Black Power at Columbia

Stephen Donadio

AT NooN on Tuesday, April 23, 1968,
a student rally was held at the sun-
dial on the Columbia University campus—both
the time and the place were traditional for such
activities—to protest the University administra-
tion’s disciplining of six radical student leaders,
five of them members of the steering committee
of the Columbia chapter of Students for a Demo-
cratic Society. According to the Columbia Daily
Spectator, about five hundred people turned out
at the sundial and “hundreds of bystanders waited
on Low Plaza for the featured event of the after-
noon—a march sponsored by Students for a Demo-
cratic Society into Low Library, the marble
bastion of the Columbia administration.”

While the bystanders waited, SDS leaders ad-
dressed the crowd. Nick Freudenberg, a sopho-
more, condemned Columbia’s involvement with
the Institute for Defense Analyses, an academ-
ically-afhliated independent research organization
which has engaged in weapons evaluation and
riot-control research for the Defense Depart-
ment.* (Other members of IDA include MIT,
Cal Tech, Stanford, Tulane, the University of
Michigan, the University of Chicago, Penn State,
Princeton, and the University of Illinois.) After
Freudenberg had finished, Cicero Wilson, the
undergraduate president of the Student’s Afro-
American Society, began to speak very force-
fully against the new gymnasium Columbia was
building in Morningside Park. “In a sense,” an
astute Spectator reporter pointed out, “Wilson’s
presence at the SDS rally was as significant as
his address. SDS had never been able to unite
with the black militant students, but the gym-
nasium issue provided a tenuous basis for alliance
between the two student groups.”t

Just how significant the gymnasium issue turned
out to be will be seen, but it is necessary first to
provide a little background information. In Aug-
ust 1961, Columbia had arranged to lease from
New York City 2.1 acres of public park land in
Morningside Park—the park that separates Morn-
ingside Heights from West Harlem—at a rental of
$3000 a year. On this site, it was agreed, the Uni-
versity was to construct a gymnasium to be shared
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by the community, but plans regarding the pre-
cise nature and design of this facility were ap-
parently not made public.

From relatively early on, the project had its op-
ponents—among the most vociferous was the then
Parks Commissioner Thomas P. F. Hoving, who
maintained that the arrangements made by Co-
lumbia were irregular—but their protests seem
largely to have been ignored. Detailed plans for
construction were drawn up, contracts were
signed, and despite the opposition things seemed
to be running smoothly. From all appearances the
West Harlem community was satisfied enough;
parents who knew about the gym looked forward
to a place where their children could go for recrea-
tion when they wanted to, and to a swimming
pool they could use on long hot summer days.

As time passed, however, black community
leaders and politicians from West Harlem began
to express their dissatisfaction with the proposed
gymnasium. They maintained that the commu-
nity had not been consulted when Columbia was
drawing up the plans, and that the community
had not been provided with adequate space in
what was supposed to be a shared facility. (Orig-
inally the plans called for the community to be
given access to 10 or 11 per cent of the gym; as a
result of continued protest this was later changed
to about 15 per cent) Moreover, the fact that
there were to be two separate entrances to the
gymnasium—one for Columbia and one for Har-
lem—became a touchy point, as did the revelation
that the hours during which the community
would be allowed to use its part of the facility
were to be determined by Columbia. Through-
out 1967, opposition to the gym as proposed grew
more vocal, more insistent, and more angry, al-
though it is probably true that many residents of

* The University's institutional involvement with IDA had
been the major cause of a previous demonstration on March
27, one of the consequences of which was the disciplining of
the six radical leaders, At that time, approximately one
hundred students, many of them SDS members, defied
President Grayson Kirk’s ban on indoor demonstrations and
marched into Low Library to protest Columbia’s affiliation
with IDA. The students, who roamed through the building
for almost an hour, were particularly vehement about the
fact that President Kirk, and William Burden, a member
of the Columbia Board of Trustees, both serve as members
of the Executive Committee of IDA—Burden as chairman.

+ It should be pointed out, however, that the membership
of the group which eventually came to be known as “The
Black Students of Hamilton Hall” is not identical with that
of the Students’ Afro-American Society.
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West Harlem—not all of them misinformed-—con-
tinued to feel that in the long run the new gym
would be a good thing for their children, and
saw no reason for the mounting fuss.
Nevertheless, the fuss continued to mount; and
for the most part, Columbia’s response to it was
to insist repeatedly upon the legality of what the
University was doing. (Ultimately, this was prob-
ably crucial: it may well account for the feeling
of the black students that the only way they
could combat an unresponsive but apparently le-
gally invulnerable administration was by resort-
ing to extreme—and illegal—methods.) Construc-
tion of the gym was started late in 1967. Bull-
dozers soon cleared the site and excavation was
begun. During the early months of 1968, several
demonstrations were held at the gym site, and
numerous persons from Columbia and from the
surrounding community were arrested on charges
ranging from criminal trespass to felonious as-
sault. In line with the reassertion of its legal
right to continue the building of the gym as
planned, the University administration seemed
determined to press criminal charges against the
demonstrators. Instead of discouraging further
opposition, however, this merely had the effect
of raising the ante, and by the third week in
April groups like Harlem CORE were threaten-
ing more militant action than any that had yet
been seen unless construction of the gymnasium
were suspended and the plans for it reconsidered.

AT THE same time, opposition to the
gymnasium project was growing
within the University community as well. Pro-
fessor George Collins of the School of Architec-

ture circulated a petition opposing construction

of a University gymnasium on public park land,
but those students and members of the faculty
who signed the petition did so with the sense that
it was no more than a gesture. There seemed to
be no way of stopping the University administra-
tion from doing what it had set out to do. Con-
sequently, in the days immediately preceding
April 23, an air of utter powerlessness combined
with uneasy expectation settled over the campus.
Black militants in Harlem had declared that they
were far from giving up, while members of the
Columbia administration, when they responded
at all, declared that the issue had been decided
long ago and that they had every intention of go-
ing ahead with the gym construction as planned.
Something had to give.

As it turned out, everything did. In the weeks
following, with Columbia in almost total chaos,
and demands being advanced by any and all par-
ties who felt themselves to be concerned directly
or indirectly with the policies of the University
in many different areas, it became virtually im-
possible to sort out the issues which had pre-
cipitated and were serving to sustain the crisis.
Both the local and the national press came to

place varying degrees of emphasis on the demand
for student power, on the students’ hatred of the
Vietnam war, their disgust at the “bankruptcy of
corporate liberalism,” etc. But it must be stressed
that from a strategic point of view the central
issue in the Columbia crisis was the issue of the
gymnasium, and the most significant role in the
crisis was played by the black students. For when
the black students—if only for one brief moment—
joined with the white radical SDS, they made
direct action inevitable and at the same time vir-
tually assured the success of the demonstration.

LET us examine this hypothesis first in relation
to the role played by the white students. Consider
the sequence of events. After the crowd at the
sundial had marched to Low Library (which had
been locked for the occasion) and there been
confronted first by some three or four hundred
counter-demonstrators, then by three campus se-
curity guards who prevented them from entering
the building, someone suggested that they march
to the gym. Approximately three hundred of the
demonstrators, led by a group of black students,
did so. According to the Spectator account, the
demonstrators reached the gym site at roughly
12:40 p.m. and proceeded to tear down about
forty feet of the chain-link fence surrounding the
construction area. The police came, there were
several skirmishes, and one student was arrested.

As he had attempted to do previously, Mark
Rudd, the newly elected chairman of Columbia
SDS, began to list what he conceived to be the
group’s available options at that time; but the
group was clearly out of his control. Rudd pro-
posed that a student strike be called for Thurs-
day, he was shouted down, and finally the demon-
strators marched back to the sundial, where they
regathered briefly. Once again Rudd attempted
to present the alternatives open to the demon-
strators, but, according to the Spectator, “mid-
way through the speech, someone standing be-
hind Rudd yelled, ‘To Hamilton’* and the group
suddenly began to move toward Hamilton Hall,
crowding into the lobby of the building, chanting
‘IDA Must Go.”

The crowd grew more and more dense and it
gradually became known that the demonstrators
intended to hold Acting Dean Henry S. Coleman
as a hostage until the student arrested at the gym
site was released. In the meantime, a steering
committee consisting of seven of the demonstra-
tors was established, and this group quickly pro-
ceeded to draw up the famous list of six demands:
1) that no disciplinary action be taken by the
University administration against the student
demonstrators; 2) that the ban on indoor demon-
strations be rescinded; 3) that all future decisions

* Hamilton Hall is the building in which many of the
classrcoms and faculty offices and all of the administrative
offices for Columbia College are located.



regarding discipline be made in open hearings
presided over by faculty and students; 4) that
all University ties with the Institute for Defense
Analyses be severed; 5) that construction of the
gymnasium in Morningside Park be terminated;
6) that criminal charges be dropped against all
those persons arrested during demonstrations at
the gym site. By early evening there seemed to
be little question that the students intended to
hold Dean Coleman and remain in the building
until these six demands were met.

It was at this point that two strategic moves
were made by the black students which trans-
formed the situation from an unpleasant but mi-
nor campus incident into the gravest crisis in the
University’s history.

During the night the demonstrators divided
into two groups: black and white. In the early
hours of Wednesday morning the blacks informed
the white students that they had decided to bar-
ricade Hamilton Hall. After careful deliberation,
they said, they had come to believe that this
would be the most effective way of continuing
the demonstration. The white students found
themselves divided on- this question. Many of
them felt that it was not advisable to employ a
tactic which would involve disruption of the Uni-
versity and as a consequence perhaps lead to a
head-on confrontation with the faculty and other
students. Such a tactic, they argued, would end
the possibility of “dialogue” among the various
groups within the University, would alienate po-
tentially valuable (and perhaps even necessary)
allies, and would therefore result in the creation
of a consensus hostile to the demonstrators. Dis-
cussion of this question continued, however; sev-
eral votes were taken. And in the end a substan-
tial number of the white students decided that
they were prepared to accept the idea of bar-
ricading Hamilton Hall.

But in the meantime the black students had
come to another crucial conclusion: they had de-
cided that the white students should get out of
Hamilton Hall. They wanted to hold the build-
ing by themselves, they said, in order to focus the
protest on what they considered to be the imme-
diate issue: Columbia’s encroachment on the black
community of Harlem. Moreover, they were not
at all convinced that the students and faculty at
Columbia were on the whole any less ‘“racist”
than the administration. So far as they were con-
cerned, “dialogue” was no longer really possible:
a confrontation was required to “dramatize” the
issue of the University’s relation to the surround-
ing community since all peaceful means of pro-
testing that relation had unquestionably failed.
The gym was being built, Columbia was buying
up the neighborhood: these things had to be
stopped. The black students argued that they had
more at stake in the immediate struggle than the
white students did, and that they were conse-
quently prepared to risk more and to go much
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further—to go very far indeed—to insure the suc-
cess of their protest. And so the white students
were asked to leave and told that if they wanted
to do something that was relevant to the real, as
opposed to the symbolic, issues involved in the
protest, then they should take and hold as many
buildings as they could.

In addition to fatigue and a certain amount
of shock, the two to three hundred white demon-
strators who filed slowly out of Hamilton toward
Low Library undoubtedly experienced a variety
of more or less complex emotions—among them,
wounded pride. It was clear that they had to do
something equal in militancy to what the blacks
were about to do. And so, at approximately six
o’clock on the morning of Wednesday, April 24,
the group massed outside the security entrance
to Low. Evidently a number of the demonstra-
tors were a little queasy about what was happen-
ing, for when one of them picked up a sign and
smashed through a windowpane in the security
door, the undeniable, unmistakable sound of the
shattering glass caused “more than fifty students,
disturbed and shocked” (Spectator) to refuse to
enter the building. But most of the students did
enter, and those who did proceeded to President
Kirk’s private suite of offices; they broke in and
barricaded the door behind them.

An apparently decisive move. But the white
students seem to have been unsure of themselves,
even at that point: they do not seem to have
been completely decided about their precise ob-
jectives and about precisely how far they were
willing to go to achieve them. Were they pre-
pared to be arrested, for example? To resist the
police? It was rumored that a bust was imminent.
According to the Spectator, “at 6:45 a small force
of New York City police arrived at Low, awaiting
instructions from the University administration.
One hour later, the police moved upstairs to Pres-
ident Kirk’s office, broke down the student bar-
ricades and entered the President’s suite. More
than one hundred demonstrators jumped out of
the side windows of his office and were not pur-
sued.” (Among those who jumped out the window
and fled was Mark Rudd: clearly he would have
a lot to live down later.) A hard-core group of
twenty-seven students refused to leave when the
police arrived, however: they sat down on the
floor of one of the secretaries’ offices and would
not be moved. A few policemen remained in the
office with them until later in the day, but no
arrests were made and no one who left was
prevented from re-entering.

SEEN IN terms of the possibilities
they defined and those they excluded,
these initial events in the crisis were really the
most critical. Everything that happened later fol-
lowed inevitably. Once the University had been
effectively disrupted, it was but one short step to
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complete paralysis. Once grievances were being
voiced with passion and perhaps for the first time
even listened to, all grievances rose to the surface:
every group and splinter group demanded its due.
All the smoldering resentment and loathing
which had been collecting over the years welled
up and spilled over. For weeks the University
existed in what may be described as a state of al-
most total, almost cosmological nausea. People
protested everything from the Vietnam war to
tenure policy, from “imperialist aggression” to the
structure of the University. In an institution
where apparently everybody but a handful of ad-
ministrators had been excluded from ‘“the deci-
sion-making process,” suddenly everybody de-
manded to be included.

On Wednesday night (April 24), students from
the School of Architecture refused to leave Avery
Hall; they gradually seized the building and thus
joined the demonstration. No doubt some of them
remembered—or had heard about—the attempt
made several years ago by students and professors
of architecture to protest the proposed design for
Columbia’s new Business School. At that time,
students and professors had picketed and signed
petitions, but the building had gone up anyway,
even though it was (and continues to be) re-
garded as one of the most hideous ever con-
ceived. Similar disapproval had been expressed
again and again in relation to the proposed gym-
nasium, and had been similarly ignored.

In the early hours of Thursday morning (April
25), a group composed mainly of graduate stu-
dents, many in History, occupied Fayerweather
Hall (where many of the History department of-
fices are located) and barricaded themselves in. In
addition to the announced political issues, many of
these graduate students were concerned with in-
creasing student participation in decisions regard-
ing their own education, especially in matters of
curriculum and degree requirements. At Colum-
bia they had been made painfully aware of the
discrepancy between the kinds of moral and ex-
istential decisions they had to make each day as
men (Should I protest the war? Should I be ar-
rested? What if I turn in my draft card? What
about my family? Should I emigrate to Canada?
What would I be like after five years in prison?)
and the kinds of decisions they had to make as
students running what seemed to them to be the
meaningless obstacle course of graduate educa-
tion. They were dealing, too, with the powerless-
ness they felt as graduate students at Columbia,
expressing their disgust with the dreary “institu-
tional” quality of the education they were re-
ceiving and about which they had never been
consulted. This sense of powerlessness, when
linked with the fact of Columbia’s notoriously
retrograde program of financial aid, accounted
for the feeling of many graduate students that
they were not only being ignored but taken for
granted and rooked as well.

But such issues, although undoubtedly impor-
tant, might have the effect of diverting one’s at-
tention from the real workings of the Columbia
situation. There is no question that the issues
raised during the course of the crisis—from IDA
participation to the governance of the University
by a Board of self-elected Trustees—were, many
of them, real and even significant. But the welter
of issues of lesser and greater magnitude that
eventually emerged when things broke wide open
tends to obscure the fact that it was one issue in
particular which made the blow-up possible (some
would say, inevitable): the race issue. None of
the other issues—and probably not all of them
together—could have generated a crisis on the
scale of the one which occurred at Columbia.

THE QuUEsTION of the University’s involvement
with the Institute for Defense Analyses, for in-
stance, tied as it was to the more general, far-
reaching question of the University’s participa-
tion in the Vietnam war effort, had been prob-
lematic for some time: but no one would have
wanted to close down the University on that ac-
count. As their hesitation in the early stages of
the crisis would seem to indicate, not even the
more radical white students were eager to engage
in actions of that kind. And if they had, few if
any faculty members would have supported them.
For many faculty members at Columbia, includ-
ing some of the most radical, the IDA issue was
trivial, largely lacking in political significance.
And in any case, an administration-faculty com-
mittee—the Henkin Committee—had been set up
to investigate the University’s relations to exter-
nal organizations and to make recommendations
regarding future policy in this area. Most fac-
ulty members would surely have been content to
wait until the Henkin Committee report ap-
peared—after all, it might well have recom-
mended severing University ties of the kind in
question—before deciding on a position, much
less a course of action, with respect to IDA.

As for the issues of student discipline, no one
can seriously believe that any widespread inter-
est, let alone support, could have been mobilized
for them at all had they been the only issues (or
even if they had been linked with the IDA is-
sue). The same is true of the ban on indoor
demonstrations, and—perhaps to a lesser extent—
of the demands which emerged later for greater
student participation in the University’s decision-
making processes.

It goes without saying, however, that all the
ingredients necessary for an explosion were pres-
ent at Columbia, and in abundance. Each of the
issues mentioned carried a certain charge. But
a fuse was required, and that fuse turned out to
be the proposed gymnasium in Morningside
Park. Here was an issue about which a very large
proportion of the University community, faculty
members and students alike, could agree, despite



their many differences in other areas. (It should
be noted that not even the counter-demonstra-
tors at Columbia—a group which appeared to
contain a significant percentage of the larger ath-
letes, as well as numerous supporters from the
Law and Business Schools—seemed very enthusi-
astic about the new gym. Indeed, throughout the
crisis spokesmen for this group maintained that
they were not necessarily objecting to the demands
made by the demonstrators—except the one for
amnesty—but to the tactics used.) What was at
least as important, though, was the fact that un-
like many of the other issues the gymnasium was
not at all theoretical: it was an utterly concrete
issue, the implications and possible consequences
of which could be immediately grasped in the
appearance of H. Rap Brown and Stokely Car-
michael on the University campus; in the black
crowds chanting in the streets; in the presence at
rallies in support of the black students of Victor
Solomon of Harlem CORE and the Harlem Mau-
Mau leader, Charles 837X Kenyatta; in the unset-
tling rumor that there were firearms in Hamilton
Hall; in the placards grimly warning, “Gym Goes
Up, Columbia Comes Down.”

IT 1s, indeed, only in terms of the race
issue that the otherwise puzzling be-
havior of both the Columbia administration and
the faculty can be understood.

At the very beginning of the demonstration on
April 23, when it was still essentially an SDS af-
fair, the administration, though concerned, was
confident that it could keep things under con-
trol. After all, the antagonism between SDS and
the Columbia administration had been overt and
unambiguous for a long time; but all year long,
through skillful maneuvering, Vice-President Da-
vid B. Truman had managed to avert the show-
down SDS appeared intent on having. But as
soon as the black students became involved, the
situation changed entirely, with the administra-
tion placed on the defensive. And as more and
more black students—and more and more black
community leaders—began to appear during the
afternoon and evening of April 23, things be-
came even touchier. Whereas at the beginning the
administration might have decided that it was
not going to call the police because there was no
reason to do so yet, now other considerations had
to be weighed in any decision they might ulu-
mately reach. But by the next morning—Wednes-
day, April 24—many of the administration’s op-
tions had literally vanished overnight as a result
of the black students’ expulsion of the whites
from Hamilton Hall. So long as there had been
long-haired radical white students mixed in with
the blacks, the blacks had looked like students; by
themselves, they simply looked like blacks. That
made the prospect of mass arrests extremely un-
appealing, for it seemed quite within the realm
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of probability that a lot of TV footage and front-
page photographs of young blacks being led into
police vans or up against the wall with their
hands above their heads would have serious re-
percussions for the University, whose relations
with the West Harlem community were not now
at their zenith. Some members of the administrar
tion undoubtedly feared reprisals from the black
militants—always available at times like these—
only a few blocks away.

As for the Columbia faculty, it did not really
enter the picture until Thursday afternoon, when
an Ad Hoc Faculty Group was established, made
up of concerned faculty members for the most
part fairly liberal in outlook, at least in relation
to the Columbia faculty as a whole. But very few
of the members of the Ad Hoc Faculty Group
felt anything like sympathy for SDS and the strike
leaders; the feelings of most members ranged
from distrust to downright antipathy. And Mark
Rudd certainly did not do wonders for his cause
when on Friday night—the night after a group of
faculty members had been charged and clubbed
attempting to keep the police out of Low Library
—he addressed the Ad Hoc Group and told them
that so far, talks with their representatives had
amounted in general to “bullshit.”

On the other hand, the faculty appeared to
be on the whole rather favorably impressed with
the black students. Although they too were utter-
ly intransigent, their intransigence was felt to be
qualified by their obvious seriousness: they
seemed to have none of the “wise guy” qualities
of Mark Rudd and some of the other white strike
leaders. Moreover, from the outset faculty sup-
port for the black students’ position on the gym
issue was one of the most constant and uncom-
plicated factors in crisis. However they might dif-
fer on the other issues involved (amnesty, open
disciplinary hearings, etc.), on the gym issue the
faculty stood more or less united, and from the
beginning their statements to this effect were un-
equivocal and firm. It is indicative of the position
taken by those members of the faculty most con-
cerned about the crisis and most involved in at-
tempts to resolve it that when, on the afternoon
of Wednesday, April 24, the Columbia College
faculty met in emergency session, in addition to
placing itself on record against amnesty, it rec-
ommended “immediate suspension of on-site ex-
cavation of the gymnasium facility in Morning-
side Park.”

Whether the College faculty did so out of fear
of the demonstrations threatened by local black
militants or simply on the basis of their judg-
ment of the validity of the black students’ de-
mand is impossible to determine. By this time,
these different aspects of the question had fused:
they had become impossible to separate. Never-
theless, for many of the more liberal faculty mem-
bers especially, the conviction that gym construc-
tion must be stopped was accompained by the
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sense, vague but unmistable, largely unacknowl-
edged but unquestionably felt, that although the
white students were probably wrong to have used
the extreme tactics they had (perhaps because
the issues they were most concerned with did not
appear to warrant them), the black students had
had no choice but to do so.

Indeed, the fact is that for many people in the
University the presence of the black students in
Hamilton Hall provided the entire demonstra-
tion with an aura of legitimacy which it would
not otherwise have had. There are a variety of
reasons for this. First of all, the black students
conducted themselves with a great deal more dig-
nity than did many of the white students.* Sec-
ondly, their relations with the outside world were
highly formalized; they did not speak as individ-
uals but as a group. Access to Hamilton Hall, fur-
thermore, was very strictly limited. The shades
on all the windows were generally drawn. From
outside the building looked as though it had been
shut down and deserted; there were very few signs
of life. (The only decoration suggestive of rebel-
lion was a sign on the front door which read
“Malcolm X University.”) And by all accounts,
the discipline inside was very tight. While white
student demonstrators wandered in and out of
the other occupied buildings and roamed the
campus, wearing red armbands, jeering back at
counter-demonstrators, shaking their Blakean
locks, and looking generally flamboyant, the black
students stayed put. And while the demonstrators
in other buildings often dangled their feet over
window ledges, waved to one another, and
shouted “Up Against the Wall, Motherfucker!”
in chorus at the police, the black students rarely
if ever showed themselves at all.

IN ADDITION to all this, unlike many of
the white strike leaders, the black stu-
dent leaders were not very much inclined toward
revolutionary rhetoric—which only served to con-
fuse many people anyway. As Ray Brown, 2
spokesman for the black group, later observed,t
“it was clearly realized by those in Hamilton Hall
that what was going on was a demonstration, not
‘the revolution.”” This made it harder for the
press and for those hostile to the demonstration

* In all fairness to the white students, however, it ought
to be pointed out that whereas the blacks were pretty much
left alone until the police came, the white students were
subject to almost constant attack and harassment by
counter-demonstrators. The demonstrators in Low Library,
for instance (who were crowded in to begin with), were
pelted with eggs and the like almost as soon as they set foot
on the ledge outside the windows; in addition, in an attempt
to starve out the students inside, the counter-demonstrators
surrounded the building and would not allow food or
medical supplies to get past them. Under the circumstances,
such behavior was inclined to engender an equally undig-
nified response.

+In an interview conducted by the author and included

in “Columbia: Seven Interviews,” Partisan Review, Summer
1968—kED.

to identify the blacks as young hoodlums and reb-
els against all authority who desired nothing less
than the violent overthrow of the government.
And what made it even harder for the press,
which at Columbia seemed to make it its busi-
ness to understand everything too quickly, was
the substantial support received by the black stu-
dents from some very respectable politicians, as
well as social workers, civil servants, and local
community leaders.

In this connection, not the least of the factors
which accounted for the special position occupied
by the black students in the minds of many mem-
bers of the University community was the fact
that throughout the crisis the Hamilton Hall
group maintained absolute autonomy. They were
not to be confused with demonstrators in the
other buildings: they had to be dealt with sep-
arately. No one was authorized to speak for them,
and they spoke only for themselves. While the
other four occupied buildings were presumably
all represented by the Strike Co-ordinating Com-
mittee, Hamilton Hall was not. Indeed, the black
students even had their own list of demands, from
which two of the six demands mentioned previ-
ously were dropped because the black students
felt they might be construed simply as “student
power”’ demands.

The implications of these differences between
the blacks and the white radicals are clear. For
the black students, the most important issue in-
volved in the protest action was the gym issue,
which they regarded as ‘“symbolic” only insofar
as it typified Columbia’s relations with the sur-
rounding community. Bill Sales, representing the
Hamilton Hall group in an interview, observed
of the arrangement which the University had
made with New York City authorities to lease
land for the gym site in Morningside Park that
“the method of acquiring land here is significant,
as is the fact that Columbia got it for very little.

Moreover, Columbia will, over the next
decade or so, employ this same method—or sim-
ilar methods—to acquire land in the surround-
ing community in order to expand the Univer-
sity’s living accommodations: in other words, to
turn West Harlem into a white enclave. In this
way, Columbia will be decreasing the supply of
ghetto housing while the number of people who
need that housing increases; and this can only
perpetuate the dilapidated conditions and the so-
cial pathology that you find in the ghetto.”

Ray Brown, in the course of the same inter-
view, went on to say that “the black students are
specifically opposed to Columbia University’s use
of its position of political strength to take ad-
vantage of the powerlessness of the black com-
munity. It's our position that insofar as we are
able to we will either stop that kind of usurpa-
tion of power or focus attention on it by drama-
tizing it in the manner we did.” Action of this
kind, however, required that those persons who



engaged in it identify themselves primarily not as
students but as the oppressed. For the black stu-
dents, such an identification was not really theo-
retical (as it was for most of the white students).
“I would say,” Ray Brown observed, “that black
students at this University have demonstrated that
they view themselves essentially as an extension
of the black community and that their primary
identity is with the black community and not
with the University community. And in that sense
there are . . . certain obvious things that differ-
entiate them from white students, who will gen-
erally, I suppose, view themselves primarily as
members of an academic community.”

For THE kind of demonstration which occurred
at Columbia to have taken place at all, then, it
was absolutely necessary that for a time-at least
the University be regarded as something alien.
Interestingly enough, it was some of the more
conservative observers of the situation at Colum-
bia who first became aware of this aspect of it
when they perceived that by refusing to acknowl-
edge the legitimate authority of the administra-
tion to discipline them, the students were in ef-
fect denying their membership in the “Univer-
sity community”—or in any case denying that they
owed it their primary allegiance in all things. At
least - initially, however, for all but a handful of
the thousands of white students who eventually
became involved in the demonstration, the pros-
pect of detaching oneself from a community in
which one was relatively secure and comfortable
and in whose values one presumably shared
would have presented extraordinary (and prob-
ably even insurmountable) psychological diffi-
culties.

But no such difficulties existed for most of the
black students—at least not to the same degree.
In terms of their own psychological relation to
it, the University was less a community than it
was an institution; and if only by extension, they
experienced it that way. (Years ago, when there
were very few black students at Columbia—espe-
cially in the College—this would not have been the
case. The explanation for the change lies not
only in the increased militancy of the black com-
munity, but in Columbia’s own policy in recent
years of intensive recruiting in “disadvantaged”
areas. Ironically enough, as a result of this pol-
icy, a new black community within the Univeristy
community was formed. Consequently, whereas at
one time the isolated Negro at Columbia would
have had to assert—in one way or another and
often a little desperately—that he was really “one
of the boys,” lately new possibilities had opened
up.)

Thus, by presenting themselves as spokesmen
within the University for those persons outside
who had spoken but whose voices had not been
heard, the black students at Columbia, more than
any other single group involved in the crisis,
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managed to convince thousands of students and
faculty members of the reality of the University’s
existence as an institution operating in the larger
society, rather than a community where blacks
and whites could live together as equals and
friends, a community of fair-minded and just
men. If, as the blacks reasoned, Columbia was
not such a community, then Columbia would
have to be changed. And from that conviction,
all else followed.

IT 1s in the context of this idea of the
University as an alien institution that
the tactic the black students introduced into the

-situation—the decision to occupy and barricade

a building—must be understood. The black stu-
dents were bringing what was essentially a Har-
lem protest (even if only the most militant mem-
bers of the community were involved) home to
the University. And in that sense the black stu-
dents were acting for the militants outside. If this .
is so, then it is possible to argue that by barri-
cading Hamilton Hall the black students were
acting out, in a highly stylized way, the potential
for violence against the University which already
existed in the community. Moreover, this argu-
ment might continue, what the black students did
may well have defused a really explosive situa-
tion, as well as improved Columbia’s “image” in
the eyes of the community and in the long run
made it a safer place to be, since they managed
to convince the militants outside that there were
people inside the University who had their inter-
ests at heart, and who were willing to act for
them.

In the long run, perhaps so. But there can be
no doubt that the more immediate consequences
of the tactic were a lot less heartening. Shutting
down the University only invited confrontations—
after all, that was the point of the tactic—and
there were many people on the Columbia campus
(a large number of whom acted out of various
forms of frustration which were politically wholly
irrelevant) eager to accept that invitation.* More-
over, although on April 30 the black students
were arrested and led out of Hamilton Hall with-
out incident, this was far from being the case at
the other buildings involved in the protest, where
cracked skulls and bloody faces were more the
rule. To be sure, to a great extent this was due
to the brutality of the police, but the point here
is that the tactic of barricading buildings itself
seemed to generate a range of possibilities of this

* It is necessary, however, to distinguish here between the
kind of violence employed by the counter-demonstrators—
real physical violence, directed against persons—and the
“violence” involved in barricading a building. Significantly
enough, the administration at Columbia did not choose to
discipline the counter-demonstrators—who were fed by old
alumni—even though their actions increased tensions and
disrupted the University as much as anything else.
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kind, possibilities that had not existed before
(though the potential for bloodshed obviously
had). The decision to barricade Hamilton Hall
unquestionably established a dangerous precedent
at the University—as may easily be seen in the re-
occupation of that building on May 21-22. And so
far as Harlem’s relation to Columbia is con-
cerned, the action taken by the black students,
which led, in turn, to other actions, taken by oth-
er people, may well have unleashed forces be-
yond their control: after all, if its own students
felt compelled to act against the University, then
why should anyone else feel any qualms about
doing so?

Bur THE most troubling aspect of this demon-
stration is really the amnesty demand. According
to Ray Brown, the position taken by the black
students on amnesty “is a moral one. We believe
that the University must grant amnesty because
by virtue of its racist policy toward the commu-
nity the University is responsible for the situa-
tion that developed on this campus. . . . We are
not responsible for what happened. We are not
morally culpable: the University is. And for that
reason we cannot acknowledge the University’s
right to take any punitive sanctions against us.”
For their part, of course, the white students also
demanded amnesty, although their reasons for do-
ing so were somewhat more obscure: they main-
tained that the University administration was an
“illegitimate authority” and therefore had no
right to punish them.

In either case, the amnesty demand, which pre-
dictably enough was one of the most serious ob-
stacles to resolution of the crisis, is defensible
only on purely pragmatic grounds; I myself would
have to support it on those grounds. Morally and
politically, it is ridiculous. Nevertheless, it typi-
fies certain notions which have crept into our
political thinking recently (probably as a result
of the Vietnam War, which so many people found
morally repugnant and yet which was being
waged despite their protests with ever-increasing
intransigence on the part of the U.S. govern-
ment): for example, the notion that the individu-
al’s conception of justice, and the dictates of his
conscience, must be served at any cost. Many
members of the Strike Committee were explicit
about this, and the “Why We Strike” pamphlet
they issued is quite clear about it: “Strict civil
libertarians argue that those who commit civil
disobedience must suffer the legal consequences
even if their cause is just. But we say people
should not be disciplined for doing what is neces-
sary to achieve what is right.” The formulation
is a trifie loose, but the thinking is recognizable
enough: it differs only in degree (but not in
kind) from that of the religious fanatic who feels
compelled to act on messages he has received
from God.

The position of the black students is no less

disturbing. In their version of what happened at
Columbia, the entire situation, including the
action which they took to rectify it, was
the responsibility of the University administra-
tion. This claim of moral exemption has a num-
ber of unsettling implications, not the least of
which is that once a man is relieved of the bur-
den of individual conscience and responsibility,
he becomes capable of many forms of action of
which he would not otherwise be capable. The
resulting state of mind should not be unfamiliar
to anyone who has been watching TV these past
few years: it is the state of mind of men at war.

ONCE THE University went to pieces it
looked very much as though the
events at Columbia were continuous with student
rebellions in other parts of the world (Paris, Ber-
lin). But the origins of the Columbia crisis, and
from a strategic point of view the central issue in-
volved, were quite different.

The logic of what happened at Columbia is not
especially difficult to trace. On the afternoon and
early evening of Tuesday, April 23, for a variety
of reasons, the Columbia administration—which
until very recently seemed relatively liberal, at
least as such groups generally go—hesitated to
move against the growing demonstration. Perhaps
they hesitated out of concern for the safety of
Dean Coleman, whom the demonstrators had
taken as a hostage; perhaps they were extremely
reluctant to call in city police to control a Uni-
versity situation.* Whatever their thinking was
that day, however, it seems obvious that one of
the paramount considerations which led to their
initial indecision was the involvement of the black
students. There is little question that the admin-
istraton would have moved against white stu-
dents occupying Hamilton without a second
thought. But because the black students were in-
volved in the use of this tactic, the administra-
tion’s first response was the expression of what
seems to have been a combination of guilt and
fear.

The fear has already been discussed--it was the
fear of reprisals from some of the more militant
groups in the black community. The element of
guilt was apparent in the administration’s half-

* In retrospect, of course, hesitation on these grounds

appears absurd at best, since when the police finally were
used it was not by the tens but by the hundreds. None-
theless, at the time many people—faculty members in
particular—took the view that the campus should not be
“violated” by the police. It is legitimate to wonder if they
would have been inclined to take this view if the demon-
strators who were occupying the buildings had been, say,
supporters of George Wallace. Moreover, while it scems clear
that many faculty members were extremely anxious about
the possibility of violence if the police were called, it is
evident that this possibility increased substantially as time
went on and more and more students became involved in
the demonstration,



hearted defense of the gym construction. Many
high officials at Columbia undoubtedly felt that
they were (literally) on shaky ground here; it is
probable that for a long time they had had grave
misgivings about the whole project. In past
months, as opposition had grown more insistent
and definite, they had seemed to grow less and
less sure of themselves: most of the time their re-
plies to opponents of the gym would take the
form not of enthusiastic assertion but of uneasy
rationalization and insistence on the legality of
the undertaking. (Lately, of course, the “defense”
of the gym construction has consisted largely of
the rather depressing lament that Columbia could
not get out of the project now even if it wanted
to, since that would mean hundreds of thousands
of dollars lost as a result of the contractual obli-
gations already made, not to mention the mil-
lions in alumni contributions that would be can-
celled.)

In addition, there was the point that you did
not go out recruiting black students only to ex-
pel them the first time they broke the rules. Such
considerations—combined with the fact that the
administration suddenly found itself caught be-
tween a Board of Trustees which was on the
whole more conservative, and a large group of
faculty members more liberal, than it was—in-
dicated that the administration was so full of in-
ternal contradictions that it would never be able
to act in any clear or coherent way. And at the
crucial moment, the administration froze. Like
a wooden soldier, it stood at rigid attention with
its arms glued to its sides. For a while it re-
mained in this position, its eyes darting about
wildly in its head. When it finally began to act
again, it could do nothing but flail its arms pa-
thetically, or (depending on your point of view)
strike out in blind rage at everyone in sight.

WHEN THE administration failed to act initially,
in effect it relinquished its authority. As a conse-
quence, it lost control of the situation complete-
ly. Once this happened, it should have been real-
istic enough to acknowledge the fact and allow
the Ad Hoc Faculty Group to resolve the crisis in
whatever way it could. Undoubtedly, this would
have required some concessions on the part of the
administration (as it would have required others
from the students), including amnesty—or some-
thing like it—for the demonstrators, But such con-
cessions might well have averted the bloody con-
frontation with the police on April 30th. (This
first bust was as ineffectual as it was violent. It
may have ended the occupation, but—as is clear-
ly indicated by the sit-in and consequent arrests
at a local University-owned building and the re-
occupation of Hamilton Hall on May 21.22
which led to the even more terrifying second bust
—it certainly did not end the crisis.)

But the administration, perhaps as a result of
pressure from the trustees, rejected the Ad Hoc
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Faculty Group Resolution,* thus pitting itself
against the liberal faculty as well as the students.
Moreover, after both the newly-created Executive
Committee of the Faculty and the Joint Com-
mittee on Disciplinary Affairs recommended that
criminal trespass charges against the demonstra-
tors be dropped as a first step toward reestablish-
ing mutual trust at the University, the adminis-
tration’s decision (once again, perhaps, deter-
mined by the Trustees, but the administration
does not seem to have disagreed) to press those
charges can only be construed as vindictive and
foolish. Their decision in this case seems clearly
to reflect a desire for revenge against those stu-
dents who had caused them to appear so inef-
fectual. Ultimately, of course, the refusal to drop
criminal charges led to the reoccupation of Ham-
ilton Hall, a second major bust, and the outbreak
of open war between students and police.

BUT THE significance of what hap-
pened at Columbia is not simply to
be found in the analysis of what, tactically, led
to what (although it is revealing that especially.
by those most familiar with it, the situation is
usually discussed only in those terms). The im-
plications of the crisis extend beyond the highly
specific situation at Columbia, and beyond its fore-
seeable effects on higher education in general.

To begin with, these events offer a clear indi-
cation (not that one was really necessary) of the
almost irresistible appeal at this point of direct-
action tactics as a means of resolving social and
political questions. These tactics, and the mys-
tique which accompanies them, represent one of
the legacies of the civil-rights movement, in which
mass civil disobedience was traditionally used to
protest local laws or practices which violated
rights guaranteed by the Constitution. In the ear-
ly 60’s, tactics of this kind were justified as a form
of recourse to a higher legal authority; since that
time, however, they have had a tendency to be-
come a law unto themselves. Certainly this was
the case at Columbia, where in the eyes of many
socially and politically committed people direct-
action tactics had clearly come to possess a kind
of absolute legitimacy.

The same may be said for a certain kind of
political rhetoric, which is as extreme as the tac-

* The students also- rejected the Ad Hoc Group’s offer
(the black students never even replied to it), but this would
not have made the slightest difference in its effect if the
administration had accepted it. Section IV of the Ad Hoc
Faculty Group Resolution of April 28 clearly stated: “These
proposals being in our judgment a just solution to the crisis
our University is presently undergoing, we pledge that: (a)
If the President will not accept these proposals, we shall
take all measures within our several consciences to prevent
the use of force to vacate these buildings; (b) If the Presi-
dent does accept our proposals but the students in the build-
ings refuse to evacuate these buildings, we shall refuse
further to interpose ourselves between the administration
and the students.”
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tics it is used to justify. Such a rhetoric serves
not so much to describe situations as to create
them. Once the charge of “racism” was intro-
duced into the Columbia situation, for example,
that situation was changed: it became simplified
(or “polarized,” to use the current Columbia
word). Accusations of this kind have the effect of
setting up a head-on confrontation of the Good
vs. Evil type.

The existence of such a situation requires the
cooperation of all parties involved, however. At
Columbia, the charge of “racism” stopped a
vaguely liberal administration dead in its tracks.
(A really conservative administration, of course,
would have paid no attention at all to the charge:
it would have acted against the students immedi-
ately—no matter who they were—never doubting
for a moment that what it was doing was right.)
As a result, the charge seemed to stick: hesitation
at that crucial point could only be taken as ac-
knowledgement of guilt. So far as the students
who demonstrated earlier or later were concerned,
they had no trouble whatsoever acting once they
had levelled the charge (and been reinforced in
their conviction of its validity by the administra-
tion’s shakiness); things became very simple for
them. All other moral categories suddenly
dropped out of sight: moral considerations which
appeared less grandiose became irrelevant and as
a consequence all questions became, ultimately,
tactical questions. The process bears a striking
resemblance to the one which occurred after the
U.S. government asserted that the Vietcong were
wholly and solely the agents of North Vietnamese
aggression.

IN THEIR own way, the press and the news me-
dia in general have unquestionably helped to en-
courage this tendency toward more extreme words
and deeds. Once things got going at Columbia,
the reporters and cameramen appeared like flies,
eager for good action footage and for the most
explosive statements they could get. They had
not been very interested in the previous demon-
strations at the gym site: not enough was hap-
pening there. And as the black students in Ham-
ilton quickly learned during the occupation
(when H. Rap Brown and Stokely Carmichael
had to read the students’ own press releases be-
cause the students themselves could not get them
into the newspapers), the press really wasn’t very
interested unless you were famous or what you
had to say was totally outrageous or inflammatory.
The reporters at Columbia seemed a little disap-
pointed that the black students did not appear
wearing dashikes and necklaces made of teeth:
that, from their point of view, would have been
news.

The press coverage of the events at Columbia
also points up the exacerbating effect in situa-
tions of this kind of the distortions, more or less
gross, which appear in the news media daily.
(Few people who experienced the crisis will ever
read the New York Times in quite the same way
again.) For the black students, these inaccuracies
and misrepresentations were particularly frustrat-
ing. “If this kind of distortion continues,” Ray
Brown observed, “then the only thing that’s like-
ly is a continued escalation of the conflict be-
cause in effect the main participants are being
ignored.” And Bill Sales took a similar view. “Not
only the local press but the national press,” he
said, “has in effect defined the problem here as
related to student power issues: that is, as a prob-
lem involving young student rebels, alienated
from their parents and from society in general,
striking out in random fashion against authority.
If this is the way the press will define the Colum-
bia protest for the national community, then the
basic issue of the University’s relationship to the
community will never be dealt with and will
someday explode unexpectedly in a nationwide
fashion. . . . One of the legitimate avenues of pro-
test,” he continued, “is . . . the press and pub-
licity. In many ways, it’s the last avenue of pro-
test before more drastic action. And if the press
can no longer serve this essential function—the
muckraking function—then the country is in for
a2 hard ume and we're all in very deep difhculty.”

IT 1s an irony from which no pleasure
can be derived that while intense dis-
cussions of strategy and tactics made continuous,
unrelenting demands on the minds of many of the
most intelligent and sensitive people at Columbia,
in the end the only group involved in the con-
frontation to get almost everything it asked for
was the (relatively) extreme right wing, whose
adherents were most mindless and most brutal
in their response to events, and most hysterical in
their alleged defense of “property rights.” As if
at the request of this group, the student demon-
strators were not granted amnesty, the police were
called, the buildings were cleared, criminal charges
were pressed, there were many suspensions, and
now expulsions seem in the offing. The possibility
that a substantial number of the more liberal
faculty will resign—not all of them for political
reasons—is beginning to look very likely. The
crisis at Columbia is far from over, and despite
the optimistic long-range predictions of some de-
tached observers, it seems clear that when (and if)
the University opens this fall, at its heart, as a
community, it will not be any more flexible, or
any stronger, or any more just than it was last

spring.



