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A prominent sociologist and race relations activist, Charles S. Jobnson dedicated
bis life to the advancement of Blacks. His Dpresidency at Fisk University, a bistori-
cally Black college, was the culmination of bis career. During the latter part of bis
administration, be faced a dilemma involving an outspoken professor named Lee
Lorch, who, in 1954, was accused of being a communist. Jobnson and the Board
of Trustees dismissed Lorch because be refused to answer a congressional
committee’s questions about bis previous political affiliations. In 1959, the Ameri-
can Association of University Professors found the late President  Jobnson guilty of
violating the principles of academic freedom. This article explores the ways in
which academic freedom, civil liberties, and civil rights clasbed in the Lee Lorch
case. Furthermore, it examines the ways in which the setting of a bistorically Black:-
college alters traditional assumptions about the application of these principles.

MaryseTH Gasman recently completed her PhD in higher education at Indiana Univer-
sity. She has accepted a position as Assistant Professor of Higher Education, Georgia State
University, Atlanta, effective fall 2000. She can be reached at 138 Perry Ct., #2, San Anto-
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leadership.
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Inadecisionovermminganoklahoma law requiring instructors to swear that
theywerenotmembexsofasubversiveorcommunistoxganm:iomjusﬁce
Felix Frankfurter wrote: .

Hnmucms]...musbemphmdopm—mmdmm&eemmy.
Thcyamotwryoutdzcirnoblenskifthecondiﬁonsfordiepmcﬁoeof
arsponsibleandcritimlmind{am]deniedmﬂm.]‘heymusthaveme
freedomofrsponsibleinquiry...intodxemnmgofsochlandeoo-
nouﬁcidas,mmedxeckmdhistoryofsodalandmmnﬁcdogma'

In Frankfurter's mind, “open-mi ess and free inquiry” included the
right to free association. This decision in Wieman v, Updegraffwas one of many
inwhich&xe'comtsupheldtheﬁghtsofamdemicﬁeedomboﬂainsideandout
of the classroom.

DuﬁngtheMcCarﬂxycra;thereweremanyinstanminwhichacademic
freedom, particularly the extent of faculty members' rights to express themselves
outside of the classroom, was challenged. Charles S. Johnson’s presidency at
Fisk University, and more specifically a controversy involving Professor Lee Lorch,
provides an example of the collision of academic freedom with civil rights and
the cause of Black higher education. Not unlike most college and university
presidents, Johnson had many difficult decisions to make during his tenure
at Fisk University. He was forced to balance the opinions of his constituents
(ie., faculty, staff, trustees, dono , alumni, students, and local Nashville citi-
zens) with his own convictions and agenda. Like his counterparts at predomi-
nantly White institutions, Johnson faced the pressure of meeting donor expecta-
tions that accompanied monetary contributions.

However, in addition to these pressures, Johnson was confronting issues
that weighed heavily on the shoulders of historically Black college and univer-
sity (HBCU) presidents. Johnson had to contend with the race-laden political
agendas of donors and southern Whites who feared that the equal education of
Blacks would lead to demands for equality in other areas. Above all, Johnson's
presidency took place at what may have been the most important turning point
in the history of Black civil rights during the 20th century: the Brown v. Bogrd of
Education decision.? The uncertainty surrounding this decision created a need
for Johnson to weigh his actions carefully in terms of their effects on the future
of race relations in the South. It was in this context that Johnson was handed the
dilemma of dismissing one of his faculty members, Lee Lorch, or putting the
future of Fisk in jeopardy. In making a decision, Johnson stayed close to his
overall pragmatic philosophy, which he best expressed in a 1942 interview with
the Chicago Defender:

medifferencebe:weenmndombehaviorandaprommislaxgelythatof
theendsinview.Thedﬁngdxatgivsmeanmgtoanysingleaaisthe
larger context in which it is set. No strategy is sound that does not envis-
agemetotalpictureinsuchawaydmapersonanbehelpedindecid—
ing, in smaller individual ases,wha:isswndes:andmoaimponamto
stress and what, on the whole, is of minor consequences.3
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thermore,itexaminesthewaysmwhichthesetcingofalﬁstoﬁmﬂyBlackcoﬂege
alters traditional assumptions about the application of these principles.

Academic Freedom at Fisk: A Checkered Past

Questions of academic freedom at Fisk are not unique to Charles S. Johnson's
presidency. Throughout the university’s history, Fisk presidents bartled with these
issues. Established in 1866 through a joint effort by the government’s Freedmen’s

- Bureau and the American Missionary Association, Fisk University gave educa-
tional opportunity to the former slaves. Under its first president, Erastus Milo
Cravath, Fiskreceivedthemaioﬁtyofitsﬁmdingﬁomlomlandnaﬁonalgmssroots
missionary organizations. Because of this support, the institution was able to
develop a rigorous liberal-arts-based curriculum while maintaining independence
from the local southern White political structure.

As operating costs increased and missionary funds dried up, later Fisk presi-
dents had to look for alternative funding sources. It was at this point that several
White northern industrialists, who had previously supported only primary and
secondary education for Blacks, began to support Black colleges. The motiva-
tion behind the shift in interest was most likely a desire by the industrial philan-
thropists to control all forms of Black education. In contrast 10 a liberal arts
curriculum that encouraged political and social advancement, the philanthro-
pists advocated industrial education that provided Blacks with skills appropriate
for menial positions only. Rather than leaming about literature, philosophy, and
science, Blacks were trained in household duties, planting, field work, personal
hygiene, and horse shoeing 4

During the same time period, the General Education Board (GEB) was
established by John D. Rockefeller. The board was a conglomeration of major
industrial philanthropists and some lesser known but influential individuals,
Because of the tremendous financial backing and the influence of its members,
the GEB gained a virtual monopoly on education and philanthropy for southern
Blacks. The GEB was primarily concerned with the prosperity of the South’s
agricultural economy and the role of Blacks in this prosperity. It wanted to
provide Blacks with skills, morals, and enough education to keep them in the
South as the laboring class.5

The motives of the GEB and other industrial philanthropists have been
characterized by some historians as benevolent and by others as self-serving and
reactionary. Christopher Jencks and David Reisman, as well as Merle Curti and
Roderick Nash, depict the northern philanthropists as pragmatic contributors
who supported Black education for genuinely philanthropic reasons. These his-
torians generally accepted the northern industrialists’ own explanation for their
support of industrial education: that support of anything more forward would
have “incurred White Supremacist vengeance.” Raymond Fosdick, a member of
the GEB, offered this type of apology in 1962 when he wrote:

741

402




Gasman

TheBoardwasaware‘ftomdaesunofmedangersinhermtmaNorﬂ:em
insﬁmuonwoddngmmehighlydmgedemodondamosphere of a bira-
cial South. . . . A single misstep could be disastrous . . . consequently its
role was marked with caution and modesty. . . . That the philosophy of
[Wallace] Buttrick [former head of the General Education Board] and his
contemporaries was based on the idea of gradualism cannot be denied.
But his was the thinking of the time. - - - Their strategy was strongly prag-
matic. To raise the level of education in the South . . . it was necessary to
work through the race in power. Sixty years ago there was no altemative
to this approach; there was no public opinion to support any other cause §

MConuast,EdwardBcrmanandseveralotherhistoﬁansnoted)atthein-
dustrialists wanted to focus their resources on a small group of “safe” southern
Blacks in order to perpetuate an educational structure that repressed the social
and economic advancement of all but a selected few. The GEB's use of its
financial resources to gain power over institutions panallels Rockefeller's mo-
nopolistic business strategies in his other enterprises.”

The first of the Fisk presidents to accept contributions from industrial phi-
lanthropists was James Merrill. The GEB contributed to the establishment of an
applied sciences program at Fisk. Upon receiving the financial support, Presi-
dent Merrill said:

ltmustnotbeunderstoodinﬂ:elastthatldeayindusu-ialmimng;on
the other hand, as a source of mental development it is of great value to
the college student, and I hope the day is not far away when, for this
reason if for no other, Fisk can have a well-equipped industrial depart-
ment.Thetwotypsofedumtionllibemlmandmdusn'izl]mnot
antagonistic and can be made so only as those who are at the head of the
different schools lack breadth of view.8

Under President Merrill’s leadership, Fisk University’s curriculum continued
to shift toward industrial education. In addition to his cooperation with the GEB,
Merrill asked Booker T. Washington, the chief Black promoter of industrial edu-
cation, for his support in raising funds for Fisk. A product of the Hampton
Institute, Washington advocated educating students to meet the present-day con-
ditions in the South. He stressed the dignity and beauty of labor to students: “to
send every graduate out feeling and knowing that labor is dignified and beauti-
ful—to make each one love labor instead of trying to escape it.” This shift and
the narrowing of academic freedom that accompanied it caught the attention of
Fisk’s most prominent alumnus and staunch advocate of liberal ans, W, E. B.
Du Bois. He thought that only liberal arts education would provide Blacks with
the resources to obtain intellectual, social, and political equality. When asked
to deliver the Fisk graduation address in 1908, Du Bois took the opportunity to
rebuke the university’s administration:

And so today this venerable institution stands before its problem of future
development, with the bribe of Public Opinion and Private Wealth dan-
gling before us, ifwewﬂleimerdenythatourobjectismehighestand
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broadest training of black Men, or if we will consent to call Higher
aﬁonthztwhichyouknowandlknowisnotnigherﬁduaﬁon.AndI
sayweindliscaseadvisedly;formybmdiersandsistets,ifﬂlishappens:
ifd)eidalislowetedordnelieuold,dxemponsibﬂitymbnus.

According to Du Bois, it was this speech that led to President Mermill's
resignationandthedemiseoftheDepamnemoprpliedeenos. In his own
explanation, Merrill essentially acknowledged the issues that Du Bois had raised,
although he did not admit that it was Du Bois in particular who caused him to
resign. Upon his departure, he told the Board of Trustees, “The only real diffi-
culty is the moneysideandmisdiﬁiaﬂtyissogreatdxatIhavecometothe
conclusion that I have no longer a right to continue in my present position.™

Perhaps the most serious attempt to alter the curriculum at Fisk was during
Fayette McKenzie’s reign. In his inaugural address in 1915, he assured the White
southerners and northern philanthropists that Fisk would aid in restoring the
South to economic prosperity and increase the wealth of the nation~-precisely
the goals of these groups. Satisfied with McKenzie’s leadershi » the GEB agreed,
in 1520, to support a campaign to raise a $1 million endowment for Fisk. With
such large sums of money pledged to Fisk, the philanthropists were easily able
to take control of its board of trustees from the former alliance of Black educa-
tors and White missionaries. 10

In 1923, 2 General Education Board memorandum called for the collection of
more financial support for Fisk and emphasized the urgent need to train “the right
type of colored leaders"—leaders who would assist the Negro in becoming a
capable worker and a respectable citizen. Following up on this memo, McKenzie
curtailed the liberal arts curriculum, suspended the student newspaper, and re-
fused to allow a campus charter of the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP). Furthermore, he arranged special Jim Crow enter-
tainment for the White benefactors of the university. Clearly, the “right type of
colored leader” was one who would acquiesce in the segregationist social order
in the South. Asamultofhissuppmsionofstudentixﬁﬁativeandnamwingof
the curriculum, McKenzie was able to gain not only the support of the industrial
philanthropists but the praise of the local southern White population. In what was
perhaps the first instance of 2 southern city supporting Black higher education,
the White citizens organized a campaign to raise $50,000 for the university, 1!

McKenzie’s high-handed tactics were a clear violation of the accepted prin-
ciples of academic freedom. While the definition of academic freedom was and
continues to be fluid, it had, in McKenzie's time, come to focus on two German
concepts: Lebrfretbeitand Lernfreibeis, Roughly, Lebrfreibeit was the professor’s
right to research and teach what he or she pleased; Lernfreibeit was the student's
right to study what he or she pleased. Of the tWo concepts, Lebrfreibeit was
adopted wholeheartedly by the American academic community. For example,
the 1915 American Association of University Professors (AAUP) statement on
academic freedom set forth guidelines to ensure thar the college professor would
have both freedom within the classroom and freedom to research and publish
on the subjects of his or her choice—roughly the same as the German concept
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of Lebrfreibeit. By curtailing the curriculum, McKenzie clearly violated the AAUP’s
interpretation of the German concepts.!?

McKenzie’s repression of students and pandering to the southern Whites
caused unrest and alienation among many of the Fisk alumni and students,
Alumni contributions were at an all-time low during McKenzie's presidency. The
feelings of disgruntled alumni and students spread rapidly across the country
and eventually caught the attention of W. E. B. Du Bois. When invited to give the
commencement address at Fisk in 1924, Du Bois openly criticized the Fisk
administration:

I have come to address you and, I say frankly, I have come to criticize. . . . I
come to defend two theses, and the first is this: Of all the essentials that
make an institution of learning, money is the least. The second is this:
The alumni of Fisk University are and of right ought to be, the ultimate
source of authority in the policy and govemnment of this institution. . . .
Fisk University is not taking an honest position with regard to the South-
em situation. It has deliberately embraced a propaganda which discredits
all ofthehardworkwhid:d:eforwardlookingﬁghtersforNegmfree-
dom have been doing. . . . It continually teaches its students and constitu-
encydutﬂﬁslibemlwhiteSou:hisindxeascendancyand&mitismﬁng;
mdtbattheo:ﬂythhgmqtﬁmdofﬂxebladtmanisacquiucenceand
submission. 13 , ,

During the months following Du Bois’s speech, alumni and student anger
escalated against the university’s policies and conduct. In January of 1925, alumni
groups from all over the United States met in New York City for the sole purpose
of agitating for McKenzie’s resignation. On February 4, 1925, the Fisk students
revolted. In a protest the day after the student revolt, more than 2,500 Black
Nashville citizens called for McKenzie's ouster. Several historians believe this
was a major factor in McKenzie’s resignation 3 months later. After the revolt, Fisk
encountered much difficulty in securing funds. Philanthropists were reluctant to
give money to an unstable university, and the White citizens of Nashville with-
drew their support. In contrast, Hampton University, which maintained its in-
dustrial curriculum, was able to amass an $8.5 million endowment during this
period. The conflict during McKenzie’s presidency left a permanent mark on the
history of Fisk.!4 ,

The Rise of Black Leadership at Fisk

In 1946, Charles S. Johnson was selected as Fisk’s sixth president and its first
Black president. With years of research and teaching experience as well as ex-
cellent connections with philanthropic organizations, Johnson came well pre-
pared. He was born into a religious, middle-class family in Bristol, Virginia.
Heavily influenced by his father, an educated Baptist minister, Johnson had aspi-
rations of attending college at a young age. He graduated with an AB from
Virginia Union College in 1916. With Chicago sociologist Robert E. Park as his
mentor, Johnson earned a PhB from the University of Chicago in 1917. During
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World War I, Johnson interrupted his studies at the University of Chicago to
enlist in the military. Upon returning to Chicago in 1919, he found himself in the
midst of a city torn by race rioting. The stoning of Eugene Williams—a young
Black man who accidentally swam into the “White side” of a Chicago beach—
spurred one of the country’s worst race riots. This incident sparked johnson's
involvement with the Chicago Race Relations Commission as associate executive
secretary. In 1922, johnson and the Chicago commission published The Negro in
Chicago: A Study of Race Relations and a Race Riot. He received national ac-
claim for his involvement with the study and the commission.15

In 1921, he moved to New York to work as the director of the department
of research and investigations at the National Urban League. In addition, Johnson
edited Opportunity: A Journal of Negro Life during his 7-year stay in New York.
Many credit this publication with the spawning of the Harlem Renaissance 6

Near the close of the Harlem Renaissance in 1928, Charles Johnson re-
turned to the South to establish a nationally known department of social science
and an internationally known race relations institute at Fisk University. In addi-
tion to his work on race relations within the academic setting, Johnson served as
a trustee for the Julius Rosenwald Fund from 1934 to 1948, working specifically
as the co-director of the race relations program. From 1944 to 1950, he served as
the director of the race relations division of the American Missionary Associa-
tion. During his career, Johnson also conducted research for the government
and worked as a cultural ambassador under Presidents Hoover, Roosevelt, Truman,
and Eisenhower. ’
) Despite his strong interest in race relations, Charles Johnson was not an

activist in the tradition of W, E. B. Du Bois, Martin Luther King, Jr., Marcus Garvy,

or Paul Robeson. A self-proclaimed “sidelines activist,” Johnson advocated a
well-thought-out, research-based approach to advancing the rights of Blacks,
Methodical research, in his opinion, was “a necessary prelude to liberal reform
and change in public policy.” As evidenced by the many books and articles he

Charles Johnson spent a lifetime working toward Black equality, with his
most valuable contribution being his ' creation of venues for dialogue, self-
expression, and change. Whether he was publishing artistic works in Opportu-
nity, helping an emerging scholar obtain 2 Rosenwald Fellowship, or giving a
Vvery young Martin Luther King, Jr.,, an opportunity to speak at the renowned Fisk
race relations institutes, Johnson made significant contributions to the advance-
ment of Blacks in the United States.

While Johnson admitted to beirig a “sidelines activist,” he fought on many
occasions for the exchange of diverse ideas and freedom within the academy.
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For example, during the summer of 1944, when johnson began holding the race
relations institutes, he received extensive criticism from the local press. Fisk was
chastised for its mixed-race conference sleeping facilities, interracial dancing
anddkﬁng,and,mparﬁculax;mediscussimof‘mdical”idas.me%itedﬁ-
- zens of Nashville threatened to censor the institute, and then-President Thomas
Elsa Jones intended to accede to their wishes. In response, Johnson threatened
tolave,Fiskandmvitedhisooumguesmmesodalsdencedepamnmttogo
with him. Eventually, Jones conceded to Johnson and left the race relations
institute intact. Johnson’s insistence on open discussion at the race relations
institute clearly falls within Lebrfreibeit—the right of the professor to teach. The
radical ideas discussed (integration, voting rights, and socioeconomic advance-
ment for Blacks) were part of Johnson'’s research, and surely he had a right to
teach them,8

Whﬂelebffreibeitwasgenmuyaooeptedasacorepﬁndpleofaademic
freedom, there was much controversy over whether it should apply outside of
the classroom and outside of the professor’s discipline. Should a professor’s
controversial statements and affiliations with so-called radical groups be pro-
tected under academic freedom, even if they put the institution in jeopardy?
Should a professor be free to make pronouncements on topics beyond the scope
of his or her expertise? In its 1940 statement of principles, the AAUP clearly
favored an expansion of academic freedom to include broad-based civil liberties
as well as the right of the professor to research and lecture freely within his or
her field: “When he [i.e., the college or university teacher] speaks or writes as a
citizen he should be free from institutional censorship or discipline.” The AAUP’s
statement implies that professors merit the same freedoms within the institution
as do citizens of the United States under the Constitution. 1

Although his involvement in the race relations institutes showed Johnson to
be a staunch defender of civil rights, his advocacy of civil liberties is a more
complex issue. In some instances, he clearly defended the right to free speech
and association. In 1948, for example, he was called before the Tenney Commit-
tee (Joint Fact-Finding Committee on Un-American Activities, State Senate of
California) as a result of his affiliation with the National Sharecroppers Fund. In
a strong defense of vl liberties, Johnson denounced the committee’s inqui-
ries as “witch-hunts” and stated that they were “much more un-American than
the un-American activities being pursued.” In 1949, when called to testify on
the alleged communist infiltration of HBCUs, Johnson assured the House Un-

Howevey, in other cases, particularly those dealing with internal university
affairs, Johnson's defense of civil liberties was less dlear. In 1949, Fisk physics
professor Giovanni “Ross” Lomanitz took the Fifth Amendment when called to
testify about his alleged communist affiliation. Lomanitz was cited for contempt
of Congress. Shortly afterward, President Johnson informed Lomanitz, who was
untenured, that his contempt charges made it impossible for Fisk to offer him
another year of work under contract. Although offered the opportunity to work
without a contract, Lomanitz refused and left Fisk. Johnson had been “officially”
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in the Fisk presidency only 2 years when the Lomanitz controversy came across
his desk. Coupled with the pressure of being the first Black president of Fisk, his
newness in the role may have had an impact on his decision. The Lomanitz
situation was not the kind of publicity that Johnson wanted as he was attempting
to build the university’s endowment, attract top-rate scholars, and move Fisk
into the mainstream of American higher education.?!

Again in 1951, Johnson was faced with a question of defending civil liberties
or remaining silent when W. E. B. Du Bois was indicted on the flimsy charge of
failing to register as an agent of a foreign power. Although offering support to Du
Bois may have seemed logical on the part of HBCU presidents, only Charles
Johnson spoke out on his behalf. According to Du Bois, “Of the 50 presidents of
Negro colleges, every one of which I had known and visited—of these only one,
Charles Johnson of Fisk University, publicly professed belief in my integrity be-
fore the trial; and only one congratulated me after the acquitral.” Perhaps be-
cause Du Bois was strongly connected to Fisk alumni, Johnson thought it impor-
tant to support him. Regardless of his reasoning, Johnson’s support is evidence
of his unconditional respect for Du Boi € same man who fought rather vehe-
mently against Johnson’s selection as president and labeled him “reactionary."

The Case of Lee Lorch

Perhaps the most complex incident in Johnson's record regarding civil liberties
and academic freedom is the case of Lee Lorch. This incident pitted Johnson'’s
philosophy of gaining equality for Blacks against his belief in academic free-
dom. A math professor and PhD from the University of Cincinnati, Lee Lorch
came to Fisk in September 1950 with excellent credentials but also as a contro-
versial civil rights activist. When Charles Johnson appointed Lorch for an initial 3
years, he was well aware of Lorch’s activism. Lorch had been denied reappoint-
ments at both the City College of New York and Pennsylvania State College
because of his political activities on behalf of Blacks, Despite Lorch’s reputation, z
Johnson gave him an opportunity when other institutions did not. Accardina gy

Ellen Schrecker, “To get such a job, a full-time, tenure-track position in an American
college, a blacklisted professor would have to go to the South to the small, poor,
denominational Negro colleges that were so desperate for qualified faculty mem-
bers that they would hire anybody with a Ph.D,, including teachers other educa-
tional institutions dared not touch."?

Although Schrecker’s description of private HBCUs during the 1950s is rep-
resentative of many of these colleges, Fisk University was a special case. While
speaking of the majority of HBCUs in the most scathing terms—as “academic
disaster areas"—Christopher Jencks and David Riesman, writing in 1968, placed
Fisk among an elite group of Black colleges. Although meager relative to that of
predominantly White institutions, Fisk had a sizable endowment of just over $4
million and no operating deficit, Furthermore, the Fisk University that had ac-
cepted Lee Lorch on its faculty was the same institution that attracted Sterling A.
Brown, Horace Mann Bond, E. Franklin Frazier, James Weldon Johnson, Robert
E. Park, Ama Bontemps, John Hope Franklin, Robert Hayden, and Aaron Doug-
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las. Johnson was instrumental in persuading the majority of these scholars to
come to Fisk and saw the hiring of the academically well-respected Lorch as yet
another step toward moving Fisk into the mainstream of American higher educa-
tion. johnson may have had a chance to hire someone less controversial than
Lorch, but perhaps he believed that Lorch would ‘adapt his methods to the
specific situation of the South and that the two of them could work together.
Other activists for Black equality would be less direct in their approach when
working in the South than in the North. Johnson may have expected Lorch to do
the same. %

Lorch proved to be a model faculty member in terms of his teaching, re-
search, and involvement with students. Upon accepting the appointment at Fisk,
Lorch was made the acting chair of the mathematics department; after a year, he
officially became chair of the department. Following his initial 3-year contract,
he was reappointed for another 2-year period, although the question of his
tenure was deferred until 1955. Lorch easily moved from associate to full profes-
sor, and, according to his colleagues, he was a respected member of the Fisk
community. In fact, the Fisk math department reached its highest level of excel-
lence as a result of the work of Lorch and Drs. Robert and Gertrude Rempfer.
During Lorch’s stay at Fisk, five of his students went on to get PhDs in math or
math education—*“a very high percentage in a school whose total enrollment
was about 400.” Lorch’s students were among the first from Fisk's math depan-
ment to pursue a PhD.%

At Fisk, Lorch continued his efforts on behalf of civil rights for African
Americans. Along with three other faculty members, Lorch made a concerted
effort to end discrimination within the American Mathematical Society and the
Mathematical Association of America. In a 1951 Science article, Lorch stated, “It
is our view that the scientific societies, with their talk of the international charac-
ter of science, must recognize its interracial character and put an end to discrimi-
natory practices at meetings, etc.” Lorch also became active within the NAACP,
serving as state vice president and a member of the Nashville chapter.26

Although White, Lee Lorch lived near Fisk, “in the heart of the Black com-
munity.” Following the Supreme Court’s 1954 decision that declared segregation
in public education unconstitutional, Lorch and Robert and Gertrude Rempfer
petitioned the Nashville school board to admit their daughters to Pearl Elemen-
tary School, an all-Black school near the Fisk campus.?’ According to Lorch, he
and the Rempfers felt compelled to establish “an atmosphere of peaceful com-
pliance with this decision [the Brown decision] and to show there was white
support in the South for it.” Their requests “were denied pending a final imple-
mentation decree by the United States Supreme Court,” Upon hearing the school
board’s decision, Z. Alexander Looby, a Black city councilman and attorney for
the NAACP, announced that legal action would be taken against the school
board. On September 7, 1954, Lorch was subpoenaed by HUAC and was re-
quired to testify in Dayton, Ohio, on September 15 of that year.®

According to Lorch, the Nashville Tennessean knew about the subpoena
before it was served and informed President Johnson immediately. He thinks
that it is likely that the Tennessean provoked the subpoena:
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wanteddﬁnptosuyasmeywexe.newouldseethatdwydid.miswas
h’spmgmm.Andofoomseouracﬁonshowedthattheone hundred
percent wasn't quite one hundred: percent. The Nasbville Tennessean
thenbegantomakeinquiﬁsaboutme,andlwasimmediauelysubpoe-
naed by the House Un-American Activities Committee, 2

In response 1 HUAC's Questioning, Lee Lorch testified that he was not a
member of the Communistpanyduringhisappoinunems at Fisk. In the opinion
of both Warren Taylor and Frank Fetter of the AAUP, Lorch offered this testi-
mony “contrary to his conscience, inordertosafegua:dhisinsﬁmdonagainst '
unfavorable publicity.” Lorch believed that “one of the purposes of this shotgun
expedition was to smear Fisk University and to procure unfavorable publicity for
it” An “unfriendly witness” (his words), he refused to answer questions regard-
ing his past membership in the Communist party in 1941 during his graduate
study at the University of Cincinnati, noting that political affiliations and activi-
ties were personal and guarded by the First Amendment. Although reported by
one researcher as having invoked the Fifth Amendment so as to not incriminate
himself, Lorch did not. As a result of his lack of cooperation with the HUAC,
Lorch was cited for contempt of Congress.% X

The next day, both the Nasbville Tennessean and the Nasbville Banner gave
substantial coverage to the hearing and published 2 statement, released in ad-.
vance, by Charles S. Johnson. johnson stated, “Fisk’s position regarding commu-
nism, in the present state of the nation and world, is forthright and unequivocal.
We do not knowingly, employ or retain faculty members who hold this alle-
giance.” Furthermore, Johnson declared that, “in these times, invoking the Fifth

practical purposes tantamount to admission of membership. Under any such
circumstances Fisk University would have to take prompt steps to release the
person from its faculty.”3!

In preparing the advance press release, Charles Johnson most likely alluded
to the wrong amendment, According to the AAUP, Johnson, who issued the

defending the civil liberties of his faculty member.32

Over the next few weeks, Johnson let the Nashville papers know that the
Board of Trustees would be reviewing Lorch’s case and considering his dismissal
from Fisk. On October 28, 1954, Lee Lorch appeared before the Fisk Board of
Trustees at the request of President Johnson, who told him to “hold himself in
readiness to answer questions.” Ironically, charges were never brought against
Lorch by the university, nor did he receive any official statement from President
Johnson. In fact, Lorch’s main source of information on his status within the
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university was the local press. During his appearance before the Fisk Board of
Trustees, Lorch gave a prepared statement that was 13 single-spaced pages in
length. The majority of the statement criticized the HUAC and its procedures.
However, Lorch also made it clear that he believed this incident was a retaliation
by Nashville segregationists, who disagreed with his activism on behalf of Black
civil rights.33 '

The decision to dismiss Lorch did not come quickly. On November 19,
1954, with one member dissenting, the Fisk Board of Trustees voted not o
renew Lee Lorch’s appointment at the university. According to Lorch, the Fisk
board initially voted 17 to 2 in favor of retaining him, but “then one of the white
members of the board, a local manufacturer, got up and . . . said that if . . . (the]
decision stands, he . . . [would] resign from the board and spread his resignation
in the press, and that the other dissenting member would do the same.” Al-
though Lorch attributes a great amount of power to this local manufacturer (Dan
May), according to John Hope Franklin, who was present at the board meeting,
“Dan May didn’t have great influence and usually didn’t understand the issues
being discussed.”

Several months later, at the next quarterly board meeting, a board-appointed
executive committee voted 10 to 1 not to renew Lorch’s contract. Although
Lorch continued to petition the Fisk board, the executive committee’s decision
was approved on April 29, 1955, by the full board, with all White members
present voting for Lorch’s dismissal and most Black trustees voting to retain him.
However, a few Black trustees, including John Hope Franklin, supported johnson
and felt that Lorch was given due process. It is clear that Johnson was as respon-
sible for the move to dismiss Lorch as the White trustees

Prior to and after Lorch’s “official” dismissal, many Fisk faculty, staff, alumni,
and students pledged their support for him. Along with several other faculty
members, Professor Nelson Fuson of the physics department offered to take a
cut in pay to make up a salary for Lee Lorch. Furthermore, the local chapter of
the AAUP came to Lorch’s defense. Faculty and students circulated petitions,
wrote letters, held meetings, and spoke to the administration on Lorch’s behalf,
A later AAUP investigation noted that “twenty-two student leaders, 150 alumni,
157 citizens, . . . [and] forty-seven of seventy eligible faculty members, . . . made
representation to President Johnson and the Board in behalf of the retention of
Professor Lorch.” Although this investigation reprimanded johnson for a viola-
tion of academic freedom, the authors do not give a deuiled definition of aca-
demic freedom; they merely refer to Lorch'’s constitutional rights as a citizen. As
Ellen Schrecker points out in her 1986 publication No Ivory Tower, as late as 1953
there was not a single agreed-upon definition of academic freedom.35

On the subject of the campus-wide uproar that arose over the Lorch contro-
versy, Patrick Gilpin states, “Lorch did nothing to discourage this support and
apparently was a participant, if not an organizer.” Although he may have as-
sisted in the organization of activities, it is apparent that Lorch’s friends were
profoundly loyal and defended his integrity and rights. They admired his stead-
fast fight for civil rights, respected his professional competency, or valued his
personal right of association and his academic right to freedom. However, it was
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precisely these activities on his behalf that the board cited as a reason for Lorch’s
dismissal: “There has been continual agitation of the question on the campus to
thedenimentofdlepursuitoft&chingandstudying. - . stimulated by some
person or persons who had little or no regard for the adverse effect that it might
have on the healthy pursuit of learning. 3% .

In Johnson’s mind, the greatest good for Fisk was to disassociate the univer-
sity from Lorch. Perhaps this is the reason why he returned Lorch’s National
Science Foundation (NSF) award, According to Lorch, “Shortly after my appear-
ance before HUAC, the National Science Foundation approved my application
for a research grant [the first such for Fisk). Without consulting me, Dr. Johnson
returned the check to NSE.”

A Decision to Secure Fisk’s Future

Why would Charles Johnson, an ardent advocate of civil rights, not have fought
to retain a man whose viewsonBlackadvancementweresimﬂartohisown?On
the surface, the decision not to renew Lorch’s contract seems merely an example
of the denial of academic freedom and the reasonable safeguards of academic
due process. However, to reach this conclusion ignores the important issues of
Johnson'’s leadership style, the history of Fisk, and the context of the South in
the 1950s.37

Charles Johnson's dismissal of Lorch had little to do with the difference
between invoking the First or Fifth Amendment or Lorch’s right to do so under
the concept of academic freedom. Instead, the dismissal was most likely based
on a difference in the type of civil rights activism practiced by Johnson and
Lorch. Charles Johnson knew the South. Johnson doubted the effectiveness of
large-scale protest events because he thought that, under southern conditions,
they might lead to violence and be more detrimental than helpful. Instead of
promoting acts of civil disobedience, Johnson took a2 pragmatic approach and
tried to find allies within the White power structure. He used research to con-
vince these allies, such as Edwin Embree, Will Alexander, and John Hay Whitney,
to change the direction of Black higher education from industrial o liberal in the
early 1930s and to assist young Black scholars in their quest for educational
funding. Whereas other race relations leaders, including Du Bois, tenided 1o fight
racism primarily in the Northeast, Johnson chose to stay in the South.38

In contrast to Johnson, Lorch was from the Northeast and was much more
idealistic and confrontational in his approach. In one instance, Lorch sublet his
Stuyvesant Town apartment to a Black family in open defiance of that New York
housing project's policy of excluding Blacks. In the words of Nelson Fuson,
Lorch’s colleague, “Lorch was an activist for integration. Many people were afraid
that they, or the breadwinners of their family, would risk being fired if they
publicly supporned an unpopular cause like desegregation even if it was the
comrect cause. But Lorch was not one of these!”®

As a college president, Johnson wanted to make sure that his style pre-
vailed. In the past, Johnson had sometimes been possessive of his creations, For
example, Johnson was criticized by several other Black sociologists—W. E. B.
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Du Bois, E. Franklin Frazier—~for hoarding research resources for Fisk and acting
as the gatekeeper of Black sociological research. According to Butler Jones, as
head of the Fisk race relations institute, Johnson had exercised control over the
field of Black sociology and race relations research. However, Jones also notes
that Johnson was praised by many Black sociologists. They “freely admitted
[their] indebtedness to him for his work in maintaining at Fisk a center for the
education and training of blacks in the intricacies of sociological research.” Johnson
continued this diligent yet controlling style of management as president of Fisk.
He was known among the faculty as a demanding leader. Certainly, this style of
leadership would have come into conflict with Lorch’s forward actions, 4

Although his decision to dismiss Lorch was not honorable, in making it,
Johnson was being true to his own agenda of securing Fisk’s future. Johnson
knew well the potential backlash Fisk might receive from a decision to retain
Lorch. Even Lee Lorch acknowledged that Johnson was under a great amount of
pressure:

It must be understood what a black institution is. It's not an institution
controlied by African-Americans; it's one attended by them. The control
still rests in the hands of those who control the rest of society. With some
of the historically black institutions of the Sou , in those days, every
single member of the board was white. . . . The then president of Fisk
was the first nonwhite president in its history. 4!

As under the presidency of McKenzie, when Nashville Whites criticized Fisk
for being too “radical,” northern philanthropists became nervous about support-
ing the institution. Although his defense of Du Bois and the subject matter at the
race refations institutes showed that he would not cave in to outside pressure
under every circumstance, Johnson understood that Fisk's survival depended on
at least a few allies within the White community. In the Lorch incident, it was
apparent that those few allies had retreated. Although not merely a puppet of
philanthropists, as McKenzie had been, Johnson had to be particular about the
baules he fought. He made his decisions with the best interest of Fisk in mind.

Just as Johnson was detailed, almost meticulous, about the research and
activities of the Fisk race relations institutes, he had his own vision of how Fisk
would react to the Brown decision. After Brown, the atmosphere in the local
community was tense, and Johnson chose to put the survival of Fisk before the
testing of Brown. That he made this decision was no accident when we consider
his philosophy on integration. Although he supported Brown by contributing
research toward Kenneth Clark’s studies and making affirmative public state-
ments after the decision, Johnson clearly believed that integration alone would
not bring about Black equality. When asked in 1942 whether Blacks should
insist upon integration, he replied, “No, because integration is not something
that can be commanded or conferred. They should insist upon equality of status
in their own right as Negroes and without social and economic penalties for
their physical differences.” Contrary to those who thought that the legal end to
- segregation made HBCUs unnecessary, Johnson saw a continuing need for these
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institutions. At the 1956 United Negro College Fund campaign meeting, johnson
said with conviction:

Although the vehemence of Johnson’s statement could be attributed to the
“rhetoric of fund raising,” Johnson “rarely practiced the art of hyperbole” during
his career. It is likely that johrison, a lifelong champion of Black colleges, was
expressing a deeply felt conviction 42

For Charles Johnson, dismissing Lee Lorch was not an easy decision. In fact,
he told Nelson Fuson in confidence that Lorch was wronged but that he had 10
do it for the institution. Perhaps this is why, in writing to the president of Philan-
der Smith College regarding Lorch’s future employment, he gave a shining rec-
ommendation of Lorch and went to great lengths to avoid mentioning the con-
troversy: “I shall only say that Dr. Lorch is a very competent mathematician. Our
decision not to renew his contract was not on the basis of his mathematical
ability or his racial attitudes.” ’

From the perspective of the post—civil rights era, it is difficult to understand
why Johnson might have dismissed such a strong supporter of Black equality.
Was he forced to make this decision? Although Johnson was under a great amount
of pressure from southern Whites, his history of independent decision making
proves him to be more than just their pawn. Johnson most likely viewed Lorch’s
dismissal as a necessary sacrifice for the long-term benefit of Black higher edu-
cation, specifically at Fisk. In certain instances, values collide in ways that make
it impossible to take the “right” course of action from all viewpoints. Such was
the case in Johnson’s decision to dismiss Lee Lorch. Johnson saw Fisk as an
institution that would meet the needs of Blacks in a transitional era—an era free
of legal segregation but without a guarantee of full integration. Johnson under-
stood that to secure Fisk’s future existence and prosperity he needed, at various
times, cooperation both from southern Whites and from the Fisk community,
Given the current backlash against affirmative action, it is apparent that this
transitional era is not yet over. Colleges such as Fisk still have a role to play in
8uaranteeing equal education to Blacks and providing diverse cultural centers.43

The questions of academic freedom raised by the Lee Lorch case are unre-
solved to this day. Although the American academy adopted the German con-
cept of academic freedom, the extent of this professorial right has always been
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These factors led them to demand greater freedom in public utterances outside
of their discipline. When the AAUP first created the guidelines for academic
freedom, there was an effort to expand the German concept to include free
speech and even political activism outside of the classroom. This effort pro-
voked a backlash by some who thought that this kind of freedom shielded
professors from any responsibility for their actions—including actions that were
detrimental to their own institutions. Unlike other public figures, who were
givenﬁ'eespeechbutwereexpectedtobwd:econsequencesofunpopula:
opinions, professors were asking for a broad mandate to express their opinions
on all subjects without negative career consequences.

The final statement of the AAUP regarding “extramural utterances” was
ambivalent. On the one hand, it noted that professors should not be prohibited
from “expression to their judgments upon controversial questions, or that their
freedom of speech outside the university should be limited to questions falling
within their own specialties. . . . [Furthermore, they should not be denied the
right to] support . . . organized movements which they believe to be in the
public interest.” On the other hand, it was quick to point out the need for
professors to avoid making “hasty or unverified or exaggerated statements, and
to refrain from intemperate or sensational modes of expression.” As stated in
1955 by Richard Hofstadter and Walter Metzger, the extent of academic freedom
continues to be a “vexing question.”

The Lorch incident provides a good example of how this debate over the
extent of academic freedom plays out in a politically charged setting. No one
challenged Lee Lorch’s competence as a researcher and teacher; instead, the
~ decision to dismiss Lorch concerned his right to participate in a form of political
activism that could have harmed the university. Similar incidents continue to
occur today. In a recent interview, historian Ellen Schrecker stated:

Professorsnnybelosingtheirabﬂityandwiﬂinmtospeakwton
issues outside the classroom. Because of the job crunch, junior faculty
aresoinseauemmeymnnotnowopezﬂytakepoliﬂcalposiﬁomas
they did in the 1960s. Junior faculty~—and this, of course, would apply to
adiunasaswell——axedepﬂvedoftheoppormnitytoactintheircapadty
as citizens.

Today, universities are increasingly adopting a corporate model—downsizing,
outsourcing, and replacing tenured faculty positions with adjuncts. These prac-
tices put pressure on faculty members to curtail political involvement that might
bring negative publicity to their institutions, Just as the fear of negative public
opinion in a racially hostile, segregated South was the impetus for dismissing
Lorch, today’s universities are being pressured to adopt a narrow view of aca.
demic freedom that prohibits professors from advocating on behalf of unpopu-
lar causes. The context of a Black college shows the impact of economic pres-
sure on the academic setting. When an institution is constantly under pressure to
gamer funds from remotely connected sources, there is a strong tendency to
follow the status quo. The lack of financial resources of many alumni and par-
ents of Black colleges means that these institutions must rely more heavily on
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foundaﬁonmppora“mishelpsustoundmdmeacﬁonsofcmdss.]ohnson
at Fisk but also underscores the need for clarification of how far the concept of
. academic freedom should reach 5
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