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In the early 1950s, three members of the faculty were forced out of our university for refusing to answer Congressional questions about their possible Communist affiliations.  The first two professors, M.I. Finley and Simon Heimlich, were fired.  A third, Abraham Glasser, was allowed to resign.  All three faculty members taught on the Newark campus, Heimlich as an associate professor of physics and mathematics in the pharmacy college then on this campus, Glasser as an associate professor of law, and Finley as an assistant professor of history.  As some of you will know, Finley went on to a distinguished career as an ancient historian at Cambridge University; he was knighted in 1979.  Heimlich and Glasser, however, never returned to academe.  Heimlich managed an investment brokerage in Elizabeth, but Glasser’s career, according to Judith Viorst, his wife at the time, was destroyed.  


These are the circumstances under which each of these faculty members was forced to leave Rutgers:  During the Cold War, as part of the attempt to root suspected Communists out of colleges and universities, perhaps a hundred faculty members were fired, typically for refusing to answer Congressional questions.  The events at Rutgers constitute a chapter in this history, one that began in 1951, when two former-Communist academics told Congress that Finley had led a Communist study group in the 1930s, when he was a graduate student at Columbia, and that he had also organized “some communist front organizations.”  Finley told Rutgers administrators that the “study group” was in fact an open Sunday night gathering that he and his wife had for their graduate student friends.  The supposed front organization was the American Committee for Democracy and Intellectual Freedom, the organization founded by Franz Boas in 1938 to discredit the theories of race put forth by the Nazis.  Although Finley had been subpoenaed by the McCarran Committee, Rutgers Dean Albert Meder told him not to worry.  Finley testified that he was not then a Communist but refused to say if he ever had been one; nor would he name anyone else, although he spoke freely about the Sunday gatherings and other matters.  His testimony attracted little attention at Rutgers or elsewhere.


Half a year later, in March 1952, Heimlich was called before the same committee, although it is still not clear what the committee’s interest in him was:  he was never publicly accused of being a Communist, having Communist affiliations, or doing anything illegal or against the interest of the United States.  Ellen Schrecker, the leading historian of this aspect of American history, says that the most damaging evidence she was able to find against Heimlich was that he had belonged to a scientists’ study group in 1946.  Heimlich himself thought that he had been the object of a personal vendetta by someone at Rutgers.  Once before the committee, however, Heimlich decided to stand on principle and he refused, on constitutional grounds, to answer all questions.  He did, however, tell Rutgers President Lewis Webster Jones that he was not then and had never been a communist, but that he would, as a matter of principle, refuse to make such statements about “my private ideas” to Congress.


Heimlich’s refusal to testify prompted an uproar at Rutgers and drew attention back to Finley as well.  Jones immediately appointed a committee of trustees, faculty, and alumni, which in turn recommended turning the issue over to a Special Faculty Committee of Review.  Both Finley and Heimlich cooperated with the Committee.  Less than two weeks after the Committee concluded that “no charges should be preferred” against either faculty member and “no further action be taken,” the Board of Trustees took up the issue and passed a resolution making it grounds for immediate dismissal of any member of the faculty or staff who refused “on the ground of the Fifth Amendment . . . to answer questions propounded by any duly constituted investigatory body . . . relating to whether he is, or has been, a member of the Communist Party.”  Finley and Heimlich were given until December 31 – nineteen days – to agree to testify or be fired.  When they declined, they were indeed fired.  In the preceding months, there had been considerable pressure on Rutgers from legislators, the governor, and the press.  J. Edgar Hoover had met with President Jones and they agreed to share information.  The University’s counsel warned that Rutgers “cannot offend public opinion.”  It should be noted, however, that there was considerable opposition to the Board’s decision to fire the two faculty members, so much so that the F.B.I. took note of several faculty members – some of the University’s most renowned scholars – who spoke up at a special meeting of the University Assembly.


With the precedent established, the outcome was predictable when Glasser was called to testify in March 1953 and declined to respond to HUAC’s questions: Rutgers allowed him to resign to avoid being fired.  More than a decade earlier, Glasser, then a lawyer at the Department of Justice, had been exonerated of charges of communism and espionage for passing on information about the Spanish Civil War; he was, however, found negligent and allowed to resign from Justice.  He continued working for the federal government, however, in the Office of Price Administration.  Even though he was subsequently admitted to the bar of the Supreme Court, the earlier taint of disloyalty continued to dog him.  Although Glasser’s refusal to answer HUAC’s questions drew the ire of the committee, Rutgers itself managed to remain in HUAC’s favor.  After the firing of Finley and Heimlich, the chair of HUAC held out Rutgers as a model to other universities, and other Congressmen praised the university as well.  F.B.I. memoranda also suggest that it had an informant at Rutgers.


Let us be clear:  Rutgers is deeply implicated in this unhappy phase of our country’s history.  Finley, Heimlich, and Glasser all lost their tenure-track positions for invoking their Constitutional right not to incriminate themselves.  The Board of Trustees did not even make such invocation of this right a severable offense until after Finley and Heimlich had declined to answer questions.  Glasser was the only one about whom actual acts of disloyalty, as distinguished from membership or association, were even alleged, but, it is important to note, he had been exonerated by the federal government before he was hired at Rutgers.  It appears, then, that Rutgers, at a time of considerable national anxiety, not only gave in to that anxiety but, by so doing, actively contributed the damage that it wrought, not only to the lives and careers of three members of its faculty but to the university and the nation itself.
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