
Academic Freedom and 
Political Liberty 

Academic freedom requires discriminating limitations 

upon political activities on university campuses. 

Albert Lepawsky 

The present wave of political pro- 
test among university students poses 
a unique challenge for American sci- 
entists and scholars, who are tradition- 
ally devoted to academic freedom. 
Heretofore, protest at American uni- 
versities has been a prerogative of pro- 
fessors and has been focused largely 
upon the protection of their profes- 
sional privileges. Now, a profound dis- 
content has arisen among their stu- 
dents, overflowing the campus and 
threatening to engulf the entire body 
politic. The current protest movement 
may turn out to be but another chap- 
ter in the struggle for academic free- 
dom, somewhat enlarged for the pro- 
tec!tion of students as well as teachers. 
Or, by virtue of its unprecedented po- 
litical character, the student movement 
may become a turning point in the 
development of the American univer- 
sity system, which is being increasingly 
pressured toward greater politization. 
The outcome will depend on a com- 
plex of forces now buffeting a society 
in political flux. But one of the deter- 
mining factors is bound to be the 
American academician's own concep- 
tion of the proper role of the univer- 
sity as an intellectual institution and 
his own style of behavior and profes- 
sional conduct during the period 
which lies ahead. 

Role of Professors in Student Protests 

The causes of student discontent are 
now being probed to an increasing de- 
gree (1). Insofar as the professor's 
role and responsibility may be con- 
cerned, it is true that his scholarly 
researches and other professional com- 

mitments have curtailed his time in the 
classroom, interfered with his teaching 
functions, and limited his contribu- 
tions as personal counselor to the stu- 
dent. However, there is no convincing 
evidence that the average American 
student today gets fewer hours of per- 
sonal attention from his various teach- 
ers and other specialized counselors, or 
poorer pedagogical services in general, 
than he has gotten in the past at 
American universities, or than he could 
get elsewhere, Oxford and Cambridge 
tutorials notwithstanding. There is, 
in fact, evidence that students are 

proud of, and profit greatly from as- 
sociation with, teachers who devote 
much of their time to research and 
consultation. Paradoxically, too, the 
extent of student protest seems some- 
times to be in inverse proportion to 
the educational effort expended. Thus 
the protest movement was most force- 
ful in California where a modern uni- 
versity, with unusually favorable facil- 
ities for both undergraduates and 
graduates, has been amply financed by 
a responsive state government. And it 
is also anomalous that, at Berkeley, 
student protests were least in profes- 
sional fields such as engineering and 
business administration, where the out- 
side preoccupations of professors and 
the internal evidence of "bigness" were 
supposed to be highest (2). 

It seems fruitless, therefore, to at- 
tribute student protests, with their pre- 
dominant political overtones, to teach- 
er neglect. The fact is that the most 
subtle support for the student move- 
ment comes from the professoriat it- 
self. This support results from the fac- 
ulty's political influence as well as 
from its educational impact upon stu- 
dents, both on the college campus and 
in relation to the civil community. 

Law professors Thomas Emerson and 
David Haber have described the fac- 
ulty's role in the following terms 
(and their view would undoubtedly be 
widely supported within the teaching 
profession) (3): "Much of the educa- 
tional value of the university takes 
place outside the classroom. Freedom 
in this area of university life is as 
essential to intellectual and ethical de- 
velopment as freedom in the class- 
room. Indeed, an atmosphere of excite- 
ment and ferment in the academic 
community at large may be more 
meaningful to the student than free- 
dom of discussion within the confines 
of the class. Moreover, to the extent 
that students are affected by example, 
it is instructive for the academic to 
appear to them as a person who en- 
joys participation in the adventure of 
change and as a man of the world 
whose ideas can be taken seriously 
by those who are preparing to live 
in it." 

Faculty Responsibility 

for Student Conduct 

Realization of this ideal raises per- 
plexing problems for the professor. To 
his embarrassment, he finds that polit- 
ical participation by students or col- 
leagues does not always follow the 
rational style to which he is commit- 
ted. His dilemma is illustrated by the 
diverse reactions, at this year's annual 
meeting of the American Association 
of University Professors (AAUP), con- 
cerning the issues of student unrest 
and political freedom (4, 5). 

On the one hand, the association's 
general secretary, who was acquainted 
with the views of individual mem- 
bers with whom he had corresponded 
and familiar with the details of epi- 
sodes at various universities, cautioned 
the membership about participating in 
the "era of the ultimatum." He report- 
ed that "it is not only students who 
are taking unprecedented steps to gain 
recognition and concurrence for de- 
mands that often leave small ground 
for the kind of consultation and de- 
bate that academic people are ,accus- 
tomed to," but that "some faculty 
groups are also resorting to pressure 
tactics-threatened strikes or boycotts, 
publicity before demands have been 
examined or answered, refusal to use 
established faculty agencies, appeals to 
students for sympathetic support, and 
related efforts which often bring issues 
to the state of immediate crisis." 
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On the other hand, the AAUP Res- 
olutions Committee report, adopted 
without debate at the plenary meeting, 
enumerated the popularly cited 
"causes" of "student unrest" without 
reference to the factor of faculty con- 
duct. It did criticize "insulation of the 

community of scholars from the un- 

dergraduate student body" and "flight 
of many able faculty members from 
the task of teaching," but the resolu- 
tion on "political freedom" which fol- 
lowed was directed against "capri- 
cious institutional discipline," and al- 

though it stated that universities "have 
the right to make and enforce reason- 
able regulations relating to the time, 
place and manner" of "political activi- 
ties" by "members of the academic 

community," it ended with a plea 
against "abuse of administrative 
authority." 

Apart from the possible implication 
that professors are not responsible for 

university "administrative authority," 
these resolutions gloss over the core 
question which professors will have to 
confront if they wish to play their full 
role in maintaining the university as a 
viable intellectual institution. This 

question, which the professorial reso- 
lutions have so far answered rather 

permissi,ely (6), may be phrased as 
follows: Should students and faculty 
be permitted to engage on the premises 
of the university in the whole reper- 
toire of political activities they are 
permitted to carry on in the society at 

large, being limited by the university 
only as to "time, place, and manner," 
and should they be completely free of 

university discipline with respect to 
off-campus political activities, regard- 
less of whether such activities are 
held to be legal or illegal? 

Long before this key issue, in its 
numerous ramifications, is clarified by 
courts of law, by university governing 
boards, or by state legislatures, or 

through more careful deliberation with- 
in the profession itself, individual pro- 
fessors will have to decide how they 
are going to conduct themselves and 
how they will advise their students to 
behave in the current circumstances. 

Proper Limitations upon 
Political Activities 

Activities, that global word which 

professors now use in their resolutions 

concerning political freedom, covers a 
multitude of acts. "Political activities," 
in particular, range all the way from 
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political speech and advocacy to po- 
litical organization and action. Indic- 
ative of some of the current pressures 
upon professors, who normally make 

exacting-- sometimes hair-splitting - 

distinctions, is the fact that they are 

willing to adopt blanket resolutions 

endorsing such la wide scope of intricate 
human behavior at a university as is 

comprehended in the concept of po- 
litical action, or in the term political 
activities, without requiring substan- 
tive limitations upon members of the 
academic community. 

There is little doubt that the prin- 
ciples of both academic freedom and 

political liberty fully justify, on our 

university campuses, speech or ad- 

vocacy that is unrestricted except 
possibly as to time, place and man- 
ner of expression (admittedly, substan- 
tive limitations may also be justified 
if nonregulation results in defamation 
or obscenity) (3). But to liberate politi- 
cal activity entirely from university 
discipline, except for possible regula- 
tion of the time, place, and manner in 
which it is carried out, is a more haz- 
ardous undertaking. For, unless there 
is some proviso to the contrary, the 
"political activities" thus sanctioned in- 
clude not only the intellectual proc- 
esses of political inquiry and expres- 
sion, political learning and teaching, 
and political experience-getting and 

experiment-making but also the mount- 

ing and directing of political demon- 
strations, the managing and financing 
of political campaigns, and the organ- 
izing and conducting of political move- 
ments (7). 

I do not wish to be understood 
as saying that the educational process 
should entirely preclude, at our uni- 

versities, experience with political dem- 
onstrations, political campaigns, and 

political movements. On the contrary, 
I myself encourage students to partici- 
pate in exactly this sort of thing and 
I do some share of it myself-but not 

necessarily on the premises of, or 

using the facilities of, the university. 
A major reason for drawing some 

line of demarcation between allow- 
able and disallowable political ac- 
tivities on campus is pedagogical. 
From an educational point of view, 
the preferable place for active political 
experience, as for "field work" for stu- 
dents generally, is usually within the 

political and social community off 

campus. Political experience is gener- 
ally more realistic if acquired in an 
actual political constituency; it tends 
to be nonfunctional or artificial if 

acquired on campus-except, of 
course, in the case of student partici- 
pation in student government. It should 
be added, too, that freedom of political 
expression on campus should properly 
include the right of students to par- 
ticipate, within their own clubs or 
their own branches of the political 
parties, in discussion and debate on 

off-campus political issues and the 

right to prepare themselves to partici- 
pate in off-campus political activities. 

By way of illustration, let us con- 
sider application of these detailed dis- 
tinctions in the area of civil rights. 
There is no reason why students 

(and faculty) should be discouraged 
from mounting, managing, and organ- 
izing-even directing, financing, and 

conducting-at our universities, edu- 

cation, information, and training pro- 
grams for disfranchised voters, or for 
themselves as participants in, or lead- 
ers of, civil rights activities. Nor is 
there any reason why they should be 
deterred from participating, off cam- 

pus, in political demonstrations, cam- 

paigns, and movements. 
At this point, one may rightfully 

ask, Are there not marginal cases in 
which it will be difficult to delineate 
and to enforce such fine distinctions 
as are here proposed between educa- 

tionally legitimate forms of political 
advocacy or ;activity on the university 
campus and full-fledged political ac- 

tivity of a type more suitable off 

campus? The answer is that no sig- 
nificant distinction in the realms of 

political education or political behavior 
is easy to draw, but the difficulty of 
the task should not preclude profes- 
sors from pursuing it on a case-to- 
case basis. 

Indeed, the meat and bone of a 

meaningful university education, par- 
ticularly in the behavioral, social, and 

political sciences, is the clarification 
of exactly such tough distinctions. 
This is the essence of the higher-educa- 
tion process-this very search for pru- 
dent and proper judgments and values 
about social conduct and political be- 
havior exactly at the point where 

discourse and argument can take one 
no further and must give way to 

learning which leads to comprehen- 
sion and sagacity. It is ironic that, 

today, some of those who have criticized 
the university most severely for failing 
to impart to students a sense of values 
now wish to restrain the university from 

saying what is right and what is wrong 
about carrying on various kinds of po- 
litical 'activities on or off campus. 
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Societal Rights and 

Institutional Privileges 

We still might ask ourselves, How 
does one go about discovering the 
boundaries between proper and im- 
proper political conduct on the part of 
students and faculty? Whatever the 
answer may be, are we to assume that 
members of a university have fewer 
political rights than other citizens? 

One formula for answering this 
question is that contained in the 1965 
AAUP resolution (4)--a formula per- 
mitting "political activities concomi- 
tant with the principles underlying the 
Bill of Rights." But this formula is 
insufficient, in itself, to solve the prob- 
lem that confronts us. The guarantees 
contained in the Bill of Rights apply 
to individuals as citizens of the society 
at large, not necessarily to groups of 
individuals as members of social insti- 
tutions. Members of society's sub- 
structures are continually denied rights 
within their respective institutions 
which they are free to exercise as 
members of society at large. In our 
pluralistic society, dissident or disrup- 
tive members of organizations, who 
persist in exercising rights denied by 
the organization which they possess as 
members of society in general, are al- 
ways free-in fact are continually in- 
vited by their colleagues-to go out 
and "Hire a hall." 

A church member, for example, 
who repudiates the church's doctrines 
and is denied the opportunity of con- 
ducting his own preach-in from the 
pulpit cannot plead in the courts of 
the land that he is thereby deprived of 
his freedom of speech. A member of 
the bar is constantly debarred from 
making certain kinds of public com- 
ments about pending cases-comments 
which are perfectly permissible for the 
citizenry at large. A member of the 
military cannot preach pacifism on the 
firing line or the rifle range, although 
he may possibly be permitted to do so 
at the corner pub when he is on fur- 
lough (8). 

By the same token .there would 
seem to be no constitutional barrier to 
relevant limitation of the exercise at 
a university of certain political rights 
possessed by its students and staff 
as members of society, especially when 
the rights so limited involve action 
rather than advocacy. If our courts 
were to hold otherwise, every college 
campus in the land could become the 
site of a full-scale factional arena or 
political party headquarters, and our 
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universities might readily be converted 
from academic to political institutions. 
The very purpose of establishing sep- 
arate societal organizations, such as the 
university, is to permit members to en- 
joy particular advantages they could 
not enjoy as nonmembers, at the cost 
of certalin privileges they can other- 
wise continue to exercise in their ca- 
pacity as citizens. Such a system of 
societal substructures, with special 
privileges and limitations, is justified 
because the net benefits accruing to 
society as a whole exceed those which 
would accrue if there were no sep- 
arate organizations with unique oppor- 
tunities and responsibilities for their 
members. 

The university is merely one such 
constituent institution, albeit one of the 
most significant for a free society. It is 
a sanctuary established for the un- 
hampered cultivation of the mind, for 
the benefit not merely of its own mem- 
bers but of society at large. The priv- 
ilege of possessing such extraordinary 
freedom as the university provides is 
accompanied by special obligations, 
but the net amount of freedom re- 
sulting from such a limitation, both for 
the members of the university and for 
the rest of soicety, is greater than it 
otherwise would be. 

Political Conduct on 

and off Campus 

None of this discussion disposes of 
the more difficult question of whether 
university regulation can be applied to 
off-campus activities of members of the 
academic community. On this issue, a 
prevailing view among American pro- 
fessors seems at present to be, let's 
leave off-campus activity completely 
outside the realm of university regula- 
tion, both as to its substance and as to 
the time, place and manner in which it 
is carried out, even when such activity 
turns out to be illegal, since illegal 
conduct will be taken care of by the 
regular off-campus law-enforcement 
authorities ,(9). 

Nevertheless, let us suppose that a 
student or professor in his political pur- 
suits off campus persists in preaching 
and manifesting hate or violence. Un- 
der the doctrine of immunity from 
university discipline, our institutions of 
higher learning could be required to 
retain such a .person as a member of 
the academic community even though 
it is determined that his conduct makes 
him unfit as a student or scholar. To 

require universities to retain such in- 
dividuals would downgrade academic 
standards to the lowest common de- 
nominator of political conduct in our 
society. 

All societies place some limitations 
upon the political activities of their cit- 
izens. Communist societies prohibit cer- 
tain Nazi-style and democratic activi- 
ties, Nazi societies prohibit certain 
Communist-type and democratic activ- 
ities, and democratic societies try to 
regulate certain kinds of Nazi and 
Communist activities. This need not 
necessarily mean that the universities 
of democratic societies should expel or 
discharge, or should absolutely refuse 
to admit or hire, students or professors 
for reputed adherence to Communist 
or Nazi doctrine or discipline or for 
mere membership in the Communist 
or Nazi parties. To exclude such in- 
dividuals from the universities is not 
the practice in some of the world's 
most mature democracies and need not 
necessarily be in our own. However, 
those American colleges and universi- 
ties which decide that they wish to free 
themselves of students or faculty who, 
through intolerant behavior, show that 
they lack the rational qualities re- 
quired for membership in the academ- 
ic community should not be pro- 
hibited from doing so. 

Past experience of American pro- 
fessors in having to defend some of 
their colleagues against loose and un- 
just accusations of unfitness may deter 
them from giving sympathetic consid- 
eration to this difficult problem of es- 
tablishing criteria of fitness. Further- 
more, there may be good pedagogical 
grounds for arguing that professors 
should be more reluctant to apply 
these standards to the conduct of their 
students than to their own conduct. 
But, in refusing to take a stand them- 
selves on such difficult matters, pro- 
fessors ought not deny the right of 
professional colleagues or sister insti- 
tutions to take such a stand if these 
colleagues or institutions deem a strong 
stand necessary to the fulfillment of 
their responsibility for enforcing stan- 
dards of academic selection or academ- 
ically relevant standards of political 
conduct. 

Political Freedom and 

Academic Responsibility 

Now let us consider one of the most 
neglected aspects of the issue of aca- 
demic freedom as it is now being posed 
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at American universities. Academic 
freedom should be defined as constitut- 
ing more than a guarantee of intel- 
lectual integrity or political liberty. It 
should comprehend, as well, the free- 
dom of members of the academic 
community to carry on their work un- 
hampered by colleagues and students 
who engage in political activity and 
exert pressures to the point of dis- 
turbing the teaching, research, and 
other relevant functions of the uni- 
versity (10). Does not the academic 
community lose part of its freedom 
when some of its members, wishing to 
enlarge their own or the university's 
role in the realm of political action, 
interfere with those of its members 
who want to carry on their work with- 
out interruption during the ever-ongo- 
ing debates of an active political so- 
ciety? 

As for the effects on the off-campus 
community of political activity on the 
part of students or colleagues, faculty 
members tend to be rather indulgent 
about the spillover from campus to 
community. Professors often take the 
position that their primary duty is to 
their students and to science, let the 
chips fall where they may. Righteously, 
often rightfully, they turn a deaf ear 
to the off-campus public-politicians 
or press, parents or alumni, special in- 
terests seeking favors, pressure groups 
voicing objections, legislative bodies, 
or even university governing boards, 
whose members are also sometimes 
classified with these "extraneous influ- 
ences." Irrelevant pressures upon the 
university have been numerous in the 
past and still exist today, and faculty 
opposition to them is understandable 
and justifiable. But when, on the prem- 
ises of the university or under the 
shield of scholarship, professors and 
their students involve themselves or 
the rest of the academic community 
in political activities affecting the wider 
society, the reaction of the general pub- 
lic or of its various pressure groups 
becomes relevant, to say the least. Cer- 
tainly it deserves sympathetic under- 
standing, if not support, on the part 
of scientists and scholars. 

Universities cannot have things both 
ways. If their political role is allowed 
to escalate, how can their members 
dissuade the body politic within the 
greater society from scrutinizing their 
supposedly intellectual conduct and 
from throwing into the balance the po- 
litical counterweight of other groups 
or interests who claim to be threatened 
by the academicians? Once unilateral 
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changes are made in the established 
boundaries between universities and 
other societal institutions, no matter 
how justified such modification may 
seem to be, we have a game of 
musical chairs that can be played by 
all participants in a pluralistic society. 
In such a fluid society as ours, espe- 
cially one in which the population is 
constantly being upgraded intellectual- 
ly, the realm of the intellect cannot 
remain the sole -preserve of the in- 
tellectual, certainly not when the in- 
tellectual starts poaching on the terri- 
tory of others who are often just as 
knowledgeable about political affairs 
and possibly about intellectual affairs 
as he is. Whether any society can re- 
main viable and free if its constituent 
groups become embroiled in jurisdic- 
tional disputes of this kind is an open 
question. 

The belief that the public can be 
kept from the academic arena while 
students and faculty increasingly use 
the university as a sanctuary from 
which to project upon society their 
own political preferences is sociolog- 
ically untenable, and, what is more 
such a policy is politically unwork- 
able. Why should we assume that the 
winds of politics will continue to pro- 
duce students and professors of the po- 
litical opinion which at present prevails 
at our universities and which we cur- 
rently find congenial? For intellectuals 
who profess the long view, this is a 
patently short-sighted policy which 
can easily boomerang. When new and 
somewhat hostile political elements 
move in on the campus, as they are 
likely to do, how are the professors 
then going to protect the university's 
"neutrality" when they have already 
started to sacrifice it? 

Trends in Politics and the 

Role of the Intellectual 

The political center of gravity in 
the professoriat has steadily shifted, 
with the Square Deal, the New Deal, 
the Fair Deal, the New Freedom, the 
New Frontier, and the Great Society, 
and we are now apparently experienc- 
ing an unprecedented massive trend of 
student opinion in the same general 
direction (11). This trend in student 
politics is unprecedented not only in 
degree but in character: student politi- 
cal strategy is now being coupled with 
political demonstration, civil disobedi- 
ence, and institutional disturbance. It 
would be a mistake to attribute this 

new form of pressure entirely to the 
current civil rights movement. In the 
case of civil rights, legal remedies for 
reform had been exhausted, the civil 
authorities had themselves violated the 
existing legal norms, and the disobedi- 
ence tactic was understandable as an 
expression of our revolutionary tradi- 
tion. 

Now, as a possibly emerging trend 
in American political behavior gen- 
erally, students and their faculty sup- 
porters are, as a matter of course, 
circumventing legal or academic proc- 
esses of complaint and consultation 
and are systematically resorting to di- 
rect action and pressure upon po- 
litical authorities, administrative agen- 
cies, university officials, and, some- 
times, faculty members themselves. 
Pressure politics have been employed 
previously at American universities. 
but this is the first time the university 
as an institution and the college cam- 
pus as a facility have been systemati- 
cally mobilized as a major organiza- 
tional base and functioning headquar- 
ters for political protest and for re- 
lated programs of social action. 

If American universities are deter- 
mined to experiment with drastic 
changes in their functional role, they 
should do so in accord with tested 
standards of American intellectual life, 
not choose criteria of conduct more 
characteristic of the political hustings. 
Much of what happens in the future 
will depend, of course, upon the cumu- 
lative impact of pending judicial de- 
cisions. For example, will the courts 
technically equate the American uni- 
versity campus with other special 
areas, such as medical centers, which 
are permitted to enforce relevant reg- 
ulations required for the preservation 
of their essential character, or will the 
university campus be considered a site 
for generally unlimited polemic ac- 
tivities? If intellectuals continue to tol- 
erate the increased use of academic 
institutions for political protest, they 
must be more realistic about one po- 
litical consequence; American univer- 
sities may become fair game for the 
radical right and the radical left, who 
are already eager to exploit this newly 
approved form of academic freedom. 

Conservative and right-inclined 
groups, though now relatively quies- 
cent at the universities, have also been 
learning some valuable lessons for the 
future from the present by-play of aca- 
demic politics. When the pendulum 
swings their way at the next or a 
subsequent election, may not they and 
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their student supporters and faculty 
sympathizers consider launching their 
own "teach-ins," if not their own "sit- 
ins"? More important still, may not 
these potentially powerful leaders of 
our political establishment, when they 
come to power, take active steps 
toward changing the political complex- 
ion of the academic establishment? If 
they did not, it would be one of the 
most remarkable cases of political ab- 
stinence in history. 

When that day comes, with what 
moral conviction or sense of justice 
will professors be able to resist the 
incursions of the public into their pre- 
empted domain over such educational 
questions as curricula and courses, stu- 
dent admissions, faculty appointments, 
extramural speakers, and "neutral" 
uses of university facilities. Now is the 
time for scholars and scientists to 
ponder whether they want to see a fur- 
ther politicizing of the American uni- 
versity at the expense of its continued 
growth in the realm of the intellect. 
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But, in renouncing the more tangible 
goals, pure science also renounces the 
relatively clear-cut economic and so- 
cial principles which serve to guide the 
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Since there are no readily defined 
material objectives, the guidelines of 
pure research are more subtle and 
harder to find. By common consent, its 
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nature and an ordering and simplifica- 
tion of that knowledge. In particular, 
our anthropomorphic outlook makes 
especially attractive any study which 
gives a clearer idea of man's place in the 
universe. This prescription is general 
but also rather vague. To determine 
whether a given study is important or 
trivial by this criterion is an esthetic 
rather than a quantitative decision. And 
in science as in everything else, esthet- 
ics and taste may easily be confused 
with fashion. 

Sometimes it seems easy to judge the 
importance of an area of pure 
research. It is obvious that particle 
physics is important simply because 
it concerns itself with an elementary 
and therefore important aspect of na- 
ture. It is almost as obvious that in- 
discriminate accumulation of data on 
some system into which many com- 
plex factors enter is unlikely to pro- 
duce much enlightenment. In general, 
however, it is difficult to make a defin- 
itive judgment on the ,absolute and 
relative merit of a field. The fact that 
a given problem may demand a very 
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