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Adopted by the Faculty at its Meeting on October 4, 1967 

Preamble: 

For many years, Bennington College has practiced educational ideas 

that are only now attracting the recognition and support of other colleges 

and universities. Among the innovations that we take for granted (while 

many other institutions are still struggling to achieve them) are (1) a 

policy that seeks and fosters, in its faculty, individual style and 

achievement in professional activities, (2) a curriculum that is very 

largely geared to the individual needs and interests of the students, 

and (3) a pervading dedication of self-government in the conduct of the 

College's business. In effect, every individual who comes to the College--

as student, faculty member, or administrator--is put on his mettle as an 

individual, and his success in any capacity depends primarily on the 

intelligence with which he pursues his own interests. 

When the system works, it works admirably; a long history of 

individual achievement testifies to its worth. At the same time, when 

it fails to work as it should it tends to fall apart. The freedom that 

encourages individuals to go their own ways when they are acting creatively 

and autonomously also perm.its them to go their own ways even when their 

actions are regressive or destructive. The point of view that assigns 

value to individual experimentation and learning from experience also 

tends to protect those whose conduct produces no educational consequences 

for themselves and may do harm to others. Moreover, in the intended 

absence of external standards of conduct and rules of behavior that affect 

everybody uniformly, it is extremely difficult to discriminate between 
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the legitimate use of freedom and its distortions, or to secure ready 

acquiescence in the distinctions that must ultimately be made if the 

educational enterprise is to continue. The implementation of freedom 

is always a problem, even under the best of circumstances. 

As an alternative to fixed requirements and regulations, which 

must necessarily stifle individual autonomy, the College has adopted 

elaborate and often time-consuming techniques of consultation and nego

tiation intended to secure legitimate educational objectives without 

unduly encroaching on individual freedom and personal idiosyncracy. 

The president and members of his administration actively solicit the 

advice and assistance of numerous committees through which faculty 

members and (in some instances) students participate in the shaping of 

College policies. Likewise, the faculty is expected to respond con

structively to the inquiries and recommendations of a large number of 

committees, including the faculty and student E.P.C.'s, the educational 

counseling committees (panels), and the faculty divisions. Finally, 

students a.re asked to recognize the interest that the faculty and the 

administration may have in policies established in the first instance 

by the student body, as well as the interest that some groups of students 

may assert against others. In short, the freedom each individual possesses 

exists in conjunction with the freedom of other individuals, and potential 

conflicts of interest and judgment are resolved by institutional devices 

that seek to elicit accommodation on the basis of mutual concessions and 

shared values. 

Here is the point at which recent developments suggest that the 

processes of consultation and negotiation have broken down. In general, 

while both the administration and the faculty are jealous of their privileges 
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and prerogatives, both also recognize that the success of the College depends 

upon their effective collaboration. Hence questions of "rights" or of 

ultimate authority seldom arise, and even when there is a dispute about 

particular measures there is no very great tendency to decide them in 

terms of the legal claims of the disputants to make binding decisions. 

By contrast, the student body--or, at least, its spokesmen--are often 

tempted to repudiate expressions of adult concern over matters admittedly 

of primary interest to students, on the grounds that the student body has 

an exclusive interest in such matters. (A recent Galley exemplified this 

attitude, as did the student delegates' brief in last term's appearances 

before the Constitutional Council regarding the hours when men might be 

entertained in students' rooms.) To this extent, the College understood 

as a corporate body--as a community of autonomous persons standing in 

various complex relationships to each other--has lost the power to govern 

itself. 

In large part, the difficulties we face reflect the temper of 

the present student genera.tion: forced by circumstances prevailing in 

many other colleges to strike hard for specific legal privileges, they 

are largely unprepared to cope with a situation in which legal privileges 

are taken for granted and the primary focus of interest is the welfare 

of the community, understood both collectively and individually. Our 

difficulties also reflect a long series of inconclusive confrontations 

between members of the administration and student officers (the Judicial 

Committee, the Legislative Council, the House Chairmen), in which neither 

group has adequately recognized the responsibilities it bears for the 

effective operation (one might better say, the effective co-operation) 

of the College. Finally, our difficulties reflect the fact that the 
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faculty, both as individuals and as a corporate body, have commonly 

interpreted their primary interest in academic and curricular matters 

to mean that they need have no concern for other aspects of student l i fe, 

including especially social mores andand their effects on living and worki ng 

conditions in the houses. 

As a result, we face a serious crisis in the life of the College . 

The disarray in which we find our institutions of self-government must 

trouble anyone who shares the philosophical presuppositions on which 

the College was founded. But we also confront specific consequences of 

that disarray that must evoke the concern of anyone whose career is t ied 

to the institution, whether or not he shares the views of the founders . 

Available evidence suggests that many students are unable to function 

effectively because of the anarchy that prevails in their houses. One

consequence is a mounting attrition rate, already the highest in any 

college of similar caliber, which in turn pushes the College in the 

direction of becoming a junior college when (if anything) it should be 

moving in the opposite direction. Another consequence appears to be a 

mounting number of applicants for admission who turn us down after we 

have accepted them, together with an apparent decline in total applica

tions when measured against the eligible secondary-school population . 

Still another is the growing anxiety of alumnae and other friends of the 

College, on whom it depends to recruit students, raise scholarship funds, 

and make up part of the annual deficit that our operations entail . In 

every way the vitality and significance of the College are threatened 

by the fact that we have not put our house in order. 
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Therefore be it resolved: 

(1) That the faculty as a body formally affirms an active inter est 

in student government to the extent of declaring that it will regularly consider

major matters of student-initiated legislation on their merits when in t he 

opinion of the faculty they significantly influence the context in which 

our educational processes must take place. 

(2) That individual faculty members take a fuller interest i n 

community government, to the extent of discussing proposed legislation 

with their counselees, attending community discussions of current problems, 

and otherwise bringing their adult perspectives to bear on issues that 

may otherwise be settled by default. 

(3) That the faculty establish a committee available to take 

part in the discussions of student affairs that are now attended only by 

members of the administration and elected representatives of the student 

body. 

(4) That the faculty authorize this same committee to make 

recommendations to the student constituency and to the administration 

looking toward a reasonable accommodation of outstanding differences 

between them before they reach the stage of legislation, and (where 

appropriate) to recommend constitutional changes that will better enable 

student authorities to elicit thoughtful deliberation and resolution of 

such issues. 

October 5, 1967 


