


praise for the HISTORIC UNFULLFILLED PROMISE

Starred review, Publisher’s Weekly:

This posthumous collection of Zinn’s passionate, icono-
clastic, and wryly humorous articles from the Progressive 
spans 30 years—from 1980 to 2010—though most are of 
21st-century vintage. Zinn argues repeatedly for an al-
ternative to war, totalitarianism, and redistribution of re-
sources and energy away from the military and “toward 
ideals of egalitarianism, community, and self-determina-
tion...which have been the historic, unfulfilled promise 
of the word democracy.” Zinn (A People’s History of the 
United States) persists with his optimism and sometimes 
proves astounding in his almost clairvoyant analysis, as 
the essays progress from Boston University student and 
faculty protests against the Vietnam War and the aca-
demic “Establishment” through the two Iraq wars, to 
Obama’s expansion of the war in Afghanistan. In addi-
tion, Zinn writes of his own youth and radicalization, and 
his admiration for artists who “wage the battle of justice 
in a sphere which is unreachable by the dullness of ordi-
nary political discourse,” including a warm and percep-
tive memorial to Kurt Vonnegut, with whom he became 
friends late in life, and with whom he shared a conversion 
to pacifism after serving in WWII. His call to action will 
strike a chord with a younger generation of occupiers.
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INTRODUCTION 
By Matthew Rothschild

You’re in for a real treat. 
This collection of Howard Zinn’s work for The 

Progressive contains more wisdom and insight and vision 
and hope than you’d be able to find almost anywhere else 
in a book this size. 

As you’ll see, there is nothing intimidating about his 
writing. He didn’t gussy it up with $100 words or incom-
prehensible constructions. He wrote not to show off but 
to communicate to as many people as possible. 

The words are not challenging, but the concepts are, 
in the best sense, because he challenged us to examine the 
precooked meals we’re fed every day as Americans about 
our identity as a nation, about the necessity of war, about 
the desirability of capitalism. And he challenged us not 
only to imagine a more humane, peaceful, democratic, 
and just society, but also to work toward that goal with 
persistence and joy.

Some advice at the outset: Get out your yellow high-
lighter or your red pen because you’ll feel the irresistible 
urge to mark line after line, paragraph after paragraph.

itself the most extreme form of terrorism,” and “In be-
tween war and passivity, there are a thousand possibilities.”
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And he had a sly sense of humor, which would also 
come out in his talks and in his personal interactions. 
You can detect his characteristic wit in his first essay 
here, where he ridiculed Boston University for kicking 
Students for a Democratic Society off campus for being 
violent while allowing the Marines to continue to recruit 
there since, as Zinn wrote, “the Marine Corps had a well-
known record for pacifism.”

Or take this opening from “Artists of Resistance”: 
“Whenever I become discouraged (which is on alternate 
Tuesdays, between three and four).”

He could be very self-effacing. When he’d e-mail 
these columns in, he’d often write something like, “You 
don’t need to publish it if you don’t think it’s any good.” 
And when we did the most minor editing (he didn’t need 
much), he would thank us for doing more than we did.

Which reminds me of the time I was interviewing 
him on Progressive Radio about his memoir You Can’t Be 
Neutral on a Moving Train. As I recall, I said, “I’m sur-
prised you’re so humble, or at least you fake it real well,” 
and he laughed, and said, “Is that a compliment?”

He was a lovable leftist. He took the extra time, even in 
e-mails, to try to say something considerate. And he liked 
simple pleasures. After he spoke to a huge crowd in Madi-
son one time, it was getting late, so I asked him if he wanted 
to go get a drink. “No, but what I’d really like is a milk-
shake,” he said. So we went down the block and had one (I 
think he ordered a malt), and while we were there he gladly 
gave a few autographs to people who came up to him. 

His wit and graciousness went hand in hand with a 
profundity that speaks to us today, loudly and clearly, and 
will serve as a clarion call for generations going forward.
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He taught his students at Boston University and his 
readers all over the world how to study history, how to ex-
amine power, how to think radically—and how to resist.

In the very first essay in this collection, he wrote 
about the need to “move toward the ideals of egalitarian-
ism, community, and self-determination,” which he called 
“the historic, unfulfilled promise of the word democracy.”

His commitment to egalitarianism comes through in 
the great interview he did with David Barsamian: “If I had 
to say what is at the center of left values,” Zinn explained, 
“it’s the idea that everyone has a fundamental right to the 
good things in life, to the necessary things of life, that 
there should be no disproportions in the world.” And 
then he made it real by adding: “It doesn’t mean perfect 
equality; we can’t possibly achieve that. I notice that your 
sweater is better than mine. But we both have a sweater, 
which is something.”

This egalitarianism underlies his international-
ism. He insisted, as he told Barsamian, that “the lives of 
children in other countries are equivalent to the lives of 
children in our country.” And note the next sentence: 
“Then war is impossible.” Because of his experience as 
a bombardier in World War II, he knew to the depths 
of his soul that war murders innocent people, including 
children, and that the only way people tolerate war is by 
dehumanizing the victims.

Zinn refused to dehumanize any and all of war’s vic-
tims. In “Our Job Is a Simple One: Stop Them,” he did not 
exempt even enemy soldiers. “I don’t want to insist on the 
distinction—and this is something to think about—be-
tween innocent civilians and soldiers who are innocent.” 
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He invoked as evidence the notorious Turkey Shoot in 
the first Gulf War when the U.S. military mowed down 
Saddam Hussein’s conscripts, who were in full retreat.

Zinn understood that soldiers give their lives not for 
some noble purpose but because of the actions of power-
crazed leaders. U.S. soldiers who died in the Iraq War 
“did not die for their country,” he wrote. “They died for 
their government. They died for Bush and Cheney and 
Rumsfeld. And yes, they died for the greed of the oil car-
tels, for the expansion of the American empire, for the 
political ambitions of the president. They died to cover 
up the theft of the nation’s wealth to pay for the machines 
of death.”

So he asked, in “After the War”: “Should we begin to 
think, even before this shameful war is over, about ending 
our addiction to massive violence and instead using the 
enormous wealth of our country for human needs? That 
is, should we begin to speak about ending war—not just 
this war or that war, but war itself?” He grasped that this 
is a matter of global survival: “The abolition of war has 
become not only desirable but absolutely necessary if the 
planet is to be saved.”

Trained as a historian, Zinn had a unique ability to 
take the long view on social change. He would notice 
the fragility of governments and the possibility of break-
throughs when most of the rest of us would come down 
with a bad case of pessimism, or even resignation. That’s 
one of the things that makes him so inspiring. 

As he wrote in “A Chorus Against War”: “There is 
a basic weakness in governments—however massive their 
armies, however wealthy their treasuries, however they 
control the information given to the public—because their 
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power depends on the obedience of citizens, of soldiers, 
of civil servants, of journalists and writers and teachers 
and artists. When these people begin to suspect they have 
been deceived, and when they withdraw their support, the 
government loses its legitimacy, and its power.”

Oh, how I wish Howard Zinn had been alive in the 
year 2011 to see this prophecy come true in the Arab 
Spring. And oh, how I wish he could have seen the work-
er uprising in Wisconsin and then the Occupy movement 
take hold in the United States—and around the world. 
As he told Barsamian, “You never know what spark is go-
ing to really result in a conflagration. . . . You have to do 
things, do things, do things; you have to light that match, 
light that match, light that match, not knowing how often 
it’s going to sputter and go out and at what point it’s go-
ing to take hold. That’s what happened in the civil-rights 
movement, and that’s what happens in other movements. 
Things take a long time. It requires patience, but not a 
passive patience—the patience of activism.”

He would not have been surprised at all by the 
Occupy movement because he pinpointed, in “Operation 
Enduring War,” what he called “the core problem: that 
there is immense wealth available, enough to care for the 
urgent needs of everyone on Earth, and that this wealth 
is being monopolized by a small number of individuals, 
who squander it on luxuries and war while millions die 
and more millions live in misery. This is a problem un-
derstood by people everywhere.” They understand with 
“supreme clarity,” he added, that “the world is run by 
the rich.”

Zinn retained hope for a better system, and he wasn’t 
afraid to call it socialism. “I want socialism to have a good 
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name,” he wrote in “A Murderous World.” No defender 
of the Soviet Union, he upheld the vision of “Karl Marx, 
Eugene Debs, Emma Goldman, Helen Keller.”

And like John Lennon, Howard Zinn wasn’t afraid to 
call himself a dreamer. In “Changing Obama’s Mindset,” 
he wrote: “Yes, we’re dreamers. We want it all. We want 
a peaceful world. We want an egalitarian world. We don’t 
want war. We don’t want capitalism. We want a decent 
society.”

He had a soft spot for artists, actors, singers, film-
makers, and writers. “They wage the battle for justice in 
a sphere which is unreachable by the dullness of ordinary 
discourse,” he wrote in “Artists of Resistance.”

When Kurt Vonnegut died, I made the obvious call 
and urged Howard to write an appreciation. He deliv-
ered a lovely little eulogy. He wrote: “Kurt Vonnegut was 
often asked why he bothered writing. He answered this 
way: ‘Many people need desperately to receive this mes-
sage: I feel and think much as you do, care about many of 
the things you care about. . . . You are not alone.’ Millions 
and millions of people, all over the world, reading him, 
do not feel alone. What could be a more important 
achievement?”

I feel less alone having known Howard Zinn through 
our editor-writer relationship. And I feel less alone hav-
ing known Howard Zinn simply as a reader of his words.

You’ll feel less alone too.

been like spending another couple of evenings together 
with Howard. (I just wish I could go buy him another 
malt.)

Now it’s your turn to enjoy his company.
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1.
TO DISAGREE IS TO BE PUT ON THE 

ENEMIES LIST
June 1980

Think a bit about the history of these past twenty-five years 
in the United States—the years of the black revolt and 
the movements of women, prisoners, native Americans; 
the years of the great campaign against the Indochina war 
and the illumination of Watergate. It was in these twenty-
five years that the Establishment began to lose control of 
the minds and the loyalties of the American people. And 
since about 1975, the Establishment has been working 
steadily, with some desperation, to reassert that control.

In those years of the movements, great numbers of 
Americans began to take democracy seriously—to think 
for themselves, to doubt the experts, to distrust the po-
litical leaders, and to lose faith in the military, the cor-

In mid-1975, the Harris poll, looking at the years since 
1966, reported that public confidence in the military 
had dropped from 62 percent to 29 percent, in busi-
ness from 55 percent to 18 percent, in the president 
and Congress from 42 percent to 13 percent. When the 
Survey Research Center of the University of Michigan  
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posed the question, “Is the Government run by a few big 
interests looking out for themselves?” the answer in 1964 
was “yes” from 53 percent of those polled.

Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington 
reported to the Trilateral Commission—a group of 
Establishment intellectuals and political leaders from the 
United States, Europe, and Japan, assembled by David 
Rockefeller and Zbigniew Brezinski in the early 1970s—
on what he called “The Democratic Distemper.” “The 
1960s witnessed a dramatic upsurge of democratic fer-
vor in America,” Huntington observed, and that troubled 
him. He noted that in 1960 only 18 percent of the public 
believed the government was spending too much on de-
fense, but by 1969 this figure had jumped to 52 percent. 
He wrote: “The essence of the democratic surge of the 
1960s was a general challenge to existing systems of au-
thority, public and private. In one form or another, this 
challenge manifested itself in the family, the university, 
business, public and private associations, politics, the gov-
ernmental bureaucracy, and the military services. People 
no longer felt the same obligation to obey those whom 
they had previously considered superior to themselves in 
age, rank, status, expertise, character, or talents.”

Huntington was worried: “The question necessar-
ily arises, however, whether if a new threat to security 
should materialize in the future (as it inevitably will at 
some point), the Government will possess the authority 
to command the resources, as well as the sacrifices, which 
are necessary to meet that threat.” We were beset, he 
wrote, by “an excess of democracy.” He suggested “desir-
able limits to the extension of political democracy.”

Let us imagine the nation’s elite addressing itself to 
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the problem posed by Huntington. If the proper respect 
for authority is to be regained, then surely the universities 
must do their job. It has usually been possible to count 
on them to fill the lower ranks of the Establishment with 
technical and professional people who, fairly well paid 
and engrossed in their own advancement, would serve as 
loyal guards for the system. But in the early 1960s, young 
black rebels came off the college campuses and formed 
the militant cutting edge of the black movement, and 
then the universities became the focal points of teach-ins 
and demonstrations against the war. 

True, the loss of allegiance extended far beyond 
the campus, into the workplaces and homes of ordinary 
Americans, into the army ranks where working-class GIs 
turned against the war. Still, with twelve million young 
people in college, the fear of a working-class–profession-
al-class coalition for social change makes it especially im-
portant to educate for obedience. And the intensifying 
economic pressures of unemployment and inflation may 
suggest to the national elite that it is now easier, and also 
more necessary, to teach the teachers as well as the stu-
dents the advisability of submitting to higher authority.

Thus, it may be part of some larger reordering of the 
nation’s mind when the president of Boston University 
(BU), John Silber, says on national television (CBS’s 60 
Minutes, viewed by thirty million), “A university should 
not be a democracy. . . . The more democratic a university 
is, the lousier it is.”

As soon as Silber became BU’s president in 1971, he 
began to act out his philosophy by destroying what is at 
the heart of humanistic education—the idea that students 
and faculty should have a decisive voice about the way 
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education takes place. And he had an additional target—
the idea that workers at the university should have some 
right to decide the conditions of their work.

Those of us who are involved in the intense, some-
times bizarre battles at Boston University have not had 
much time to step back and look for some grand national 

immodest; we have not yet become accustomed to the 
fact that our campus, with its nondescript assortment of 
buildings straddling Commonwealth Avenue in the heart 
of the city, with its heterogeneous enrollment of 20,000 
students, has begun to attract the attention of the coun-
try. It is as if a rare disease had broken out somewhere, 
and was being observed by everyone with much curiosity 
and a bit of apprehension.

John Silber, formerly a professor of philosophy at the 
University of Texas, had hardly settled into the presiden-
tial mansion—a twenty-room house, rent-free, only one 
of the many fringe benefits adding up to perhaps $100,000 
a year which augment his $100,000 salary—when he em-
barked on the process the Germans call Gleichschaltung—
“straightening things out.” He quickly made it clear that 
he would not tolerate student interference with military 
recruiting at BU for the war in Vietnam. Early in 1972, 
his administration invited Marine Corps recruiters to a 
campus building. When students sat down on the steps 
of that building, remaining there firmly but peaceably, 
he called the police. Arrests and beatings followed, and 
Silber said he was maintaining “an open university.”

The university that was “open” to the Marine Corps 
turned out to be closed to the campus chapter of Students 
for a Democratic Society (SDS), which lost its charter and 
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its right to meet on campus because a scuffle had taken 
place during an SDS demonstration. The logic was estab-
lished: SDS was a violent organization, while the Marine 
Corps had a well-known record for pacifism.

A series of demonstrations followed, to which police 
were called again and again, and which they broke up 
with arrests and brutal beatings. The turmoil led to a 

-
whelmingly that Marine Corps recruiting should be halt-
ed until faculty and students could discuss and vote on 
whether it should be resumed. Silber simply ignored the 
resolution. That summer, without the called-for campus 
discussion, he polled the faculty through the mail, not 
specifically asking about Marine Corps recruiting, but 
rather about whether the faculty wanted an “open uni-
versity.” The answer, of course, was yes, and the recruit-
ers were on campus to stay.

That fall, the students did vote, in an unprecedented 
turnout. A large majority rejected the policy of military 
recruiting on campus. Silber ignored them too. Picketing 
students, he said, were “primates,” and votes did not 
matter. “I would be much more impressed,” he told the 
student newspaper, the Daily Free Press, “by a thoughtful 
document that was brought in by one single student than 
I would by a mindless referendum of 16,000.” He would 
decide who was “thoughtful” and who was “mindless.”

The centralization of power in Silber’s hands, his 
contempt for faculty as well as students, his attempts to 
push tenured professors at the School of Theology into 
resigning, his repeated attacks on the tenure system—all 
this led to a burst of faculty unionization under the auspic-
es of the American Association of University Professors 
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(AAUP). Silber, confident of his oratorical powers, went 
to faculty meetings at the various colleges, arguing that 
a vote for unionization would mean the end of the “col-
legial” model and the introduction of the “industrial” 
model at Boston University. Nonetheless, the faculty vot-
ed by a clear majority for a union. In the next four years, 
the Silber administration spent huge sums of money be-
fore the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) and in 
the courts, trying unsuccessfully to overturn that vote.

Silber’s argument against the AAUP was that well-
paid and articulate college professors don’t need a union. 
But when other employes tried to act in concert to im-
prove their situation, his administration did its best to 
beat them down. Workers at the Student Health Clinic 
were fired when they met to voice grievances. The NLRB, 
after lengthy hearings, ruled that the BU administration 
was guilty of unfair labor practices in firing seven em-
ployes and intimidating the rest.

In the spring of 1976, departmental budget cuts led 
to anger on all sides.

Later, it was learned that while Silber was jacking 
up student tuition and telling the faculty there was no 
money for raises, he was putting several million dollars 
a year into “reserves” and listing these set-aside funds as 
“expenses” so that the budget barely showed a surplus.

There were calls for Silber’s dismissal from ten of 
the fifteen deans, from faculties at various colleges in the 
university, from virtually every student organization, and 

trustees, making its five-year evaluation of Silber, voted 
7 to l that his contract should not be renewed. But he 
worked furiously at lining up trustee votes, found power-



19

ful allies on the board, and persuaded them to keep him 
in the presidency.

As part of the campaign for control, Silber began to 
put the screws to campus newspapers that criticized him. 
Advertising was withdrawn from the BU News (which 
had been a pioneering critic of the Vietnam War under 
the editorship of Ray Mungo), causing it to close. A new 
student publication called Exposure, pitilessly anti-Sil-
ber (one of its headlines referred to him as: “Mediocre 
Philosopher, Expert Chiseler”), had its funds—allocated 
from student activities fees—cut off. A new policy was 
adopted: Campus newspapers that wanted funding from 
student activities fees must submit to prior review of their 
copy by faculty advisers. Programs at the campus radio 
station, WBUR, came under scrutiny of Silber’s adminis-
trators, and one news director was fired when he refused 
to censor the tape of a speech by William Kunstler which 
contained a joke about John Silber.

It also became more and more clear that any faculty 
member who spoke out against Silber was in danger of 
being denied tenure or, if tenured, of being denied a pay 
raise. Again and again, departmental recommendations 
of raises for certain faculty who were outspoken crit-
ics of the Silber administration were overruled. Early in 
Silber’s administration, Professor Richard Newman, who 
had taught in the social sciences for nine years, resigned 
from the University, and told the BU News that budget 
cuts had eliminated almost half the faculty of his depart-
ment, including “three or four of the best young teacher-
scholars in the country.” Newman said, “To disagree with 
the President is to be put on the Enemies List.”

Students, faculty, and staff fought back. The BU 
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Exposure raised outside money to keep publishing its sto-
ries of administration shenanigans. There was evidence 
that Silber was pushing law school applicants to the top of 
the list when financial contributions from their families 
were sought. “I am not ashamed to sell these indulgenc-
es,” he told a meeting of the trustees, and somehow the 
Exposure got hold of the transcript. It was a joke, Silber 
explained. And later, when the Exposure reprinted an ad-
ministration memorandum in which a wealthy trustee was 
described as having sought and received “pre-admission” 
to the law school for his two small grandchildren “for the 
twenty-first century,” Silber said that was a joke too—lots 
of jokes from an administration known for its utter lack 
of humor.

Clerical workers on campus, underpaid and harassed, 
began organizing a union and won an NLRB election. 
Librarians formed a union and won their election. The 
Silber administration refused to negotiate with them, as 
it had with the faculty union. When the buildings-and-
grounds workers, long unionized, went on strike for a 
week in the fall of 1978, members of the other unions, 
along with students, formed large picket lines and held 
support rallies. They were getting ready for a big labor 
upsurge the following spring.

In April 1979, Boston University, whose employes 
were now probably the most organized of any private 
university in the country, became the most strike-ridden 
in the country. The administration, having exhausted its 
court appeals, had to enter into negotiations with the fac-
ulty union. It came to an agreement, under the faculty 
threat of an April strike deadline, then reneged on the 
agreement at the last moment.
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The faculty called a strike that same evening. The 
next morning, the lines were up at twenty-one buildings. 
By noon, hundreds of picketing faculty were joined by 
clerical workers and librarians insisting that the adminis-
tration negotiate with them on their own demands.

The Silber administration had not expected such a 
reaction. The strike quickly crippled the operations of 
the university. Of 800 faculty in the bargaining unit, at 
least 700 were observing the picket lines, and of these 
about 350 were picketing. It was a rare, perhaps unique 
event in the history of American higher education—pro-
fessors and secretaries walking the picket lines together in 
a common strike.

After nine days, the administration and faculty agreed 
on a contract providing substantial wage increases and a 
grievance procedure, but leaving most decisions on ten-
ure and other matters still in the hands of the president 
and trustees. The clerical workers and librarians were still 
on the picket lines.

With varying degrees of anguish, most of the fac-
ulty, feeling bound by a no-sympathy-strike clause in the 
contract, went back to work, but about seventy refused to 
cross the picket lines and held their classes out of doors or 
off campus. In nine more days, with the clerical workers 
and librarians holding firm, the administration agreed to 
negotiate, and everyone went back to work.

However, by late summer, the bargaining between 
the clerical workers and the administration broke down. 

picket lines in place. It took a week for the strike to be 
settled by a contract agreement.

A small number of faculty had refused to cross the 
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clerical workers’ picket lines and either held their classes 

political scientist Murray Levin, journalist Caryl Rivers, 
-

ing the spring strike), psychologist Andrew Dibner, and I— 
were warned that we had violated the no-sympathy-strike 
provision. We replied that we had acted as individuals, ac-
cording to our consciences, in expressing our support for 
the clerical workers. The Silber administration announced 
it was proceeding against us under the contract—we were 
all tenured professors—utilizing a provision for the sus-
pension or dismissal of tenured professors on grounds of 
“gross neglect of duty or other just cause.”

known, lent new urgency to the work of the Committee 
to Save BU, formed by faculty and students to rid the 
campus of the Silber machine.

Last December 18, a record number of faculty 
crowded into the largest auditorium on campus and lis-
tened to colleagues detail the charges against the Silber 
administration—mismanagement, centralization of deci-
sion-making, discrimination against women, violations 
of civil liberties and abusive and insulting behavior to-
ward faculty.

Managers, whether of a government or of an insti-
tution, must learn how to gauge the capacity for rebel-
lion so that they can head it off with the proper mix of 
repression and concession. The Silber administration 
had misjudged, when it reneged on the union contract in 
the spring of 1979, the faculty’s willingness and readiness 
to strike. It misjudged again when it went after the BU 
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convictions—Silber was quoted in the press as saying that 
faculty who signed union contracts had surrendered their 
right of conscience—aroused immediate protest.

Salvador Luria, Nobel laureate in biology at MIT 
and a veteran of the anti-war movement, began circulat-
ing a petition among faculty at MIT, Harvard, and other 
colleges and universities in the Boston area, calling for 

the petition within two weeks. Another petition, signed 
by Luria, Noam Chomsky, historian John Womack of 
Harvard and historian of science Everett Mendelsohn of 
Harvard, began circulating nationwide. The signatures 
came pouring in.

Alumni wrote letters to the BU trustees and the 
Boston newspapers. On campus, student groups called 
for the charges to be dropped and for Silber’s removal.

The Massachusetts Community College Council, 
representing faculty at fifteen colleges, protested. A soci-
ologist withdrew his request to be a visiting professor at 
BU, citing the administration’s action. The Massachusetts 
Sociological Association passed a resolution expressing its 
concern for “freedom of conscience.” A visiting linguis-

and a telegram came shortly after, signed by fifteen dis-

But the slick pro-Silber profile on 60 Minutes drew 
letters of support from viewers around the country who 
saw Silber as the man who would make the dirty college 
kids clean up their rooms and whip the radical faculty 
into line.
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This spring, Silber still seems to have a firm grasp on 
his Commonwealth Avenue fiefdom. The trustees have 
given no overt signs of disaffection. The faculty union is 
entangled in a hundred grievances in the slow machinery 
of the contract. BU students, just handed an outrageous 
16 percent tuition increase, are only beginning to orga-
nize. The threat of punishment still keeps many faculty 
in line. Indeed, the dean of the College of Liberal Arts 
has announced he is adding a new factor in determining 
merit raises: A faculty member’s teaching performance 
and publications, however stellar, may be offset, he says, 
by “negative merit”—actions designed to “harm the 
University.”

There are some signs, however, that the protests 
from all over the academic world are having an effect. In 

negotiate or arbitrate the question of punishment for fac-
ulty refusal to cross picket lines.

After six members of the Committee to Save BU 
appeared before the trustees—in an unprecedented con-
tact with a board always remote from the faculty—it was 
learned that there were expressions of disaffection among 
the trustees, who have been Silber’s last stronghold.

The board has welcomed Silber’s enthusiasm for 
the banking and utilities interests they represent, as well 
as his friendliness toward the military. Silber has been 
a spokesman for nuclear power and against the evening 
out of utility rates to favor the small consumer. Boston 
University has an overseas program in which it servic-
es the American military with courses and degrees, and 
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Silber has shown obvious deference to the government’s 
military needs in ROTC and recruiting.

Nevertheless, as faculty, secretaries, librarians and 
buildings-and-grounds workers remain organized and 
determined to fight back, as students become increas-
ingly resentful at being treated like peons in a banana 
republic, as protests from alumni and from the national 
academic community intensify, the trustees may have to 
reconsider. When risks become too great, the clubs of the 
Establishment sometimes decide to change to a form of 
control less crass and more conciliatory. To prevent more 
drastic upheaval, the board may replace Silber with its 

Back in 1976, John Silber wrote on the op-ed page 
of the New York Times: “As Jefferson recognized, there is 
a natural aristocracy among men. The grounds of this are 
virtue and talent. . . . Democracy freed from a counterfeit 
and ultimately destructive egalitarianism provides a soci-
ety in which the wisest, the best, and the most dedicated 
assume positions of leadership. . . . As long as intelligence 
is better than stupidity, knowledge than ignorance, and 
virtue than vice, no university can be run except on an 
elitist basis.”

That makes for a neat fit with the philosophy of 
Samuel Huntington and the Trilateral Commission as 
they react to the “excess of democracy” that sprang from 
the movements of the 1960s. The Establishment’s need 
to reassert control over the universities expresses itself 
most blatantly in the authoritarianism of John Silber at 
Boston University, but there is some evidence of a na-
tional trend in higher education toward the punishment 
of dissent and toward more direct intervention by big 
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business in the workings of the universities. Earlier this 
year, the New York Times reported that schools of business 
around the country—at Dartmouth, Duke, and Cornell, 
among others—now have “executives-in-residence” to 
match the more customary university practice of main-
taining “artists-in-residence” and “writers-in-residence.” 
And the American Council on Education has been urging 
colleges to recruit more aggressively and to increase their 
ties to business. Management and marketing consultants 
are now a common presence on campuses, as are union-
busting consultants and “security” advisers.

As the economic situation of the universities becomes 
more precarious and faculties shrink, it becomes easier 
to get rid of undesirables, whether political dissidents or 
just troublesome campus critics. If they are untenured, 
dismissal is a simple process. If they are tenured, some in-
genuity is required. The files of the American Association 
of University Professors show, according to one member 
of the AAUP’s committee on academic freedom, “a dis-
turbing number of mean little cases this year.” He said, 
“There seem to be many tenth-rate John Silbers around.”

The AAUP refers to an increasing number of “in-
decencies.” At Central Washington State University, a 
tenured professor of political science, Charles Stasny, was 
recently fired by the trustees for “insubordination” after 
he missed several classes because he attended a scholarly 
meeting in Israel. The administration had first approved 
his departure, then opposed it. At Nichols College, out-
side Worcester, Massachusetts, a non-tenured professor 
who questioned the leadership of the college president 
was summarily dismissed. At Philander Smith College in 
Little Rock, two tenured professors and one non-tenured 
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faculty member were fired last June and told to leave the 
campus the same day; they had complained to student 
newspapers and the trustees about the lack of academic 
freedom on campus.

Whether at universities or at other workplaces, 
whether in the United States or in other countries, we 
seem to face the same challenge: The corporations and 
the military, shaken and frightened by the rebellious 
movements of recent decades, are trying to reassert their 
undisputed power. We have a responsibility not only to 
resist, but to build on the heritage of those movements, 
and to move toward the ideals of egalitarianism, com-
munity, and self-determination—whether at work, in the 
family, or in the schools—which have been the historic, 
unfulfilled promise of the word democracy.




