
Our Responsibility 
for Freedom in Education

R. FREEMAN BUTTS

Three freedoms essential to democracy are identified and discussed 
in this timely and challenging article.

HUMAN FREEDOM has both its 
positive and its negative aspects. 

On the positive side, freedom denotes 
the right of each human being to live 
his own life, to develop his own distinc 
tive capacities and beliefs, and, in co 
operation with his fellows, to determine 
the laws and the institutions under 
which he is to live. As our experience 
has shown, it is only in a democratic 
society that the individual can be se 
cure in these rights. I am convinced 
that if we are to maintain a free, demo- 
cratic society three kinds of freedom 
must be preserved. Each of these three 
freedoms signifies protection from vari 
ous forms of tyranny. Freedom must 
be defended as well as exercised. I have 
identified these three freedoms as:

(1) Freedom from the tyranny of 
arbitrary government

(2) Freedom from the tyranny of a 
coercive majority in the community

(3) Freedom from the tyranny of 
despotic minorities in the community.

I have phrased these three freedoms 
as freedom from tyranny, but they are 
as surely freedom for positive expres 
sion and action as they are freedom 
from coercion. Tyranny is the arbitrary 
exercise of power by anyone who uses 
his power to abuse, oppress, coerce, or 
compel actions or thoughts of others 
unjustly and without restraint. Genu

ine freedom from s uch tyranny requires 
positive, active, uncoerced participa 
tion in decisions and actions by those 
who are affected by the exercise of 
power. The only genuine safeguard 
against tyranny is a vital~_xlemocratic 
society based upon freedom.

In a word, my proposition is that 
the responsibility of education and of 
educators is to build positive loyalty 
to these three freedoms and to fight the 
threats to them. Anyone who seeks to 
suppress or destroy these freedoms is 
subversive of our tradition of liberty. 
Anyone who seeks to preserve and ex 
tend these freedoms is genuinely loyal 
to the best traditions of our free so 
ciety.

Freedom from the Tyranny 
of Arbitrary Government

One of the characteristics of our ideal 
of a free society is that individuals and 
groups shall have the freedom to act 
and think without undue coercion or 
compulsion by the state and its agents, 
the government in power. This is per 
haps the most familiar of all the free-
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doms. It is expressed in the guarantees 
of the Bill of Rights of the United 
States Constitution and the constitu 
tions of the several states. It helps to 
distinguish a democratic society from all 
forms of totalitarianism, Fascist and 
Communist alike. It takes political, 
economic, and intellectual forms, all of 
which clearly embrace freedoms for 
positive actions as well as freedoms 
from restraints by government.

Politically, the first freedom embraces 
the freedoms for uncoerced elections, 
for security of person and possessions 
against violence and invasion of pri 
vacy, for a fair trial, and for action and 
movement that is restrained only by 
considerations of the general welfare, 
general security, and loyalty to the 
freedoms of others. Economically, this 
freedom embraces the right to own and 
accumulate property, to engage in a 
business or occupation of one's choos 
ing and appropriate to one's talents. 
It includes the guarantees of business 
enterprise and of labor to organize, to 
pursue legitimate ends, to bargain col 
lectively and to strike without compul 
sion or coercion by government except 
in the interests of the general security 
and welfare or to protect the freedoms 
of others.

Intellectually, the first freedom em 
braces the right to worship, to believe, 
to think, to speak and to write, to dis- 
russ, to make uncoerced decisions, to 
assemble, to organize, to petition, and 
to teach and learn. And now, in view 
of the controversy over book burning, 
we must reassert the freedom to read. 
Academic freedom is a part of our gen 
eral right to intellectual freedom. It is 
indispensable as a means of arriving at 
the truth and of making sound judg 

ments concerning alternative courses o: 
action. Freedom of teaching and learn 
ing must include the freedom to criti 
cize the policies and conduct of the 
state, of government, and of all groups 
or individuals in our society, so long as 
such freedom is undertaken with respect 
for the truth, the canons of scholar 
ship and' fair play, and respect for the 
freedoms of those criticized.

A democratic society is the only kind 
of society that tries to restrain the state 
from infringing these rights. A demo 
cratic state is the only kind of state that 
commissions education to develop criti 
cal intelligence and delegates to educa 
tion the function of criticism, a criti 
cism that can and must apply to the 
state itself. A democratic state must 
support an education that is dedicated 
to preserving the common loyalties and 
that at the same time subjects the state 
itself to criticism as a means of im 
provement.

As we prohibit the legislative and 
executive branches of government from 
invading the freedom of individuals 
and groups in their political, economic, 
and intellectual activities, so in educa 
tion our legislatures and boards of edu 
cation and boards of trustees should re 
frain from stifling the free inquiry and 
criticism necessary for intellectual free 
dom in our schools and colleges. Our 
ideal of academic freedom requires that 
a certain autonomy be granted to teach 
ers and educational workers a certain 
freedom even from the authority that 
supports and directs the educational 
program. If education is to serve a 
free society, it must have this freedom, 
just as all citizens have freedoms against 
the compulsion of the state. Academic 
freedom is rooted in our general politi-
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ral, economic, and intellectual free 
doms.

The difficulty, of course, is to decide 
how much freedom and how much au 
tonomy the teaching profession should 
have. And here we are divided. Some 
say educators should have a great deal 
of freedom; others say only a little, only 
that which is "safe." Those who fear 
freedom for teachers would use gov 
ernmental action of the state to require 
teachers to take special oaths of loyalty 
in addition to the oath to support the 
Constitution which is required of all 
citizens, or they would be careless in 
defining and firing "subversive" teach 
ers, or they would use the law to outlaw 
books that speak critically of institu 
tions or activities dear to them, or they 
would penalize teachers for political 
activities that are freely open to other 
citizens, or they would prohibit by law 
or regulation the discussion in class of 
"dangerous" or "controversial" topics. 

This fear of freedom for teachers is 
one of our most serious problems. I am 
not trying to say that the answer is easy, 
but I do insist that when we turn too 
easily to the government or to the state 
in order to limit freedom of inquiry, 
or freedom of discussion, or freedom to 
write and to read, we should remember 
that we endanger the first of our basic 
freedoms the freedom from the tyranny 
of the state and its agents. There is no 
question in my mind that the state can 
and should take steps to assure the sup 
port of the Constitution and to prevent 
its violent overthrow. Loyalty to sup 
port the Constitution is necessary, but 
this very loyalty to the Constitution in 
cludes loyalty to the Bill of Rights 
which guarantees freedom of thought. 
It could well be said that those who

would coerce thought, or who would 
require conformity of beliefs, or who 
would stifle inquiry and discussion are 
guilty of disloyalty to our tradition of 
liberty.

We are going through a great re- 
examination of our national policies, 
and we all know that there is plenty 
of criticism of the government in the 
process. Teachers should not be pro 
hibited from engaging in this very 
process or from preparing youth to en 
gage in it. The obligation of teachers 
is to carry on the process of criticism 
week after week, month after month, 
year after year. If executive agencies 
of government, or legislative commit 
tees or the courts step in to determine 
what shall be read, or said, or written, 
or discussed, or what the answers shall 
be, or to exert coercion over teaching, 
the very nature of the democratic state 
itself is threatened.

If we want to preserve a free society 
and to develop free intelligence among 
a free people, we must be free to read, 
to study, to discuss, to debate, to in 
quire, to publish, and to criticize. Com 
munists and Fascists know this lesson 
well. That is why they make every 
effort to exert rigid state control over 
all of these activities of the mind that 
we cherish for freedom. In a free so 
ciety we must convince the public and 
the public authorities that this freedom 
is necessary for teachers, that educators 
are worthy of the trust, that it is not a 
special privilege for teachers but a spe 
cial responsibility they have to the pres 
ervation of freedom. Education must 
be devoted to freedom if we are to 
maintain a free society. The stakes are 
nothing less than this.

Now these arguments are, I am sure,
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quite familiar to you, but let me re 
mind you that the threats to freedom 
do not come only from an arbitrary 
state or government. In our eagerness 
to protect individuals from the en 
croachments of a tyrannical state, we 
must remember that a democratic state 
is itself designed to be a guardian and 
protector of the liberties of the people. 
The Declaration of Independence says 
it this way, ". . . to secure these rights 
governments are instituted among men, 
deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed." Our bills of 
rights in the federal and state constitu 
tions say it in many different ways. 
What they amount to is that the demo 
cratic state is the kind of state that will 
play a positive role in securing freedom 
among the people in their relations to 
each other. If governmental agencies 
violate freedom rather than promote 
and protect it, they endanger the very 
foundations of the free government it 
self. But our concern under the first 
freedom to prevent the tyranny of gov 
ernment must not lead us to forget that 
a truly democratic government is one of 
the best means of preserving freedom 
and preventing majorities and minori 
ties from destroying each other.

Freedom from the Tyranny
of a Coercive Majority

in the Community

Our second freedom is the freedom 
for individuals and minority groups 
to express opinions that the majority 
may find unpopular or queer. We 
must protect the freedoms of the de 
spised, the dispossessed, the "crackpot," 
the heretic. There must be freedom for 
minorities to believe, to read, to speak, 
to write, to publish, to assemble, to dis 

cuss, to agitate, and to propagandi/e, 
even though the majority may not like 
it. Our bills of rights call upon the 
agencies of government to protect this 
freedom. Public education as an agency 
of government has a similar responsi 
bility to promote and preserve this free 
dom along with the courts, the legisla 
tures, and the executives.

A hundred years ago Alexis de Toc- 
queville warned of the dangers of the 
"tyranny of the majority," but no one 
stated this second freedom more co 
gently than James Madison. When 
Madison was presenting his arguments 
for a bill of rights to be added to the 
United States Constitution in his fa 
mous speech of June 8, 1789, in the 
House of Representatives, he put it 
this way:

". . . in a Government modified like 
this of the United States, the gre;it 
danger lies rather in the abuse of the 
community than in the legislative body. 
The prescriptions in favor of liberty 
ought to be levelled against that quar 
ter where the greatest danger lies, 
namely, that which possesses the high 
est prerogative of power. But this is 
not found in either the executive or 
legislative departments of Government, 
but in the body of the people, operat 
ing by the majority against the mi 
nority." *

This second freedom applies to in 
tellectual affairs as well as to political 
and economic affairs. Political majori 
ties do not have unlimited freedom 
even in a democracy. When the Re 
publicans become the majority in gov 
crnment, they do not have the right to 
liquidate all the Democrats or throw

' A nnals of Congress, Vol. I, pp. 454-455. 
[Italics added.]
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them into jail or concentration camps 
or make them confess their "errors." 
When a corporation or a labor union 
becomes the "majority" in a field of 
enterprise, they do not have the right 
lo drive every one else out of business 
or out of work by restraint of trade, by 
unfair labor practices, by monopoly, or 
by coercing the minority to believe as 
the majority does.

The religious majority in a commu 
nity does not have the right to require 
religious minorities to accept the be 
liefs or modes of worship of the ma 
jority nor to pay taxes to support the 
majority church. The First Amend 
ment guarantees the equal rights of 
conscience and prohibits an establish 
ment of religion even in the face of 
overwhelming religious majorities in a 
local community. White majorities in 
the South or elsewhere do not have the 
right to coerce Negro minorities to ac 
cept segregation, discrimination, or in 
equality even if they have the votes to 
pass the laws to do so. Local majori 
ties do not have the right to abolish 
a state's public school system as Gov 
ernor Talmadge in Georgia and Gov 
ernor Byrnes in South Carolina have 
threatened to do.

Similarly, academic freedom must in 
clude the right to keep open the chan 
nels of discussion, study, and inquiry, 
even to criticize majority opinions and 
the prominent people in the commu 
nity. In freedom of teaching and learn 
ing, teachers have a responsibility to 
the truth, to scholarship, to canons of 
objectivity and fair play, and to the 
wider community as well as to the lo- 
<;il majorities in the local community. 
Schools and educators are not the prop 
erty of local majorities. Teachers may

even, on occasion, be obliged by their 
responsibility to the second freedom to 
oppose the local majority and they 
should have the freedom to do so in 
the interests of the larger freedom of 
ideas and the goal of equality of oppor 
tunity for minority groups. Public 
schools are not just for the majority; 
they are for all.

If we as educators really believe in 
"respect for the individual," then we 
must practice it in our study, our dis 
cussions, our physical arrangements, 
We must operate on the basis of free 
dom for equal opportunity for the un 
derprivileged, the isolate, the oppressed, 
the discriminated against. We cannot 
in all conscience follow the majority 
when they would destroy the freedoms 
of those who are entitled to equality 
of opportunity. The second freedom 
is an expression of our responsibility 
to the general welfare and the freedoms 
of a ll our citizens. We must try to 
convince the majorities in our com 
munities that we as educators have this 
responsibility and obligation to the 
preservation of a free society. Educa 
tion's stake in preserving the second 
freedom is no less great than it is in 
the first freedom. If either is threat 
ened, both are endangered.

• Freedom from the Tyranny
of Despotic Minorities

in the Community

A third freedom has come into spe 
cial prominence in recent years. It is 
the freedom in a democratic society for 
the majority to act by freely expressed 
majority vote and majority decisions 
for the welfare of all and not be ham 
strung by the obstructions, the special 
interests, the conspiracy, or threat of
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violence by powerful minorities in the 
community. This is the freedom to 
use government for the common wel 
fare and security of all the people, the 
freedom to make democracy work, to 
make it efficient, to make it serve the 
interests of all the people, and to make 
it strong enough to act in their interests 
in such realms as social security, wel 
fare legislation, civil rights, equality of 
opportunity, and to make it strong 
enough to combat internal and external 
threats to our national security. The 
threats to the freedom of the majority 
come, as in the case of the other free 
doms, from political, economic, and in 
tellectual sources.

Politically, the threat to the freedom 
of the majority may come from many 
quarters. It may come from unlimited 
filibuster in the Senate designed to de 
feat discussion and consideration of 
civil rights. It may come from assaults 
by the Ku Klux Klan upon Negroes, 
Catholics, or Jews; it may come from 
the strong arm methods of fascist 
groups. It may come from the Com 
munist Party which operates as the 
conspiratorial agent of a foreign power 
and prepares for the time when it can 
capture the state by direct action and 
which enforces a rigid party discipline 
to build a determined minority to 
achieve that end.

Economically, the threat to the ma 
jority interest may come from powerful 
corporations that seek to monopolize 
trade, that would engage in unfair 
trade practices, and would exploit 
workers in the interests of the em 
ployer. It may come from powerful 
labor groups that would terrorize or 
coerce legitimate labor or business for 
the selfish concerns of a few leaders.

Intellectually, the threat to the third 
freedom may come from religious 
groups that would use the agencies of 
the state to protect their special reli 
gious interests and standards of mor 
ality, or would censor thought and ex 
pression in movies or press, or would 
demand special privileges for their pri 
vate schools despite public agreements 
to abide by the tradition of separation 
of church and state. It may come from 
vilification, slander, or insidious accu 
sations against teachers and other pub 
lic servants made by the accusers or 
inquisitors who may be self-appointed 
or who may hold high public office. It 
may come from selfish pressure groups 
that would protect their special inter 
ests from criticism or would censor ideas 
and books and discussion in the name 
of their own brand of Americanism. 
The educational expression of these 
threats to the third freedom are now 
familiar to us ' i the growing attacks 
upon the schools by groups who would 
weaken the public schools, reduce 
school taxes, forbid discussion of con 
troversial issues, forbid discussion of 
the United Nations or UNESCO as 
threats to true Americanism, or would 
wipe out generations of educational 
gain in favor of a return to undefined 
or vague "fundamentals" or appeal to 
the "experience of the ages."

To meet these threats to freedom of 
teaching and learning, educators must 
be free to examine and criticize coercive 
minorities and subversive groups and 
to take sides against them, if need be, 
in order to be free to build common 
loyalties to democracy, equality, and 
the other freedoms. We are beginning 
to be alert to the dangers to the 
majority from Communist-controlled
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teachers and that awakening is neces 
sary wherever there is a real threat. We 
are divided, however, about the way to 
identify the dangerous teachers. Some 
say membership in the Communist 
Party is membership in a conspiratorial 
group and therefore is enough to justify 
dismissal from teaching. Others say 
that scholarship is the only ground for 
judging the worth of a teacher and that 
each person should be judged on the 
merits and competence of his work in 
the classroom. But we must all agree 
that loyalty to freedom requires us to 
oppose the unfounded or indiscrimi 
nate efforts to label all those who criti 
cize the majority as somehow vaguely 
"subversive" and therefore to be dis 
missed along with the genuinely dan 
gerous Communists. Our problem is to 
find ways of identifying the genuine 
and dangerous Communists without 
producing the subtle and creeping pa 
ralysis of freedom of thought and in 
quiry that seems now to be accompany 
ing the Communist hunts in the schools 
and colleges.

Today the greatest dangers to our 
educational freedoms come from arbi 
trary and unrestrained inquisitors and 
accusers in government and from self 
appointed censors in the community 
and from the conspiratorial Commu 
nist minorities. We must mobilize to 
meet the threats. Considerable gains 
have been made in recent months. 
There are signs that many groups are 
becoming alert to the dangers. The 
National Education Association has 
stood out against the book burners. 
The American Association of Univer 
sity Professors, the American Associa 
tion of Universities, the Eighth Na 
tional Conference on Higher Educa 

tion, the American Federation of 
Teachers, the Academic Freedom Com 
mittee of the American Civil Liberties 
Union, and other educational organi 
zations and conferences have reaffirmed 
belief in academic freedom. The Su 
preme Court has declared the Okla 
homa loyalty oath law to be unconsti 
tutional. Congress itself has taken 
some steps to protect the witnesses who 
appear before its committees, and some 
of the committee members themselves 
are trying to curb the overweening 
/ealotry of their chairmen. The Na 
tional Council of Churches of Christ 
in the U.S.A. and the Central Confer 
ence of American Rabbis have de 
nounced the inquisitional methods of 
legislative committees. The American 
Library Association and the American 
Book Publishers Council have issued 
a ringing declaration on the freedom 
to read. Columbia University's Aca 
demic Freedom Project, the Ford Foun 
dation's Fund for the Republic, and 
Teachers College's Citizenship Educa 
tion Project have been set up to re-ex 
amine and reassert the values in bur 
legacy of liberty. Fearless newspapers 
such as the Washington Post, The New 
York Times, The San Francisco Chron 
icle a nd The New York Post are speak 
ing out editorially more often in favor 
of intellectual and academic freedom.

These are all good signs and en 
couraging signs, but the battle is far 
from won. Public outcry and mobilized 
public opinion may now be able to put 
some reins on the New Inquisition, but 
the test is finally not what the coura 
geous spokesmen say in their published 
statements, valuable as they are. The 
ultimate test is what you and I do.

It is the positive responsibility of
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education to inculcate loyalty to these 
three freedoms. This is the heart of 
the responsibility of education to its 
c ommunity; especially its job is to guard 
against tyranny over beliefs and ideas, 
over the minds of men. Free men and 
free teachers are those who refuse to be 
coerced by arbitrary government, by a

tyrannical majority, or by a despotic 
minority. Free men and free teachers 
think for themselves, alone and with 
others; their goal is to keep up the free 
attempt to define and move toward the 
good and the true and the wise and to 
defend the right of others to engage in 
the same process.

The Idea of Liberty
GEORGE BARNETT

Three prevalent concepts of "liberty" are analyzed critically in this 

article: atomism or laissez-faire individualism, the social view and 

the cultural view.

"WTHILE the science of "double- 
** think," ' the logic which main 

tains that contradictory ideas mean ab 
solutely the same thing, is making great 
headway and increasing its influence all 
the time, as witness the growing de 
struction of liberty in the name of lib 
erty, thus far it has had only a relatively 
limited development. Its fuller ad 
vance lies ahead in the years to come. 
What it will be like then George Or 
well illustrates in his novel, 1 08-1, i n 
which the people of Oceania live by 
the abiding principle and under the 
abiding tyranny   that "Freedom is 
Slavery."

Fortunately, 1953 still finds civiliza 
tion backward enough so that no ad 
vocate of liberty, whatever the brand, 
will assert that his is anything but lib 
erty pure and simple as directly op 
posed to slavery. If the affection for 
making distinctions be with us a while 
yet in fact, so that it may be with us 
vet a conclusion will soon have to be

1 A term user! by George Orwell.

reached as to which of the many diverse 
ideas is really the idea of liberty. The 
rest is doublethink. To assert in the 
name of freedom that any idea of it 
must be accepted as as good as any other 
is itself to doublethink. To work 
toward singlethink requires an exami 
nation of alternative conceptions. What 
follows is a consideration of a few of 
the ideas of liberty confronting us.

Atomism or Laissez-Faire 
Individualism

In this view, human individuality is 
given as a natural rather than a social 
phenomenon. The individual does not 
become; he is. The self or person is an 
independent entity whose being lies 
within rather than without. Defined 
not in terms of others, persons and 
things, but in terms of himself, he is a 
self-contained, self-sufficient unit whose 
reality lies in his uniqueness and sepa- 
rateness. Each self is a being-in-itself 
whose fullness of individuality is re 
vealed only when shorn of all relations.
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