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Preface

pen admissions” posed a tormenting problem for liberals
when it was raised as a rallying cry at the City College of
New York a quarter of a century ago, and it continues to
torment today. Open admissions is a species of affirmative action;
like affirmative action, it advances one cherished American ideal
while threatening another, When City College and City University
agreed in 1969 to drastically lower admissions standards in order to
give access to large numbers of black and Puerto Rican stu dents, they
did so in the belief that discrimination had denied these students
the chance to compete on an equal footing with the white, largely
Jewish population that for generations had used City as a stepping-
stone to the middle class. City accepted an obligation to compensate
for the effects of historic disadvantage. But can it? Should it? Unlike
affirmative action, open admissions creates no vicim class, no “angry
white males”; but by substituting an entitlement for an achievement—
the achievement of satisfying the rigorous admissions standards of
another era—it challenges our faith in meritocratic competition and
threatens the excellence that that competition makes possible.




PREFACE

: Rt .Q@. College is a stage on which the dilemma of the affirmative

- action ideais enacted every day. The abstract questions are invisible;
" what you feel, acutely, if you spend any time there, is the desperate
struggle of the students to exploit the opportunity they’ve been given,
" and of the struggle of the college to make that opportunity real with-
- out compromising its own commitments to excellence. For many
' young people, I found, City College still represents an almost miracu-

_.”_. g - lous salvation from a life of poverty and hardship. 1t is, for them,
;.. the American Dream in all its glory. A great many others, however,
... especially those who would not have been admitted under the old

_standards, flail around helplessly and drop out. And City is often

"~ forced to stoop in order to try to raise them up. The truth is that,
" for all its heroic efforts, City cannot be expected to compensate for

the failures of the public schools or of the larger society.

What is true of City is true of college generally. Save for an elite
band of highly selective institutions, American higher education
operates according to open admissions principles. No country sends
so large a fraction of its high schooi graduates (about three-quarters)
to college, and yet the dismal standards that obtain in so many public
schools mean that American graduates are less prepared for a col-
lege education than students elsewhere in the industrialized world.
This is especially true in the inner city, where poverty compounds
the problems of low standards and expectations. Open-admissions
colleges devote precious energy and resources to remedial rather than
college-level programs; however, few of them succeed in graduating
as many as half of their students.

Open admissions is a shortcut. As one remedial teacher at City
bitterly says, “The great problem with this society is that we don't give
a shit about our children. And by the time they get up here, it's too

late” If we want to preserve the ideals that made places like City
possible, we must do the hard work of development, in schools and
‘communitiés, rather than offer hollow entitlements. We have to draw
serious lessons from success, and we have to be honest about failure.

Part 1

The Evolution
of a Great Experiment
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Too Difficult Life

e very day during the school year thousands of young people

= swarm out of the IND subway stop at 145th Street and 5t.
mmm Nicholas Avenue, in the middle of Harlem, and toil up a steep
hill to the campus of the City College of New York. City is a com-
muter college, and has been for almost 150 years. The students come
from the South Bronx, from East Harlem, from Bedford-Stuyvesant
and East New York and Flatbush—from poor and working-class
neighborhoods all over New York. The City College student of fifty
or sixty years ago was likely to come from the same patches of turf,
but in those days the patches, and the students, tended to be Jewish.
: Now those neighborhoods, and City’s student body, consist almost
- entirely of blacks, Hispanics, and Asians. And so the students labor-
. ing up 145th Street, past the truck full of produce and the man who

" sells African caps and incense from a table and the man who sells

*" English muffins from a grocery carton and the drifting, scowling
- teenagers with big untied sneakers—these students know the ghetto
~life around them firsthand. They look on City College as their best
~.chance at salvation from that life. That's a great deal to ask of a col-
~lege, or of any institution; but those are the stakes. Jim Watts, the
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e chairman of the History department and a City College professor

for almost thirty years, says, “We're charged with creating the middle

ey . class of New York City; that’s our mission. And I don't think any-
“" thing’s mote important than that.”
.. % No, nothing is more important than that. No nation has created
L ] .. 50 um._.m.m.m middle class, and so prosperous a one, as we have. The
“ " forging of a middle-class nation from the ranks of unlettered immi-
" grants and dirt farmers and the millions in the ghettos, generation
©/..l " after generation, is arguably America’s greatest achievement, and the
7. crowning glory of industrial capitalism. Our political stability, and
“77 the social equilibrium that has brewed in our melting pot, depend
i .-'* " on'the confidence of each new generation of the poor that they, too,

. will be inducted into an ever-expanding middle class—-the faith that

. the American promise applies to them as much as to those who
-0 came before.

Plainly, something has gone wrong with this great process of

B .. .. “assimilation. Poverty has become persistent, and apparently self-
. reinforcing, for millions of city dwellers, most of them black or His-

- panic. The growth and endurance of this “underclass,” despite thirty
. years of antipoverty efforts, are corroding our sense of shared pur-
_ pose and shared interest, and exposing the bombast in our everlast-

S - ing sense of moral superiority. The middle class feels threatened by
oo the poor, and politics has shaped itself around resentment and anx-

iety in a way that would have been unthinkable as recently as Presi-
‘dent John F. Kennedy’s administration. The failure to lift the poor

.. " into the middle class is thus a far graver national problem than the.

erosion of middle-class standards and expectations with which we
are now so preoccupied. The market may rescue the middle class;
it is clearly not rescuing the poor. And so we lock, with increasing
desperation, toward the institutions that have fostered social mobiity
in the past. What can we do—what must we do—to make them work
now? If they’re not working, what can we learn from their failure?

_ In our heavily privatized, free-market society, the schools have

been the public institutions we count on most for the great fask of :

p——

- transformation. As the education scholar Diane Ravitch writes,

“AmeTicans are deeply committed to self-improvement and the
. school is an institutionalized expression of that commitment.” We

TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

expect the public schools to compensate for the lottery of birth by
offering to everyone the basic skills required for middle-class life.
But that's not happening. Study after study, most recently Jonathan
Kozol's Savage Inequalities, has documented the utter failure of the
schools to equalize the life chances of the poor and the middle class.
As the public schools’ task is set by the shortcomings and fail-
ures of the world around them, so City College's task is set by those
disadvantages and the failures of the public schools to overcome
them. The stakes are very high; but that uphill climb is extremely
steep. Jim Watts describes City’s student body with a grim calculus:
“You have a million kids who are going through an incredibly poor
public school system, where literally nothing of value is learned; the
m.nroo_m are just holding pens. Maybe half the kids come out the other
side. The bulk of those either don't go to college or.go to community
nw=mmm.\ " City, Watts says hopefully, gets a “hardy band of survivors.”
City can't even reach the majority; but what kind of transformation
can it work in the survivors, hardy or not? Do the limits lie in the
college or in the students? And this, in turn, begs one of the threshold
questions of modern American liberalism: How powerful are our in-
stitutions in the face of the economic and cultural forces that now
perpetuate inner-city poverty?

I first took the IND up to City College in January 1992. A few
weeks earlier nine kids had been trampled to death by a crowd
pushing to get into a basketball game featuring rap stars in City’s
Nat Holman Gym. Rap music, basketball, ungoverned energies,
violence, and death—it was a moment that crystallized a public view
of City College as.a menacing site of underclass culture, a grim proof
of the failure of sixties liberalism and of the utter collapse of a great
institution. But on campus the tragedy had almost no resonance at
all. The painfully earnest chairman of the Psychology Department
offered grief counseling sessions, but the only people who went were

- other professors. None of the kids who had died, and not many in
B the crowd, had attended City College. The tragedy may have opened
' -awindow onto rap culture or the culture of poverty that surrounded
- the campus, but City College was not to be confused with its neigh-

borhood. So far as I could see, the campus was full of students doing

(8]



<7 she had written two columns of phrases. The first, headed
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o = ..frmwmmcmmww mo”mﬁ.irmumzrmw:mﬁzm in the library, gossiping and

- _Em%w__w.nmumm i the cafeteria. It wasnt menacing, and it wasn't slack.

S - Thiose first, eye-opening visits of mine took place m.E.Fm the
ol @Emﬁ time between semesters. Not until early March did .— attend
"ty first City College class—World Humanities 101, part of City’s core
e cusricuium, The teacher, Grazina Drabik, had asked me to come fif-

" teen minutes late. She said there was something she had to talk to

7 4he'class about. 1 walked up three flights of swaybacked stone steps
. inold Shepherd Hall; listened to my footsteps as they echoed down

- “a long, semicircular hallway; pushed open a heavy Eoom.mn door;
. and took a seat in the middle of the class. The classroom itself was

o ‘a firie relic of City’s bygone age—high ceiling, bare floor, scuffed

wainscoting, old-fashioned desks, and a wall of windows at the far

S side. There were about thirty-five students in the class. Drabik was

* standing off to the side of the blackboard, and I could see that she

T 3 » - g Q
" hadn't finished her private session with the students. On ﬁwmmﬁmwua

Problems,” consisted of the following:

too much work
too difficult life
small disasters

The second, labeled “Problems with Student Work,” included:

late/absences
inc. or sloppy work
disaster of journals

Thad arrived at the tail end of the therapy session— “disaster o.m jour-
nals” The students were reading Dante’s Inferno, and Drabik had
. asked them to record their personal impressions as they Hmmm..mmu&%
~ anyone had made more than a cursory effort. Merely doing the

assigned reading had been a struggle— “too much wor " —and w&m
- very idea of having “personal impressions” of a serious book, im-

pressions worth recording, was alien to many of the students.

TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

And then there was the problem that Drabik, in her Polish-
inspired syntax, had called “too difficult life,” The students labored
under an amazing variety of handicaps. Philip Orama cared for his
six-year-old daughter and worked twenty-five hours a week; he was
close to flunking out, but if he dropped a class he wouldn't have
enough credits to qualify for financial aid. William Okoi, a Ghanaian
immigrant, held down three jobs. Ying Wai Hong, a painfully shy
immigrant from Hong Kong, lived in terror of disappointing his
parents, not to mention his aunts and uncles, “Since the first day
of my education,” he said to me one day, “1 have not experienced
any pleasure in books.”

One day an older black student, Judy Edwards, peeked in at
the door about half an hour late. She was pushing a stroller that
held her eighteen-month-old son, Corey, still wearing his pajamas.
A single mother getting by on welfare, Judy had lost her sitter and
hadn't yet started with a new one. What to do? Drabik hardly wanted
alittle boy distracting her all-too-distractable class; but because Judy
was a responsible student, and because in any case she always erred
on the side of compassion, Drabik ushered them in gaily, calling out,
“If he cries, we will expulse you from our Hell’” And so the boy
darted around the class in his pajarmas while Judy struggled hope-
lessly to throttle him, Drabik soldiered gamely onward, and the stu-
dents giggled.

There was something enormously moving in the spectacle of
black and Hispanic and Asian students, kids from the neglected
edges of American culture, working with their Polish émigré teacher
to puzzle out passages from the Inferno, the first great work of Euro-
pean culture. Drabik was the rare teacher who engaged both stu-
dents and texts with passionate curiosity. She could make the sys-
tematizing scholarship of Saint Thomas Aquinas feel as pressing
as today’s newspaper. She was wise, and yet innocent, too. She
often came to class in what I thought of as her Young Communist
League look—white T-shirt with the short sleeves rolled®ip, a purse
clipped onto her belt, and a scarf thrown over her shoulders and
knotted over her bosom. With her pale, plump arms and her small
mouth and her dark, shining eyes, she looked like she was ready
to lead the class in a record-setting dawn harvest. Her students loved
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.. S rmn;nmw told me -solemnly that she had heard Miss Drabik was

‘world-famots. - .

.. Two or three students resonated like a struck tuning fork to

Drabik's inspiring music. Several of the foreign students never spoke
in-class, but I knew from talking to them that they had been well

.- i educated at home and were keeping up fairly effortiessly here. And
1 yetthere were times I could hardly bear to sit in class. When it came
. time to- discuss Macbeth, it turned out that most of the students,
" including many of the native English speakers, had been utterly

" stumped by the text. Drabik spoke eloquently, and the class sat
- quietly: Few of the students had bothered to read beyond the first
act. Drabik had them act out the first witches’ scene, and then asked
what “Fair is foul, and foul is fair” meant. “Like the end justifies

*. ' the mean,” someone said. Another student offered, “Whoever you

- got to step on to get ahead, go ahead and do it” Everyone agreed
.. with this interpretation, perhaps because its bleak realism lent it a
ring of authenticity.

After class I talked to Hernan Morales, a student who had emi-
grated from Honduras as a teenager. Hernan admitted that he had
made it through John F. Kennedy High School in the Bronx, as well
as his first year at City, without ever reading a book. He was an
English major, and he had never read a book. The trip to the City
College bookstore at the beginning of the semester had given Hernan
a jolt. “When I saw that the Odyssey was a book this thick,” he said,
placing his fingers about an inch apart, “I thought, “This is going
to be scary/ ” Hernan said that he was getting by primarily on Cliff
Notes and movie versions of the assigned classics. His friend Elvira
' Payamps, who was Dominican, laughed at Hernan’s bumpkinish-
ness. She had graduated from LaGuardia Community Coliege with
an associate’s degree in liberal arts. But she admitted that she hadn't
been able to make much more sense of Macbeth than Hernan had,
and like him had gotten the video and Cliff Notes. “I had this idea
that Macbeth had killed Banquo,” Elvira said, “but I couldn't tell
if I was right. So then I saw the movie, and 1 knew that I had
understood.”

Drabik called me after class one day and asked how I thought
things were going. When I had told her how much trouble the stu-

'TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

dents were having with Macbeth, she sighed and said, “It's better
I do not know this”

The river of young New Yorkers heading up from the subway
swerves left onto Convent Avenue, a narrow isthmus of peace and
burgherlike prosperity between a black and a Hispanic ghetto. When
the City College campus moved up from downtown Manhattan to
Harlem in 1908, Convent Avenue was an elegant stretch of redbrick
townhouses with bay windows and carved lintels and fanciful roof
lines. And so, for three blocks, it remains. Then the townhouses give
way to dowdy apartment complexes with grimy windows facing the
street. And then the past, City’s fabled past, reappears at 140th
Street, where the students walk beneath a gateway inscribed with
a crest that bears City College’s motto: “Respice Adspice Prospice” —
“Look back, look before you, look ahead”

It's impossible, at City College, not to look back. City is perhaps
the longest-running radical social experiment in American history.
Founded in 1847, City was America’s first urban college, and it
became one of the great democratizing institutions of an emerging
urban culture, Tuition was free, and admission was open to anyone
who qualified. And it wasn't second-rate goods, as the poor were
accustomed to. A City College education was something fine. And
a City College degree was a talisman, a magic key to the good life
available in America. For the tens of thousands who went there, and
the millions who knew of it, City College was a living emblem of
the American Dream. In World of Our Fathers, Irving Howe delivered
this mighty trumpet blast on behalf of his own alma mater; “Of all
the institutions they [the Jewish immigrants] or their children might
encounter in the new world, City College came dlosest to fulfilling
Emerson’s promise that ‘this country, the last found, is the great
charity of God to the human race’ ”

City was, against all odds, one of America’s great colleges. Be-
tween 1920 and 1970 more of its graduates went on to receive Ph.D,
degrees than those of any other college except Berkeley, despite the
fact that City had no graduate program of its own, no research facil-
ities, nor even a very distinguished faculty. Eight graduates received
the Nobel Prize, a record for a public institution. Of the cadre of New
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" York Jewish intellectuals who grew up just before World War 1I, a

. | femarkable fraction did their undergraduate studies at City College—

not only Jrving Howe but Irving Kristol, Daniel Bell, Seymour Martin

Lipset; Alfred Kazin. Vast numbers of New York’s accountants, and

= _...wg.\mw&m»m., and teachers, attended City. And these graduates still

S speak of their college days with reverence.

+ - What distinguished City from every other coliege at its level

SR was its transformative mission, City did not reproduce privilege, as
C 7 the 1vy League schools did. It gave poor, talented boys Aiogmb.smﬂm
" fot regularly accepted until after World War 1I) the opportunity to

niake it into the middle class; it compressed into a few years a pro-

" ess that otherwise took a few generations. City was the most merito-

" ‘¢ratic of institutions; and because the idea that a man mro,c.E get
o ahead according to his abilities, rather than the accident of _uﬁw or
....wﬁowmqoﬂﬂg was the core principle of America’s free-market society,

City had a moral status that no elite college could n.HmEP City was,
as Howe's comment implies, a promise that America kept.

But that promise was challenged by new realities. By Em.uomcm
City’s rigorous standards had come to seem like a mmwﬁm”ﬁmﬂon n..m
privilege for the well educated, rather than a noBu._#Em:H to egali-
tarianism. The civil rights movement advanced the idea *rmw._u_mnwm
and other disadvantaged groups were being denied .w#m right to
develop the abilities that would allow them to non%mwnm. in the mar-
ketplace. That was why the great forces of social mobility were fail-
ing for this generation of the poor. And City was an almost helplessly
faithful register of the world around it: just as the college had sym-
bolized for generations the meritocratic values of a new urban n.:#_.hm,
and of America itself, so now it came to stand for the zmsu ﬁﬂmﬂw_m
of “equal opportunity,” or, in the more contentious phrasing, “affir-
mative action”” In 1969 black and Puerto Rican mgmmnﬁw shut down
the campus to demand vastly greater access for minority mwsmma.:m.
There were marches and fires and fistfights, and an irrevocable taking
- of sides. It was a single moment that defined, in a burst of harsh

" light, the crisis that liberalism itself was undergoing. The racial

challenge could not be either repudiated or mnnogommﬁwm «ﬁﬁrnﬁ
sacrificing cherished beliefs. Liberalism—the self-confident mm#r
fueled by the engines of assimilation and progress—could not survive

TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

this shock. It was no wonder that many of those who viewed City
as the incarnation of the American Dream reacted to the uprising
as if a holy site had been desecrated.

The students won. City’s admissions standards were lowered
to open the college to those who had formerly been excluded. “Open
admissions” shattered City’s history into two parts, “before” and
“after” But it also arguably represented continuity, or even con-
summation, for City was engaged once again in a radical social ex-
periment and in the deeply American labor of transformation. The
European immigrants didn't need City anymore; it was the black and
Puerto Rican citizens of Harlem, the people who for years had looked
up the hill at the remote campus, who needed it now. Because of
its history, its before and aftez, City forced a comparison and a ques-
tion: Could the forces of social mobility work on the new poor as
they had on previous generations?

City College’s glorious past remains legible, if sometimes only
faintly, beneath the accretions of its contemporary life. Decrepit old
Shepherd Hall is being renovated at staggering expense. The terra-
cotta gargoyles that once ran along its upper battlements like Harlem's
answer to the Cathedral of Notre Dame have rotted over the decades
and have been removed for repairs. The dim, clattering cafeteria that
sat in the Shepherd basement has been converted into a music library,
a cheery space of bookcases and blond wood. The rest of the old
campus, low gray stone buildings built like battleships and named
Iike Ivy League dormitories, fans out on the other side of Convent
Avenue-—Baskerville, Goethals, Harris, Wingate, and Compton. The
old piles are ranged around a grassy quadrangle. In the center is a
statue of City’s mascot, the beaver—symbol of industry and per-
sistence. This is the one and only wholly appealing place on City’s
concrete campus to sit outside and take the sun, or read, or chat.

The harmony of the place has been wrecked by the grimly func-
tional architecture of the 1970s, a time when open admissions forced
City into an overnight expansion. Beyond the southern border of
the old campus, which is all of two blocks from the northern termi-
nus, with its scrolled gateway and Latin crest, looms the vast, grace-
less bulk of the North Academic Center, or NAC, a Pentagon-like

11
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IR ﬁ.o_wmon. that holds the cafeteria and classrooms and office space for
A ‘much of the college. And the NAC, in turn, faces a three-story

SR ¢ube-~the administration building—and City’s one skyscraper, the
... featureless fourteen-story rectangle of the Science Building. It takes

- about two minutes to traverse the entire campus~this is, after all,

o S New York City, not Mount Holyoke. And if you stand in the plaza

. of the NAC building, and turn just so, more or less north-northeast,

. you can see nothing but the old campus, the spire of a church, and

- Harlem spread out in the distance.

City has a strange, hodgepodge academic identity that comes

- of this process of simultaneous accumulation and displacement. In

" certain respects City is very much a traditional liberal arts / profes-

o " sional college. Every student must pass through an extensive core
ERIE  curriculum, incdluding courses such as World Humanities 101. City
" * has a large and fairly accomplished English facuity, a wide variety

of history electives, and several hundred students eager to read good
books. The majority of students graduate in one of four professional
schools—Engineering, Education, Nursing, and Architecture. City
has a number of highly sophisticated programs in the sciences, in-
cluding the Sophie Davis School of Medicine, an elite five-year pro-
gram that enrolls 200 undergraduate students. At the same time, in
recent decades City, like many other undergraduate colleges, has
ramified upward into a quasi-university. Now there are 3,000 grad-
uate students as well as 11,500 undergraduates. And doctoral pro-
grams in clinical psychology, physics, engineering, and several other
fields are Jocated on the City campus, though in fact they serve all
students in the City University of New York, of which City College
is a part.

But all of this is only the aboveground portion of the great
massif that is City College. Hidden from view, and extending far

- downward, is City’s vast remedial underworld. Three-quarters of

-+ . City’s entering freshmen are assigned to at least one remedial class,

in language, math, or “college skills.” These classes have hierarchies
' gftheir own. Students who hope to be engineers or architects may
have to take, and of course pass, four remedial math courses. About
a third of entering freshmen are admitted through what is known

" as the SEEK program, which offers access to senior college to stu-
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dents who cannot meet admissions standards and whose family in-
come m.m=m below a poverty threshold. Most of these students take
remedial classes in all three fields. And City’s English as a Second
Emnmmm (ESL) program constitutes an entirely separate track
&m_unm»m_.% known as “developmental” rather than “remedial” >H._H
om...ma third of entering students begin in the ESL program, though
owing .a.u overlap the combined ESL/SEEK population is mon rw:.
wh any given freshman clags. These students may spend years trudg-
ing :ﬁs.wmn& toward the blue sky of the regular curriculum; Emsm
_mmc_m. City College before even reaching core classes like nwnmngw
Drabik’s World Humanities 101. The students I saw there, in other
words, represented a culled sample of City’s entering class. mu_..m !
body of students stretches below the core; ancther stretches mvww,wmmm
It’s only a slight exaggeration to say that City is really two no=mmmm‘.

a liberal arts / professional instituti i
aap ; on and i
sions ons. d a remedial Lopen admis-

City is as heterogeneous demographically as it is academically.
A study of the 1,240 incoming students in the class of 1991 moE._m
m.:: almost exactly half had been born abroad, in a total of seventy-
six countries. Although 39 percent of City’s undergraduates described
themselves as “black” in 1992, a very large fraction, perhaps as many
as half, came from the Caribbean or Africa. Another 28 percent of
City’s student body is Hispanic, but among them students from Cen-
tral and South America vastly cutnumber Puerto Ricans. According
toa survey of freshmen, Dominicans constitute City’s single largest
foreign contingent (followed by students from Haiti, Jamaica, China
and India). Eighteen percent of undergraduates—and &Ewmﬁ oﬂmH
quarter of graduates—are Asian, and the remaining 14 percent are

e white. This label, too, conveys a spurious impression of homogeneity.

Of City’s traditional student base—Jewish and Catholic graduates of
the New York public school system—only a tiny remnant remains

Many of City’s white students are irnmigrants from Greece, the KEM
dle East, and Russia. City has been revitalized and buoyed up by

o m._m.m gmﬂmm tide of newcomers. Many of them bring not only im-
- migrant drive and first-generation values but a solid, if narrow, sec-

ondary school education.

13
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e i S -’ used to meet immigrant students by wandering through the

FR ...mo.u.dmoam of Baskerville Hall, a building across the street from
SRR ‘Shepherd ‘that’s used as the headquarters of City’s innumerable

ethnic clibs. At one end of the dim hallway, laughter and shouts

8 "+ rang out from the open door of the Dominican Student Association.,

e o At the opposite end was Emﬂimcm.Emanwmoﬁgmbmmnbimﬁmmﬁbm
- Chinese students. (The Cantonese-speaking club was upstairs.) There

. ) "life in emblematic terms; and his own struggle to succeed, with all

nine or ten students sat in a little room with two desks and bare
walls. They were silent; they were bespectacied; and most of them
were reading texts with titles like Operating Systems.

Right in the middle of Baskervilles first floor, in a privileged

. position just left of the front door, was LAESA--the Latin American

Engineering Students Association. Here I found four or five members

 slouched around a deal table shooting the breeze. They seemed a

‘good deal quieter than the Dominicans and a good deal more relaxed
than the Chinese. One of the guys at the table—they were all men—
introduced himself as Wagner Ortuno, the president of the club. He
was handsome, coffee colored, with close-cropped black hair, dark

eyes, a square jaw, big hands. There was a self-assurance about-

Wagner that I hadn't seen in many City College students; he obvi-
ously enjoyed the deference of the other members, They sat and
listened while Wagner perched at the edge of the table, folded his
arms across his chest, and talked about the club and about himself.

Wagner had been raised and educated in Quito, Ecuador. His
father was an auto mechanic, which explained his unusual name.
“Wagner is some brand of auto parts that he worked with,” he said
with a laugh. “I was named after a brake shoe or something like that.”
After finishing high school in 1986, Wagner had left, by himself, for
New York. “I came here to search for the American Dream,” he said
‘without the slightest trace of irony. There was something a little bit
‘self-conscious about the way Wagner presented himself. He saw his

its dead ends and detours and scaled heights, had taken on almost

" heroic dimensions in his mind. “My first year in New York was the

most disappointing time of my life,” he went on. By now the others
 around the table had resumed talking among themselves, but quietly.
7 thought everything would be perfect—all the streets were straight,

. TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

and the money was just there. Then I realized that it is there, as long
as you work for it. I realized that you can't just stay in mzw neigh-
borhood, you have to go out and learn the language”
. Wagner had climbed up the greasy pole doggedly, and method-
ically. Rather than pursue his education right away, he had taken
English classes at night while working as a laborer by day. After a
year he had enrolled at City College, which he had learned of
mﬁ.oﬁmw._ a cousin who was attending. Wagner set his sights on a
Q.mmmmm in electrical engineering, and he followed his star with a fer-
vid intensity. He struggled through ESL and bulled his way through
math classes. And here he exploited an advantage that more than
compensated for his unfamiliarity with English and with New York
In Ecuador, Wagner had had math shoved down him until it rma.
come out of his pores. He was way ahead of most of the New York
City public school products who came to City, and he knew it. “I
have seen people here who never took trigonometry in high mnrom_ !
he said with something like awe. He hadn't even been able to mnmm\ﬁ
the fact that many of the students hadn't taken geometry either. That
started a brief conversation with the others about the mﬁoamgm_
low standards of the New York public school system, which Bobw
of them had attended for more than a year or two. They couldn't
conceive of graduating from high school without having read a book.
Wagner resumed his story, At first he worked thirty-five hours
a En.wm.r while taking a full load of twelve credits. “I used to work
at night, get home in the morning, take a shower, and then come
here for my morning class,” he said. “And I wound up sleeping in
&mmm.... Wagner was short-circuiting on his own immigrant drive. He
was finally saved from a complete blowout when he was laid off from
his job. He had never saved a penny anyway, and he found that he
8.:5 make do with a combination of state grants and student loans
His grades picked up, and he began to enjoy his studies. Finally rm
could see his way clear to his goal. The rest was just hard work
which for Wagner was second nature, \
For all that he kept his nose to the grindstone, Wagner was a
person of mdaﬁ_ﬂmwﬂm_w broad interests. He had taken four or five art
courses, as well as courses in music and the history of photo
In fact Wagner was taking more credits than he 32“%2_ mwn TENMMMM
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. “Tobe educated means you have to have at least a little bit of knowl-

edge about everything,” he explained in his sententious style. Roberto

- Torres, who was sitting across the table from Wagner, said that he

ey ‘thought core courses like World Civ were a complete waste of time.

Everyone agreed. But then Hugo Gonzales mentioned that he some-

S times thought of writing a book of literary criticdism. He loved Spanish

Iyric poetry. Didn't everyone? “After all” said another student with
a wink, “poetry is the language of love.” A general discussion of love

ensued. The Latins apparently made for more romantic engineers

ese.

fhen ”M@MM.M._ Roberto, Hugo, and the others had o_u&ocm_%. spent
countless hours together. Many of them, like Wagner, had mn.zmnmﬁmm
by themselves; the club was their defense mmab.,# the Moam__n.mmm. of
New York, against poverty, and against the strain of mnmnmn:n life.
“A lot of us pretty much live in school” Wagner m.mﬁ. ..S._m same
could be said for Richard and Jeffrey and many of City’s immigrant
students. “It's a modus vivendi. It's too far to go Um.mr home, .mﬁm
sometimes you dor't want to be in that neighborhood.” Wagner :wm
in the immense Latin barrio that stretched for ?.,3 to three miles
along Broadway, just to the west of the campus. “I just use my apart-
ment for sleeping,” Wagner continued. “I stay wow_m on mﬁﬂm.& to
be with my girlfriend. Otherwise, I'm here. At night we chip in to
buy Chinese food, and sometimes well .nosmnﬁ pennies ﬁbcw. we
have enough for soda. And then we'll sit around w.aum .mzm ave
dinner and watch Jeopardy’ ” Wagner and the others lived ina Eoﬁm
as beset with snares as a fairy tale. And they huddled Smm\&mu._b
the club for warmth, and safety, and the strength that came with

family feeling.

City College had a reputation as a nmEHnJ of black rage. The
newspapers were full of stories about City’s militant and o_umnﬁnmm.#
tist Black Studies Department, and especialiy the nm_um.ugmnw s chair,
Leonard Jeffries, a racial chauvinist whose mind was filled with dark
‘Jewish conspiracies. Jeffries had a sizable body of followers on cam-
pus and a ready audience in the larger black E..H.E. He was a BM:;
ﬂ.mnmbm figure who made City seem like a menacing Em%m. But 5? act
: City's reputation was largely undeserved. The school’s atmosphere

TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

was set more by people like Wagner and his friends than by the Black
Studies Department. The campus had become increasingly apolitical
as the fraction of immigrants had grown. Wagner, who was a political
leader on campus, regularly bemoaned the passivity of his peers.
People at City tended to think of the college as a supremely
successful experiment in international living. Especially in New York,
with its apparently insatiable appetite for tribal conflict, the City
College cafeteria—where Haitians and Moroccans and Russians and
Puerto Ricans and Sri Lankans and Peruvians and Khmers and Afri-
can Americans talked to one another like civilized human beings—
was an uplifting spectacle. And this was particularly true for many
of City’s middle-class white Americans, who tended to be far more
taken up with issues of multiculturalism than were the multicultural
immigrants themselves. At lunch one day I met an English major
who had grown up in a small town outside of Lincoln, Nebraska.
Cindy had gone to an all-white high school, and when she brought
a black friend home one afternoon her father threatened to throw
both of them out of the house. Now she was living in a Hispanic
neighborhood in Manhattan, taking a Bible study class in Harlem,
and dating a Korean guy. It was Cindy’s idea of heaven. She looked
around at the sea of faces in the cafeteria and said, “What I like about
this place is that the smallest minority is blondes” -«

City’s faculty and staff took tremendous pride in the school’s
diversity, reveling in the sheer variety of the student body. Edward
Cody, a World Civilization teacher, kept a map of the world with
pins marking his students’ birthplaces. Alan Feigenberg, a professor
in the School of Architecture, compiled a list of the sixty-four coun-
tries from which the school’s students hailed, as well as their parents’
birthplaces, the twenty-nine languages they spoke, and their twenty-
one ethnic or racial self-classifications {African, Afro-American, Afro-
Caribbean, Afro-Hispanic, and so on).

But Feigenberg didn't know what fraction of entering students
failed to graduate, or what fraction of graduates failed the licensing
exam. This pattern recurred often enough that it made me wonder
if City’s thoroughly justifiable pride in its diversity wasn't also a way
of distracting attention from hard questions. Diversity was a goal
that City achieved effortlessly, and daily. And it was, in its way, so
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stirring an achiévement that no one wanted to question whether the
‘teal ‘experitment, an experiment in social mobility and remedial educa-
~"‘tion, ot in international living, was actually working. At one point
in my conversation with Cindy she blurted out that her World Civ

_M..._. " class reminded her of “eighth-grade geography.” She hadn’t been so

lucky in her choice of teachers as the students in Grazina Drabik’s

s oo class It turned out that Cindy was worried about the low value she

" ‘had heard that graduate schools placed on a City degree, and had

- seriously considered transferring to Barnard, the sister school of

" Columbia, two subway stations to the south. But she had found

enough worthwhile classes in City’s uppermost reaches to hold her
attention. And when she had asked herself, “Do I want to go to a
party school with a lot of snobby white girls with attitude?”, the
answer had been, “Not likely”

After that first World Humanities class, a student caught up

‘with me in the hallway and said, “In this book of yours” —Drabik

had asked me to talk about my project— “are you going to be writing
bad things about City College, or good things?” It was such a sincere
and artless question that I instantly gave a straightforward answer.
“] really don’t know what I think yet,” I replied, “but I'm hoping
to write something good.” And I was. I wanted City College to work.
My sixties liberalism may have been giving way around the edges,
but it was still the basic shaping influence of my beliefs. I had grown
up with the civil rights movement and the war on poverty; and their
shortcomings or bad endings scarcely discredited the efforts them-
selves in my eyes. I believed in government activism, and 1 took it
as a premise that a humane society focuses an important part of its
energy on bringing the poor into the mainstream. I believed in the
old-fashioned meritocratic principle that City College had arguably

- abandoned with open admissions, but I was also committed to the

‘jdeal of equal opportunity. It was troubling that in City College's

* history the two ideals seemed to rise and fall like the ends of a seesaw.

But the zero-sum equation didn't seem inescapable, and in any case
the sacrifice seemed small enough, and the gain great enough, to

‘justify the bargain.

TOO DIFFICULT LIFE

4 H..r.mﬁ was where my dispositions lay. But I had an even stronger
mﬁ@m_:ou not to lose my grip on the fine-grained reality of the col-
_m.mm itself and go sliding down an ideological chute, The boxes at
either end were all too neat and snug. For the Left, the experiment
Hﬁ _.wo Eou.w. to vindicate the premise that the only thing holding back
Em ﬁnmu.n_@ .Huow_.. was Oﬁ.ﬁoéawﬁ and it had to fail to vindicate
e Right’s belief in an unhindered market—in this case the market
place of .mUEmmmfmbm its half-acknowledged belief that the poor e
responsible for their own plight, Ideological purity was mMmEmMM.m
nature. And in any case it didr't take long to realize that City Colle M
was zQ. a story of the struggle of good and evil; it was a place Srmmm
competing goods collided with one another. That was precisely wh
made it worth thinking about seriously. Y

The questions that I needed to answer were “Why did City

+ work so well in the past?” and “Is it working now, and for whom?”

And what did it even mean for a coilege like City to “work”? Were
ﬁ#m students being educated in the same sense that they rmm been
fifty years before? Or did the threshold of success have to be put
so low Ewﬁ it represented something self-defeating? Could City mmw<m
as an antipoverty program or a fine liberal arts college, but not both?
.d.._m only way to answer these questions was to become a part ow.
City College's daily life, to sit in on classes and read papers mmm talk
to mgmmua and teachers and administrators. To put it in the most
m.nmw_&omm terms, I wanted to see for myself the possibilities and the
HE.,Em of the American Dream as it exists today, As Jim Watts had
said, nothing could be more important than that. T
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““Let the children of the rich and the
poor take their seats together ..’

g, ity College was a radical and controversial experiment long
. before the advent of open admissions. The college came into

s being in 1847, when the president of the New York City Board
of Education, a wealthy businessman and reformer named Townsend
Harris, convened a committee to consider founding a municipal high
school or college. New York was already a global metropolis and
America’s commercial capital, swelling daily with a flood of immi-
grants from Ireland and Germany. And yet its citizens, except for
a tiny elite, had no recourse for the education of their children beyond
the age of ten or eleven. The city had no public secondary schools
at all, and higher education was available only at Columbia College
and the University of the City of New York {(now New York Univer-
sity), private institutions that charged tuition. And the two colleges
enrolled a grand total of 245 students, as Harris's committee noted
in its report to the board. “This truth,” the committee observed in
a transparent attempt to rally civic pride, “would induce the stranger
to suppose that we despised education”
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" In fact the young nation venerated the idea of public school-
ing, although it was often behindhand about the reality. The Found-

. ing Fathers, and above all Jefferson, had absorbed from Rousseau

* and other Enlightenment figures the precept that a society of citizens
" rested on the powers of education. “1 know of no safer depository
‘of the ultimate power of the society but the people themselves,”
Jefferson wrote, “and if we think them not enlightened enough to
" exercise their control with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is
" not to take it from them but to inform their discretion.” Denomina-
tional schools had been established in New York, Boston, and Phila-
" - delphia within a few generations after the colonists had landed; but
the Jeffersonian idea that the school was to cultivate citizens, rather
than worshipers, took shape in the “common school” movement that
began in New England toward the end of the eighteenth century.

For all its glorious symbolism, the common school movement
remained relatively confined until the 1820s and 1830s—the Age of
Jackson—when the rise of new classes, vying for status in an increas-
ingly open society, put a new premium on education. America was
a young giant; education was a means not only of informing its dis-
cretion but of refining its dawning powers. Only in the 1840s and
1850s was public education expanded in a large way beyond the pri-
mary school. The first common school had been founded in New
York City in 1805, but it wasn(t until 1842 that the Board of Educa-
tion was established with the goal of developing a network of pub-
lic schools. .

Townsend Harris’s committee canvassed the available educa-
tional options, found them embarrassingly meager for a great city
in a great nation, and proposed that the board “take the necessary

 steps to establish a Free College or Academry” An academy, at the time,
. was usually an institution preparatory to college. A public municipal

- - college was something unheard of. And yet state colleges and univer-

" sities had existed from the time of Jefferson’s University of Virginia.

o o 'The country had 120 undergraduate colleges, according to an estimate

" from the president of Brown College. About 25,000 students were
. -enrolled. Most of these institutions were private, and tiny; but by
1860 twenty states had established college or university systems.
- These new institutions reached far beyond the social elite served by

“LET THE CHILDREN OF THE RICH ...”

the Ivy wmmmsm\ though the curriculum they offered was almost
wholly classical. Not until the passage of the Morrill Act in 1862

- prodded the states into establishing land-grant colleges aimed at
: - farmers and mechanics did anything like vocational higher educa-

tion come into being,
But the principle of a democratic higher education could still
be seen as something new and dangerous in 1847. Within a few
Smmr.m of the committee’s report, letters began appearing in the
ﬁoanmw and Enquirer, one of New York’s innumerable newspapers
warning the public of Harris’s folly. The letters were signed “Justice ”
and appear to have been written by a teacher or official of one mm
.m_m Qﬂxm two private colleges. “Will the new college do away with
ill feeling between the poor and the rich,” Justice asked, “or will it
foster those dangerous jealousies which, at the present day, some
are so studiously blowing into a flame?” He also suggested a,;mﬂ the
Free ?mmn_mna\ might threaten an intellectual order predicated on
E.E:Hﬂmn_ contemplation—predicated, that is, on the existence of a
leisure class. He wondered if there would be any place in the pro-
posed college “for what is called ‘liberal education’ —~that which
regards the sciences not so much in their immediate utilities in
Hmmvmﬁ to physical comfort, as in the free and enlarged views they
give of humar life and human relations.” He indulged in a sneering
Hmmm.nmﬂnm to “the manufacture of scap and the composition of paint,”
which he understood to be an integral element of the Free bﬁmn_mﬁqx_m
proposed curriculum. And this question, whether colleges could
preserve E&H elite, liberal arts character once they became accessible
to the ordinary student, was to figure geriously in the debates over
open admissions 120 years later.
o Harris had, in fact, proposed that the curriculum of the new
E.mnwnc..ob “have more especial reference to the active duties of oper-
ative life, rather than those more particularly regarded as necessary
for the Pulpit, Bar or the Medical profession” —the only professions
that then required higher education. Harris suggested that the Free
Academy offer courses not only in Latin and Greek and rhetoric
as m= self-respecting colleges did, but in “Chemistry, EmnrmE.nm\
Axchitecture, Agriculture, Navigation, physical as well as moral 0m
mental science. . . ” Harris was proposing a new course of study for
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5 .- anew class of students—the sons of artisans and tradesmen, rather
. than of landowners and clerics. The curriculum wouid follow the

- dlassical model, though only up to a point. It wasn't the liberal arts

SR . component of the proposed school that was new, but, as “Justice’s”
. . mockery indicates, the professional component.

Harris's ends were actually more conservative than “Justice”

o " understood; he had no intention of upending the social order. The

notion that higher education might be a means of social mobility,

~'a premise that City College came to vindicate as perhaps no other

college did, seems not to have occurred to Harris. Quite the con-
trary; should the new academy succeed, he wrote, it “would soon
raise up a class of mechanics and artists, well skilled in their several
pursuits, and eminently qualified to infuse into their fellow-workmen
a spirit that would add dignity to labor! Harris ridiculed the notion
that a thorough grounding in “the laws of the mechanical powers” —
physics, to us—would render the mechanic himself “disqualified for
handling the saw and plane.” It would, he wrote, simply make him
a better mechanic. .

Higher education could scarcely be the means to social mobility
so long as only a few traditional professions required advanced train-
ing, But if Harris's coliege was not meritocratic, in the modern sense,
neither was it strictly vocational; and it was egalitarian. In a magiste-
rial answer to “Justice,” an author who styled himself “Plain Truth”
and who was almost certainly Harris himself wrote, “Make [the new
college] the property of the people—open the doors to all—let the
children of the rich and the poor take their seats together, and know
of no distinction save that of industry, good conduct, and intellect.”
Harris was proposing that the democratic, Jeffersonian principles that
governed the common school be reproduced at the most elite levels
of education, Perhaps “Justice” was right to be alarmed.

In short order the committee’s proposal for a public academy

or college was passed by the state legislature, signed by the gover-
" nor, and overwhelmingly approved in a referendum submitted to
" the voters of New York City. The Free Academy held its formal open-

ing on January 21, 1849, in a redirick building on East Twenty-third
Street. In a speech to the assembled crowd, the first principal of the
Academy, a West Point man named Dr. Horace Webster, struck the

“LET THE CHILDREN OF THE RICH ...”

Mmﬂm of nm.mma egalitarianism, and of great purposes, which was to
come City’s watchword: “The experiment is to be tried” he said

whether the children of the people, the children of the whole peo-
W_M\n_ can be _uMmcnmnm& and whether an institution of the Emﬂmmﬁ
Mﬁ g%%ﬁ mﬂwhﬁmmmm?:% controlled by the popular will, not by the
The curriculum offered to the initial generati
_u_.,mnmmm_u.\ .mum amalgam of the classical m:mmwrm <onMM%MM; nn_M“.. MH
had mﬂ?m.pobmm. There were courses in philosophy, Latin, Greek, and
wrmﬁom@. in chemnistry, physics and civil engineering; Lna in nmmmsr
ing, mﬂmbomﬂmﬁgm and bookkeeping. Students could pursue a dlassical
ﬁﬂmﬂmh._ of mw:&mm.. modeled on the great colleges of New England
ﬁ ch .Smnm in turn based on the precedents of Oxford and ntH
dge; or .:6% could take the English track, “intended to prepare
for the wnmﬁs business of life” By placing the m.nm?.ommmmmo:mw. on
a par with the scholastic, the Free Academy prefigured the sh,
of mass higher education in America. e
Harris had initially proposed that the co i
mas but m:ﬁ.ﬂa\ offer certificates attesting to a %MMM MM&M”H HMWH
ments. And in fact, according to sociologist and City College historian
Sherry Gorelick, only 2,730 students graduated in the college’s first
half century—out of a total of 30,000. This was a source of perpetual
mﬁvmﬂmmmami to the college and fuel for attack on the part of
Q.Enm in the press. Many of the students were simply unprepared
for higher education; others had to go back to Egr..wﬁ_u w\w also
ﬁ.dm that there was no very compelling reason to stay in college
since a degree was not yet a negotiable commeodity in the job Bmarm*\
Students went to the Free Academy for the education, not for mzm.

“credential.

The very concept of w ili
: pward mobility was a new one when
Andrew Carnegie suggested in 1889 that philanthropists needed to
concern themselves with “ladders upon which the aspiring can rise””

- Moﬁ until ﬁmwm would the New York State Board of Regents mandate
. the mm»mgmrgwa of high schools. Until that time teenagers who
- wished to continue their education in public school could take the

academy’s entrance exam, and if they passed they would be assigned

| to the school’s “sub-freshman,” or preparatory, class, Thereafter the
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.. _course was extended to three years, which effectively transformed
. itinto an eatly version of high school.

For its first half century, City College, as it was renamed in 1866,

i ‘was an odd combination of high school, college, and trade school.
- The average age of entering students was fourteen, and the usual
‘level of preparation was correspondingly low. West Point men ran

the school until 1903, and they ruled over their charges by means

. .. " of what City College historian Willis Rudy calls “a patriarchal system

of benevolent despotism” —including a minutely calibrated system
of demerits. The faculty was undistinguished, teaching methods
uninspired, and the atirition rate, of course, appailing. The cur-
riculumn, which at one time had seemed novel, barely changed from
decade to decade. One of the principal innovations came with the
establishment, in 1883, of a two-year workshop course—what high
schools one hundred years later called “shop.”

Only in the early twentieth century did City begin to.evolve

into m,mmommmmw,mmm@m@ In 1903 old General Aleander Webb, the hero
f Pickett's Charge at Gettysburg, gave way to a new president, John
Huston Finley, a professor of politics at Princeton. Finley relaxed the
draconian code of discipline and modernized the curriculum. In 1908,
after fifteen years of planning and building, the college moved from
Twenty-third Street to its current home atop the St. Nicholas Heights
in Harlem. Manhattan had swallowed up the old home in relentiess
urban sprawl, but the Heights was quiet and clean and remote from
the frenetic daily life of the city. The great black migration from the
West Side—and from the Deep South—-had only just begun. The new
college, President Finley declared, would constitute “a lofty interior
city” within, yet removed from, the larger city.

The college trustees commissioned the architect George Post
to design the campus in the English Collegiate Gothic style that had
become, at schools such as Yale, a physical symbol of scholastic nobil-
ity. By choosing as his principal building material the light gray schist

- that constitutes Manhattan's bedrock, Post balanced the aristocratic

. : pretensions of the style with a suggestion of ruggedness, a nod to

the real life of the city. The five buildings of the campus formed a
‘quadrangle arranged around a grassy plaza, with a great flagpole
in the center, The buildings, square and stout, were trimmed in white
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Mwa,m.no:m and topped by gargoyles representing the various scholarly
wﬁm. >=m at each of the four points of the compass stood twin
pillars, wo_bmm. to one another by arms of delicate jron tracery. The
wunrswwﬁ\ c.&m_nr bore the college’s grand Latin motto, marked the

oundaries of the lofty interior city without walli it
et ity beyons ty walling it off from the
The gargoyles, the battleship buildings, the solemn Latin tag,

B all spoke of the aspirations of what was, after all, still a modest and

Hmﬂrm.u ‘n.vmnws.su& institution. The citizens of New York City had spent
$6 n:.Eon to ennoble their little college, to give it something of the
wﬂvrﬁam of the great academies reserved for the wellborn and the
rich. The new college was a symbol of the tremendous energies bein;
na.mmmrmm in P.Bmlnm.m great cities, energies that were born of m._m
nation’s commitment to the ordinary man.

The children of the whole people did not, at first, enroll at City
nozmmm. .H._J.._._m student body “was predominantly middle-¢lass in its.
cast,” writes Willis Rudy. The Targest number of early students de-
mn.u_vmn_ their father’s occupation as “merchant” Most were English
HH.EF. Scots, and German by birth. And so the institution might rmcm
remained had not Alexander I, the tsar of Russia, been assassinated
as he returned from an inspection of the Imperial Guards on March
H‘. 1881. Within weeks the anti-Semitism that had been fostered by
his brutal predecessor, Nicholas I, burst out in a series of pogroms
that brought terror to the Pale of Settlement, the area mqm_&wr.ma the
current borders of Russia and Poland where the Jews mbnummmm._ 1
had been confined. For the Jews, the pogroms appeared to be mm
another episode in a timeless history of pharaonic tyranny; and mw«m
responded, as they had before, with exodus—to Emnnm\ the mmSmM
of freedom. The Jewish flight from Russia quickly m%mmm.m into one
of the greatest mass movements in human history. Between 1881 and
H@MN amﬁs the Johnson-Reed Act, inspired by the postwar Red Scare
suddenly turned off t i illi ‘
pudder Hw_a#ma mﬂmﬁmﬁm spigot, 2.8 million Jews left Eastern Europe
. b.d insignificant fraction of this vast flood of immigrants, or of
wrmﬁ, children, ever attended City College or any other no__mm\m But
it took only a small tincture to turn City College quite mimmw. into
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" aJewish institution. Even in the late 1870s and early 1880s City had

ST ‘had a significant population of German and Sephardic Jews, most of
7 them probably members of the middle class. In 1890 one-quarter of
- the graduates had Jewish surnames, though almost all of them were

: - ~German. By 1900 the figure had reached 54 percent, and by 1910,

.70 percent. And now almost all of the names were Russian or Polish

or Hungarian. The fraction of Eastern European Jewish students at
City, and at its sister institutions in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Queens,

o

hever went below three-quarters until well into ;mrmr._omsom;
““How is it fhat City College, a public institution open to all,
became a Jewish enclave for almost three-quarters of a century? The

simple answer is that Jews went to college at two to three times the

———ETTE

rate of 5on.wm&wmr}9m;lnmbmlcw the early 1930s almost half of the
nonmmmmgmmam in New York were Jewish—and vmnmcmw the over-
whelming fraction of those students were poor, they had little choice
but to attend a free college such as City. As Nathan Qm:hmn and Daniel
Patrick Moynihan observe in Beyond the Melting .w&u Eastern ms.ao-
pean Jews showed almost from their arrival in this country a passion
for education that was unique in American history” Yes; but 8:.%
The traditional answer to this question may be mﬁEﬂwm up in
the phrase “the Jewish love of learning” But scholar ng <<.mx.
man writes that Jewish “educational mobility was a Bm:&mﬂmﬂwﬂ
of the Americanization and secularization of Jewish values.” While
in the Old World, learning had been an end in itself—the greatest
of all ends—in the New World, it became a means to m.:: end held
dearest by all Americans—success. The philosopher m_&...m% Eoﬂ_m
who graduated from City College in 1923, grew up, he a.aﬂnmm in his
memoirs, “in a poverty so stark as to be almost unimaginable these
days”” The word slack struck terror in the boy’s heart, because E,,E.MM
ployment was so often followed by eviction and the &m.m&:.u. sig
‘of a family turned out on the sidewalk. And yet, Hook writes, above

e all there was a feeling of hope. The hope was sustained by faith

that the doors of opportunity would be opened by education. Zo
generation of parents has ever sacrificed so much for the education

T " of their children”

. Education meant gpportunity-—a word utterly new, yet endowed

L L " with an almost supernatural power for Jews who had escaped the
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sudden violence and continual oppression of life in the Pale, The
most astonishing feature of Jewish life in the United States was the
speed with which these greenhorns left their poverty behind. The
average tenure in the Lower East Side was about fifteen years, By
the 1920s and 1930s, Jews were leaving Rivington Street en masse
tor Brooklyn and the Bronx—new ghettos, to be sure, but not so bad
as the old ones. Glazer and Moynihan note that while the Irish took
an average of three generations to escape poverty, and the Italians
two, the Jews managed in one. Most of them moved from being
peddlers to salespeople, not lawyers and doctors. Higher education
accounted for only a small portion of Jewish mobility. But a remark-
ably large number of Jewish immigrants seized on education as the
royal road to success..
Perhaps, then, the question should be taken back one step:

Why were the Jews so driven to succeed? One plausible answer is
that they were no more driven than the Irish or the Italians, but as
urbanites in an urban environment they simply had better survival
skills. And yet the burning drive to make it in the New World is a
fixture of virtually every account of Jewish immigrant life, whether
in fiction or in memoirs. Perhaps, as Chaim Waxman writes, material
success meant “national liberation” to the Jews after the forty years
in the desert of tsarist oppression. Or perhaps it was the humiliation
of life in the tenements of the New World, rather than in the Egypt
of the Old World, that cried out for vindication. The Jews of Eastern
Europe, for all their poverty, thought of themselves as the heirs of
a great tradition. But the Lower East Side was merely squalid—an
intolerable affront to respectable folk. In his memoirs, the writer and
critic—and City College graduate—Alfred Kazin recalls his parents’
desperate hopes that he restore their vanished respectability. “My

~mother and father worked in a rage to put us above their level” he

writes; “they had married to make us possible. We were the only
conceivable end to all their striving; we were their America” The
reason that Asian immigrants are forever being compared to the Jews
of another generation is not so much that they both have a timeless
tradition of learning and wisdom as that they share a fierce com-
petitiveness, a horror of failure, and a willingness to make almost
any sacrifice in order to get ahead.
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_If the Jewish hunger for success was s0 often satisfied in the

. .. B schools, it also had a great deal to do with the transformation of the

schools themselves. By the early period of immigration, public educa-

. tion in New York had become systematic, but only up to the age of

eleven or twelve. The city’s first public high school—Boys’ High-—
was established in 1895. Even in the years before World War I, a
period of tremendous growth in public schooling, only one-fifth to
- onie-quarter of Americans received a high school diploma. And no
more than one in twenty earned a college degree. At least until the
turn of the century, a college education was more a séurce of intel-
lectual and cultural refinement than' of professional advancement.
But the rise of the corporate and public bureaucracy in the early
years of the century made educational attainment the key to eco-
nomic success. Large organizations needed trained accountants, not
just bookkeepers. They needed managers and lawyers, and armies
of engineers and technicians. The new professions were spawning
new forms of postgraduate training—law schools and medical schools
and schools of business. And the rapidly expanding public school
system itself created a huge demand for teachers. Academic
knowledge became valuable as an instrument rather than an end
in itself. And the school system itself, with its clear vertical hierar-
chy, and its testing and its academic “tracks,” became an emblem
of the emerging meritocracy as well as the prime source of winners.
Success in school proved that you were ready to succeed in the new
world of bureaucratic capitalism. Alfred Kazin and his parents
understood that school was becoming the great sorting device for
the emerging professional class. And all you needed in order to thrive
was intelligence and determination. It was an impersonal system;
- it made no difference who you were, so long as you could master
its rules. No message could have been more beautiful for the Jews,
who since time out of mind had been persecuted precisely because

. g . ‘of who they were and whose success was forever being held against

~ them.

The epicenter of the Jewish fixation on higher education was
~ City College, which had accommodated these poor and awkward
and insular children of refugees from the moment they had begun
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to arrive in America. That City College could i

a blessing of incalculable i:N In ﬂﬁm Rise of U“M«m““»@ﬂﬂ”ﬂ.“
Owrmﬁ.m novel of the Jewish greenhorn, the main n_.-mnmnmm_. reveres
City College as a secular temple and a symbol of human glory: "1
would pause and gaze at its red, ivy-clad walls, mysterious Emrnﬂ“?.
dows, humble spires; I would stand around watching the students on
the campus and around the great doors, and go my way, with a heart
full of reverence, envy, and hope, with a heart full of quiet ecstasy.

It was not merely a place in which I was to fit myself for the _umﬂmm
of life, nor merely one in which I was going to acquire knowledge

- Itwas a symbol of spiritual i iversi
e promotion as well. University-bred peo- .
o ple were the real nobility of the world. A college diploma was a nm._...,..

tificate of moral as well as intellectual aristocracy”

. kh.uoH all his rapture, Levinsky turned out to be too eager to make
his fortune to actually enroll at the college. He might have been
chastened if he had, since accounts of City from the early part of
the century make it sound like a poorly maintained high school. “The
classrooms were bare, the chairs and desks of the plainest,” ?&mm
Bernard Hershkopf, a graduate of the class of 1906 cited mw Irvin;
Howe. “The blackboards were grayed over with the nrmm&:mm
Ppressed into them over many years. The library was crowded and
old; it had not really been welil kept up for a number of years” And
yet Hershkopf revered City every bit as much as the fictional .ﬁm&b‘
sky had. What he loved about the college was that it was filled with

| young men like Levinsky. “Scores of them thirsted for learning as

men long lost in the desert must thirst for water,” Hershkopf writes
‘None could halt or defeat such deep-rooted determination to _mmh._‘
We knew it as gospel truth that this plain College was for each om
us a passport to a higher and ennobled kLfe”

This is perhaps the earliest statement of a critical theme: City

- College, as an institution, was incidental to its own greatness. City

was a v_mmm Srwam bright young men educated themselves. If this is
m“. then City’s history scarcely provides comfort for those who believe
the college can educate students who arrive without that desperate

' thirst for knowledge.

The relationship was at the very least mutual. America had

. worked a profound transformation in this ancient, pious, and
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backward-looking tribe, and the Jews, in turm, transformed the

" American institutions that served them. The Jews who swarmed into

City College had ambitions that Townsend Harris couldn't have an-

ticipated. They were hoping not to improve themselves but to make
" themselves new-~to become Americans, intellectuals, middie-class
‘professionals. And by their desperate ambitions and their feverish

hopes they transformed City from a symbol of JTacksonian democracy
to a symbol—perhaps the syrbol-—of the new America of assimila-
tion, competition, and mobility.

ﬂ@m,ﬁ@,ﬁgﬂm&ma Ci ollege as the upward extension of the

public schoo system, the apex of the emerging meritocracy, City even
had & mindature meritocracy of its own: the old preparatory program
had evolved into the Townsend Harris High School, where admis-
sion was awarded to the top 200 finishers in a two-and-a-half-hour
exam in vocabulary and math. Townsend was at least as heavily
Jewish as City. It was as if somebody had finally invented a sport
in which the Jews could be world champion.

Townsend boys got into City almost automatically; they had
already proved their mettle. Others had to clear a number of barriers.
The issue of City’s selective admissions policies was later to become
a supremely sensitive one; because partisans of open admissions
were scarcely willing to concede that City’s greatness had depended
on the exclusion of the overwhelming majority of students. City's
first open admissions president, Robert Marshak, insisted that the
myth of “the brilliant Student Superachiever” was overblown, since
City’s selective admissions policy had lasted only “the short period
of three decades” And it's true that during its first half century City
had granted admission to anyone who passed an entrance exam.

Starting in 1900, when the high school system had begun to be estab-
~ Tished, any student with 2 high school diploma was accepted.
But i's also true that in 1900 somewhere between 6 and 17 per-
cent of Americans, depending on which figures are used, were com-
pleting high school. All colleges were selective at the time. And in
1924, when the high schools were turning out far more students than
City could accommodate, the school refused to consider candidates
with grade-point averages less than 72. By the late 1930s—the period
that Marshak was thinking about—the minimum average was fiuc-
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Emmwm #.um:emms 80 and 83. But these numbers mean virtuall

nothing in today’s terms, since City also required that enterin mwnw
dents have completed a minimum of 15 academic credits En_m&b \
?&o .mn_m a half years of math and five years of foreign _B“,m:mmmmim
minimum threshold that scarcely any latter-day public school stu-
dents could meet. In the 1920s or 1930s it meant that students wh

had attended vocational schools, or had taken the commercial oo
ﬁ-.m_um.nm.non% track in an academic high school, couldn't get in at mma
Even in the academic high schools, City was accepting only the nom

quarter or so of graduates, In an a
f gre . ge when.the Ivy League colleges
~were sharply limiting the number of Jews they accepted, as %m,wmwm

talented, unpedigreed students of all sorts, the City College student

et

body represented perhaps the purést inféllectual elite in the country.
A 1944 study of New York City’s public colleges, the Stra er
report, offers a vivid, and solemn, analysis of a readily Emnmmmw_m
typeof young man. “Probably no group of college students of com-
parable size has a higher level of academic aptitude,” the authors
noted. All four of New York's public colleges ranked :w the top sixth
w_u the country in terms of average student performance on mmmm» of
mental ability” The students were very young. As of the middle
of the 1942 school year, 36 percent of City College's entire liberal arts
population was still under age eighteen. “Physically” the stud
found, “they tend to be less well-developed, their mqm”ﬁmmm s.ﬁmrvm

S and height being well below comparable averages. The proportion

of physical defects is also believed to b i
e somewhat high
among other college populations.” gher than tha
+ Almost all of the students came from “Jower income groups,”
e authors noted. “As many as 40 percent of the fathers So&m_

: B classify as unskilled laborers, on relief, unemployed, not living with

the mmn.Euw. or .mmnmmmmn_.\ * And virtually all of them were first-
mMﬁMamﬁon Eﬁnmwma._\»m. Only 17 percent of the fathers and 22 percent
of the mothers of City College freshmen who entered in 1938 had

- been born here. About 10 percent of parents had themselves gradu-

ated from college; 40 percent hadn't made i
: e; it beyond the eighth grade.
In sociveconomic terms, these young men were probably more mmmmm..

- vantaged than the students who flocked to City de ‘
o City
o result of open admissions. cades later as a ?\
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- Two psychological characteristics of the student body espe-
cially struck the report’s authors. The first was ambition. “Nowhere
is the motivation for getting a college education more intense,” they

" wrote. They quoted a counselor to the effect that “our students

~ have enormous driving power arising out of personal ambitions,

family pressures, economic needs and incentives, and the fact that

they are definitely and consciously on the way up the economic

and social ladder” The second characteristic, in part a consequence
of the first, was the students’ rank immaturity. Another counselor
was quoted as saying, “Our students are markedly lacking in social
skills, the ability to meet people and to get along with them. They
frequently feel ill at ease in a social situation and cannot engage
in a conversation in other than argumentative fashion.” A third
counselor observed, “Even their drive, persistence, and competitive-
ness, by offending others and especially employers, operate to frus-
trate them.”

This, then, is the hothouse that was City College at the zenith
of its glory: a den of precocious boys, at once coddled and driven
by their parents, pale and frail, fierce and argumentative, pushy,
awkward, sensitive, naive, and fearful. Everything about them was
so recently formed—-even their bookishness. For all the Jewish love
of learning, most of these students grew up in bookless, semiliterate
households. Alumni from this era recall fathers who read a Yiddish
newspaper, if that, and mothers who neither read nor wrote. Yet
books and ideas seemed almost the most solid thing in their world.

Wilbur Daniel, a graduate of the class of 1942 (who died in
1993), said, “I received an extraordinary education from the public
schools, but also from one other source—the New York Public Library.
T had six public libraries within walking distance of our apartment,

and when [ was young I was only allowed to take out one book at
a time, so I would go from one library to the next, taking out a book
from each” When he got older Daniel would go up to Union Square

1o hear the debates on Saturday and Sunday. Over at the Communist

Party corner he could listen to.the Trotskyists, the Schachtmanites,
and the Lovestoneites play dueling dialectics. “It was the best possible

' course in rhetoric, in logic, in marshalling evidence, and in the uses
of obfuscation,” he recalled.
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It's no surprise that old City College often can”
how they first formed their love of BM&NMWMTQ mMMM~M Mﬁwﬂ
suffused with ideas and debate, as today’s world is charged with
‘products and consumption. There were perhaps half a dozen regu-
FE%.ﬁﬂEH&mQ Yiddish newspapers in New York, and even Bm“_m
mnm__mr,_mzm_..ﬁmmm newspapers, and Workmen’s Circle discussion
groups, and literary societies named after great English writers, and
of course the library system and the schools. It wasn’t mw:_u_%\ that
the ._uoua who made it to City College had native ability; they grew
upina world where those abilities were fostered and mnnoE.m ed
in a way that would be inconceivable today. In their world, at Hmmﬂ
=0E was admired more than being smart. Even the most amcoﬁm
moﬁmbmﬁ believed in the intellectual elite— “the intelligentsia,” as th
said in the Soviet fashion. ‘ i
?..ﬁ for w: their poverty, and the sickening fear bred by the
depression, the immediate world they were raised in was stable and
.&Bomw suffocatingly snug. For the first few generations the Lower
m.mmﬁ Side, where people had been piled atop one another in a den-
sity perhaps never before experienced in human history, was an in-
mmEn.u_.._.m den of crime and disease. But as the gmnmbﬂ_uo_uamﬂos
stabilized, and the immigrants were dispersed across the city, the
conservative traditions that had dominated the faith for nmnwmmmm
nwmmmmuma themselves. The kinds of pathologies that beset the inner-
city poor today were virtually unheard of in Brownsville or East New
York. Divorce was extremely rare in poor Jewish families, as were
m_nojommnr domestic violence, and the like. Many of the mmgma as
the figures of the Strayer report indicate, had been unstrung _u\w a
combination of disorientation and poverty. But they were present
and om.ms powerfully so. The terrible struggle between the mhmm
generation paterfamilias and the child of the New World, determined
to forge an identity for himself out of the materials at hand, was told
a thousand times over in the Jewish literature and the memoirs of
that era. But this Oedipal combat looks almost like a haxury from
the perspective of today’s City College, where so many of the stu-
dents are survivors of shattered families and bullet-ridden neighbor-

hoods, and a sizable fraction ha i ,
3 ve children of their o
often without a mate, v fo support
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-+ And then there were the schools. The New York City public

- school system of fifty to sixty years ago has been so thickly wrapped
. in a mantle of nostalgia as to utterly obscure the reality. The dropout
‘rate was high, the facilities were filthy and cramped, and many of

3 - the teachers were barely trained. It was an inegalitarian system: good

students rose to the top and poor students were left to flounder and

: L drop out. But there’s no question that the good students received

a thorough academic grounding. For one thing, teaching in the public
schools was one of the most secure jobs available during the Depres-
sion, so talented men and women who might have gone on to some-
thing better wound up on high school facuities. Most high schools

- were tracked, and students in the honors track were expected to take

a rigorous curriculum—three years of math, Latin, French, European
history, the classics of English literature. Very few students in today’s

S R D B ST AR PSR a1,

public schools undergo this kind, omﬁmmnﬁmhr&ﬁo%ﬁomﬁ&mmym@

A

not many elect to go to City College. The grading system of that era
looks draconian next to today’s vastly more forgiving standards. “A
90 or better was phenomenal,” says Bernard Berlly, a graduate of
DeWitt Clinton High School and City College. “An 85 was doing
reaily well”

And if you did well in school, and your parents had no money,
you went to City College. “In my neighborhood,” says Sid Finger,
who grew up in the East Bronx, “you went to high school, you grad-
uated, and you went on to City College.” By the late 1930s and early
1940s, City College was a far grander place than the overgrown
schoolhouse Bernard Hershkopf had known. It had relocated to its

~ Gothic campus in Harlerm and had 8,000 students or more studying

in dozens of departments or in the schools of business—located at
the old address downtown—or engineering. But the campus had
already become thoroughly dilapidated. The library facilities were
meager, the science departments and the engineering school had to
make do with outdated equipment. The intellectuals who have since

- .. written about the City College of that era had a low opinion of its
“ .~ academic standards. “For the bright, inquiring student” Trving Kristol
. has written, “City College was a pretty dull educational place.” In

 his memoirs, A Margin of Hope, the late Irving Howe recalled, “Most
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of the teaching was mediocre” —in his field, English, “quite poor,”
and in the social sciences, “hopeless”

City simply couldn’t compete for topflight scholars. The pay
was poor and the working conditions worse. Professors who might
have been inclined to pursue original work were left staggering by
a mandatory teaching load of fifteen hours a week. City was a munic-
ipal institution, after all, with all the limitations that entailed, The
Board of Higher Education meddled in faculty selection; until 1937,
in fact, the board enjoyed the right to choose departmental chairs,
which permitted it not only to discriminate against Jews but to en-
sure a steady supply of political hacks at the top of City’s professoriat.
The chairman of the Math Department referred to himself as “the
LaGuardia Professor,” in honor of his political patron. The meritoc-
racy that reigned among students thus functioned hardly at all within
the faculty.

Nobody could call the curriculum innovative: City always
lagged a generation or two behind the better schools. A City College
education was a thing of breathtaking narrowness and perfect clarity.
For their first two years virtually everybody at the college studied
the same thing. The required courses for the College of Liberal Arts
and Sciences included two terms of English composition; two terms
of math; four terms of foreign languages, classical and modern; and
a remarkable four terms of speech. “A great many freshmen,” the
authors of the Strayer report delicately noted in explanation of this
requirement, “have developed careless or provincial habits of speak-
ing” “They were trying to get the ‘Long Gisland’ out of you,” as
Lawrence Plotkin, a member of the class of 1940, puts it more bluntly.
Also required were survey courses in English literature, economics,
government, history, science, art, and music. Students had to take
one course in biology, chemistry, or physics. And they had to take
four semesters of hygiene, or gym-perhaps to counter their waxy
pallor and puny stature,

Nor can City be said to have been ably led. The president of
the school from 1926 to 1938 was a colorless and stern figure named
Frederick Robinson, a sort of efficiency expert at large in the liberal
arts. Robinson once told an audience, “Organized business and our
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government bureaus and offices need competent leaders, lieutenants,

: .. " and craftsmen who are also scholars” The students considered

Robinson a reactionary, and he seemed to consider them a pack of

e ._ ' ruffians, His position became untenable soon after he waded into

- a group of students at a pacifist demonstration, wielding the point
of his umbrella.
In many ways the students at City College edicated themselves.
As Irving Kristol wrote, “The student who came seeking an intellec-
" tua! community, in which the life of the mind was strenuously lived,
‘had to create such a community and such a life for himself.” This
" was certainly true in the hermetic, flushed and altogether thrilling
world inhabited by Kristol and his friends. This was the world known
as Alcove 1, the left-wing debating society that thrived in the 1930s
and 1940s and has contributed immeasurably to City’s mythic status.

Leftism of some stripe was all but mandatory for these poor

and working-class Jewish boys. Not only had they inherited a strain
of socialism from their parents, but growing up in the Depression
they felt, as Irving Howe writes, that “something had gone terribly
wrong” Something was out of joint not only in their own families,
where able-bodied fathers sat idly in the parlor, but in the system
itself. And at least the more intellectuai among them transmuted the
anxiety they felt into a political program, and into the habit of view-
ing established institutions and practices critically. They felt a need
to reorder a broken world, a need that contributed greatly to their
intellectual growth.

Alcove 1 was one of the irmmensely long tables that bordered
the window side of City’s vast, gloomy, and grim cafeteria. It be-
longed, by tradition already immemorial in Kristol's day, to the
adherents of the sectarian anti-Stalinist Left. The Trotskyists were
the leftmost faction, while the Social Democrats defined the permissi-

_ble boundary of moderation; and all were united in their staunch
. opposition to Stalinism, whose brainwashed automata—or so they
appeared to Alcove 1—occupied the next table over, known as Alcove
" 2. In Alcove 1, everything was open to debate. Brilliant, argumen-
tative, and uncouth boys swallowed the cream cheese sandwiches
they had brought from home and wrangled endlessly over the cor-
‘rect “line” in literature, anthropology, philosophy, and of course
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_uwmmnm. Howe, the de facto leader of the Trots, recalled starting a
discussion, leaving for class, returning hours later, and finding the
exact same discussion raging with a completely different set of char-
acters. “We made our dark little limbo of Alcove 1 a school for the
mrﬁﬁm._gm of wits,”” Howe writes,
cove 1 has since become a kind of synecdoche i -

lege in the 1930s, though in fact only a few Mwum_.. mgamﬂﬂmﬂnﬂwbnmw
out there at any one time the way the two famous Irvings did. Wrm
.o?ﬁ. alcoves were occupied by Catholics, Zionists, and various other
interest groups. At Lawrence Plotkin’s alcove the partisans fought
over the relative merits of the Dodgers and the Giants (both, of
course, then operating out of New York). But Alcove 1 was H.Bmo_..
mmb» not only because it shaped the minds of some of our leading
intellectuals but because it recalls the tremendous urgency that ideas
ﬁmE for young men growing up in the late 1930s. The world was
in tumult: The Loyalists were fighting the Fascists in Spain, Hitler
was m._n_<mbabm on Central Europe, and capitalism was failing at home
E.E in Europe. A sense of intellectual engagement gripped even

DJ\W nonpolitical majority. Lawrence Plotkin, who was a member

of .Oﬁ\m ROTC unit—the largest in the country, he says—recalls

ﬁ.rdubﬁ to news of the great Jewish republic supposedly being estab-
lished in the USSR. “It had wonderful reviews in the Daily Worker!”
he recalls dryly. ’ \

. At the same time, it would be wrong to think of City at its zenith
as simply a site where brilliant young men bounced ideas off of each
other; the institution did matter. Students less gifted than the Irvings
speak of City as a transforming experience. “It was an extraordinary
education,” said Wilbur Daniel. “At the very least, it was the equal
Om. the best schools in terms of the range of subjects and the depth
with which they were studied” Daniels’s estimate of the school’s stan-
dards may be colored by nostalgia, but students who went from City
to the best graduate schools seem not to have felt ill prepared
H.wg.mbnm Flotkin says that his undergraduate psychology notes m»oom
him in very good stead for his graduate studies at Columbia.

. mﬁ.z. students like Daniel and Plotkin, City was an extension of
their high school experience—a Place with rigorous standards and

high expectations. All candidates for a B.A. degree were expected
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to master Latin as well as a Romance language. mm candidates, even
in the social sciences, were required to pass solid .mmcamﬁ% m”mﬁ?
ed algebra, and elementary physics. Students at Big Ten schoo may
have been attending pep ralies (at least in the >b&w E.mnn_w n.ﬂoMHme\
and Harvard boys may have been clicking martinis in Emnm M” s
clubs; but City College boys studied. The memory that many o N em
‘have is of leaving the campus for a dreary job, and then coming home
i til their eyes hurt. .
n muzﬂmﬁwcﬂm%w Bnm%::m& scholar at Q.Q O.oﬁm@m was MTM
philosopher Morris Raphael Cohen, a Russian immigrant mw“ro O.m_
emigrated to the United States as a teenager, graduated from OWJ«
in 1899, and, after receiving his Ph.D. mnoﬁ Harvard, settled mﬂ ity
for forty years. Cohen was an archetypal Q.J« ﬂoﬁm@m m:nnmwm s oNN
though it was clear that anti-Gemitism had E.d:m.& his career; Mo M -
lege other than City would offer him a paying job, despite t OM._ e
thusiastic support of William James and .._.oEmb Royce, mBonm ” n.
Even City’s Philosophy Department at first refused him a m.oEmo ,
and Cohen was forced to teach mathermatics. For several genera o_..mw
of students, Cohen represented the Olympic level of the Eﬁmm%nﬂu
sport that they had mastered—or thought they had Emmﬁmn.mm. ﬂ M_n
was a brilliant and remorseless practitioner of the moﬂman method,
although, as he himself conceded, he lacked m.monnm*mm noamwmmw. -
The City College of the 1930s and .E»Q.m\ ill kempt an over
crowded, resembled one of the giant public high schools of the MB.M
And yet City had something of the spirit of a small Zﬁc mn_s_"m mﬁﬂm
college. It was a high-minded place, a monastery dedicate Q%Eam
secular religion of reason, science, and the study of Emmwmum E.
The campus was tiny and self-contained, walled off from the MMM_ =“
It was a place without hierarchies: no mumm:.mﬁm m_.ﬁn_.mb__@ no N
sive social clubs, no unapproachable academic colossi. Only a %.H._n_.
ful of people ran the college's affairs. m%dh.wnm taught or mE Mﬂ ;
there was nothing else to do. The only diversions were participating

in the occasional political protest, and rooting for the basketball team, -

coached by the legendary Nat Holmar.. Even the vmmwmzumﬂ EM@EH
was part of City’s cult of hard work and overachievement. .mﬂn .
and year out, Coach Holman molded his squad oﬂ ::mmnﬂoﬁw_sm Hmmm
aggressive Jewish boys into one of the top teams in the city.

-~ dominance’”
~ - with self-denial: “It required some form of confrontation with a domi-
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City became the first, and last, college to win both the National Invi-
tational Tournament and the NCAA championship.

The relationship between City College and its students was ac-
tually a fairly reciprocal one. The students transformed the nature
of the institution; but the institution also put its imprint on the stu-
dents. Nor was this shaping process wholly intellectual. For all that
the student body was almost entirely Jewish, City, as an institution,
remained resolutely Christian. And the good Christian souls who
ran the college understood their role in missionary terms that would
be unthinkable in our own era, when we let a thousand multicultural
flowers bloom. The scholar Sherry Gorelick writes, in the modern
vein, that “Western elite culture dominated the curriculum at CCNY.
It permeated course content and faculty scholarship. ... Jewish
students commuting between these two cultural worlds subjected
themselves to a world of business assumptions and Anglo-Saxon
" Gorelick insists that success in such a world was fraught

nant, alien but seemingly all-embracing way of life”

Gorelick would be right if she were describing students today,
many of whom consider Western elite culture the ideology of the
oppressor. And yet Western elite culture was precisely what most
City College students once wanted to master (and what many of
City’s first-generation immigrants still want to master). They were

. reading not Scholem Aleichem but Tennyson and Pope. Even the

rabid leftists didn't think to demand courses in labor history, or in
immigration policy. They had been struggling to escape the harsh
realities of ghetto life since they were children; and for all the pain

. they felt when their fathers accused them of spitting at God, they
- knew that the ultimate purpose of a City College education was to
- - give them escape velocity. For them, as for almost all the children
. of immigrants, assimilation was good. If many old City College boys

sport an almost plummy elocution today, despite having grown up
in the Bronx, it's because they took to heart all thoge Christianizing

- lessons in speech class.

There's a polemical edge to the issue of whether City’s greatness
lay in the students or in the institution. If it’s the former, then there’s

- no reason to believe that the college could achieve anything like its
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old stature with a less gifted group of students. .m mww the _mﬁmn. then
~ City’s history provides some justification for faith in an mxﬁ.mngma
like open admissions. If City was in fact the author of its own
greatness, one could mine its past for evidence of the power of in-
stitutions to overcome disadvantage. But in truth the college was only
the last of a series of strong institutions that shaped z.ﬁ young BmM
who went there. The family, and the larger nonﬁ.ﬁ.ng imparte
the values that made them self-disciplined and nc:b.n.ma and am-
bitious. The schools, and the libraries, and the .mmmn&nmd% ums;.mr
culture of argument and debate, trained m._mw” uE.Em and made in-
tellectual work seem like the most natural thing in .nr..w world. H.wmm
had groomed them to thrive in an environment __.rm Q_..w Oo=mmﬁ.m
City’s own role was to cull the winners of a meritocratic race, an
to channel their raw intellectual enexgies into rigorous .mnmamnzn labor
and soften their rough edges through resolute high-mindedness. H..rm
City College of today, however, can neither count on the .monw_m:ﬁ
power of those prior institutions nor select ﬂrm. students likeliest to
thrive in its own setting. The old City College refined those who came
there; the new City College is expected to transform them.

3

Baptism of Fire:
The Birth of a New Order

* he City College of 1964 was not immensely different from the
City College of 1940. The school was now about two-thirds
rather than four-fifths Jewish. Most of the students were

- .second- or third-generation Americans, though still first-generation

college-goers. They constituted essentially the last generation of
working-class Jewish kids in New York, and they were certainly better
off than those titans of yore who had gotten by on cream cheese and
dialectics. Many of them came to school in €ars, some—or 50 it is

said—in sports cars. A City College education was still free, still about

a generation behind the times, and probably significantly better than

‘what had been available twenty-five years earlier. A whole genera-

tion of young, largely Jewish academics had arrived in the 1950s,

‘thus bringing the faculty up to par with the students. It was a

brilliant, end-of-summer moment at City College.
In his memoirs, Working Through, English professor Leonard
Kriegel recalls a 1964 class he taught on Emerson as representing

@ high-water mark of intellectual and social freedom. The chains of
- the McCarthy era had fallen away; the turbulence of the 1960s, with
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its insistent politicization and its hostility to traditional scholarship,
- had not yet arrived. In their openness and vitality the students kin-
dled in the young scholar an overwhelming sense of devotion to the

= - institution. The college remained, in Kriegel’s words, “The best that

_‘man in his cities could expect in the way of a college education.”
It wasn't City, but the world around it, that was changing

. | .. N .H.m?&%. The European migration, and above all the Jewish migra-

tion, had ended forty years earlier. And as that great movement of
humanity had slowed, another had begun, Blacks in large numbers
started leaving the South for northern urban centers in the 1920s.
New York City’s black population went from 150,000 in 1920 to
450,000 in 1940 to 1.1 million in 1960. And that was only one of two
‘mass migrations. After World War H impoverished Puerto Ricans
began to leave the island for New York. The Puerto Rican population
of New York shot up from 70,000 in 1940 to 720,000 in 1961. In twenty
years the black and Puerto Rican fraction of New York’s population
went from 6 percent to almost 25 percent. Ten years later it would
be close to one-third.

In that short span of time the image of urban poverty—of “the
masses”—had changed utterly. The rapid urbanization of an essen-
tially pastoral black population had an overwhelming effect on Amer-
ican society as a whole. The rise of an educated black bourgeoisie,
and the dawning of a new consciousness among blacks generally,
gave impetus to the civil rights movement, and thereby made black
people, and their plight, visible to the American public for the first
time. Americans were now forced to recognize that the dismal con-
dition in which most black Americans lived was not an incidental
effect of some natural order of things but a consequence of a history
of mistreatment. Black urban poverty, unlike the white urban poverty
of previous generations, came to be widely accepted as an indict-
ment of American society.

City College had never had many black students (though A.
Philip Randolph and Colin Powell were notable exceptions). In the
early 1960s probably no more than 2 percent of City’s daytime stu-
dents were black, along with a much smaller number of Puerto
Ricans. The other public senior colleges in the city had only a slightly
larger minority population, but City operated under a special sym-
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s bolic burden. The campus was located in the middle of Harlem: and
; yet blacks who aspired to a better life could scarcely view the nmﬂr us
-as the fulfillment of their dreams, as David Levinsky had when %K%
o College was a redbrick building on Twenty-third Street. “Our vision
-~ was of City College as a white institution sitting up and over Harlem
- very much like Columbia,” says Bruce Hare, a black graduate of m,.m
: .Qmmm of 1969 and now the chairman of the Black Studies Department
-. at Syracuse University. Until the age of seven, Hare had lived on
: ......Hmm?. Street, and he used to point up the hill to the campus and
ask his grandfather, “Who's up there?” And his grandfather, a mail-
- man, would solemnly intone, “The smart people.” And Imnm under-
o stood Mr_w» the smart people were not his people.
x oliege attendance among blacks had been growing
_ mEu for the population as a whole, doubling virtually @MMW Mmmﬁmwwmm.
~ since ..Gwo. But the college-going rate among blacks was still half that
o .om EH.._:mm\ and more than half of black students were enrolled m two-
" year Emﬂw:moa. Poverty depressed the black college-attendance rate
5 .UE so did low high school graduation rates and poor vm-.mouuumbnm
..on standardized tests. The black presence on campuses with selec-
- tive admissions policies such as City was thus minute.
1 A study by Allan Ballard, a black professor of political science
Cat O.HJo offered graphic evidence of the way in which the schools’
: .anﬂoﬁmmn standards made admission almost impossible for minor-
ity students. Ballard counted the number of students qualified to
. enroll at City in the 1968 graduating classes of two predominantl
. black high schools. At Benjamin Franklin, in Manhattan, 11 mEQmEW
.- out of 318 met the criteria. At Boys’ High, in muoow_fw the figure
- was 7 of 353. Black students weren't even getting into Em pool m,H:Mm
” .Emnr dropout rate citywide was 50 percent, as opposed to Hm. per-
: ..n.mnﬁ for whites. Blacks were also far more likely to be found in voca-
....no?& or nonacademic programs than the academic ones required
| “for .m&EmmmoE and only a few black students in academic programs
~ achieved a grade-point average of 83 or more,
. In 1965 Ballard and a number of progressive white faculty
“ members at City started a pilot program, known as College Discovery,
: for about 150 black graduates of high schools in Harlem and ﬁrm
- Bronx. The premise of the program was the premise, in miniature,
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‘of the civil mm.Em movement and the Great Society: Racism had

" denied black people their rightful place in society, and had prevented

them from fulfilling their potential. Special efforts had to be made
'to prevent that potential from being wasted. “This was something

. " that was good for the college as well as for the society,” says Bernard

** ohmer, a math professor who helped devise the program. “There

was a whole population out there that wasr't being addressed by
the college. And we knew that the program should grow.” College
Discovery worked like a scholarship program: students who hadn't
done well enough to qualify for admission, but had been recom-
mended by their counselors or school officials, were given intensive
remedial instruction and counseling in order to prepare them for the
regular college curriculum. :

City College's reformist impulse converged with a far more
powerful, and more pragmatic, institutional drive. Four years earlier
the City University of New York (CUNY), incorporating City and the
other municipal colleges, had been established. This was a moment
of unprecedented growth in college attendance, and CUNY was cre-

ated to establish in New York City a coherent system of mass higher

education, such as existed in most m*mﬁm\;ﬁmﬁ%ﬁm{%m&,%ﬁw%

initial Tohig-Tange pian, “publiskied in 1962, called for $400 million in
capital improvements from the state. The Holy Plan, as it was called
after its author, suggested that the senior colleges begin accepting
the top 30 percent of high school graduates, rather than the top 20
percent, and that the community colleges be significantly expanded.
New York’s “new immigrant populations,” a phrase apparently in-
tended to refer to Puerto Ricans and blacks who had emigrated from
the South, might thus be accommodated with only a small diminu-
tion of the colleges’ elite status. These proposals were largely accepted
in CUNY’s master plan, promulgated in 1964 by the new chancellor,
Albert Bowker..
CUNY expanded rapidly throughout the 1960s, but almost en-
tirely through the establishment of new community colleges. The
four-year colleges neither grew substantially nor relaxed their stan-
“dards. Minority enrollment at the prestigious senior colleges re-
mained at no more than 5 to 6 percent. And yet it was clear, for
demographic if not for political reasons, that the situation couldn't
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wmmr Julius mmmHmﬁw...r then a CUNY vice chancellor, recalls that
Bowlker had studied the population projections, and he saw. that

R SR AR

the elite populations, including the bright people from Jewish homes

i T e s i, T s

- were Wm._.bm admitted into the premium colleges. Although CUNY
- was terribly nwoimmn at that time, he could see that a big fall in enroll-
- ment was going to occur if he tried fo maintain the seniot colleges’

AT

I m.m&mon& standards.” Even those better students who couldn’t afford

private college were enrolling in one of the better-funded colleges
of the .m.nmﬁm university system, If CUNY was going to grow, it %mm
to begin attracting minority students into the senior nc__mmmmm
College ﬂﬁnoSmQ offered CUNY officials their first o@voia.@
to catch up with the city’s changing demographics. In 1966 CUNY
changed the program’s name to SEEK and instituted it throughout

the M%mwmg. SEEK grew almost immediately from hundreds to thou-
- sands of students, creating for the first time a real black presence

on the senior college campuses. Colleges that had prided themselves

oM .&mw unyielding standards began to offer programs of remedial
3 e :nmﬂm.u? and the principle that the colleges had a moral obligation
; to provide help to disadvantaged students took root.

The SEEK program was precisely the kind of reform that liberals

- throughout CUNY had been hoping for—generous, but modest, in-

cre i i
-cremental, and nonthreatening,. Theirs was the consensual, optimistic

| * liberalism born of America’s postwar dominance and shaped by the

Qﬂ; rights struggle. This form of liberalism was about to go into
eclipse. In New York and elsewhere, a new race consciousness was

..Ummmbaﬁ.m to *mm.u. at the seams of the civil rights consensus. In 1967
© an experiment in promoting local control over New York's public

schools culminated in a showdown between black parents and the

.. WH%.WW ﬁmsmmﬂ teachers union in the ghetto neighborhood of Ocean
o b ~Brownsville. The mrosmbm matches, the marches, and the strikes
o aded away; but the bitterness and disillusionment lingered to cor-

rupt the atmosphere of daily life. Increasingly, as the 1960s wore on

| .m_m racial debate took the form of accusation and threat on the one
o mMm\ m:n_. Hmmmaﬁwa and repression on the other. White liberals
. and especially Jewish liberals, were divided among their sense cm

" moral obligation and guilt, thei i i
o outuag M guilt, their fear of violence, and a growing sense
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~In October 1968 City’s black club, the Onyx Society, convened
a conference on black power featuring H. Rap Brown and Olympic

.- sprinter John Carlos. White students were not permiitted to enter the
- auditorium, an unprecedented act of separatism. The student council
~responded by suspending Onyx’s funding. Two hundred club mem-
bers then descended on a council meeting, where, after a racially

charged debate, the club's privileges were restored. Black students
were beginning to feel their power—a power that came from a claim
on conscience as well as from intimidation and fear. In early Decem-
ber, Stokely Carmichael, by then the “prime minister” of the Black
Panthers, called for “armed struggle” in a speech in Shepherd Hall.
He repudiated any form of coalition with the Students for a Demo-
cratic Society (SDS) or other white radical groups.
In late 1968 a group within Onyx calling itself the Committee
of Ten began meeting to formulate a list of demands and to plan a
series of escalating protest actions to force the college to acquiesce.
By the beginning of the following year the committee had begun to
work with a contingent from a Puerto Rican organization called
PRISA. On February 6 the group presented to college president Buell
Gallagher a set of five demands. The demands were that students
in the Education School be obliged to learn black and Puerto Rican
history and Spanish; that a separate orientation program be estab-
lished for black and Puerto Rican freshmen; that SEEK students be
granted far greater control over the SEEK program itself; that a sep-
arate School of Black and Puerto Rican Studies be established; and
that the racial composition of the next entering class reflect the racial
makeup of New York’s public high schools.

The students demanded a response from Gallagher within a
week, and precisely a week later Gallagher issued a statement ac-
cepting the Spanish-language demand and offering a search for com-
mon ground on the others. The statement, sympathetic but faintly
condescending, was suited to an era of comity already long past.
That morning a group of about one hundred black and Puerto Rican
demonstrators seized the administration building for three and a half
hours, booting out white administrators and declaring the advent
of “Malcolm X-Che Guevara University.” The group had decided to
raise the pressure a notch at a time. Four days later black and Puerto
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. Rican students launched an array of hit-and-run strikes, popping into

classes with smoke bombs, dumping gallons of paint down the stair-

L wayat Shepherd Hall, slinging food around corridors, and vandal-
- 1zing equipment. Gallagher neither meved on the demands nor
. rebuked the students.

A few years earlier these breaches of college protocol might not

- have seemed quite so portentous; but now they were being played
- out against the feverish landscape of the late 1960s. The apocalypse,

the revolution, and the fascist counterattack all seemed to many
ecstatic young people, and terrified older people, to be around the

-~ corner. Not only were the Panthers brandishing guns, but white

revolutionaries were planting dynamite. Sociologist and ex-radical

. Todd Gitlin recalls the last years of the 1960s as “a cyclone in a wind
tunnel” And the spring of 1969 was the heart of that cyclone, the

speeded-up moment of exhilaration, danger, chaos, doom. Gitlin

' counts “well over a hundred politically inspired campus bombings,

attempted bombings and incidents of arson” during the 1968-1969
school year alone,

Buell Gallagher was not the leader City might have chosen for
such a Bogmnﬂ He was a tall, gaunt, dark-haired man in spectacles
and a bow tie, a man who put some people—not necessarily his

o .. friends—in m&& of Abraham Lincoln. Gallagher had been ordained
. aCongregationalist minister, served as president of ail-black Tougaloo

College, in Mississippi, and devoted himself to worthy causes; but

. he was accustomed to working on an essentially rhetorical plane,
- and he retained the minister’s habit of orotundity. To his critics on

both the left and the right, Gallagher was precisely the kind of ciub-

.- bable but ineffectual gentleman who had ruled City’s affairs since

the antediluvian era.

- On April 22 a handful of black and Puerto Rican students -

.. arrived at City College at dawn and attached a padiock to the gate
that gave access to the South Campus, where liberal arts classes

~ were held. White students were not permitted past the gate under

any circumstances; white radicals eager to express their sympathy
were forced to demonstrate outside the gates, The dean of students
ordered the police to come and cut the padlock, but then to leave

- the campus. The students then held the gates shut. Gallagher had
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i osed down the campus, but
e e MHWMQMMMﬁ”mMH—.QM M.Hh administrators %mmnﬁ.aa
mn”ﬁwmvmnw“c MM&amm to declare the South Campus closed, postponing
= d %mwo_.. about the strikers until the following day. -
e When white radicals had disrupted the nmEvMM" in WEB _ME-
. Gallagher hadn’t hesitated to call in the .@o__wm.nwcwc aM“. e
meeting in Shepherd’s Great Hali, in w. 5 e e
oo d in revolutionary style and outraged faculty members p
ot i g llective huff, the president announced that DQ % mmm
ould nMamwb closed, that the students would not vm. evicte MHM”
s iations Eo“bm commence. The idea of forcibly breaking
o was ably a civil rights protest may simply have vmmmw
D e auﬂw Mm__nmmrmﬁ But he was also frightened. Gallagher mm
Ewﬂmsﬂ. the black community; and he sagely warned the momm”
o #.._m Mﬂﬂnmﬁon according to another professor present _& €
of E_.mwmn?m.ﬁ “if ”rm forces on the South Campus Were _.,.#H OHOMM‘
Bmm*.:..mf Watts and Newark would pale by non._vmumoﬂ. M m; m,*
mem“ﬂwmﬂmu himself was told, the students took it mom pﬂaw.nmonm =
p i ecided to go peace ;
M..._mw ﬂM%McMM MHMMM M_.%mwﬂw Mm clothes. mwﬁ he refused to change
em
e B“Mbw black and Puerto Rican an—ﬂmum OM mvmw WHMW mHMﬁM MM&
ministration, especially those involved s& the , lec
ith ?m.“u Mgmmwﬁm. b.vmoawbmma of whites called mw.Qm,Q M,MﬁPnMd "
M.m s0 as well, sending negotiating formulas and chic _Mﬁ o wq ove
_ South Qnmﬁﬁm. Conservative members of the mmn. .Jm M Enm_
s akeover as the garroting of the humane tradition of w. "
o ad been the final carriers. The radical students, black an
z‘_mw . wmmm .. the administration, their craven appeasers. mc.ﬁ
EHM mcnmﬂw Bw“ﬂmu.m found themselves roughly in the same posi-
m

ortified
tion as President Gallagher—appalled by the EMmMMMH\ %MM Mﬂmw el
by the prospect of toppling a black protest JNH or n.m e g he
Hall meeting the faculty adopted Teso utions ! loring the
fon ﬂn.m”” 1t in classes but urging that the police remain off ¢ \ p ;
e m=m o itself remain closed. Four days Fﬁ.ma the facu Jﬂm _.mm_
- *MMMM mmﬁmmoP and then reversed it once again. For a mMib wwm
MMMmmmmnEQ and students of the Engineering School, located 0
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. North Campus, defied the ban on holding classes, with the tacit per-
' mission of the school’s dean.
City found itself in an ideologically agonizing position. No other
" college in the nation had the tradition of radicalism that City had.
- And the postwar generation of faculty generally had a strong left-
- ward tilt. But many of these same teachers were alumni of City; they
', - revered the school and what it stood for, The brandished fists, the
: "'nonnegotiable demands, the fixation with symbolism, the separatist
- language—it all violated a cherished image of the school and an ideal
. of the life of the mind, On April 24, during one of many interminable,
- anguished meetings in the Great Hall, Stanley Feingold introduced
- a resolution calling for classes to resume, “with the least possible
-violence either to persons or to the spirit of learning” The resolution
_ was an earnest and forlom attempt to reaffirm the ancient norms.
- Feingold wrote, “In a society that claims to be free, revolutionary
 action is justified, if not morally obligatory, where dialogue is sup-
. pressed and decision-making precludes the consideration of signifi-
- cant and deeply-felt interests” But City College, he pointed out, had
_ gone to great lengths to sustain debate.
Feingold was a City College figure of classic vintage, a working-
class boy made good. He had graduated from the college in 1946,
- studied political science at Columbia, and then returned to City to
teach without ever bothering to get a graduate degree. For years he
had taught the course American Political Thought to upperclassmen.
He loved what he did, and he was considered a dedicated teacher.
"' He was also an outspoken progressive. He had participated in anti-
‘war sit-ins and had taken on President Gallagher over the issue of
loyalty oaths. Feingold felt that knowing justice, and doing justice,
were the core of his prefession. And now he found himself defend-
ing an entrenched interest that he deeply believed in. “The conduct
of a college is as instructive as the teaching of its faculty,” he wrote.
“If, by whatever euphemism, it pays a ransom price for the return
ofits buildings and resumption of its classes, it can only inspire fur-
ther bitter and disruptive activities.”
: In 1969, New York's mayor, John Lindsay, who had delighted
hite and black citizens soon after his election in 1965 by walking
through Harlem, was up for reelection, and the mood of the city
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had changed considerably. Lindsay’s chief opponent, city comptrolier

. . Hm
" ‘Mario Procaccino, was part of a cadre of white ethnics who we

. te ethnics who ywer
' making their way in big-city politics by appealing to frightened an

. 4 H .ﬁ
e _.m.b.mQ white voters, as President Richard Zp_xom. and Mw““m Mw.mmﬂww‘

o i jonal level. Procaccino,
© 0 Gph ew were doing on a nation . ‘ o
o .mwMMa>ﬂm City College class of 1935. >zm. in the City now_mmmﬁ. ©
R wqma rm saw a potent political issue. Declaring that it Mcmm D.Ezb&ouwﬁm
o to allow protest to hait the education of thousands of New ’

P ino announced on May 1 that he was seeking a court OHMMH
compelii the administration to reopen the college. That same day
no_.:ﬁw_fbm ewish Defense League, as well as a group of students,
z% HHWMm M.““n orders requiring President Gallagher to show cause
M&M e e held i ¢ _memmoﬂhmwrm”“rwmwwﬂﬁ MMMmHm were
college held its collective .
mmﬁm,w.wmﬁ ﬁrmm students had long since agreed mgﬂw“”m ﬁ“ﬂ%ﬂm
that they would leave peacefully. Oa.ﬂ Monday m<m& Emc,ﬁ 2y 5, the
250 students marched out from behind the mmS. o onllagher
Now, however, a miniature version of the race EMH e s
had H‘uum&nﬁma exploded on campus. On May N mMcerm e g oy
e e oy ear m:.% Hﬂmwrawwumﬁ moEBb of the front
e ﬁrw Uw“cgmwbm black youths and white counterprotestors
orapt M “ ﬂ.uJ, College yesterday shortly after the .mnrooﬁ rm.meme
MHMM for the day because of a previous series of violent incidents.

i injured; three were taken to the hospital
mm”ﬁu.. EH.MH MWMMMWWEAM%::%MWE%W@ many of them high school
et orn ot mgmmam at all, swarmed into the library and QHM‘ |
B Mm”ﬂ white students and professors to leave. Ozmn2> mw |
MMHHH\._MMQE%W was beaten up by ten members of the crowd. An-

other white gitl was robbed at knifepoint.

President Gallagher was at Jm* forced to nw_.ﬂ”_nmﬂm WMMWMM m“
decision he must have found crushing. mﬁ.mﬁ.ﬁ s;c Py
ampus, the violence continued. Fistfights T out ol o
MmM,MMM Emvnrm\ or Puerto Ricans and whites. White HM i an >
nmﬁamamao:mﬂ.mﬁoﬂm pelted each other with Mmmm ”Ma Mooiﬂ e
bottles. A crowd of about 2,000 people surged up "

BAPTISM OF FIRE

campus and along Amsterdam Avenue, shadowed and sometimes
blocked by detachments of police. At 2:33 PM. a fire broke out in the
Finley Student Center. Before it was brought under control an hour
later the fire had destroyed the college’s auditorium. Pictures of the

" blackened building, and the billowing smoke, made the top of each

network newscast. The Procaccino campaign exploited the footage
in its campaign commercials as if it were Kristallnacht. For many City
College alumni, it was,

The following day, a Friday, Buell Gallagher tendered his resig-

~ nation as president, effective Monday. It was widely believed that
- he had been fired by the Board of Higher Education. He had become, -
. by then, a melancholy, isolated figure. He had occupied what he

thought was the honorable position; and there he had been stranded.
As he said in his characteristically lofty resignation statement, “When

" the forces of angry rebellion and stern repression clash, a man of

-peace, a reconciler, a man of compassion must stand aside for a time
- and await the moment when sanity returns and brotherhood based
on justice becomes a possibility” There was a terrible, hard truth
in that windy cascade of words. Gallagher understood that, whatever

“'he did, he would violate his principles. The liberalism that had
guided him had become impossible to practice.

In his memoirs, The Education of Black Folks, Allan Ballard recalls

- an eatly and unsuccessful attempt to change City’s admission poli-

cies, It was April 1968, and Martin Luther King, Jr., had just been
assassinated. Riots had broken out in Washington, Chicago, and
‘other major cities; there was an overwhelming feeling that something

had to be done to give black youth some hope of a better life. Ballard

‘writes, “1 called together a group of the most ‘radical’ white faculty

members and asked them to support a proposal that would have

- mandated that the freshman class of September 1968 have a 25 per-
“cent composition of black and Puerto Rican students to be drawn
~from Harlem and East Harlem” This would be a drastic change from

the SEEK program, which was still viewed as an appendage to the
ollege itself. Ballard was shocked at the reaction: “Only one of the
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these students would most certainly destroy the traditional academic

" standards of CCNY”

- Ballard thought that he was asking nothing more than con-
" sistency; in fact he had touched a hidden fault line. Those activists
- had joined the candlelight vigil at Gracie Mansion, the mayor’s home,

.7 toprotest King's death. They were committed to the cause of racial

: and City College’s status as a white island in a black sea had
~‘left them feeling increasingly conscience stricken. They supported
SEEK and were eager to see it grow. At the same time, they believed

devoutly in “standards,” and in the meritocratic admissions process

- that allowed the college to uphold those standards. They wanted City
College to be academically exclusive but ethnically inclusive. And
if they had to sacrifice the one to attain the other? That was where
the fault line lay.

Ballard's proposal, like the Committee of Ten's demand the fol-
lowing year, reversed familiar terms of debate, Quotas had been the
chief obstacle to equality of opportunity for the upwardly mobile
urban poor who had flocked to City College forty years before. Free-
dom, for them, meant freedom from the laws that had confined their
ancestors to the ghetto and excluded them from education and the
professions. America was the land where people were judged accord-
ing to what they did, not who they were. And City College, where

no distinctions except those of ability and industry would matter,
was the great symbol of that promise. Even the devout socialists of
Alcove 1 believed in the free market of abilities.

The situation was different for black Americans. With the wan-
ing of Jim Crow, and the passage of civil rights legislation in the 1960s,
they, too, faced no formal obstacles to success. But because of their
history of enslavement and exclusion, not in Russia but here at home,
they entered the marketplace of opportunity on a deeply unequal
basis. As President Lyndon johnson had said in 1965, “You do not

take a person who for years has been hobbled by chains and liberate

him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and say,

been completely fair” Black Americans deserved special benefits as

compensation for past disc
tages to help them overcome the effects of that discrimination. -

You are free -

to compete with all the others; and still justly believe that you have

rimination, and they needed those advan- -
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hous mwwnﬂ,”w: declared a “War on Poverty,” to be waged with jobs
an renewal, and programs like Head Start. These ﬁaou

- grams were designed to remove the shackles so that black people

could ing li
ﬁ MHB MMNM Mrm m»mn“ﬁm line on an equal footing. But these were long-
, pmental programs. What could be done to equalize the

Y competi
.. petition now? By the late 1960s a consensus had developed

among mai ivil ri
am Ewm ﬁEMMMMHmM.. _HE _.._mr.ﬂm groups that a system of preferences
o noum‘ ow built into decisions on hiring, nOdqmnc.bm\
wao_uo&oww mum&:m_..rm school admissions in order to mnm_._am
PEoport ﬁwammmﬁwmnos for blacks. This was the principle of
ative action, which President Richard Nixon's Labor UM@EM

.- ment adopted in 1969, with
- able guidelines. out great controversy, as a set of enforce-

The logi . .
e logic of affirmative action turned the meritocratic argument

_m T - _”54 u 7 u u“_
5 .

equality of opportunity be guaranteed, The affirmative action prin-

cipl . .

_. Fwﬁm mnM“E WM ”H.Burmm to virtually all economic or social goods. But
o el Mm of higher education it acquired a special force vmn.mﬁ
; oo Mﬂmmn me.mm had become the indispensable passport to the moMM
. elor’s degree was worth approximately 60 percent more

t . ; ,
han a high school diploma in the job market. Unionized blue-collar

b .
WM; M mﬂmﬂhﬂﬁ%ﬁm from year to year, and an increasing fraction of
. Jobs were becoming unavailable to nongraduates. Black

parents understood the system perfectly well. A 1966 study found

.ﬁ . .
3 .n”mm while 79 percent of white parents wanted their children to attend
> Ome\ mwbwﬂm J_mnwm the figure was 96 percent. As Julian Bond, then
. Tl e legislator, wrote, “Higher education can no longer

.~ be regarded as a privil
- for the many” privilege for the few, but must be seen as a right

e affirmative action argument didn't question the validity of

woos“,mﬂww%mow Bmﬂh‘ but insisted that higher education had become
o verable & goo 8. be parceled out according to these distinc-
! 9 at the same time white scholars on the left were question-
WSMQ FM. “mnﬁonm&n ﬁumwmmm itself. In their highly influentia! Academic
g w\ published in 1968, sociologists David Riesman and
< pher Jencks argued that meritocracy served as a legiti-
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ietv. Higher education, with
mating device for a deeply unequal society. TiIg

j ined the myth that
i i i testing and sorting, sustaine o
- 4%0%%”“”4”“ Mw.Emm distributed according to mGEM H.N*WMM
..mMOboMMMr In fact, they said, while high school graduatio
than . y

. . . cor-
entrance and graduation had become, if anything, increasingly

: ts were
. ; mic status. Higher-class paren
ith prior socioeconomic Statts uc-
H.mww:.wn_ aMHQH ﬁ,_Hu to their children the abilities that made for college s
passing

ey had passed down trust funds or WASPy affilia-

as once th ! Ty e
tont Riesman and Jencks weren't even convin :
B, oty » at America most needs

cial mobility was such a good m.E...m. "Wh <2
MMH_QH e e e ﬁwmnﬁm\ﬂsﬂw—o“mmmﬂww admissions
EME“M“H.MW mewwmwmmm faced with a more @mjon.nmaﬁnmmmw
mﬁwn@nn *ma ool of college graduates would simply &mQ_EEQ : mw&mmm
W”ﬁ”mmﬁmmmom Mnmmm@ which would no_.&.bcm.a ,cm nom_.mmHmHMm M.M .E.m&o-...
Coliege-level remediation, they argued, \_um%_m HMon nited B o
d coming late in life, can almost _..mAmH undo T ol
o done by earlier neglect! Moreovert, they e
wum Em%OmWMWm@E devote their precious assets to students 0 y
eges
© mﬁnnmmﬂ. was possible to turn the critique of Eml»onumnw mm“ﬂmﬁ
th mnw_“mm themselves. Jerome Karabel, later a HumcmmmmoH. at mm“..u < MMH
od, Uni ities are irrevocably committed to the ¢cm=._mmmxn_ o
5%9 daﬁap and, once this fact is recognized, ?mﬂ.. :ﬂmmn
i wimHm . an w.mmmuumm image, becomes less &mmm_._m_‘c_.m. L e
mﬂwbn@ - moﬂznwm Karabel didn't really believe .mn .n_mﬂ.nonnmﬁm
Mw.wmwnﬂwnw w*_mw_ﬂ. \.Pw frenetically competitive Emmmﬁwmmﬁ Mwm‘“w“m
. i . “an ascriptive soCl
pa %MM*M mmMMMnGM%%HMﬂmH ,_wmwo%... does =nwwmo§mm_ its poor people
on ,

i y i thots of Academic Revolu-
to internalize their failures” But unlike the au R

) . unequal social structure
students could strike a serious blow at the q e for the

. . i
tion. Karabel believed that opening up higher educa

i the elit
that it sustained and appropriate the resources of

upend, rather than confirm, the existing order.

r I

alization of “Justice’s”.
. Karabel's hope was the realt ;

ﬂmmrﬂzw“ mwuwwﬁm easlier: that higher education could be used o.
nig |
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. But here was the rub: City College was either an exception to
© - the daim made by Riesman and Jencks, and by followers like Karabel,
.+ orits refutation. Indeed, the very idea that higher education might
. redistribute goods from the wellborn to the academically worthy
. depended on the legendary reputation of City College as much as
- of any other institution. City had turned poor boys (and by now girls)
- into successful professionals. Perhaps New York City had run out
. of bright, underprivileged Jewish kids. But weren't there plenty of
~ other students, many of them black and Puerto Rican, who could
. be fed into City’s meritocratic machine? Moreover, the entire anti-
- .meritocratic argument, which often appeared to be conducted by
- upper-class whites feeling guilty about the good fortune they had
- inherited, irritated City’s faculty and administration, so many of
-~ whom were City boys who still felt in their bones the immensity of
" their struggle to succeed, and felt as well a corresponding pride in
- their achievement.
o Philip Baumel, a professor of physics, had been born into grim,
- Depression-era poverty. His father, a nonunion housepainter, had
. contracted sciatica when Philip was seven, and the family had eked
out a bare living in the Bronx on workmen’s compensation and in-
~come from his mother’s hospital job. But Philip had been accepted
-into the prestigious Bronx High School of Science and had graduated
from City College in 1953. For Baumel, belief in the system of merito-
cratic advancement was indistinguishable from self-respect. “I taught
myself a foreign language,” Baumel says proudly. “It was called stan-
dard English. I learned it by reading” And Baumel didrt just believe
in the abstract idea of distinctions of merit; he believed devoutly in
City College as an institution predicated on those distinctions.
o For men like Baumel, and for others more skeptical of the
‘glories of the system than he, the demands of the students consti-
‘tuted an attack on values they had scarcely even questioned before.
‘To lower admission standards would be, in effect, to devalue the cur-
rency in which their diploma had been issued. This was the visceral
Teaction that Allan Ballard had encountered the year before. In one
of the innumerable Great Hall resolutions, two professors declared
that “an admissions policy based upon racial and ethnic quotas rather
than academic achievement would destroy this College and . .. such

57



- 58

CITY ON A HILL

an admissions policy if implemented would in fact perpetrate a cruel

 hoaxon the young people so admitted.” It would destroy the no=mm.w

: ~ because City would have to sacrifice the m*mhnman_.m that had made
77 it what it'was. It would be a cruel hoax because City would not be

able to undo the damage these young people had suffered. In years

| o past City had been only the last of a series of institutions that had
S : shaped its students; it could not be asked to do the work that other
- institutions were now failing to do.

Or could it? Fran Geteles, a counselor in the mﬂ.mﬂ program
and former stalwart of Faculty for Action, asks, “Which is the stronger
truth: That you are locked in by your background, or E.H you have
potential?” For Geteles and others, potential was the magic word, wrm
answer to all the talk about standards. Potential was the underlying
quality that the hardships of ghetto life had ovmnE.mm. but :wﬁ n_.m‘
stroyed. If you looked, you would find it. In a magazine E.cnr.m in
the summer of 1969, an associate professor of English, _..mo. Em.h_mrm?
noted, as many others had, that “the planning and oﬂméumﬁwb that
went into the strategy of seizure by the BPRC was masterful” They
had taken over the South Campus in a surgical mE._ﬁ a..m& non&.un»mm
negotiations with great self-assurance, and, E._E.8 white Hm&nﬁ‘
they hadn't trashed property or raided liquor nmwﬁm»m.. If these mﬂ -
dents, many of them from SEEK, didn't belong at ﬂz@ ImB. mm
said, “then perhaps we should examine the academic process itse
rather than the student” Hamalian also noted that a mE&w in East

St. Louis had isclated a quality in ghetto woﬁmf.n “ @u.nmmm for lack
of a better term” —which, he said, “may be an indication of educa-
tional potential” Hamalian offered a cautious wbmwnmmama ow%mmm
alternative gifts. “With massive supportive services, he ﬁoﬁ“ many
such youngsters are performing passingly well in coilege! o
For the Jewish liberals who made up so _E.m.m a part of City’s
student body, faculty, administration, and alumni, there could be

no easy resolution to the debate between merit and potential, or be- | ;
tween standards and access. But most black students and faculty

members considered the entire discussion demeaning. “The Sw._oﬂm
notion that we were endangering the college’s standards was racist,
says Bruce Hare. “Those were just excuses, and the excuses were

serving to keep the joint white!” If black students had done less well

“BAPTISM OF FIRE

- in'school than the white students now at City, it was because of the
low expectations that teachers had for blacks. And if black students
Pperformed far less well on the SATs than whites, it was because stan-
- dardized tests were culturally biased. Bruce Hare hadn't done well
enough in high school to be admitted to City. He had spent three
-years in the evening session before transferring to the supposedly far
' more rigorous day session, And he hads't been all that impressed. T
- his grandfather, who had told him that “the smart people” went to
. the school up on the hill, he had said, “Grandpa, you were wrong.”

: Negotiations on the five demands resumed on May 19, after
the new college president, Joseph Copeland, agreed to withdraw the
police from campus in exchange for promises from white and black
- mulitants to end the disruptions. An earlier set of discussions had
already led to acceptance of the first three student demands, an agree-
ment to set aside the issue of a School of Black Studies, and a
stalemate on the fundamental question of admissions. The students
wanted a black and Puerto Rican quota equal to minority enrollment
in the public high schools, then about 40 percent. The faculty nego-
-tiators accepted the idea of a separate track of nonmerit admissions,
like the SEEK program, but balked at the numbers.

. Now those agreements had been nullified, and the faculty
negotiating team replaced, on orders from the Board of Higher Edu-
cation. The new three-member teamn included Stanley Feingold, who
had made his opposition to the takeover very clear, but who was
hoping to find some sort of middle ground on the critical issue of
the quota. But the legitimacy of the quota demand had been granted
1in advance—it was a demand, after all—and only the means remain-
ed to be discussed. Feingold recalls that the students presented one
ingenious formula- after another designed to raise the fraction of
minority students at City to 40 percent. None of them involved ex-
plicit ethnic quotas; all of them, Feingold felt, amounted to the same
thing. Feingold could not accept a quota at City College. On May
22, as the group was reaching agreement, he quietly resigned his
position.

. It was a wrenching moment for Feingold: He stood sharply de-
fined against a background that was all too schematic. Conservatives
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welcomed him as a convert. Pro-student faculty members accused
him of losing his nerve. And radical students vilified him. Feingold
had always thought of himself as a radical egalitarian, and City as

" 2 radically egalitarian place. But old-fashioned egalitarianism, with

" its implicit faith in competition and the marketplace, had come to
seem like the mask of domination. And so, by standing in one place

while history spun by him, Feingold had become something he never
' could have imagined: the enemy of potential.

In mid-June, Feingold was asked to testify before the Board of
Higher Education, and he took the opportunity to map out the place
in the middle where he stood. Yes, he agreed, the students were
*sincere,’ but to say so was condescending, since “neither the man-
ner nor the appearance of the students had anything to do with the
merits of their case!” The question was not who had the moral upper
hand but how best to achieve “equality of access without diminish-
ing excellence in standards” It wasn't enough, he argued, to accept
students merely on the basis of minority status, because potential
was not something that belonged to all students, or to all minority

students. The colleges would have to reach down into the high
schools and identify and nurture the students who showed signs
of special abilities. _

Feingold proposed that CUNY institute a system like Califor-
nia’s, where the top 12.5 percent of high school graduates were eligi-

ble to attend the elite “university colleges”; the top third of graduates, -

the state colleges; and the remainder, a two-year community college.

In fact CUNY chancellor Albert Bowker had previously worked in
the California system and had devised a version of the state’s master
plan in which the three tiers were, in effect, dropped down one level
cach. According to CUNY’s 1968 master plan, the senior colleges in
the system would accept one-quarter of high school graduates—
slightly less than the Holy Plan had anticipated—in addition. to
several thousand others enrolled through programs like SEEK; the
next 40 percent of graduates would be admitted to community col-
lege; and the remainder, including dropouts, would be eligible, ac:

cording to their academic level, for vocational, apprenticeship; ot
s Centers. The maste!

college transition programs in Educational Skill
plan was scheduled to be implemented in 1975.
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The ti i
" iih e _H“Mm mmmm.ﬂmg was designed to reconcile equality of access
e mcmmmmﬁn. _Hu.moE was .mnﬁnm_w the only faculty member to
e SuBEes Eodm. Others, including several of the archconser-
- oters w o %8 WM”,MM WMBw sort of college preparatory institute
e e given remedial instruction; survivors om
 the corbatey e m:w.o:ma at City. Another group recommended
bl 7MM* MM a high school affiliated with City, as Townsend
it of e ac nm:. >b ﬂ.um these proposals assumed a careful
s feed ot City suo c“._n N_M_EEW@ students with the potential to suc-
e beind ed from the many who had fallen too
But Fei i
isted swmmm,...mmﬂomo_& Wma a deeper point to make, City College, he in-
. _.Bbma.\& o _uocmh an ?MMEQ not be, the place to make a stand wm&.bﬂ
T oy Pove Maw_u i gold says, “I believed then, I believe now, and
e woontinue m._.r elieve that the problem was being attacked ‘@.OB
: hrough mmm e n e place to create equality of opportunity is birth
g s Sﬂ n_..mh% school, not beginning at the college level. If you
i really wore e W_.o‘cmmnﬁ Om a child before the age of six, which
dyomis et mw us rocE _u.mmn.r you would be talking about cata-
g ol mcmm.._.. @“&W e moemﬁ,. But nothing short of cataclysmic
‘Higher education is h“ﬂwwnﬂwﬂo HM_._“EQ oy g Sates
.moDmQ is not; but by that time it's too Mmﬁwn ﬁw Hwﬂmmvm.ﬂuﬂwwﬂm

H .
vmﬁmnomﬂww mmﬁﬂmc:_ nm._m oﬁ.ﬁ.ﬂ admissions drama, City College ap-
e ved F&M Emwo etermining the course of history. But of course
e monmm dﬂoaa and events were being driven along by larger
o s&._.. . ﬁm@oﬁ the twentieth century the United States
. Emcmum&\ g Ennmm&_u_m speed and consistency, toward the idea
S0 e 2 Mmﬂ to higher education. The Morrill Acts of 1862 and
”.o». oxperditures ww M »Mﬁ#mg of land-grant colleges; billions of dollars
m%m»mb,. of public ol mocma:ﬂmﬂﬁm .wnoacnma a vast, if patchwork
few of these public %MME»MM&MH.WM.WM.EM. B AN s“..dﬂ

% acticed selective admissi i
.M.MNMMMHH“M”MM;& any mﬂ&mnw within the state who rmnm MMMM_MMM
e urse of mnc&m in high school; and their standards

fd governed by their egalitarian commitment. As far back
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as the mid-nineteenth century the president of the University of
Minnesota proudly declared, “The State Universities hold that there
is no intellectual service too undignified for them to perform.”

. Higher education was remarkably accessible, even when few
Americans availed themselves of it. In 1900 only 4 percent of
eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds were attending college, largely
because so few young people graduated from high school. But as
public schoo! attendance became mandatory, and as graduation thus
became commonplace, the number of college students increased
astronomically. By 1920 the fraction of eighteen- to twenty-one-year-
olds in college had doubled to 8 percent. By 1940, when high school

enroliment had reached 73 percent, the figure for.college had almost..

PR T

mmmmmﬁmm@%%w_wgmm%mﬁ%%mwﬁﬁ?géﬁ%swmmm&m%%m
of Veterans from the service, the nm=mmm.no.5m rate had doubled again.

Alixiost 2.5 million young people were attending college, Four and

a Ralf Hiillion Veterans ultimately took advantage of the GI Bill to

pursue higher education.

In the years immediately after World War II, policy makers
asked a question that had never been seriously posed before: How
many Americans should be able to go to college? President Harry
S. Truman appointed a commission to look into the question, and
at the end of 1947 the Zook Commission, as it was known for its
chairman, delivered the kind of supremely confident answer that
was a hallmark of postwar America: “at least 49 percent” of college-
age Americans had the “mental ability” to complete a two-year post-
secondary school education, and at least 32 percent were up to the
demands of a liberal arts college or professional education. “Mental
ability” was postwar bureaucratese for “potential.” The report, titled
Higher Education for American Democracy, called for free and univer-
sal access to schooling through the fourteenth grade, as well as an
immense expansion of four-year college facilities.

The report’s very title was a statement: Higher education had
to serve the larger purposes of American democracy. In the postwar
years, Americans would need “education for peace,” for “interna-
tional-mindedness,” for “self-understanding.” Most important of all,
higher education had to accept its role as the credentialing device
for the new middle-class society emerging from the war. The authors

" BAPTISM OF FIRE

recognized that a college degree had become, as never before, “a pre-
- requisite to social and economic advancement” —the insight that
. W_..mmam: and Jencks would formalize a generation later. And yet, the
: commissioners wrote, “for the great majority of our boys and girls,
“the kind and amount of education that they may hope to attain
depends, not on their abilities, but on the family or community into
. which they happen to be born or, worse still, on the color of their
- skin or the religion of their parents”
e Part of the problem was cost, for City College was unusual not
only in being selective but in charging no tuition; thus the recom-
‘- mendation that the first half of a college education be free. Another
S wmﬂ was accessibility, and so the commission had proposed a bcom
- In campus construction. But perhaps the most intractable obstacle
- -to mass college attendance was the elite character of the college itself,
- Many private colleges, and some public ones, had become increas-
ingly selective as the number of applicants had skyrocketed, and had
- 'made their rigorous standards a selling point. The Zook Commis-
- -sion, like the sixties leftists, counted selectivity as another form of
 discrimination. The authors wrote that colleges “cannot continue to
- Concentrate on students with one type of intelligence to the neglect
- of youth with other talents” such as “social sensitivity,” “motor skills”
- and “mechanical aptitudes and ingenuity.” Higher education for
- peace and self-understanding required a new kind of student, as did
- higher education for the ordinary citizen. America needed mass
-+ colleges for a mass society,
he am%msw,ﬁmuogmmw@ﬁw triumphantly middlebrow, anti-
 intellectual toné infurated mars peoply; espedally n the serdoomsy”
- Another study, commissioned by the Rockefeller Foundation and
staffed by scholars and administrators from the elite colleges, stoutly
. defended the academic tradition. “The primary purpose of higher
~ education,” the Rockefeller group wrote, “is the developmentof . . .
- intellectual promise and .. . [the capacity to] deal with abstract ideas”
It was this traditional purpose, rather than the new credentialing
. function, that must determine the scope and character of higher edu-
= nmm.on in the United States. Higher education would contribute to
- society not by widening the circle of pedigreed young people but
- by contributing “the trained experts, the scholars, and the leaders”
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America _.BE.EQ The study put the number of Americans who
“could benefit from some form of higher education at 25 percent.

A 1952 report titled Who Should Go to College? reached the same

S Ceonelusion.

.~ Higher education in the United States was too heterogeneous

SRR ~to allow one to say that one or the other of these models ultimately

was adopted. But the Rockefeller panel’s suggestion that college be
limited to those prepared to master a liberal arts education never had

" a chance against the sheer national faith in the value of a nozwmm
~ degree. The state never agreed to guarantee education beyond high

school, as the Zook Commission had hoped; but it didn't matter.

By 1960, 3.8 million students, and 34 percent of eighteen- to twenty-

owmnwmmm.ommm\ were attending college. And by 1970, in a bursf.of
mﬁma&w unprecedented even by the awesome standards of past

AT

decades, the mumber of college students increased 124 percent, to
8.5 millipp...Even without the governmental Emcnmambﬁ that the
Zook Commission had proposed, the numbers had oﬁmﬁ.—wvmm the
commission’s own predictions. As a report by the Omu.dm.mum Oo.B.
mission on Higher Education boasted, “The United States E,Qmmﬁbm
a society in which more people will have had more education than

ever before in history in any nation.”

The negotiators whose ranks Stanley mmgmo_a~mﬁa ultimately
accepted what was known as the “dual admissions mown.z.um" half
of the next incoming class would be selected from essentially all-
minority high schools in Manhattan and the Bronx, and ﬁrm.om._.mn
half according to traditional criteria. It was a Nm-.o-mE...: m.o__._ﬁos in
Solomonic form: instead of deciding between two principles, they
had divided the school into two parts. But for many people J&._o
thought of City College as one of the great institutions of American
culture, half a principle was almost worse than none. Every mayoral
candidate, including Mayor Lindsay, denounced the accord. Wmmﬁ.m,_
sentative James Scheuer called it “a shameful violation .Om the basic
principles of a free society” The American wm&m_.. Comunittee me_.mm
the proposal a transparent form of quota. City College alumni, in-
cluding the Nobelists and the left-wing intellectuals, reacted wﬁg
horror. Alfred Kazin pronounced himself “thoroughly urhappy” The
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‘head of the alumni association said that his group was “violently

- opposed” to the new system. A Times editorial criticized the plan
. for placing faith in “educational magic.”

But for all the noise, the dual admissions plan was simply the

._....m.HmEam to an ultimate solution. Admissions standards could be
- decided only by the Board of Higher Education. When the board

- began to review the demands in June, it was clear that something

" drastic had to be done. Virtually every campus in the system had
-~ been rocked by violence and strikes. The board had to find some

way of accommodating the demands for access, and it had to be done

- on a systemwide basis.

And yet one drastic solution contradicted another. The board
couldr't adopt the quota system discussed by the City College nego-
tiators and rejected by the faculty. Quotas were abhorrent, especially

-to the Jewish voters whom Mayor Lindsay was courting in his reelec-
_tion bid. But neither could the board embrace Bowker's master plan,
. with its three tiers of educational opportunity. Minorities wouldn't

stand for it. State senator Basil Paterson, then the most important

* black political figure in New York, had said, “I will not be able to

Support any system of open admissions which turns out to be a con-

tinuation of the second-class, vocationally-oriented, dead-end policy

- prevalent in our public high school system for Black and Puerto
- Rican youth”

And at this point the particular set of circumstances that had
produced City’s racial standoff was overtaken by the larger dynamic
of growth, both within CUNY and nationally. There were constituen-

.. - cles that had no interest in the civil rights issues, but great interest
- in expanded access to higher education. Harry van Arsdale, the im-

mensely powerful president of the Central Labor Council of the city’s
unions, had opposed the quota proposal but observed that the senior

college’s high standards had denied admission to “thousands and
. thousands of youngsters who do not have the marks, but who might
- become good students”—the children, that is, of his largely white

ethnic members. And what constituencies were there to support the

”.. principle of high standards when it was opposed, not by fist-
- brandishing militants, but by working-class New Yorkers upholding

the national tradition of ready access to higher education? None,
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cept the faculty, students, and alumni of the colleges. And so ﬁ.rm
us solution was to admit more minority students into the senior
.omm..m...mm and more nonminority children, thus circumventing the dan-
erous issue of equity and threatening only the colleges’ standards.
" Inearly July the board announced its decision: “We have con-
 cluded that the City University should initiate an open admissions
..policy as soon as practicable” This last phrase meant that open ad-
. missions would be instituted not in 1975, as the master plan had
" foreseen, but in 1970. Nor was the board merely accelerating the
\ " Bowker plan. The board directed that admissions criteria be designed
50 that all high school graduates could enroll in a college program;
" ugandards of academic excellence” be maintained; all colleges be
ethnically integrated; and no student be denied a place he or she
would have had under the previous criteria. The board, in other
/ words, insisted that-all of the contradictory impulses that had pro-
pelled the debate be simultaneously accommodated. Ethnic integra-
tion meant that minority students would not be confined to the lower
reaches of a hierarchical system; the Skills Centers had been dropped
e altogether. The last stricture meant “no losers.” The system would
e " simply expand—the deus ex machina of the 1960s. -
o . Since there really was no way to reconcile open m&nzmm_ozmh
integration, and standards, the board, like the City College negoti-
ators, came to no conclusion on how best to do it. That was left to
a Commission on Admissions, which spent the summer and fall
wrangling bitterly over the details. The commission &mnﬁ.%mwma A._m*
it would be impossible to achieve an acceptable level of integration
simply by lowering the required grade-point average, because so few
minority students graduated even with a 75 average. Class H.mﬂw
would have to be included as well. But even taking all students in
the top half of the class would be insufficient, because »om.u many
minority students were concentrated in the bottom half of their n_m.mm.
In the scheme finally adopted by the board, every student, .459
an average of 80 or more or a standing in the top half o.m the gradu-
ating class would be assured a place in one of the senior colleges.
Full integration would be achieved by admitting thousands more
through special programs like SEEK. Everyone else would be guar-
anteed a seat in a community college. The systemn not only was much

‘black poor, and CUNY’s own expan
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less stratified than the one that obtained in California but also was
less concerned with protecting standards than with helping students
- achieve their ambition. In California it was very difficult to move
- from the two-year to the four-year system; in CUNY’s open admis-
. -sions plan, community college graduates would be automatically
--accepted at senior college with full credit. And while half of each
- freshman class routinely flunked out at many midwestern univer-
- sities that functioned under a state-mandated open enrollment sys-
~.tem, CUNY agreed to give all incoming students a one-year grace

period. In other words, CUNY committed itself not only to accept-

- ing a vast cadre of new students but to advancing them toward a
" bachelor's degree,

The open admissions plan was to be implemented in the fall

- of 1970, a year from the time it was conceived. The change was so
. drastic, and the time given to adjust to it so short, that many of the

students’ supporters accused CUNY of trying to discredit the reform
by introducing it in an impracticable way. They hadn't sought open

- admissions, they pointed out; they simply wanted to increase the
~representation of black and Puerto Rican students. But if they got

more than they bargained for, it was because they hadn't fully reckon-

-~ ed with the historical forces that lay behind their own demands.
. Open admissions lay at the convergence of several powerful trends—
- the century-long movement foward mass higher education, the

L A s A s TS

- changing demographics of the American city, the critique of

N TR s AT

meritocratic distinctions, a growing sense of obligation foward the

iy,

City College’s admissions ﬁoznwm.m had to change, although the

- old guard couldn’t admit that this was so. But they didn't have to

change in the way that they had. Without the lockout, City’s, and

- ; .DCZK\P admissions policies would have evolved over a period of
.- Yyears rather than being dismantled overnight. More important,

- CUNY would have adopted a different model—the 1968 master plan,
- or the California model, or one of the alternatives devised during

the debate. Any of these models would have reflected more conser-

 vative assumptions about what a college education could do for ill-
-schooled eighteen-year-olds. But the lockout, and the ensuing
. negotiations, preduced a fait accomplii that could not be undone, It
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- fostered an atmosphere of intimidation and blackmail within which

' realism came to sound like racism. And it provoked larger forces that

. " transformed the demand for affirmative action into a demographic

o .. B free-for-all. And so open admissions, in the form mm Sow m.ﬁ OCZM.\‘

7 became perhaps the most improbable and B&n&.@ idealistic experi-
_ment in the history of American higher education.

4

Paradise Lost

like the D-day landing. The previous fall 1,752 new students had
registered for class; now the figure was 2,742, an increase of

m n the fall of 1970, open admissions hit the City College campus

" almost 60 percent. The freshman class would peak in 1971 at 3,216,
- and then fall off, for the simple reason that City College was not
" built for the volume of students considered normal in the Big Ten.
- Chaos reigned: Students stood in line for hours, sometimes for an
- entire day, just to register. The college rented space in a building
- down the hill at 134th Street to accommodate overflow classes. Great

Hall, the cavernous space in Shepherd where grand and bitter de-

bates had been staged for sixty years, was divided by partitions into

a dozen classrooms. City had always been bulging at the edges and
out at the elbows; but now the school felt like a rushing, bellowing

‘madhouse. If the Board of Higher Education had decided to punish
City for its impertinence, it had succeeded admirably.

But even monumental inconvenience seemed trivial compared

..8 the change in the school's demographics. By 1969, City College
was no longer all white, but most of the black and Puerto Rican

students lived in the separate world of the SEEK program. In 1970
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" the niumber of SEEK students almost tripled, to 2,000; and the num-

" ber of non-SEEK minority students tripled as well, to 15 percent of

- the entering class. Nowhere else in the CUNY system were the

changes quite so stark; City’s location in the middle of the black
ghetto, and adjacent to the black and Hispanic slum areas of the
_Bronx, meant that it received a disproportionate number of minority
students. The fraction of Catholics at City also rose from 23 percent
' to 43 percent. The Catholics, ironically, were numerically the greatest
beneficiaries of the Board of Higher Education’s decision to lower
‘admission standards rather than to institute a minority quota. Some
left-wing members of the faculty were heard to grumble that they
hadn't planned to teach “white trash.” But Harry van Arsdale had
gotten the drop on them.
Family income among CUNY students had been creeping
toward middle-class levels in recent years, but open admissions
returned the school to its proletarian past. In 1970, median family
income among Jewish CUNY students was $12,000, and among
Cathotics, $10,300; but among black open admissions students it was
$6,700, and slightly less for Puerto Ricans. These students not only
were economically disadvantaged but were, by definition, academi-
cally disadvantaged as well. The number of incoming students with
high school averages under 80 went from 124 in 1969 to 1,473 the
next year. Among SEEK students the median average was close to
70, since they now had to fall below the new admissions standards.
And the A students started going to Queens College, or SUNY, or
private colleges. In a pattern that held ominous implications for the
future, the better a student did in high school, the less likely he was

to choose to attend City. By 1972, well over half of the student body

had scored under 80 in high school.

The faculty and staff had a year to brace for the vast tide of-
unprepared students, but they still were swamped. City had never .
needed a remedial program before; freshman composition had been
abolished, in a burst of liberal reform, just before the open admissions

battle. Now remedial programs were drawn up in math, writing, and

“college skills” All entering students wexe given evaluation tests, In

_the first year of open admissions, 90 percent of those 2,700 incoming

4 = o .
" students were assigned fo at least.one.remedial CONISE?, fraction

 the figure was down to three-quartefs=™""""

____..__m>w>c$m LOST

help or that the remedial standards were too Strct . | y

. that implied either that many traditional City students needed special

TGRS
2 sy

City College’s academic mission chan: i
o ged overnight, not
design but by sheer force of circumstance. Seventy vmanmam of mﬁmrmww

. courses had traditionally been given in literature, and 30 percent in

‘writing; open admissions reversed the ratio. Flectives in English and

-some of the other hurmnanities fields rapidly became vestigial, because

the new students viewed education in almost exclusively instrumen-

~ tal, vocational terms. Older faculty membe i
- - s, especially, were ap-
- ‘palled. One of the shibboleths of the time was that physics ﬁammmmowm.

taught graduate seminars in the morning and algebra in the after-

| . noon, though in fact almost all of the remedial math teaching was
i conducted by the Math Department. But the underlying truth was
- that scholars who propagated “the best that is thought and said” —

or at least felt that they did—found themselves training students in

. the fundamentals.

It was in many ways the worst of times, and in no way the best,

- Conservatives on the faculty enjoyed the grim satisfaction of seeing

. Em_.w predictions of catastrophe realized in full. Their memoirs bear
.ﬂzm.m mcnwp as The End of Education and The Death of the University,
testifying not only to their bitterness but to the implicit assumption

. .wrmn City College had a symbolic dimension that gave a global signif-
. Ieance to local events. What they recalled of that time were sneering,
- illiterate students and fellow-traveling junior faculty, the collapse Om
. .mwmbmma%\ and the demise of an old reverence for learning. Man:
: older members of the faculty felt that the commitments of a Emmaw
 were being mocked and belittled. The wounds from the sixties’ revolt
~ against authority were still fresh when they turned to face the crisis
- provoked by open admissions.

Warfare raged within the faculty. At a debate held at the Bronx

I-mw School of Science, Howard Adelson, a rather magisterial histo-
- rian of the Middle Ages and a former officer in the Air Reserves, an
. ‘Old Believer in the City College orthodoxy, told a packed hail of WE,
..mmam and _um_.Hmzwmw “City College is decaying. It is no longer the school
._.ﬁ was, and its future is bleak.” For generations Bronx Science had
supplied City with a constant stream of brilliant students, just as
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- Exeter and Andover had done for Harvard. In recent years the contin-

- gent had shrunk to a dozen or two. Now Adelson recommended that

" Bronx Science graduates go not to City but to Queens, the S&wmmﬁ

" " and most middle-class of the senior colleges. City College president

| ~ Robert Marshak, who had come to debate Adelson, angrily mnm.mmﬂm.n

S " that City College had a new mission, and that it was performing it

AR ably under trying circumstances. Marshak never forgave Adelson for

R ~“what he considered an act of treachery; Adelson, in EHnw savaged
SR the college president regularly in his column in the Jewish Press.

The History Department, where Adelson had wmm.: *mmnr.gm
for twenty years, broke down under the sheer weight of Ewo_om.un&
difference and personal hatred. The fact that they were historians
only made matters worse, since the Left and Right factions naturally
interpreted the events they had been witnessing in nn.ugﬁ_mn.mw% op-
posite terms—as a capitulation to racial fear and racial politics on
the one side, and as a new phase of empowerment, of class self-
assertion, on the other. The invective came to a head in a battle over
control of the department, a mock-epic war that u:mmrm have come
straight from the pages of Tom Jones. One of the conservatives, mnma,mw
Page, claimed that he had been punched in the stomach by the chief
of the radicals, 2 woman. Liberal and left-wing Bmd._&mum of the
department denounced Page in the letters column of w,rm Campus;
one questioned whether he was “mentally competent” to teach. It
would be many years before hostilities subsided. .

And it was still a bad time for the people in the middle. dﬂm
career of Theodore Gross, who became chairman of the English
Department in 1970 and was later dean of hurmanities, became \m
sort of cautionary tale of the decline of the liberal center. Gross's
academic field was black literature, and like Stanley Feingold he con-
sidered himself a member of City’s liberal wing. But it was also his
job to oversee the new remedial writing program, and he was
stunned by the near illiteracy of many of the new students. E&E
1980 memoirs, cautiously titled Academic Turmoil, he wrote that the
problem of Open Admissions students that controlled all oﬁr.mum was

a weak command of the language” Gross accepted the validity of
teaching basic language skills in college; but the effort, he concluded,

- simply didn’t work:

- PARADISE LOST

When we failed to bring students to the accepted level of liter-
acy, we blamed ourselves—we hadn’t been adequately trained
or we lacked patience or our standards were set too high too
quickly.

But in fact we had false expectations. . . . [The students’]
entire miseducation and bookless past rose up to haunt them,
and all the audio-visual aids and writing laboratories and sim-
plified curriculum materials we tried could not work the mir-
acle. The mistake was to think that this language training would
. be preparation for college education when what we were really
o+ .. instilling was a fundamental literacy that would allow social

acculturation to occur. We were preparing our students to be
the parents of college students, not to be students themselves,

. In 1978 Gross wrote an essay titled “Open Admissions: A Con-
fessional Meditation” In January of the next year it appeared in Satur-
day Review under the title “How to Kill a College” The cover of the
issue showed a dagger, dripping in blood, plunged into the facade
‘of a college building. Gross was not, in fact, 2 member of the death-
- of-the-university wing of the faculty, and he was horrified at the treat-

- .ment; but in his essay he disclosed his deep sense of ambivalence
_ about open admissions. Among the more impolitic passages was his

observation that many of the new minority students came from
families “in which television and radio were the exclusive sources
‘of information.”

Gross had said nothing that many, perhaps most, members of
the faculty considered wrong; but he had said out loud what until
then had been conveyed in whispers. Like Stanley Feingold before
him, he had violated the taboo against discussing the limits of the
remedial process, And, like Feingold, Gross became an enemy of
the people. At a mass demonstration in his office, militant students
denounced him as a racist; faculty members did their denunciations
by mail. Gross desperately pointed to the work of a lifetime to show
that he was scarcely unsympathetic to the plight of minority students.
1t was fruitless. In aletter to the Saturday Review, President Marshak
declared that “Dean Gross's use of sexual, racial and religious stereo-
types is profoundly offensive to our student body and faculty”
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.~ Marshak felt that Gross had betrayed his trust and the college itself.
Inlate April, Marshak informed Gross that he was fired as dean.

Gross left on a sabbatical and never came back.
In Academic Turmoil Gross went to far greater lengths than he

o " had in the magazine article to underscore his belief in open admis-
.. .. sions, criticisms notwithstanding. “Educating the parents of no?.wmm
S students,” he wrote, “is a worthy social function for any institution

of learning” He spoke of the historical inevitability of open admis-

“sions and described it as an experiment “fundamentaily in the Amer-

ican grain” A conservative book reviewer accused Gross of losing
his nerve. Perhaps he had; he had felt the tightening o% the screws
of ideological compliance. But Gross was also an agonized liberal,
like Buell Gallagher and Stanley Feingold, and he was SH.S #.umgmmn
an a priori faith in that American grain—the grain of optimism and
inclusiveness—and the terrible evidence of his own eyes. Open mm-
missions was an easy call for the Left and the Right; for Iiberals, it
was torment,
It was impossible to dispute Gross’s claim that City College
was not the place it had been. Students still took courses, or even
majors, in philosophy and history and physics; but the task of City
had become increasingly a remedial one. By 1975, 45 ﬁmanm.:.ﬁ of stu-
dents were beginning their careers in remedial math, writing, and
reading. And very few of them were emerging from these courses
as traditional City Coliege students. A 1972 study found mwﬂ.mﬁ the
College Skills course made a “smal! but significant &mmamﬂmm in stu-
dent performance in nonremedial courses, and Basic SE.E& made
none it all. Three-quarters of students going from remedial to non-
remedial math flunked. Averages were dropping every year, as were
graduation rates. In the late 1960s between three-quarters and four-
fifths of students graduated, generally in four years. But after four
yeats only one-third of the class of 1970 had graduated; only a half

- remained in school. A 1981 study put the graduation rate for black
open admissions students at 22 percent, and at 19 percent for Puerto -

Rican students.

There was an alternative point of view about open mmn.m.mmmosm“
that City College shouldn’t remain the place it had been. City had
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- to'be a new kind of college for a new kind of student, In a 1974 arti-
- cle in Daedalus Robert Marshak argued that it was time “to redefine
- the traditional model of the ‘educable’ by reaching out to students

- of ail ages, backgrounds and degrees of preparation in the metropol-

. itan area and to turn out well-educated graduates who will serve
- the city with diligence and dedication” Marshak took up a call first
~-issued by Clark Kerr, president.of.the Carnegie Foundation, for the

“establishment of the Urban-Grant College,” an inner-city version

B by

~Marshak embarked on a campaign to

St

©of the land-grant colleges

U ST R o

””... ~ transform City into the first such school, dedicated not only to edu-
S cating underprivileged youth but to dealing with problems of urban
- blight. He was trying, in effect, to reimagine higher education in the

democratic and egalitarian form envisioned by the Zook Commis-
sion. But the “urban educational model” as Marshak called his grand
design, was never realized, owing in part to public skepticism and

- In part to a fack of money.

The fierce debate over the virtues of open admissions in the
1970s, a debate that took place not only in dueling memoirs but in
_innumerable symposia and foundation reports and scholarly studies

-+ and magazine articles, offered a kind of tecapitulation of the posi-

tions taken by the Zook and the Rockefeller groups. The question
. ‘of who should receive higher education was an indirect way of ask-
~ing what higher education was for. Conservative critics continued
. to argue that the purpose of college was the propagation and the
~ pursuit of learning. Martin Trow, a Berkeley sociologist, wrote in

1570, “T believe we are seeing the consequences of the profound error
of prescribing for half, and in some states for 70-80 percent, of the

N age-grade a form and content of education that closely resembles
- the bookish, traditional academic education that was designed for
© 5-10-15 percent of the age-grade”

Not only the Left, but some traditional liberals as well, asserted

- that this bookish tradition was an anachronism, and probably a myth.
~Timothy Healy, the vice chancellor of CUNY and later the president
. of Georgetown University, claimed in a 1973 article in Change maga-
~ zine that the “patronizing collegiate stance” of selectivity and stan-

_dards had more to do with institutional self-aggrandizement than
with scholarship. For several generations, Healy noted, colleges had
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been a willing adjunct to the labor market: “In addition to keeping

~ the nation’s culture, the colleges also keep the keys to the treasure

chests” And this being so, “the pressure on students to get inis a

“matter not of prestige but of survival”

Healy was echoing the point made by Jerome Karabel: Once

" it was understood that colleges had long served a credentialing func-
~ tion, their defense against the claims of open admissions vanished.

'How could higher education refuse its role as a weapon in the war

on poverty if it already served as a middle-class entitlement program?
Higher education was reinforcing likely outcomes instead of aitering
them. Alexander Astin, a careful student of admissions policies and
the demographics of higher education, compared the selective college
to a funnel, with good students going in one end and out the other,
and the typical admissions officer to a handicapper, “picking win-
ners” Astin suggested an alternative model, in which colleges would
select those students most likely to be positively affected by the ex-
perience rather than most likely to succeed.

And yet neither Astin nor Healy nor Marshak nor Karabel be-
lieved that the new model of higher education required a wholesale
reduction in academic standards. They felt that colleges could be far
more inclusive without becoming less intellectually serious. Healy
admitted that “there is little that open admissions can do to turn
the high schools around,” but he was confident, as Marshak was,
that open admissions would vindicate the educability of the new stu-
dent. The question itself struck Healy as a form of obfuscation raised
by the guardians of the status quo—just as it had Bruce Hare and
so many black students at City College. But this was too easy a form
of dismissal. Riesman and Jencks, for all their attack on the aca-
demic meritocracy, had also expressed a dim view of the powers of
remedial education.

City College’s own experience seemed to be confirming the
fears rather than the hopes. Yet there were tantalizing hints that

remediation might not be quite so futile as Gross and others took’

it to be. Mina Shaughnessy, the director of City’s Basic Writing pro-
gram, said that after less than a year of remedial work a group of
her students had outperformed nonremedial students on a writing
test. Shaughnessy had gathered a group of gifted and idealistic

_ .Hu>%>UHmm LOST

teachers around her; their experiments in teaching writing to semi-
literate students offered thrilling anecdotes to those who believed
‘that higher education could make winners rather than simply pick
them. Healy wrote of Shaughnessy’s efforts, “A straw in the wind?
Perhaps, but also a demonstration that new methods and good
teaching can work wonders.”

. Butthe experiment came to an abrupt end. In 1976, with New

York City having come within a whisker of banksuptey-CLINY's
Wmm,mfmn was slashed by a third. The system actually shut down for
ﬂ:m fist two weeks in June. City fired fifty-nine nontenured faculty
members, including virtually the entire cadre of dedicated teachers
whom Shaughnessy had assembled. And it wasn't only the remedial
commitment that was circumscribed. To reduce the flow of students
to the senior colleges, and to raise their level, admissions standards
were changed to admit the top third, rather than the top half, of
graduating classes. And in a decision that was no less shocking for
being inevitable, CUNY ended its tradition of free tuition. That tradi-
tion, at City College, was over 125 years old. Tuition would be only
$900 a year, and state grants were generally available to cover much
of the cost; but a higher education was no longer available to all

who qualified.

Open admissions was dead, or so said its partisans. Technically,
of course, open admissions had never applied to the senior colleges,
but only to CUNY as a whole. At a place like City the phrase really
denoted the vastly greater ease of access that came with lowered ad-
ms.;mmwosm standards and the huge increase in the SEEK population.
Despite the imposition of tuition and the tightening of admissions
wﬁmﬂmmam at the senior colleges, CUNY still offered a place to every
Emr school graduate, and City was still radically more accessible than
it had been before 1970; and so it was appropriate to keep using the
term open admissions in its loose sense. But what the partisans really
ineant was that the open admissions experiment was meaningless
without massive funding for remediation; to cut off funds was to
ppreclude success and instead to establish a self-fulfilling prophecy.
_ But was that so? If the cuts had never happened, would the
Basic Writing program have proved that potential, like rocky soil,
is perfectly cultivable so long as you have the right tools? Or did the
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problem also reside in the hardness of the job itself? Open admis-
sions proved to be a chastening experience for some of the most
idealistic people at City Coliege. Leonard Kriegel, the English pro-

*fessor who had rhapsodized over his 1964 class on Emerson, was

R “an ardent champion of open admissions and a barn-burning orator

“in the late 1960s. He had eagerly signed up when Mina Shaughnessy

asked him to teach Basic Writing, and he dedicated his memioirs of
the time to her. Now Kriegel says, “You wanted so desperately for
this to work. The educational Left decided that potential was reality.
Never mind that the kid was functionally illiterate; he's really brilliant.
Anyone who says that the students I was teaching in 1974 were as
good as the students I was teaching in 1964 is either a liar or is per-
petuating an out-and-out illusion.”

Kriegel was another poor Jewish boy from the Bronx who had
made good. He was a well-known essayist and an authentic member
of the New York intelligentsia. And his politics were founded on a
visceral identification with the disadvantaged. He couldn’t deny the
evidence of his senses, as so many ideologues could; but neither
could he abandon the ideals represented by open admissions. And
so Kriegel, like Ted Gross, came to feel that open admissions didn’t
work but was the right thing anyway. “The previous system was im-
moral,” Kriegel concludes, “and that made open admissions neces-
sary. You knew that the standards were changing. You had to have
the honesty to admit that, and know that it was worth it. I compare
it to the 40 years in the wilderness. They had to have a long transi-
tion period.”

In the early 1970s open admissions was a burning, bitter issue
for policy intellectuals, fraught with symbolic overtones. Like school
desegregation, the other great issue of the day, it represented a
massive attempt by the state to transform the lives of the poor by

giving them access to a good enjoyed by the middle class. In fact -

- open admissions was often posed as the means to desegregate higher
education. For people on the Left, open admissions represented the

commitment, begun in the civil rights era, to confer full citizenship -

on black Americans. For conservatives it represented the vanity of

social engineering and the breakdown of the liberal state in the face .
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-~ of impossible demands. And this was especially true for the neocon-
mm_éwm?mm who considered themselves the heirs of an abandoned
. .ﬁw&aoz of postwar liberalism. Many of the neoconservatives were
City College alumni like Irving Kristol and Seymour Martin Lipset
For them, City College’s demise was of a piece with what they mmsm
~as the collapse of national values in the 1960s.

. In 1972 the Council for Basic Education, a Washington-based
.9_.5# tank, sponsored a symposium on open admissions in which
HO.E.H.OH was one of half a dozen panelists. Kristol denounced open
mﬁwﬂzmﬂoa as “a fraud” And it was, he continued, a fraud with a
critically important moral: “%o think that you can take large num-
bers of students from a poor sodo-economic background, who do
badly in high school, who do badly on all your mﬁmbmmn&gm tests
.ai.._o show no promise, and who do not show much Bomaﬁm:oﬂ_a“,r.u
think you can take large numbers of such students and somehow
wbmrm Emj benefit from a college education instead of merely wast-
ing their time and their money, I say that this is demonstrably
false.... Schools just cannot do that much and colleges simpl
.n.E:._Q accomplish this mission” Kristol conceded that his ske S.VH
cism m._uonﬁ the power of institutions “runs against the grain of WE.
bﬁm.ﬁnmﬁ ideology—by now an American instinct—which asserts
+-that it is always in mar's power to abolish injustice and inequity, if

wﬂ% the ic. #.o justice and equity is strong enough” But, he mmma\
. _umM Wmummwm_ﬁo? qumtessentially American though it be, happens
This was too much for Kenneth Clark, the black psychologist
.Wromm Hmmm.mnnr had been instrumental in shaping the Supreme
Wmuﬁn\m decision in Brown v. Board of Education. Clark had taught at
,r.:% College for decades, and he insisted that Kristol and others were
mmn&bm City’s past with retrogpective glory in order to discredit the
present. Like so many other supporters of open admissions, Clark
,_“Emmnma that higher education had never performed the H.bﬁmmmnﬁ:&
mﬁnnﬁonﬂ that the neoconservatives were now urging on it. He had
M.ﬁ .m.mﬁ. “given up” trying to infuse scholarly values into higher mnn“
sation, “because I think a more concrete and immediate battle is to
‘_ﬁumn up higher education in America on what I consider question-
fible values . .. to a larger proportion of the American people” Here
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" was the argument for credentialism in pure form—open admissions

- without illusions.
- But Clark had devoted his entire career to proving that disad-
' vantaged children were victims of their envirorument, and to arguing

_. o - for reform of that environment. If he was cynical about the values

of the academy, he was deeply idealistic about the human cap acity

S " for change and growth—about potential. “Institutions, and particu-

. larly schools, do perform miracles,” Clark retorted to Kristol. “And
one of the miracles which I think he is ignoring is the miracle of
taking a precious human being and dehumanizing him.... A kind
of amoral cynicism permits this miracle to continue when it actually
could be remedied and solved, and I think those of us who believe
that institutions are important in affecting lives of human beings can-
not permit ourselves to be seduced by your perspective.”

Open admissions was one of those fundamental questions
about which, finally, you had to make an almost existential choice.
Realism said: It doesn't work. Idealism said: It must.

Part II

The Remedial
Underworld
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