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that Max Jacobson met Jennie Schatz. Schatz (later lovingly referred to by her children as Mama 

J) hailed from Hoboken, New Jersey. Her parents immigrated to the US after meeting in Russia; 

her father moved from his home in Kurland, what is now present-day Latvia, to St. Petersburg to 

work as a tailor and there met his future wife. Like so many other hopeful and determined 

immigrants, they set forth for the United States to find work and build their family.2 

 Despite the relative hardship of growing up in Depression-era New York, Jacobson’s 

early life was essentially a happy one. It was quintessential immigrant experience, especially the 

American Jewish immigrant experience: persistent, almost stubborn, hope in the face of a legacy 

of adversity. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 affected the Jacobsons, but the family managed to 

stay afloat during the worst of the crisis. Their survival of the Depression fostered an unwavering 

admiration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt; Jacobson’s parents, and much of the nation, personally 

credited him with lifting them out of the economic crisis. Jacobson and his siblings – Sylvia, his 

older sister, and Jerry, his younger brother – found some escape from the economic suffering that 

saturated New York City by making regular trips to local movie theaters, catching Hollywood 

films, news segments and, if they were lucky, the occasional cartoon.3  

Economic hardship, however, quickly gave way to a different kind of personal suffering: 

Sylvia, displaying increasingly erratic behavior in the months leading up to her high school 

graduation, was diagnosed with schizophrenia. The diagnosis carried with it a host of painful 

repercussions. Deeply misunderstood in the 1940s, mental illness was accompanied by a great 

deal of shame. Some relatives of the family attempted to distance themselves from Sylvia’s 

condition; her mental illness was seen as a smudge on an otherwise unspoiled familial line. The 

economic consequences were more tangible: the medical examinations and the frequent 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Jacobson, “Bronx,” 63-4; Ibid, 75.  
3 Ibid, 36; Ibid, 50. 
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hospitalizations were expensive, especially for a family that relied on the salary of a butter and 

eggs salesman. This personal economic hardship, not even a decade after the national economic 

hardship, provoked the family to move from the Bronx to Queens in order to establish a Jewish 

grocery store and supplement their income.  

The family experienced significant re-structuring and adaptation as a result of Sylvia’s 

illness. As the new grocery store opened its doors in Flushing, Queens, Jacobson, now in his 

early 20s, was across town in Manhattan working at a dress factory during the day and attending 

St. John’s College in Brooklyn at night. It is hard to imagine that the crisis of his sister’s illness 

did not have a profound impact on Jacobson. As the oldest son of the family, Jacobson probably 

thought himself invincible, giving little thought to the notion of susceptibility. His sister’s illness, 

however, put mortality in focus and served as a troubling realization of human vulnerability.4   

In addition to the Depression and Sylvia’s diagnosis, home life for Jacobson, while often 

filled with fun diversions like playing baseball inside the apartment with his younger brother 

while the parents were out, sometimes proved to be another stressor. Jacobson showed an early 

penchant for challenging authority; at this stage of his life, authority was synonymous with his 

parents. He desperately avoided being labeled a “pushover,” choosing instead to test the 

household limits whenever afforded the opportunity. Jacobson and his father argued frequently. 

In one instance, his father provoked a heated argument when he disparagingly compared his son 

to a distant cousin whom he clearly deemed superior. Not willing to be belittled, Jacobson 

aggravated his father to the point that Max Jacobson picked up an orange and flung it at his son. 

Jacobson ducked. Instead of hitting its intended target, the orange shattered a glass-paned door. 

His father, criticizing his son’s love of baseball, countered with, “And you call yourself a ball 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Ibid, 90; “Professor known for his inspirational teaching has died,” UC Berkeley News, 
http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2007/09/05_ObitJacobson.shtml 
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player.” Jacobson challenged his mother as well. When she served lamb stew for dinner one 

night, he refused to eat it as an act of rebellion; this incited a comical conflict in which his 

mother continually put the lamb stew out for him to eat in subsequent days and he continually 

refused it.5  

While these interpersonal conflicts could be dismissed as the typical hallmark of family 

life, almost an adolescent rite of passage in any household, they are crucial to understanding 

Jacobson’s complex relationship with his father. Max Jacobson was a kind and decent man, but 

he possessed a jealous streak; his son’s ability to charm his mother, to win her over despite his 

disobedient behavior, presented him with a frustrating disciplinary dilemma. Sometimes it 

pushed him over the edge; he would return home from a day of work, remove his belt, take 

Jacobson in a room and beat the backs of his legs with the belt buckle. While this draconian 

discipline was, in part, about his son’s defiance, it was certainly about much more. It revealed, in 

the words of Jerry Jacobson, who was often agonizingly subjected to the punishment of listening 

to his older brother’s cries of pain coming from the back room, “a chink in the armor of the good 

guy father.” It was a blemish on their father’s otherwise pristine record.6 

And it may have fostered one of Jacobson’s peculiar tendencies: his propensity to 

uncover the negative characteristics of people held in high esteem. “Where other people would 

see a hero,” Jerry mentioned, his brother “would poke holes in him.” While pursuing his master’s 

and doctorate degrees at the University of Wisconsin, Jacobson often hosted his younger brother, 

who made the trip to Madison from Ann Arbor, where he was an undergraduate student. Jerry 

recalled an odd incident from one such visit. Jacobson had a personal meeting with one of the 

most esteemed political science faculty members at Wisconsin; when he entered his office, he 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Jacobson, “Bronx,” 59; Ibid, 60-61. 
6 Jerry Jacobson, interview by author, January 4, 2015.  
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found the professor inefficiently sorting books using only his index finger. This strange habit 

somehow signified to Jacobson that the esteemed professor was in fact not completely authentic 

– a phony – and he decided he did not want to associate with him. Perhaps this incident of a 

stuffy professor meticulously organizing his books displayed a certain academic elitism, an 

esoteric quality indicative of an intellectual disconnect from the reality of life. 7   

In many ways, Jacobson’s experiences differed from the backgrounds of many of his 

peers, teachers and colleagues in academia. He had, after all, come from a non-elite background. 

He’d worked his way through college. In the early years of Jacobson’s marriage, he and Jean had 

moved to Pennsylvania for a work opportunity. Her uncle had a children’s clothing factory – the 

Tommy Tucker Shirt Factory – in Pottsville, PA. Much like his father years before in Germany, 

Jacobson excelled at his work and was poised to quickly climb the social ladder and become an 

executive in the company. There was only one problem: he hated his job. Jacobson barely 

tolerated it for a year before deciding to pursue his Master’s Degree in Wisconsin. If work at the 

Pennsylvania factory presented one unpleasant reality, the Academy offered an alternate reality, 

one where his daily busyness would shift from assembling shirts to contemplating notions of 

power and authority.8 The pursuit of knowledge he encountered in academia would, in turn, 

encourage Jacobson’s personal pursuit of meaning.  

But it was not Jacobson’s experience in the academy that most directly brought him into 

contact with existential philosophy. Rather, it was his time in the United States Navy. Before he 

obtained his degree at St. John’s College, before he married, and before he began his graduate 

work at Wisconsin, Jacobson had already had a profound life experience: military service. Like 

many young men across the country, Jacobson enlisted in the U.S. Armed Forces in the early 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid.  
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1940s. World War II held a particular sense of urgency for American Jews. In addition to being 

deeply moved by the persecution of European Jews, American Jews saw something else in the 

Second World War: it was an opportunity, a challenge, to prove their commitment to their 

country, to demonstrate their Americanism once and for all. Young Jewish men lined up in 

droves at recruitment centers across the country (and in New York City in particular), hoping for 

an opportunity to fight for their country.   

 The experience of war, however, was never quite as glamorous as it appeared. Many GIs 

witnessed firsthand the horrors of the European and Pacific theaters; wartime service proved 

more mundane or routine for others. While Jacobson left no records detailing this period of his 

life, military service, like his sister’s illness, was likely an impactful event in his life as a young 

man. One cannot be certain of the specifics of Jacobson’s response to serving in the military, but 

his experience invites speculation. For Jacobson, a natural philosopher, Naval service probably 

provided an opportunity for reflection. He served three years – much of the time spent patrolling 

the waters of the North Atlantic on small ships – and was discharged as a Lieutenant Junior 

Grade. Like many Jewish GIs who had grown up in predominantly Jewish communities, 

Jacobson probably first became fully aware of his Jewishness as a defining characteristic through 

the experience of wartime service. “Inducted into the vast American military world,” writes 

Deborah Dash Moore in GI Jews, “Jews would begin to discover their difference.” Removed 

from the Bronx – far from the delicatessens and movie theaters of his youth – Jacobson had to 

define himself in relation to a community that looked and felt different than home. “Jewish GIs 

would realize that their Jewish identity lived inside of them, as part of their personalities,” notes 

Moore. “They were Jews in all sorts of complicated ways that had relatively little to do with faith 

and observance and a lot to do with dignity, fellowship, and humanity.” If Jewishness “was a 
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way of being and thinking, part of one’s public as well as private self,” Jewish GIs had to come 

to terms with their Jewishness through the experience of military service. The experience of war, 

of fighting with one’s comrades, could be unifying; it could break down the social, economic, 

ethnic, and cultural barriers that divided a pluralist America. As those divisions were 

deconstructed, however, Jewish GIs simultaneously gained an awareness of themselves as 

minorities.9   

  In addition to sharing in this communal exploration, Jacobson likely pondered the 

questions that would come to define his personal and academic life. Notions of power, 

commitment, authority, and individuality, to name a few, came into focus through the experience 

of serving one’s country. The abstract was translated into the concrete, as would happen time and 

again in Jacobson’s life. Filling a new role in a new place within a new community, Jacobson felt 

compelled to turn inward. Military service demanded a host of practical duties, but for Jacobson 

it likely also entailed a set of philosophical concerns. Perhaps it was aboard a ship on the open 

ocean that Jacobson discovered his purpose and became acquainted with the bearing 

existentialism would have on his life.  

To understand the importance of existentialism to the way in which Jacobson understood 

the world, one must first gain a basic understanding of the philosophy. To existentialist thinkers, 

human life is defined by freedom – and its consequences. The French philosopher, playwright 

and novelist Jean-Paul Sartre famously declared, “Man is condemned to be free; because once 

thrown into the world, he is responsible for everything he does.” Existentialists tended to take the 

position that much of human existence is occupied with devising strategies to deny or evade the 

realization of our own freedom, thus avoiding the responsibility it entails and the anxiety it tends 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Deborah Dash Moore, GI Jews: How World War II Changed a Generation (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University, year), 48; Ibid, 11; Ibid, 4.   



!
"#$%&'$!()!

to provoke. In the context of existentialism, “freedom” is often taken to mean freedom of thought 

– our unfettered mental and imaginative capacity – from which other layers of freedom emerge. 

As the basis upon which we structure our lives, thought is understood as the origin of action. 

Freedom of thought, then, signified to existentialists a boundless freedom in the way one chose 

to live one’s life. Existential philosophers, however, were cognizant of the fact that the freedom 

of one individual often conflicts with the freedom of another. One can only fully exert free will 

in a world devoid of others. But the human experience is very much a collective undertaking, 

influenced by historical and social context; as the basis of life, freedom cannot exist in complete 

isolation from the rest of existence. (A principle critique of Sartre’s work is that, in his attempt to 

understand the human experience, he did just that: isolate his subject from its context). How one 

chooses to interact, or distance, oneself from others is a vital topic of interest in existential 

literature.10 

If, as Sartre noted, the realization of individual freedom can be an overwhelming – 

perhaps even a paradoxically debilitating experience – it is evidence of the lack of an objective 

power in the world. Years before existentialism’s pinnacle in the wake of World War II, 

Friedrich Nietzsche heralded an unsettling message: “God is dead.” Nietzsche’s statement, so 

often misunderstood, was not merely an attack on Christianity (of which he was an ardent critic), 

but an expression of Nietzsche’s belief that any higher power no longer constituted a satisfactory 

moral authority. As science advanced, Nietzsche felt that the entire religious enterprise came into 

question. The lack of an objective moral authority in the world suggested a disquieting 

conclusion: humanity was alone, shipwrecked in a mysterious and unfeeling universe.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Steven Crowell, “Existentialism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/existentialism/; “Jean-Paul Sartre: Freedom Fighter,” review of Sartre: A 
Philosophical Biography (Cambridge University Press) by Thomas R. Flynn, The Economist, February 2015, 82-83.  



!
"#$%&'$!()!

That simultaneously liberating and frightening realization lead to another important 

existential insight: the irrational – what Camus termed “absurd” – nature of the world. Humans 

inevitably seek to understand life’s purpose, we want to understand why we are here and what we 

are doing, but Camus posited that achieving an adequate answer to those fundamental questions 

was impossible. Rather, he took the position that “the natural world, the universe, and the human 

enterprise remain silent about any such purpose.” Perhaps Camus’ concept of the absurd is best 

defined not in words but by an image: the Greek myth of Sisyphus, a king condemned by the 

gods to endlessly push a boulder up a hill, only to watch it tumble back down. It is an apt, and 

potentially frightening, representation of the human condition. Are our lives nothing more than a 

repetitive game we cannot win? It gives the impression that humanity is trapped in a hamster’s 

wheel, continually exerting energy but making no progress. We live hard, brutish lives, and then 

we die. But Camus paradoxically informs us in The Myth of Sisyphus, “The struggle itself toward 

the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” Sisyphus happy? 

A man condemned to an interminable and humiliating punishment at the whim of the gods would 

appear to have nothing to be happy about. What Camus admired in Sisyphus, however, is his 

cognizance of his situation, no matter how cruel that situation might be. What Camus sought to 

emulate was the way in which Sisyphus unflinchingly – without searching for an escape or a way 

of avoiding reality – is fully conscious of his life, his purpose, and his fate. He has his task and 

he does it; each time he pushes the boulder up the hill, he knows it will only fall back down. That 

level of consciousness holds the liberating power of transforming a punishment into a challenge. 

By simply reaching the top of the hill over and over again, Sisyphus has immersed himself in his 

task to the point that it has become his own. No longer is it a punishment doled out by merciless 

gods; the boulder has become his, the hill his. Sisyphus has done the impossible: he has found a 
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sense of fulfillment in his situation. Camus interpreted that awareness of the absurd human 

condition, Sisyphus’ understanding that he can’t win the game, as one of the strongest 

indications of being fully alive.11  

Given that existentialist thinkers tended to deem religion, morality and science as 

insufficient to fully encapsulate the human experience, providing only incomplete pictures of our 

existence, what, then, was adequate to understand humanity’s situation? If the categories that had 

been used throughout time to structure human society were, in fact, abstractions, what did that 

leave us? Existentialist philosophers proposed another set of categories – outside of reason and 

morality, but unified by authenticity – to fully understand the nature of existence. The concept of 

authenticity, the quality of recognizing the absurdity of human existence and living in 

accordance with that condition as exemplified by Sisyphus, remains a principal philosophical 

contribution of existentialism. For the pursuit of the authentic life was, especially to Camus, 

nothing less than the driving force of humanity: our desire to understand our place in the world, 

our individual role as part of a larger whole. Authenticity captures a fundamental human 

yearning: to understand oneself in order to live in harmony with oneself.12   

It was precisely this existential issue – authenticity, which encapsulated other existential 

concerns, such as the absurd, freedom and responsibility, the individual versus the crowd – that 

would come to define Jacobson’s career at Berkeley. Before he had even received the faculty 

response regarding his PhD dissertation, Jacobson was already establishing himself in California 

with his wife and their young son, Ken.13 He prepared for the start of the fall term with what 

must have been a mix of excitement and dread. Not only was he preparing for his first teaching 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Crowell, “Existentialism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy; Douglas Burnham and George 
Papandreopoulos, “Existentialism,” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://www.iep.utm.edu/existent/ 
 
12 Ibid.  
13 PhD notification, Jacobson Papers (Series 1, Carton 1, Folders 1-6).  
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position, which would provoke in any recent graduate a considerable amount of anxiety, he was 

preparing to enter an academic environment in conflict. As Jacobson readied his class materials 

and prepared himself for his first lecture, he couldn’t possibly anticipate the personal and 

philosophical changes he would experience in the coming years.  

Jacobson began his long career at Berkeley at one of the tensest moments in the 

university’s history. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the red baiting of the post-war period 

made its way to the University of California in a particularly corrosive way. Echoing Jacobson’s 

experience in the Navy, he once again found himself set apart from many of his colleagues by his 

Jewishness. Despite his outsider persona and the politically tense environment he entered, 

Jacobson found the early part of his career at Berkeley to be fulfilling and largely positive. 

Philosophical concerns, however, lay under the surface. It was in the 1950s that Jacobson came 

into direct contact with the existential issues he would face again in the mid-1960s. The 

California Loyalty Oath paved the way, both historically and for Jacobson personally, toward the 

Free Speech Movement.  

It began not in Berkeley but 375 miles south at the University of California, Los Angeles 

(UCLA). In 1949, a group of UCLA students invited Harold Laski, a socialist and the head of 

Britain’s left-wing Labour Party, to give a lecture on campus. Although Laski was a 

controversial figure in the politically-charged environment of the 1940s, UCLA’s provost, 

Clarence Dykstra, felt his presence on campus would demonstrate respect for free speech. In the 

hierarchy of administrative bureaucracy, however, Dykstra did not have the final say. Robert 

Sproul, president of the entire state-financed University of California system, ultimately rejected 

the Laski proposition. Sproul’s decision was greatly influenced by his higher ups, the UC 

Regents. The Regents comprise the legal governing board of the state educational system. 
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Chosen by the governor (also a Regent), the Regents often represent California’s biggest 

business interests, such as agriculture, oil, and shipping. Citing the decision of the UC Regents, 

Sproul allowed the backlash against communism that marked the late 1940s and 1950s to make 

its way to the University of California.14  

Sproul’s immediate reluctance to the idea of allowing Laski, a socialist, on campus was 

very much a product of the political and social context of the late 1940s. The Soviet Union’s 

quick turn around after WWII – from ally in the fight against fascism to ideological foe – 

shocked and frightened many Americans and many American policymakers. In the wake of the 

Second World War the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), originally 

created in 1938 to inspect Americans with Nazi ties, broadened the reach of its operations to 

investigate “subversive threats” against the American government. Spurred by the rapidly 

deteriorating relations with the Soviet Union, HUAC sought to root out communist activity 

within the United States. Ten days after president Harry Truman delivered his famous 1947 

speech to Congress – forming the basis of the Truman Doctrine, which delineated an aggressive 

Cold War policy of communist containment – he issued Executive Order 9835, establishing 

official loyalty tests intended to weed out subversives in the federal government.15  

Global events seemed to reinforce the imminent threat of communism to the democratic 

and capitalist values cherished by American policymakers. Soviet encroachment into Eastern 

Europe seemed to suggest to American politicians that the USSR was growing stronger and 

extending its reach. The Communist Party became a target for American insecurity. “So 

pervasive was the image of the Party as a lethal foreign conspiracy and so useful was that image 

as a way to cope with the uncertainties of the new atomic age,” observes Cold War historian 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Bob Blauner, Resisting McCarthyism: To Sign or Not Sign California’s Loyalty Oath (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 2009), 60-61.  
15 Ibid, 5. 
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Ellen Schrecker, “that few American leaders could or would accept a more realistic assessment. 

The onset of the cold war had shocked and confused them.” The triumph of communist leader 

Mao Zedong in 1949 over US-backed Chiang Kai-shek appeared a resounding example of 

communist victory and a potential model for others who wanted revolution around the globe. It 

seemed to both reinforce the necessity of loyalty tests and provide a rationale for the subversive 

witch-hunt carried out by some American politicians. “When in 1947 Truman promulgated 

Executive Order 9835 and created a loyalty-security system,” notes Schrecker, “he legitimized, 

as only a President could, the project of eradicating Communism from American life.”16 

Back in California, under further pressure from the UC Regents and Jack Tenney – head 

of the sate legislature California Committee on Un-American Activities, ever-committed to his 

personal quest of routing out subversives in his home state – Sproul enacted a university loyalty 

oath following the Laski incident. Sproul genuinely seems to have thought that the oath would 

pass with little controversy, but his initial attempt to soften its blow was a serious miscalculation. 

His decision to sneak the oath announcement into the Faculty Bulletin, a little-read monthly 

newsletter, seemed offensive and crass to faculty members who cherished academic rights. An 

intrepid philosophy professor, Joseph Tussman, first discovered the announcement in the 

Bulletin in 1949, which vaguely informed the faculty that an oath would soon be going into 

effect and that salaries would be withheld until professors signed. The announcement mentioned 

nothing of the content of the oath itself. Outraged at the notion of the oath and in the process of 

gathering other liberal faculty members in opposition, Tussman requested a copy of the text from 

the secretary of the Regents. The fight over the California loyalty oath had begun.17 

The oath presented a clear message to the faculty: 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Ellen W. Shrecker, No Ivory Tower: McCarthyism and the Universities (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1968), 4; Blauner, Resisting McCarthyism, 58; Shrecker, No Ivory Tower, 5.  
17 Blauner, Resisting McCarthyism, 66-71.  
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I do solemnly swear that I will support the Constitution of the United States and 
the Constitution of the State of California, and that I will faithfully discharge the 
duties of my office according to the best of my ability; that I do not believe in, 
and I am not a member of, nor do I support any party or organization that believes 
in, advocates, or teaches the overthrow of the United States Government, by force 
or by any illegal or unconstitutional means. 
 

Bringing the undertone of the document to the forefront, the oath was amended in 1951 to add, 

“…that I am not a member of the Communist Party.” It presented faculty members with two 

stark options: sign or leave. Some professors who refused to sign were eventually dismissed, 

while others resigned in protest. In an act of solidarity, other faculty members and community 

members pledged financial assistance for Berkeley non-signers, whose salaries were withheld in 

the summer of 1950. Still, the majority of faculty members chose – willingly or unwillingly – to 

sign. A contingent of conservative professors supported the enactment of the oath, viewing it as 

an important weapon in the fight against communism. Others, disagreeing with the content of the 

oath but afraid of losing their jobs if they did not sign, eventually picked up their pens and 

scrawled their signatures on a document they opposed.18 

 The immediate fall-out in response to the oath reflected only a portion of the detrimental 

effects suffered by faculty members as a consequence of its enactment. Some professors 

experienced intense anxiety as a direct consequence of the oath and its aftermath. Some resorted 

to self-medicating with cigarettes and alcohol.  Others wound up in the university hospital on 

account of anxiety attacks or ulcers; one nurse remarked on the large number of “oath cases” 

she’d seen on duty. Norman Reider, a Berkeley psychiatrist who treated Cal professors, observed 

the personal effects of the oath on his patients, noting that their decision of “choosing expediency 

over principle did violence to their psyches.” In many ways, the oath was a test of conscience: 

honor one’s principles and pay the consequences of losing one’s job, salary and security, or play 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Robert Greenberg,“The Loyalty Oath at the University of California: A Report on Events, 1949-1968,” Free 
Speech Movement Archives, http://www.fsma.org/stacks/AP_files/APLoyaltyOath.html 
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it safe and put one’s name to an objectionable document. For many liberal faculty members at 

Berkeley, the oath presented a disturbing dilemma of conscience.19 

 Consequently, the loyalty oath proved to be one of the most divisive moments in the 

university’s history. “Especially at Berkeley,” notes Bob Blauner in his work on the UC oath, 

“the crisis brought about personal animosities, poisoning collegiality in many departments. And 

these bad feelings persisted long after the conflict was resolved.” The loyalty oath drew battle 

lines through already competitive departments, heightening tensions and, in some cases, ruining 

friendships. Recalling the years of the oath, Tussman, the philosophy professor who first 

discovered the announcement in the Berkeley Faculty Bulletin, admitted that “for years grudges 

remained, although they were not openly expressed. You remember [that] that guy signed too 

early…You remember perfidious actions of your colleagues. They ran very deep and sometimes 

were never forgiven, never forgotten.”20  

 The Berkeley oath crisis provided a dramatic and microcosmic picture of the national 

academic climate on America’s campuses in the late 1940s and 1950s. For it was not just at 

Berkeley that anti-communist fervor infiltrated American higher education. In a 1955 studied 

entitled The Academic Mind, two Columbia University sociologists set out to analyze the effects 

of the domestic Cold War on college professors. Interviewing 2,451 social scientists, Paul 

Lazarsfeld and Wagner Thielens gained a glimpse of some of the concerns and considerations of 

American academics in the 1950s. Their interviews reflect the tension that pervaded many 

American college campuses. “Just as in the Salem of the 1690’s,” noted the authors, “good 

citizens were quick to see in many an act of evil intent, and in each evil intent the signs of 

witchcraft, so in the post-war decade many detected a lurking evil in the behavior of college 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 Blauner, Resisting McCarthyism, 128; Ibid, 229.  
20 Blauner, Resisting McCarthyism, 230; Ibid.  
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teachers which must surely spring from a subtle and pervasive Communism.” Sometimes 

personal antagonisms between professors were resolved by an accusation of Party affiliation. 

Any conduct deemed unorthodox could be conflated as a mark of communism, reflecting “a new 

distrust of others who grow beards, write books, stand up for a minority viewpoint, or in other 

ways set themselves apart.” This distrust between faculty members was compounded by a fear of 

denouncement by students. Many professors admitted to amending syllabi and self-censoring 

teaching in an attempt to protect reputations. One thoughtless remark could bring about serious 

consequences if it was reported to a powerful administrator, alumni, or parent. An anthropology 

professor at a New England college put it best: “If you say something critical of the American 

government, for instance, you feel obliged to say something equally critical of Russia. You go 

out of your way in this respect to make your position clear.” 21  

 It was in such an environment that Jacobson, newly acquainted with his office and 

hurriedly preparing for his first lecture, began his career at Berkeley. On top of the politically 

tense environment and normal rigors of a new professorship, there was perhaps an added 

pressure for Jacobson: he was Jewish. At UC Berkeley Jacobson once again found himself set 

apart. While Berkeley and UCLA both boasted more Jewish professors (many of whom were 

European refugees of Nazism and fascism) than most American universities at the time, Jews 

were only beginning to establish a presence in the academy during the early 1950s. When 

Jacobson began his career in 1951, he would have been one of the only – or the only – Jewish 

professor in the political science department and among a small group overall at the university. 

Although Jacobson was not explicitly observant – his father had “shed his observance with his 

emigration” and as such the Bronx family hadn’t exactly been pious – he did have a strong 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 Paul F. Lazarsefl and Wagner Thielens Jr., The Academic Mind: A Report of the Bureau of Applied Social 
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conception of his own sense of Jewishness, which was most likely reinforced during his time in 

the Navy. His daughter, Ellie Jacobson, recalled an incident from her early childhood in 

Berkeley. At one time, the family was living in nearby El Cerrito on a one-block street, 

Christmas Tree Lane. The street acquired its name and reputation from a yearly tradition; come 

Christmastime, each family set up a tree in front of their home. The Jacobson family moved to 

their new house on Christmas Tree Lane and, before long, the holiday season rolled around. 

Jacobson refused to set a Christmas tree in front of the house like his neighbors. It wasn’t simply 

a matter of not having grown up celebrating the holiday; it was also an issue of going along with 

the crowd. Setting up that tree – in a similar, albeit less serious manner – would have been akin 

to signing the loyalty oath. To Jacobson, it would have signified expediency over values, a 

willingness to place convenience and ease over a sense of principle. Going along with the crowd 

would have, in some small but not inconsequential way, robbed him of his sense of 

authenticity.22 

 That strong sense of independence coupled with his Jewish identity undoubtedly drew 

attention to Jacobson on campus. Berkeley, like other American universities in the 1950s, was 

dominated by white male professors, and remained that way through much of the following 

decade. The Berkeley political science department was no exception to the rule.23 The fact that 

Jacobson was Jewish – and the fact that, unlike some of his colleagues, he did not come from an 

elite background – could have generated a lack of social integration within the department. After 

all, he was a working class boy from the Bronx; he was nearly the antithesis of a highbred, well-

groomed Ivy League man. He was, in so many ways, different. That sense of difference came to 

define Jacobson’s academic career in both negative and positive terms.  
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 Not long after coming to the University, Jacobson gained the attention of a top new 

administrator: Clark Kerr, who remains one of the more controversial figures in Berkeley’s 

history. Born in 1911 to a family of farmers in rural Pennsylvania, Kerr pursued higher education 

at a time when only 5% of the nation’s 18 year-olds did. While enrolled at Swarthmore College, 

Kerr became involved with the Quaker America Friends Service Committee, doing volunteer 

work and participating in several “Peace Caravans,” cross-country trips in which he and fellow 

students lectured on the value of peace and the pitfalls of a militaristic society. After graduation, 

Kerr pursued a Master’s degree in business at Stanford and then transferred to Berkeley. He 

hoped to deliver lectures on the inequalities of the American capitalist system. Kerr gained a 

reputation as a skillful labor mediator – the best on the West Coast, handling over 500 labor 

disputes in some of the nation’s toughest industries – and came to teach at Berkeley in 1945, 

heading the recently-created UC Berkeley Institute of Industrial Relations. During the loyalty 

oath crisis, Kerr personally signed the oath but spoke out in defense of the non-signers; when 

President Sproul sought to have the non-signers’ positions returned to them, Kerr spoke in 

support of his proposition. In return for his contributions toward diffusing the loyalty oath crisis, 

the Regents rewarded Kerr with a new position in 1952: UC Berkeley Chancellor, elevating him 

to a powerful leadership position at one of the nation’s top universities.24 

Kerr’s eventual promotion would suggest that the loyalty oath crisis was a constantly 

shifting matter, one in which opinions and attitudes were not fixed but rather fluctuated and 

changed over time. The fact that a loyalty oath objector could ascend to one of the top 

administrative positions within the UC system seems to challenge the depiction of the loyalty 

oath as a conflict with diametrically opposed opponents. The 1950s, while certainly a period of 
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political and existential unease due to the onset of the Cold War, was also the decade that gave 

rise to Rock-n-Roll, Abstract Expressionism, the Golden Age of Television, and the Beat 

Generation. Although marked by ideological tensions both at home and abroad, the 1950s were 

not monolithic.  

Evidence of shifting allegiances once again manifested itself in Kerr’s life. In 1953, 

President Eisenhower appointed Kerr to the newly created Commission on Intergovernmental 

Relations, a Washington-based group composed of Congressmen and professional experts tasked 

with solving national and state governmental issues. Traveling back and forth between California 

and Washington quickly proved taxing. Kerr’s commitments demanded his time and attention in 

Berkeley and in 1955 he tasked Jacobson with being his alternate on the committee. Throughout 

1955, Jacobson traveled to D.C. to attend the meetings in Kerr’s stead, voting as he’d been 

instructed.  

Their personal correspondence, airmailed between Berkeley and Washington, reveals a 

certain closeness one might not expect from a professional relationship. Kerr addresses Jacobson 

simply as “Norm” and constantly professes his gratitude for his help and insight. Kerr’s decision 

to tap Jacobson, still a very new professor at the time, was notable. He must have seen something 

he liked in the young political theorist from the Bronx. Perhaps they related to each other’s 

working class backgrounds, Kerr the son of a farmer and Jacobson the son of an immigrant 

butter and egg salesman. Perhaps Kerr, a Quaker, automatically set apart as a critic of the 

American status quo, identified with Jacobson’s outsider persona at the university as well. Kerr 

made a statement by choosing Jacobson for this prestigious position. In later years, Jacobson 

served on Kerr’s advisory council for the Fund for the Republic, a think tank funded by the Ford 

Foundation. Kerr and Jacobson then worked together to establish The Center for the Study of 
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Democratic Institutions in Santa Barbara in 1959. Theirs was a professional relationship, but one 

of mutual collaboration and respect between an administrator and a faculty member.25 

It was, in part, that level of familiarity – the fact that the individuals composing a large 

university system could still interact face-to-face – that would change in the coming years with 

Kerr’s concept of the “multiversity.” After six years as Chancellor, Kerr replaced Sproul as 

president, becoming head of the entire University of California system, now with eight campuses 

and 43,000 students. In 1963, Kerr published The Uses of the University. The work detailed his 

vision of the University of California, a system of interlocking communities with various actors 

and competing interests. As the head of the multiversity, Kerr, in familiar fashion, 

conceptualized himself as filling the role of “mediator” between the numerous actors and 

interests. Keenly aware of the University of California’s close relationship with the government 

– based, in part, on the production of wartime technologies – Kerr expounded on the 

“university’s invisible product, knowledge.” “What the railroads did for the second half of the 

last century and the automobile for the first half of this century,” wrote Kerr, “may be done for 

the second half of this century by the knowledge industry.” That product, knowledge, served 

important economic sectors: agriculture, business, and the military. In Kerr’s vision, the task of 

the university, “a prime instrument of national purpose,” was the “production” of knowledge. 

But in in its quest to produce knowledge for the nation’s leading industries, the multiversity 

risked becoming bureaucratic and impersonal. It risked alienating those it meant to serve: its 

students.26 
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