dr. McGrath"s intense concern about disembodied knowledge: 

"I am ashamed of what I taught when I was a 
psychology instructor," he remarked. . . . 
"Ninety-five percent of them v/ere never going to 
do.any more in psychology. Yet we examined the 
central nervous system from Labor Day to Thanks
giving. The rods and cones of the retina. The 
bones in the middle ear. Hot and cold spots in the 
fingers. All this trash that I had to take because 
I was taking a master's in psychology I embodied in 
a one-year course, and those poor suckers had to 
learn it and give it back to me. And here we had 
the psychology of propaganda, Hitler running all 
over Europe, the psychology of advertising, neuroses 
everywhere, to say nothing of crowd psychology, 
which they wouldn't even hear about unless they 
took two or three more courses. All of that could 
have been bundled into a one-year course which 
would have been a value to all of them (Kiester 
1977, pp. 23-24). 

There is no doubt that during the 19 30's Earl 

McGrath's career reflected the dominant social and intel

lectual climate of the time. At Buffalo and in Washington 

he performed particular bureaucratic functions, and more 

important, he was at least in part sympathetic to the 

rational mentality exemplified by mechanism. However, from 

the early 1940's until the present, Dr. McGrath has, as I 

have stated, been somewhat out of tune with the times. By 

this I mean that while the vast majority of men and women 
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have been content to advance themselves materially in a 

variety of bureaucratic structures through the ever-more-

skillful use of rational and apparently logical techniques, 

Earl McGrath has kept a vital part of himself apart. At 

the same time he headed an enormous bureaucratic unit in 

Washington, he continued to believe that there were serious 

flaws in the system and that it would be practically, as 

well as morally, indefensible to simply go along with things 

as they were. For example, he knew that to fulfill the 

democratic promise of a good education for all citizens who 

wanted it, large sums of federal money would have to be in

jected into the system, and he knew that higher education 

would have to offer broader based curricula if it was to 

prepare people ready to accept the burdens of citizenship in 

an increasingly complex society. 

This is not to say, however, that in the last twenty 

or thirty years Earl McGrath's career has been utterly at 

odds with the dominant culture. As I have said, he is a 

pragmatic-idealist who retains a sophisticated understanding 

of what is necessary to get things done in the real world. 

While he is no mere servant of power, he appreciates the 

demands and restraints of power. Unlike those who in the 

name of idealism insist on a dichotomous choice between 

being a servant of power or a servant of truth, Earl McGrath 

rejects such a one-dimensional approach to life. In exem

plifying the holistic man, he is different from both the 
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majority, whose lives are largely determined by blind 

obedience to pragmatic rationality, and from the minority, 

whose lives are largely determined by blind, or on occasion, 

naive obedience to uncontrolled idealism. 

Earlier I have stated that it is impossible to 

empirically demonstrate that Earl McGrath influenced the 

social and intellectual climate of the last half-century. 

Nevertheless, with considerable confidence, one can say that 

he has in fact influenced the culture through his numerous 

speeches, consultant services, publications, and other 

specific acts, especially as United States Commissioner. 

The recent interest in curriculum innovation along the 

lines of liberal or general education in many institutions 

of higher education offer one kind of evidence of the 

McGrath influence. Also, the effects of the Truman Com

mission Report continue to ripple through the enterprise. 

Perhaps it is most difficult to state the extent to 

which Earl McGrath's career is significant in terms of the 

external cultural context. I would agree with the cultural 

anthropologists Kaplan and Manners that personality becomes 

less potent as a factor of change as the culture becomes 

more complex and is increasingly dominated by the techno-

economic aspects of advanced industrialism. However, even 

in a civilization whose course appears determined by 

technoeconomic considerations, certain individuals stand out 

from the mass as examples of different possibilities. 
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Earl McGrath's career demonstrates that in a world im

poverished by the reductionism born of analytic technique, 

it is possible to remain holistic and to stress the sig

nificance of holistic men and women in society. 
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