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Unresolved questions abound concerning the role that the university ought to
play in society. In the United States, many of these questions were to surface
in the period following 1876 when a large number of institutions followed the
lead of Johns Hopkins and declared themselves to be universities. Typical of
such questions are: Should the university be an island of leisurely urbanity
protected within the tradition of free intellectual inquiry? Or, conversely,
should the university be a societal service station, an instrument of practical
affairs and a force for addressing pressing social problems? Should those who
attend the university represent an intellectual elite and should their studies
focus upon the enduring legacies of the Western intellectual tradition? Or,
conversely, should the university pursue a more democratized admissions pol-
icy and provide curricular experiences more suited to the social and vocational
aspirations of the student body? Clearly, we have elected to provide extreme
examples here, but the positions assumed in response to such questions gener-
ate consequences that find expression in university governance, pedagogical
procedure, curriculum development, funding, and, of central concern to this
study, the roles assigned to physical education and athletics.

With respect to the above questions, two University of Chicago presidents,
William Rainey Harper and Robert Maynard Hutchins, provide an interesting
study in contrasts. Each was a vocal, visible, and forceful proponent of his
position and their contrasting ideas ushered in two distinct versions of the
internal offerings and the external relationships to be pursued by their Univer-
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sity, versions that deeply affected the form and content of physical education
and athletics. That Hutchins will appear as a somewhat more consistent and
articulate proponent than will Harper is reflective of the styles of the two men.
Also, with respect to athletics, it should be remembered that Harper’s strate-
gies developed as part of an on-going game plan whereas Hutchins could,
some thirty years later, play the role of the “Monday morning quarterback.”

It is the purpose of this investigation to interpret the interplay betweeen ideol-
ogy and action as it impinged upon the functions assigned to physical educa-
tion and athletics at the University of Chicago. In the ensuing analysis, we
endeavor to describe and interpret the sequence of events that were involved
(1) in the founding in 1892 of an institution of higher education which Harper
envisioned would be a prototype of a service-station genre of modern urban
universities; (2) in the evolution of physical education and athletics in this
institution (and, incidently, the rise to national prominence of Amos Alonzo
Stagg, Chicago’s first Director of Physical Culture and Athletics); and (3) in
the struggle which eventuated between Hutchins and Stagg when the former
strived to reverse many of the programs that Harper had initiated, among them
being intercollegiate football and the requirement in physical culture. We are
electing to focus upon a case example of how a university accommodated to
the pressures associated with the rise of big-time athletics. We recognize the
limitations of such an approach with respect to positing representative gen-
eralizations about athletics, university policy, and student life. This latter
goal, however, requires a commitment to a comparative analysis of consider-
able proportions and is beyond the scope of the paper.

The University of Chicago was conceived initially as a college and work lead-
ing to its establishment began 1886.2 In May 1889, John D. Rockefeller
agreed to pledge $600,000 of the one million dollars deemed necessary to
start the venture. This money was pledged to The American Baptist Education
Society which, in turn, was confronted with the challenge of raising the re-
maining $400,000 within a year.3 The cost of failure was nothing less than the
Rockefeller pledge. The Society rose to the challenge successfully and, hav-
ing appointed the first trustees of the newly-formed institution, withdrew from
further involvement. Thus, the problems of implementation and additional
fund raising were left in the hands of the trustees and the institution’s first
president, William Rainey Harper.4 Of Harper’s appointment, it has been said
that the trustees “were reaching out to a man, not a blueprint of university
development.”5

Once installed as president, Harper re-opened his personal campaign—one he
had taken to Rockefeller and others in the years immediately preceding his
appointment— to establish not a college, but a university in Chicago. What
Harper envisioned and later called “the university idea” was, at the time, an
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idea in statu nascendi. But cognizant of the fact that colleges which had rede-
fined themselves as universities were located primarily in the eastern United
States,6 the perspicacious Harper saw the need for universities in the midwest
and, more specifically, for a major university to be located in Chicago. Not
only did Harper sell his vision to the trustees but, in pursuit of his goal, he
also persuaded Rockefeller to give an additional one million dollars in 1890
and a second million in 1892—the latter being matched by Chicago’s busi-
nessmen ninety days after Rockefeller had made his pledge. Rockefeller’s
generosity did not stop there. In all, he gave some 34.7 million dollars to the
University. Openly acknowledged by Harper and his colleagues, “Rockefeller
gifts were celebrated like football victories, and football victories like the Sec-
ond Coming.”7

Armed with such financial backing, Harper was able to recruit eminent schol-
ars to serve as heads of departments and to secure their help in the recruitment
of additional faculty. Of the first ten department heads, five were former col-
leagues from Yale, one being Amos Alonzo Stagg. Here we should note that
the conditions of Stagg’s appointment reflect anomalies in Harper’s ideas
about athletics, anomalies which resurfaced from time to time during his pres-
idency. For example, of the first fourteen appointments, only Stagg and the
head of Latin lacked advanced degrees. Furthermore, Harper assigned the ti-
tle, Director, to Stagg while the other division heads were each designated
Head Professor. Thus it seems that functions of mental and manual while
proclaimed to be of equal value in the new University, were viewed differ-
ently by Harper from the beginning.

All signs, in the years that followed, pointed to the fact that Harper’s percep-
tion of the need for a university in Chicago had been correct. Between 1896
and 1909, the University’s enrollment swelled from 1,815 to 5,500 students,8

making Chicago a large university by the standards of the time. Chicago was
to be raised in stature in terms other than enrollment—for example, in 1900
Chicago was one of five universities involved in the formation of The Associ-
ation of American Universities. Moreover, it, along with Harvard, Columbia,
Johns Hopkins, and California, accounted in 1900 for 55 percent of all earned
doctorates in the United States.9 In short, Chicago had “arrived” in some-
thing less than ten years. A later utterance borrowed by Hutchins from the
poet Whitman and suggested as a motto for the University was not only an
indication of the future, but an apt depiction of Harper’s original mission:
“Solitary, singing in the West, I strike up for a new world.”10

Conceptions of what would or should constitute a “new world” vary. We
begin with those of Harper since it was he, with the aid of the Rockefeller
millions, who played the seminal role in raising Chicago to national promi-
nence. An examination of Harper’s educational background suggests that he
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was precocious. He, after all, had entered Muskingum College at the age of
ten and graduated four years later. At seventeen he obtained a Ph.D. with a
specialization in Indo-Iranian and Semitic Languages from Yale. Shortly
thereafter, he established himself as an excellent scholar and teacher at the
Chicago Baptist Union Theological Seminary, at Chautauqua, and at Yale.
The latter two appointments, in particular, provided Harper with experiences
and colleagues that were to influence his later work at Chicago.11

Once installed as president of Chicago, Harper exhibited a zeal for his work.
His friends and associates remarked that he had a long-range plan for every-
thing (he even planned the details of his own funeral!).12 His plan for the
University was to place it firmly in the mainstream of American life. For Har-
per, the University was to be “the prophet, the spokesman of democracy, the
basis for all democratic progress.”13 Furthermore, Harper suggested that the
motto of a true university ought to be “service for mankind wherever
mankind is, whether within scholastic walls or without those walls and in the
world at large.”14 To this end, the University would become society’s sage
whose mission would be to consider the facts and problems of democracy,
foster corporate harmony and dedication to the democratic cause.15 And,
given this potential role, Harper, like Eliot of Harvard, wanted to prepare
experts who possessed skill, scientific knowledge, and disciplined reason.
The provision of such experts was, for Harper, a central task of the University
but it would require a departure from the general studies curriculum typical of
the college. Specialization, research, and practical problem-solving would be-
come the order of the day.16 Pursuant to these new emphases, Harper elevated
the laboratory (along with the library and the museums) to a position of prom-
inence in the University and he established the concept of majors and minors
in courses of study.

Providing experts was only one manifestation of Harper’s service-oriented
conception of the University. If the “growing democratization of higher edu-
cational work” was indeed the trend of the future then the University had to
be carried to the people and vice-versa. The vehicles by which the University
would be carried to the people were University Extension, the University
Press and a University Affiliations division (devoted to the coordination of the
offerings of Chicago with other educational institutions). These vehicles, Har-
per presumed, would bring culture to the uncultured and Extension, in par-
ticular, would provide for the cultural redemption of America: “The Univer-
sity would guide Everyman, provided he was prepared for a strenuous climb
upward.”17

Bringing the people to the University required a different set of tactics. Demo-
cratization might bring about long-term changes in the social backgrounds of
the student body but, in the short-term, Harper realized that the forces of de-
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mocratization would not by themselves be sufficient to create a boom in the
enrollment at Chicago. Thus, he developed and employed advertising tech-
niques—a departure from staid, conventional practise. One such technique
involved convocations or graduation ceremonies. While most colleges and
universities had one annual convocation, Harper, enabled by his division of
the academic year into quarters, had at least four and sometimes as many as
six (e.g., 1898 and 1901)! Edwin Slosson, in his history of great American
universities, observed that Harper “used to run in extra convocations once in
a while like extra dances at a ball.”18

Harper also used printed brochures to advertise the university and its offer-
ings. Although Laurence Veysey described these techniques as “a thinly dis-
guised appeal to attract large numbers of students,” particularly the sons of
businessmen,19 the growth in Chicago’s enrollments stood as a testimonial to
their effectiveness. And while Veysey’s assertion may be accurate, it should
be pointed out that advertising was consistent with Harper’s intent to commu-
nicate the superiority of his particular version of the university idea. Nonethe-
less, Harper’s university idea and his methods for promoting it led J. Lau-
rence Laughlin, Head of the Department of Political Economy, to quip that
Harper was “The P.T. Barnum of Higher Education.”20

One proven tool for promoting community interest in the University that Har-
per borrowed from the established eastern schools was the “Drawing card” of
sport.21 In 1892, Harper appointed Stagg as the first Director of Physical Cul-
ture and Athletics. In appointing Stagg, Harper again was precedent-setting,
for not only was Stagg given academic tenure22 but athletics also were placed
under university rather than student control.23 With respect to the latter, Har-
per established a Board of Physical Culture and Athletics to oversee Stagg’s
operations and he appointed himself as its chair. These measures were consis-
tent with Harper’s view of university administration—“system” and “order”
were among his favorite catchwords. Commenting in 1896 upon Chicago’s
approach to athletics, Harper said, “Here, more than anywhere else, paternal-
ism may be said to have existed. The University did not wait for the student to
organize . . . [and] the results show that under certain circumstances pa-
ternalism is an effective agency.”24 Such paternalism, together with a preoc-
cupation with system and order, earned Harper and subsequent Harper-like
presidents Veblen’s epithet, “Captains of Erudition.”25

Since Stagg was to serve Chicago for some fifty years and since Harper’s
views of athletics unfolded during Stagg’s term of service, the interface be-
tween Stagg, Harper, and the university deserves attention. The choice of
Stagg to direct the physical culture and athletic programs was, perhaps, a nat-
ural one for Harper. A “Muscular Christian,” Stagg had first come into con-
tact with Harper upon entry into Yale’s Divinity School: Harper was Stagg’s
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professor of Biblical literature. A champion of “moral athletics,” Stagg
found time to become involved with the New Haven missions and the YWCA
while at Yale.26 But it was in ‘the period following 1888, that Stagg deter-
mined to leave the Divinity School for a career in athletics. As Director of
Athletics at Chautauqua Institute, Chautauqua, New York, Stagg’s limitations
as a speaker became apparent. In his words, “an inability to talk on my feet
led me to put aside the cloth” and to the realization “that I could influence
others to Christian ideals more effectively on the field than in the pulpit.”27

Stagg, in short, developed a commitment to character training and moral ele-
vation via athletics. And it was this commitment to an athletic version of the
Social Gospel and the sustained contact with Harper which Chautauqua af-
forded that, no doubt, led Harper to consider Stagg for the Chicago position.

Equally important in Harper’s decision, however, was Stagg’s previous ac-
claim as an athlete: Stagg was one of Walter Camp’s All-Americans. Stagg
would be charged with establishing physical culture and athletics on a firm
footing in the new University (a task not aided by the disorganized state of
Western college athletics) and Stagg’s notoriety would help in this quest.
Stagg, in turn, was attracted by the unique and, to his mind, appropriate status
to be granted to athletics and physical culture at Chicago. Thus, on November
25, 1890 he wrote to Harper: “After much thought and prayer I feel decided
that my life can best be used for my Master’s service in the position which you
have offered.”28 Harper, in a less altruistic vein, reportedly later wrote Stagg,
“I want you to develop teams which we can send around the country and
knock out all the colleges. We will give them a palace car and a vacation,
too.”29 In sum, athletics at Chicago would be both a marketing mechanism
for Stagg’s morality and a vehicle for the vindication of Harper’s university
idea.

In the selection of Harper, Chicago’s trustees selected a man not a program
and the same can be said of Harper’s choice of Stagg. Granted unprecedented
autonomy, as is revealed in Stagg’s March 24, 1896 letter to Harper on the
question of accountability which included the statements, “I understand that I
am not to be hampered in my work in any way . . . I am not compelled to
explain for what purpose certain money is to be used,”30 Stagg wasted no
time in the execution of his assignment. When Chicago opened its doors for
the first time on October 1, 1892, Stagg’s football squad held a practice in
Washington Park since the University did not have its own field. Tennis, bas-
ketball, track, and baseball also were made available in the first year.31 Such
diverse offerings in a new school presumably diluted the athletic talent pool,
for Stagg, himself, was obliged to play both football and baseball in that year.

If the extra-mural procurement of players was initially a problem, then, Stagg
had an immediate and, by the standards of the time, innovative solution. He,
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together with Harper, established a requirement in physical culture which, in
Stagg’s words, would aid him to recruit “many skillful players who otherwise
would never appear” and would enable him “to develop players for
teams.”32 That is, until a more efficient extra-mural procurement system was
established; the program of physical culture would be an intra-mural feeder
system for Stagg’s athletic teams.33 Here, it should be noted that the compul-
sory work in physical training for men consisted, in the beginning, of “train-
ing in football formations without scrimmage.”34 This practice fueled the
skepticism of other faculty members who came to view the Division of Physi-
cal Culture and Athletics as one which “seemed too common and too uncom-
mon; it lacked intellectual rigor and academic ancestry.”35

Criticisms notwithstanding, Stagg’s contributions to athletics and, in particu-
lar, football should not be blurred.36 But, like Harper, he was caught up in the
Zeitgeist of the times. For example, in 1893, Stagg coauthored a book with
Henry Williams on football as a science.37 In this book, it was argued that the
objective of football was to win rather than to play purely for pleasure. And
winning required planning, organization, specialization, and coordination—
in short, “system” and “order.”38 Thus, Stagg advocated for football what
Harper had in mind for the University of Chicago. In characteristic progres-
sive tenor, both Harper and Stagg were in the business of saving souls by
administrating lives—Christianity, democracy, and scientific management
presumably could co-exist.

As has been the case with many platforms, discrepancies emerged between
ideas and actions. In the case of Stagg, such discrepancies may have arisen
out of the anomalies which can be found in Harper’s conduct concerning ath-
letics (a point to which we shall return later) or because Stagg came to equate
success with winning and winning with special privilege. That is, it was but a
small step from Stagg’s winning platform with its attendant requirements for
planning, specialization, and coordination to his advocacy of the special
needs and concerns of athletes, and to his apparent use of illegitimate means.
In a letter to Harper July 5, 1901, Stagg complained about a decision to termi-
nate the practice of housing athletes in a special dormitory. He listed the in-
conveniences incurred, the chief of which was the “. . . injuries and bruises
which would prevent men making long walks to their classes.”39 And as a
way of conferring distinction upon his athletes, Stagg also helped to organize
in the 1905-06 academic year the first athletic letter club, the Order of C.40

Confirmation of the fact that Stagg considered his athletes as distinct from the
general student body is provided in 1905 when Harper had to remind Stagg
not to hold football practice on the afternoon of convocation.41

ineligible players and in his dealings with the officials of other universities. In
Stagg created more problems for Harper and himself in his purported use of
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their history of the University of Wisconsin, for example, Merle Curti and
Vernon Carstensen observed that Stagg was charged, as early as 1895, with
employing professional athletes and over-emphasizing winning.42 Harper,
himself, demonstrated displeasure with some of Stagg’s tactics: He repri-
manded Stagg for using an ineligible player in the 1896 football campaign and
in 1898 scolded Stagg for exceeding his authority on the issue of player eligi-
bility.43 In 1905, Harper demanded that Stagg reply to those who accused him
of watering down the field prior to a game with Wisconsin.44 (On the validity
of such accusations, we have no grounds for comment.)

Success may also have engendered arrogance as was manifested in Stagg’s
flagrant disregard for schedules and in his repeated claims that such was Chi-
cago’s stature that he required a greater share of the gate revenues.45 After
losing a football game to Wisconsin in 1897, Stagg allegedly felt that the de-
feat was an accident and, schedules notwithstanding, offered Wisconsin an
immediate re-match with a $5,000 guarantee—a move that was subsequently
berated in Wisconsin’s student newspaper as being typical of “the tactics of a
prize fighter.”46 Arbitrary scheduling also caused problems between Chicago
and Indiana.47

Despite the strains which Stagg’s conduct was placing upon his relationship
with Harper, Stagg wrote to Harper on July 6, 1905 requesting a raise in sal-
ary. He suggested a figure of $6,000 and noted that some of his remuneration
could come from the athletic fund. In support of his request, Stagg cited in-
creasing demands upon his time and energies, and “. . . constant university
and public pressure bearing down on me.”48 If notoriety is an indication of
demand, then Stagg’s claims were not without foundation. For with Chi-
cago’s athletic successes, Stagg not only became, with Harper, a figurehead
of the University, but later would surpass the president in popular acclaim. As
it was, Stagg was granted the increment in salary and thereby became one of
the highest paid members of the university.

Whether Harper, the planner, foresaw the acclaim which athletics and Stagg
would receive is a difficult question to unearth because there are so many
discrepancies to be found in Harper’s actions and words. First, the words: In
his 1896 Spring Convocation address, Harper had said that “the athletic work
of the students is a vital part of student life. Under the proper restrictions it is
a real and essential part of the college education. The athletic field like the
gymnasium is one of the University’s laboratories and by no means the least
important one.”49 Furthermore, Harper had suggested that athletics were but
a division, a logical subset, of physical culture. Harper had been opposed to
funding athletics through gate receipts, had championed university control
over athletics, and even had proposed that athletics might be endowed.50 This
latter measure, he had argued, would allow the elevation “. . . of the cause
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of higher physical education to a plane coordinate with that of intellectual
education.”51 Such elevation only could occur if athletes were amateurs of
“highest character” and were capable of completing “intellectual work of
high order in the various departments.”52 In a similar vein, Harper had
insisted that coaches should be given faculty appointments so as to protect
them from extra-university interests and the pressures to win at all costs.

Concerning the anomalous deeds, Harper had argued for “proper restric-
tions,” yet he granted Stagg unprecedented autonomy. Harper had suggested
that athletics should be a division, a subset, of physical culture, yet he had
zealously encouraged athletics to develop a winning tradition, thereby, to
stimulate interest in the University and in his version of the “university
idea.” In short, he had opened the door for the athletic tail to wag the physical
culture dog as is evidenced in his tacit approval of Stagg’s initial use of the
physical culture requirement as a feeder system for intercollegiate sport
teams. Harper had been opposed to funding athletics through gate receipts and
had suggested endowment as an alternative, yet there is no evidence to sug-
gest that Harper attempted to push through this plan. He had argued that
coaches should be given faculty status to protect them from extramural pres-
sure yet he was not immune to applying such pressure intramurally. For ex-
ample, when Chicago was losing at the half in a game against Wisconsin,
Stagg recounted that Harper walked into the dressing room and stated,
“Boys, Mr. Rockefeller has just announced a gift of $3,000,000 to the Uni-
versity. He believed that the University is to be great. The way you played in
the first half leads me to wonder whether we really have the spirit of greatness
and ambition. I wish you would make up your minds to win this game and
show that we do have it.”53 Harper had claimed that athletics, as higher phys-
ical culture, was a real and essential part of the college education and that it
was an important laboratory, yet, despite his appointment of Stagg as a fac-
ulty member with tenure, he had placed Stagg in charge of a division which
lacked the status of a branch (i.e., a department of knowledge) and had ac-
corded Stagg the title of “Director” rather than confer upon him the “Head
Professor” status of his counterparts. Moreover, Harper had placed course-
work in physical culture and athletics under the supervision of a non-academic
agency, the Board of Physical Culture and Athletics.54 And, although Harper
had claimed that athletics were educational, he had singled them out as one of
the important areas that required attention in the “business side of the Univer-
sity.” In Harper’s words: “Whatever may be thought of the increased empha-
sis laid upon athletic contests, it will be conceded that, in the management of
these contests, a business ability of high order is required.”55 And, lest we
forget, Harper, in response to Stagg’s salary claims, had approved the seques-
tering of athletic not academic funds for this purpose. Finally, Harper had
emphasized that athletes be amateurs of the highest character and capable of
completing intellectual work in the various departments, yet he had autho-
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rized or tacitly approved tutorial help for athletes and the awarding of athletic
scholarships under the guise of student service stipends.56

Harper’s enigmatic style carried over into the administrative realm too.
Whether attributable to the priority that Harper set in athletics or to the incom-
patibility between self-styled “charisma” and “scientific management,”
Harper seemed unable to devolve authority upon those he appointed, for he
could not refrain from meddling in their affairs.57 Thus, despite the fact that
Harper had written to Stagg on February 9, 1897 to inform him of changes in
their working relationship—here, he had suggested that, henceforth, Stagg
should handle most of the work involved with the Department of Physical
Culture and Athletics because his own administrative load had become exces-
sive58—evidence of Harper’s reluctance to totally divorce himself from ath-
letic affairs can be found. On June 16, 1897, Harper requested that Stagg
stage a dinner for the baseball team in appreciation of its efforts. In the fall of
that year, he proposed that a bulletin board (in essence, a progress report
board) be erected near the football field.5 9 A day later, Harper asked Stagg for
permission to speak privately to the football team prior to the game with
Michigan.60 Further on February 13, 1900, Harper inquired if Stagg would
be willing to visit a few secondary schools “in the interests of the university”
and on November 1, 1901 he requested that Stagg send a person to coach
football at nearby Morgan Park—a measure presumably aimed at facilitating
recruitment.61 Little more than two years would pass before Harper inquired if
Stagg could do anything about the University of Illinois’ success in luring
Morgan Park athletes away from the University of Chicago.62 And, as a final
example, Harper instructed Stagg on at least two occasions to provide compli-
mentary tickets for “friends of university athletics” so as to kindle more in-
terest in this aspect of University operations.63 Clearly, Harper’s policies were
formulated more easily than implemented and his actions were not altogether
consistent with his stated positions.

Anomalies, notwithstanding, Harper’s university idea and the place assigned
to physical culture and athletics within it continued to be viable even after his
death on January 10, 1906. Over the years, however, debate has flourished
concerning the extent to which Harper’s university idea was really novel.
Writing in 1910, one writer found it difficult “to find space to mention all the
departures from traditionalism which we owe to The University of Chi-
cago.”64 In his history of the early years of the University, Thomas
Goodspeed, Harper’s friend and fellow founder, was equally enthusiastic
about Chicago’s innovations.65 Later appraisals, however, have not been so
kind. Laurence Veysey, for example, concluded that the only unique feature
to be found in Harper’s Chicago was the Summer School and he chided Har-
per for his “blind imitation of Yale.”66 Robert Hutchins, likewise, spoke of
the bond between “Mother Yale and her child in the West.”67 In addition,
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there is evidence that Harper borrowed freely from Chautauqua.68 The list of
pros and cons could go on, but Edwin Slosson’s 1910 assessment even today
appears to hit the mark. Of Chicago, he said it was a “mutant” and, of Har-
per’s university idea: “His plan was a mosaic, the bits of which were ce-
mented into a pattern by a generalization derived from a single case, his own
life as an investigator and teacher of the Bible.”69

With regard to physical culture and athletics, ideas most certainly were bor-
rowed from Chautauqua and Yale, and cross-fertilized at Chicago.70 Yet it
was the staying power of the Harper/Stagg approach to physical culture and
athletics in the post-Harper years that was a testimonial to the efficacy of the
ideational meld and to its ability to mystify the proponents of moderation and
proportion by coupling the very public signs of its commercial success with
the purification processes and good deeds initiated by Stagg. Thus, Harry
Pratt Judson (President, 1907-23), Harper’s immediate successor, had, as a
former member of the Administrative Board of Physical Culture and Athlet-
ics, not only aided in the formulation of the Harper/Stagg approach but con-
tinued, as President, to support Stagg’s “expansionist” policies in the firm
belief that Chicago and Stagg could and indeed had (via the Chicago
Idea”71) curbed athletic evils and rehabilitated the contests to “a high plane of
clean, wholesome, manly, and honorable conduct.”72 Ernest De Witt Burton
(President, 1923- 1925) also furthered the commercialization of sport and,
while admitting that “intercollegiate contests had been by no means an un-
mixed good,”73 emphasized the moral value of the spirit and practice of team
play, the integral part that athletics had in the “educational equipment of the
University,” and the due proportion and relationship of athletics to University
life when conducted under proper regulations and supervision.74 In short,
Burton like Judson believed in Stagg’s leadership and had tangible evidence
(e.g., the “Chicago Idea,” the statements on anti-professionalism, and the
“doctrine of good works,” Chicago-style) to justify this belief as well as the
view that, at Chicago, athletics were conducted in a way deserving of appro-
bation, even emulation. Chicago seemed to its Executives, to be an exception
to the rule; a moral leader in a reprehensible but reformable athletic world.
Only Charles Max Mason (President, 1925-28) declared openly that he was
inconsistent on the football function.75 While football held together the real
work of the University by providing fellowship and friendship, he was for it.
Its excesses of enthusiasm, however, were dangerous. Balance was the key: If
the bookish student would play football and the football player would study
intensively, well, Chicago perhaps could do the impossible.76 Inconsistency
notwithstanding, Mason gave tacit approval to plans already underway to en-
large the football stadium to accommodate 58,000 spectators, this despite the
losses increasingly sustained by the football team.

In the years from Harper through Mason Chicago developed a program of
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athletics which, as Robin Lester in his history of intercollegiate football at
Chicago observes, achieved parity with those in the East.77 But in the process,
a now familiar sequence of events was in evidence: with popularization came
commercialization and the concomitant rationalization of sport and its admin-
istrative procedures.78 And, in the case of Chicago, there was more than a
touch of irony in this regard. For, as Lester indicates, Chicago eventually
could not compete favorably (for reasons we shall outline later) in the com-
mercialized and rationalized brand of football which Stagg, with Executive
support and blessing, had helped to foster.79 To adumbrate what follows, it
was this Janus-faced conundrum that Hutchins inherited and with which he
would later dispense.

When Hutchins assumed the presidency at Chicago in 1929, he, perhaps, was
riding a current of incipient change. After all, the committee elected by the
Trustees to advise the Board in the selection of a President had been charged
with finding “a leader of such courage, ability, and imagination as to assure
not only the maintenance of high standards and sound educational policies but
afresh access of that pioneering spirit which from the beginning has charac-
terized the University.80 Whether or not the search committee envisioned that
“fresh access” would spring from youth can only be inferred from their ac-
tions in selecting a man who was thirty at the time of his appointment. Not
surprisingly, Hutchins did not have a fully developed educational philosophy
at the time of his arrival in Chicago. Specifically, his ideas on just what con-
stituted a “liberal education” had yet to be formulated, a flaw which he attri-
buted to his lack of an extensive “formal” education. The son of a minister-
professor, Hutchins stated that his early years were those of self-entertainment
principally in the areas of reading and physical exercise. He was later to re-
flect, “the first meant reading anything you could lay your hands on. The
second meant playing tennis.”81

Hutchins’ formal education began at age 16 upon entry into Oberlin College.
But, it was at the Yale Law School where Hutchins claimed he received his
introduction to the liberal arts. What he understood in this regard was the Law
School’s emphasis upon reading, writing, and speaking.82 Upon graduation,
at age twenty-six, Hutchins remained at Yale serving as a member of the Law
faculty83 and as the Secretary of the University (a position which placed him
in contact with the alumni and which required that he be exposed to extracur-
ricular activities).

It was as a member of Yale’s Law faculty that Hutchins came into contact
with Mortimer Adler. While Hutchins originally sought Alder out for assis-
tance on the Law of Evidence, Adler’s influence became much broader in
scope and significance.84 Having spent four years in John Erskin’s “Great
Books” course at Columbia, it was he who convinced Hutchins that he was
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uneducated.85 And it was Adler who accompanied Hutchins to Chicago and
with whom Hutchins taught the “Great Books” course. According to
Hutchins, his real education thus began in earnest at age thirty-two for, prior
to establishing this course with Alder, of all the great books Hutchins had read
only Shakespeare, Goethe, and the Bible.86

Labels do little to illuminate the educational philosophy developed by
Hutchins. It has, for example, been categorized variously as Thomistic, neo-
Thomistic, naturalistic, and liberalistic in the Jeffersonian vein.87 Regardless
of the actual sources from which it was derived, it is clear that Hutchins’ edu-
cational philosophy contrasted sharply with that of Harper, and for that mat-
ter, with the then popular, Progressive notions of education. Moreover, as the
title of one of his books, No Friendly Voice, suggests, Hutchins was aware
that his views were inconsistent with the popular sentiments of the time.88

Harper had envisioned and had endeavored to create an institution of higher
education which was tied to the public by its professional schools, its reliance
upon science as a source of solutions to practical problems, its athletic pro-
grams, and its out-reach programs (e.g., university extensions and affilia-
tions). He, like others of his time, had been deeply concerned with the devel-
opment of character and had pointed to the contributions of the extra-
curriculum in this regard. Hutchins saw both the relationship of the University
to the public and the development of character in a different light.

Hutchins’ fundamental point of departure rested in the assumption that a uni-
versity’s principal function should be to provide intellectual leadership in so-
ciety. Repeatedly, in his writings, he asked his readers to consider whatl
would be sacrificed if the colleges and universities were eliminated. Invari-
ably, he proffered those things intellectual as the answer.89 Not surprisingly,
then, Hutchins was critical of the practical and “vocationalist” goals that
Harper had set for the University.90 Vocationalism, Hutchins argued, led to an
emphasis upon technical routines, the “tricks of the trade,” at the expense of
systematized understanding. It resulted, said Hutchins, in a trivialization and
atomization of the subject matter, and it placed a university in an unfortunate
position in society: Instead of it “being an agent of unification,” a university
mirrored “the chaos of the world.”91

Other differences between Harper and Hutchins can be illuminated against the
backdrop of Hutchins’ book, The Higher Learning in America. Here Hutchins
outlined three sources of the problems confronting higher education and pro-
vided solutions.92 The first source as “the love of money” which compelled a
university to “sell its soul” and become transformed into “a service station.”
And in order to make themselves attractive to students, donors, and legisla-
tures, thereby to acquire money, institutions tended to emphasize social life,
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character building, and athletics, all of which led to a debasement of these
institutions and to a confusion of their purposes.93 The second problem-source
which Hutchins identified lay in a “confused notion of democracy.” While
Hutchins championed the position that democracy was best served when all
the people received the education that rulers ought to have,94 he did not intend
that the curriculum should be “levelled,” that all individuals should receive
the same number of years of schooling, or that the lay community should
usurp the control of higher education and its contents. Rather, he envisioned a
universal comprehension and a system of education in which the more meri-
torious would receive the maximum level of education from which they could
derive benefit. To this end a university would be the watchtower of democ-
racy, the seat of intellectual autonomy, and the site of intellectual freedom.95

Anything less would erode a university’s mission as Hutchins defined it.96

The third source of problems confronting higher education rested in an “er-
roneous notion of progress,” a misplaced faith in science, technology, and
facts to usher in a better world. Such a faith led to the substitution of empiri-
cism for education. And empiricism, in its turn, promoted vocationalism
“. . . because the facts you learn about your prospective environment (par-
ticularly if you love money) ought to be as immediate and useful as possi-
ble.”97 The net result, said Hutchins, was that this false notion of progress
inculcated a profound anti-intellectualism in society and its institutions of
higher learning.

Hutchins’ remedy for these problems and his mission for a university in the
creation of a democratic world was to establish higher education on a rational
basis and make the public understand it as such.98 This rational basis for edu-
cation, he believed, rested in the fixed truths or those principles that have
underscored human deliberation throughout history. Thus, the higher learn-
ing, for Hutchins, would be concerned primarily with thinking about the fun-
damental problems of natural science, social science, and metaphysics.99

From this pattern of study, would emerge individuals who had developed
“. . . the most generalized understanding of the nature of the world and the
nature of man.”l00 Character or moral virtue, Hutchins believed, stemmed
from such an understanding. He stated: “Hard intellectual work is doubtless
the best foundation of character, for without intellectual virtues the moral
sense rests upon habit and precept alone.”101 Intellectual work, then, was the
purpose of higher education and it could be accomplished only if institutions
of higher education eliminated their all-too-many extramural ties and,
thereby, established themselves as independent, intellectual fountainheads.

While many of the post-Harper curricular changes at Chicago were consistent
with Hutchins’ view of the University and became dubbed as the “Hutchins’
Plan,” it is the case that many of these changes were instigated by members
of the Chicago faculty prior to Hutchins’ appointment.102 Also known as the
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“New Plan,” these revisions were aimed primarily at the first two years of
undergraduate work or at the “college” portion of the curriculum. As one of
its first students described, this plan entailed enrollment in four general
courses in the biological, physical and social sciences, and in the humanities.
Compulsory class attendance and course credits were replaced by comprehen-
sive examinations. In brief, the students were required to pass the examina-
tions, with or without the assistance of formal course work, before they could
proceed into the specialized work of the last two undergraduate years.103 Here
the specialized work would be completed in the Divisions of the University.
As reorganized by Hutchins,they were composed of the Professional
Schools, Physical Sciences, Humanities, Social Sciences, and Biological Sci-
ences. Still under the direction of Stagg, the Department of Physical Culture
and Athletics was placed within the Biological Sciences Division.104

Since the “New Plan” carried with it the implication that all extant course
requirements be abolished, it was to be expected that the physical culture re-
quirement should be examined in this regard. Stagg attempted, in February
1931, to provide an extensive justification for the requirement in a letter to the
Chairman of the Committee on the College Curriculum.105 As will be seen,
the remaining account of the fate of the requirement reads as Stagg and com-
pany versus Hutchins and, to a degree, the students. Here, it should be re-
membered that the hidden agenda for Stagg was to retain the use of the physi-
cal culture requirement as a player development system for intercollegiate
athletics (see our discussion beginning page 55 for a rationale).

In 1931, the Board of Physical Culture and Athletics, which by then had be-
come Stagg’s tool, was charged with reconsidering the requirement in the
light of the “New Plan.” To no one’s surprise, the Board recommended on
April 13, 1931 that a two year requirement in physical culture be approved.106

Members of the college faculty endorsed this recommendation on May 7,
1931 only to have the University Senate refer it back for re-examination two
weeks later. On June 1, the College Faculty reaffirmed their resolution and
returned it to the Senate.

Meanwhile, a separate group, the College Curriculum Committee and the Ex-
ecutive Board of the Colleges proposed on May 7, 1931 that voluntary physi-
cal culture be given a trial and that intramural sports be given added emphasis.
This proposal initially was defeated by the College Faculty who favored a
requirement.107 And, in yet another development, the President and Secretary
of the Undergraduate Council sent to the Dean of the College a copy of the
Council’s resolution that the requirement be eliminated because it was “. . .
inconsistent with the spirit of the New Plan.108

In determining the future of the physical culture requirement, no stone was
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left unturned. Student sentiment was tested in a poll taken by the Daily
Maroon, the student newspaper. Supervised by a professor, the poll added
further fuel to the “abolitionist” fire in that two-thirds of the 1,427 students
polled favored the elimination of the physical culture requirement. Finally, an
“uncommissioned” report, authored by Dudley B. Reed, M.D., the Health
Officer of the University of Chicago, gained the support of some of the fac-
ulty. In this report, Reed proposed that a premium be placed on health and
enjoyment and suggested that intramurals be elevated over commercialized
athletics with its “win at all costs” ethic.109 Hutchins endorsed and propo-
gated this position wherein exercise and sport were adjunct, rather than cen-
tral, to the offerings of the University. Such a position, of course, was diamet-
rically opposed to the platform which emerged under Harper and Stagg, and
the latter contested it hotly.

Despite the protests of Stagg and his allies, the College Faculty repealed the
physical culture requirement on May 18, 1932. In this, Hutchins and other
proponents of the New Plan achieved a major victory. And, in accordance
with the proposals of the Reed Report, intramurals were elevated in impor-
tance thus making it appropriate to transfer the jurisdictional control over the
Department of Physical Culture and Athletics from the Biological Sciences to
the Dean of Students and the Board of Coordination of Student Interests. In
losing the physical culture requirement, Stagg had seen his player develop-
ment system dismantled. Yet, the irrepressible Stagg was not without a solu-
tion. That is, given the renewed need to procure and develop athletes intramu-
rally that had risen in conjunction with the implementation of the “New
Plan,” Stagg turned to the intramural sport program and tried to coax Charles
Molander, one of his ex-athletes and the Director of Intramurals, into assign-
ing coaches to supervise the various intramural sports.110 Here Stagg faced
not only Molander a proponent of student control but also the student body.
His coaxing was to no avail.

Clearly, Hutchins’ stance on the issue of the physical culture requirement
needs to be understood within the context of his views on the mission of the
university. Here, the repeal of the requirement involved not only the logic of
the New Plan but also the logic of the University’s role in the training of
character as Hutchins defined it. Character for Hutchins developed in con-
junction with the training of the mind, a process of cultivation which resulted
in the capacity to make intelligent choices on the basis of knowledge. The role
of the University was to communicate no less than the Western intellectual
tradition and to prepare students to enter into the community of mankind’s
finest minds.111 A university’s legitimacy could rest on nothing short of its
contributions to the Great Conversation.112 The training of the body and the
quest for perfection in physique were ancillary to the training of the mind.
This view is implicit in Hutchins’ remark that “. . . undoubtedly, fine asso-

52



ciations, fine buildings, green grass, good food, are excellent things for any-
body. You will note that they are exactly what is advertised by every resort
hotel.”113 Universities which dwelled upon things environmental and corpo-
ral did so, claimed Hutchins, because they have nothing else to announce.

The physical culture requirement was one of two major issues which sepa-
rated Hutchins from Stagg. They also failed to reach accord on the role that
Stagg would play under Hutchins. Negotiations on Stagg’s future began in
1929, soon after Hutchins became president. At that time, Stagg wrote to
Hutchins and requested that he be named Chairman or Director of Intercolle-
giate Athletics, a position responsible only to the president. This request was
quite consistent with Stagg’s views on physical culture, intramurals, and ath-
letics which he saw as requiring the control of specialists as opposed to stu-
dents and faculty. Clearly, it was also a request which, if granted, would have
expanded Stagg’s power. Such attendant implications as much as the “New
Plan” must have weighed heavily in Hutchins’ decision to deny Stagg’s re-
quest. But this was not the only blow which Hutchins dealt Stagg. In 1932,
Stagg, who was then approaching seventy, wished to continue in his role as
football coach and Director of Physical Culture and Athletics. Hutchins de-
nied Stagg’s wish and, instead, offered Stagg a public relations post with the
University, an offer spumed by Stagg in a terse letter dated December, 1932.
Said Stagg: “I am not a salesman. I am a coach.”114

Stagg’s replacement as Director of Physical Culture and Athletics was T. Nel-
son Metcalfe.115 Hired in 1933, Metcalfe, a graduate of Oberlin and Colum-
bia, had views on physical culture and athletics that were much more closely
aligned with those of Hutchins than those of Stagg. Shortly after his arrival,
Metcalfe decided to hire a new football coach. With the appointment of Clark
Shaughnessy as Chicago’s second football coach, Stagg found himself unem-
ployed. The Harper/Stagg machine thus had been dismantled and the begin-
nings of a Hutchins-style substitute implemented.

While our account of the Hutchins-Stagg relationship might induce the con-
clusion that there was animosity between the two, the available evidence (i.e.,
the public statements) runs contrary to this opinion. Not only did Hutchins
single out Stagg’s contributions to the University and to the Big Ten, but on
one occasion he stated publicly, “. . . I am proud of Stagg.”116 The crux of
the matter probably resides in the fact that the views of Hutchins and Stagg on
physical culture, athletics, and the university were irreconcilable. Consider
their discrepant positions on character and the trained body in this regard.
Stagg’s views were in tune with those of Luther Halsey Gulick and the
YMCA, a position and an organization which, despite his father’s close con-
nections, disturbed Hutchins per se. In an address aimed at the Employed
Officers Association of the YMCA, Hutchins observed that “if the YMCA is



not a business, neither is it a club nor the Boy Scout’s nor a gymnastic organi-
zation.” He added:

Although I subscribe heartily to the doctrine of mens sana in corpore sano, we must agree, I
suppose, that the physical aspects of the Association’s program have the same relation to it that
we have already allocated to the physical plant. That is, these items go to make up a rounded
development; they are not, and ought not be, central. . . .I do not urge the withdrawal of the
YMCA from a field in which it has provided leadership and preeminent service. I do urge that
these things be relegated to their proper place and subordinated to the primary aim of the move-
ment.117

The aim which Hutchins suggested as an embodiment of the YMCA’s princi-
ples was adult education, especially religious education of the type that would
command intellectual respect. As if to reaffirm his oft stated position on the
relationship between intellectual training and character formation, he advised
the officers in his audience:

Nor do we need to worry if this kind of education does not conform to what we ordinarily call
“character education.” Education that sets as its stated and obvious aim the development of
character is likely to degenerate into sloppy sentimental talk about character. The result is neither
character nor education. Rigorous intellectual activity remains the best character education; and
the less said about character in the process the better.118

While the discrepant positions of Hutchins and Stagg had surfaced on the is-
sue of required courses in physical culture, it was on the subject of intercolle-
giate football that their differences were most visible.

Football, more than anything else, continued to bear the mark of Harper and
Stagg even after Stagg’s departure. Of all the sports in Chicago’s intercollegi-
ate program, football was the sport in which so much alumni and support was
invested. It was the sport that was the darling of the press and community
alike. It was, therefore, the sport that Hutchins would assail, for the afore-
mentioned characteristics detracted from his conception of the university.119

How Hutchins accomplished his aim of dismantling the football program is
interesting both in the political intrigue involved and in the way in which it
revealed Hutchins’ stance.

The 1924 conference championship marked the apogee of Chicago’s football
fortunes. Thereafter, the football team’s successes became fewer and fewer
and the point-spread in defeat became larger and larger—a trend which did
not impact upon gate receipts until the 1929-30 season.120 Despite the fact that
Chicago’s other athletic teams continued to fare well in conference play,121 it
was the deterioration in football which brought pressures to bear upon
Hutchins, Metcalfe, Shaughnessy, and other members of the university com-
munity for, regardless of the losses, the alumni support for the football pro-
gram remained strong.122
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By 1936, questions about the future of University of Chicago football
abounded. In November, an article appeared in the University of Chicago
Magazine which, while purporting to address the problems of athletics in gen-
eral, focused upon those of Maroon Football in particular. Here, the root-
cause of football’s troubles was identified—it was the “New Plan.” Had not
the “New Plan” set entrance requirements higher than many prospective ath-
letes could attain? Had not the “New Plan” encouraged younger students to
seek admission and others to transfer from their present colleges and universi-
ties. And had not this resulted in fewer students being eligible for athletic
participation? Did not the“New Plan” thus dilute Chicago’s athletic talent-
pool in comparison to other schools in the Big Ten Conference?123 The dilu-
tion of the talent-pool was by no means the only deleterious effect which the
“New Plan” had upon athletics in general and football in particular. The
comprehensive examinations required in the “New Plan” coincided with
Spring football practice and at the latter’s expense. The absence of a physical
education major (or coaching major) impeded efforts at recruitment and, at
the same time, contributed to the difficulties faced by some athletes in main-
taining eligibility. Finally, the de-emphasis of things corporal was reflected in
the fact that Chicago’s athletic financial aid lagged behind that of competing
schools. In all, the article concluded, it was extremely doubtful that football
could be returned to its former prosperity. Such a conclusion, it was observed,
was warranted for the schedule had already been reduced from eight to seven
games and, of these, only four involved other Big Ten competitors.124

Hutchins personally received many inquiries about football from concerned
alumni. In 1936, Hutchins responded to the alumni as follows: “The future of
intercollegiate athletics at Chicago depends partly on what the University does
and partly what other institutions do. . . . To the extent of which other institu-
tions in this region adopt the principles of The University of Chicago this
university will be more and more successful in intercollegiate competi-
tion.”125 The message from the President seemed clear. The game would be
played on his terms or not at all. That Hutchins had entertained the latter idea
is revealed in his response to a letter received later that year which questioned
among other things Shaughnessy’s ability as a coach and commented upon the
fact that Hutchins’ box was always empty at the football games. Hutchins
responded that indeed he had attended some football games that fall and that
the football problem was not linked to Shaughnessy’s abilities. Then he in-
quired of the alumnus:“What would you think of our withdrawing from the
Big Ten or from intercollegiate. football altogether?”126

Those alumni, who supported a competitive (i.e., commercialized) football
program, were given further grounds to fear Hutchins’ intentions by an arti-
cle, “Why Go To College?,” which appeared in January 1938. In response to
this rhetorical question, Hutchins restated many of the ideas contained in No
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Friendly Voice and The Higher Learning in America. To which sentiments he
added: “Just as much courage, and courage of a higher sort, is required to
tackle a 200 pound idea as to tackle a 200 pound fullback. As long as athletics
is recreation, it will do neither the student nor the college any harm and may
do them good.” But, he warned, “a college which is interested in producing
professional athletes is not an educational institution.”127

If there remained any doubts about Hutchins’ views of commercialized athlet-
ics in general or football in particular, then they surely were dispelled upon
the publication of Hutchins’ article, “Gate Receipts and Glory.” Here, as in
The Higher Learning, Hutchins singled out the love of money as the root of
evil in higher education. With references to athletics, he stated, first, that “the
trouble with football is the money that is in it;” second, that “money is the
cause of athleticism in American Colleges,”and third, that athleticism for
profit and public consumption had subverted the true goal for physical educa-
tion, namely, the training of the body.128 Borrowing repeatedly from The
Carnegie Report on American College Athletics, Hutchins endeavored to
point out that justifications for commercialized athletics were more rhetorical
than rational. Moreover, he suggested that the mere reform of existing poli-
cies would not suffice—money had to be taken out of athletics. This task, he
proposed, would rest upon the shoulders of those institutions which were the
leaders, the ones which could afford the loss of prestige and popularity that
such action entailed.129 Since Hutchins believed that the University of Chi-
cago was obviously one such leader and, also, that Chicago unilaterally could
not “reform” football,130 the question in his mind was not whether, but how
and when, to eliminate football. The time appeared ripe in 1939.

The 1939 football season was even more dismal and, after the articles of the
previous year, Hutchins received more and more correspondence, no small
portion of which was critical. “My hearty congratulations,” wrote one
alumnus sarcastically on October 17, “on turning out a team that can be
beaten 61 to nothing. I think that is the greatest credit to Chicago of all your
achievements.”131 Another alumnus, confident that he expressed “the senti-
ment of many hundreds of alumni,” began his communication with the
stereotypical threat: “I do not suppose you are interested in the feelings of
University of Chicago Alumni: my guess is that you will not even know what
those feelings are until you are disappointed by the results of the drive of
alumni contributions for 1940 and 1941.” He told Hutchins: “Either fish or
cut bait!”132 To which Hutchins replied:“If fishing requires us to buy a foot-
ball team, I am not prepared to fish. . . .If the alumni are so hysterical and so
lacking in an adequate conception of what a university is that they cannot look
upon football as a game, then we may be forced to cut bait.”133 In fact,
Hutchins had initiated, with the help of a member of the Board of Trustees,
the process of cutting bait the month before.
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Hutchins elected to work exclusively with the Board of Trustees to persuade
them to mandate the withdrawal of Chicago from intercollegiate footballcom-
petition. This entailed both general solicitation and more personal forms of
negotiation. In the case of the former, it included circulation of opinions fa-
vorable to Hutchins’ cause. For example, Hutchins received a letter which
contained the inquiry:“Would it not be a fine thing for Chicago to be one of
the first great institutions to abolish the sport. It would at least be an interest-
ing experiment to see what effect this would have, not only upon the alumni,
but also on the reputation of the school.”134 One week later he distributed it
among the trustees with the remark that it was “the best I have ever read on
the subject.”135

In the realm of personal persuasion, Hutchins began in October 1939 to work
on the sentiments of John Nuveen. Nuveen, who owned an investment com-
pany, was also chairman of the University’s Alumni Council and an active
fund raiser for the University.136 Nuveen, himself a football enthusiast, was
persuaded by Hutchins to confront the dilemma faced by Chicago football. As
outlined by Hutchins, the choice was between the elimination of football, the
continuation of football on its present course with the prospect of more disas-
trous results, or the stepping up of efforts toward commercialism, a solution
which he knew was distasteful to Nuveen.137 Consequently, Nuveen worked
on the other trustees to persuade them to adopt what had become for him the
only recourse—the elimination of football. That Nuveen recognized the ur-
gency of the situation is evident in his letter of December 13, 1939 to fellow
trustee Harold Higgins Swift in which he stated: “Whatever decision is made,
I believe it must be made quickly.”138 As with his other correspondence on
the matter, a copy was sent to Hutchins.

Nuveen’s request for an immediate decision was warranted because the Uni-
versity of Chicago Alumni Club was spearheading an intensive drive to im-
prove the football program. In fact, the Secretary-Treasurer of the Club “got
wind of” the clandenstine moves of Hutchins and his associates, and on De-
cember 12, 1939 wrote to the Board of Trustees to express his concern.139 His
expression of concern was to no avail: At its meeting of December 21, 1939,
the Board voted to eliminate football and to withdraw from the Big Ten.

But when did Hutchins originally decide to move against football? Kooman
Boycheff, in his history of athletics at Chicago, suggests that Hutchins had
reached a decision on the football question after the fourth game of the 1939
season (a game which Chicago lost to Michigan, 85-0). So disturbed was
Hutchins at the plight of the players, states Boycheff, he became convinced
that an immediate decision was in order.140 Other evidence, however, sug-
gests that Hutchins views on athletics and, in particular, football were formu-
lated long before this humiliating defeat. Indeed, the weakness of Chicago
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football Hutchins deemed to be fortunate. As early as January, 1936,
Hutchins declared to the Faculty and Trustees that this weakness, coupled
with Chicago’s antivocationalist posture, helped to keep eyes, even those of
the public, fixed on the real goals of the University.141 Thus, if we are to
accept Boycheff’s assertion, we must assume that the loss to Michigan served
only as a catalyst. It provided the conditions of milieu for the implementation
of the withdrawal policy and the opportunity for Hutchins to once again de-
nounce those things which diverted attention from the intellectual mission of
the University. The withdrawal from football competition was but one more
indication that the University of Chicago “. . . regarded education as a serious
occupation for serious people, and not as recreation or punishment for the
immature.”142 Football was regarded by Hutchins as a millstone: “Every uni-
versity president bemoans the ‘overemphasis’ upon football; and every sta-
dium in the Big Ten was built on the recommendation of the president around
whose neck it is now hanging.”143 It was, it appears, one of the many bits of
paraphernalia which rendered the mission of the university unintelligible.

Given this stance, it is not surprising that Hutchins would reject alternative
proposals for solving the football dilemma. One solution which met with re-
jection came from a sports writer who extended an invitation to Chicago to
join Toledo, Butler, Western Reserve, Xavier, and other mid-western schools
in the formation of a new conference.144 At least one alumnus made essen-
tially the same suggestion and with the same result.145 Hutchins, in short, was
intractable on the football issue. Of all the sports, football represented the
excesses of commercialism and most triviallized the University’s function as
Hutchins defined it.146

While it is the case that, in retrospect, Hutchins stated that the move to elimi-
nate football was “started by an alumnus trustee who wanted the football
question settled,”147 we think it is clear that Hutchins exercised his executive
powers to the full. Indeed, Hutchins’ “own man,” Metcalfe, was not even
consulted.148 And it was Hutchins who bore the full brunt of the subsequent
reactions to the decision to eliminate football.

The reactions to the decision were generally unfavorable. The alumni, for the
most part, were vindictive and the students also exhibited an immediate and
generalized contempt. (The student response, however, tempered by Febru-
ary, 1940.149) And, in a series of articles published in The Chicago Tribune,
the presidents of various Big Ten universities spoke against Hutchins and Chi-
cago, and on behalf of their own schools’ football programs.150 When
Hutchins was asked to retrospectively appraise the reasons why other presi-
dents did not follow his lead and, indeed, reaffirmed their commitment to
football, he responded, “They could not stand the pressure.”151

On January 12, 1940, Hutchins endeavored to explain his position and that of
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the Trustees to the members of the University community and, implicitly, to
an audience outside Chicago’s walls. In a speech titled, “Football and Col-
lege Life,” he again expressed his views on the purpose of a university educa-
tion and the problems associated with maintaining a winning football program
at Chicago. Having dispensed with the practical problems linked to student
body size, the proportion of transfer students who were ineligible for a time,
the absence of a physical education major, and the legal objections to athlete
subsidization, Hutchins stated with an air of finality, “In short, the only kind
of football you wanted was a kind in which the University could not en-
gage.”152 To this he added:

I hope that it is not necessary for me or anyone else to tell you that this is an educational institu-
tion, that education is primarily concerned with the training of the mind, and that athletics and
social life, though they may contribute to it, are not the heart of it and cannot be permitted to
interfere with it. . . . An educational institution can make one unique contribution, one denied
to a fraternal order or a body-building institute: it can educate. It is by its success in making this
unique contribution that it must be judged.153

Here, as in his previous speeches on higher education in general and athletics
in particular, we encounter the vintage Hutchins, the man who, in Dixon
Wecter’s opinion, �. . . serves best as the Devil’s advocate in higher educa-
tion. . . . Provocative, impatient with truisms, he often displays a salutory
rudeness. He is an irritant, never a sedative.”154

Put in its proper context, Hutchins’ posture on intercollegiate football was,
like Harper’ s, grounded in his views of the missions of a university . In fact, at
a dinner on January 18, 1940, Hutchins, in manner reminiscent of Harper,
made the case that his personal missions in higher education and those of the
University of Chicago were the same. He spoke to the uniqueness of the insti-
tution and reminded his audience that Chicago’s task from its inception had
been “to pioneer and to take on the hard things in education.” Chicago would
lead not follow. It’s mission was “to set the standards” for others to emu-
late.155 It is clear in this regard that Hutchins, like Harper, had his own “uni-
versity idea,” and further, that he anticipated imitation by others, both on the
matter of football and the university curriculum. On the other hand, any opti-
mism which he possessed in this regard had been tempered by 1949. Ironi-
cally, the same Hutchins who championed rigorous academic standards and a
classical curriculum, who chided those who emphasized extra-curricular as-
pects of universites, lamented: “I greatly fear that my administration will be
remembered solely because it was the one in which intercollegiate football
was abolished.”156

Such an expression of concern not withstanding, Hutchins did for a time make
his mark on the University of Chicago. That the policies which he endeavored
to establish contrasted sharply with those of Harper did not escape observa-
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tion. After analyzing the academic history of the University, Mortimer Adler
observed: “In 1904 the Chicago School meant one thing; in 1936 it meant
another.”157 It should be added that no less can be said with regard to the role
of physical culture and athletics in this same institution. On both of these
counts, the institutional history of Chicago from Harper through Hutchins rep-
resents and important and, even today, a relevant chapter in the history of
American higher education.
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