Professor Robert Baker,

I had the opportunity this past fall term to teach a Freshman Preceptorial entitled, “Truth on Trial,” with support from a grant from the Rapaport Ethics across the Curriculum Initiative. The focus of the course supported by this grant was several historical or fictional trials where questions of individual conscience clashed with assorted social obligations. We began with Plato’s account of the trial of Socrates, and wrestled early with Socratic claims for the primacy of reason over authority, and we continued with a discussion of the social implications of privileging unsettling novelties advanced by exceptional individuals over the accepted views and practices of society. Even where tradition could be demonstrated to be flawed (at least as Socrates makes the case) nearly half the class was unsympathetic to Socrates and voted to convict him in our mock trial of corrupting the youth of Athens. No one, however, perhaps reflecting our modern blue state sensibilities, voted to execute him.

The class continued to surprise. We looked at the Expulsion, the tribulations of Job and the trial of Jesus to get a sense of a Judaeo-Christian tradition that might at some point intersect with the classical, formed around Plato’s writings. No one was sympathetic to Adam and Eve, although students wondered the usual – why God would put the tree in the Garden as a temptation knowing full well Adam and Eve would fall – and in the end, they sided with God here, and in the case of Job. They found God’s argument at the end of Job compelling and wondered at Job’s effrontery. Jesus was a slightly tougher case, but in the end, his own apparent desire for martyrdom did him in with the class.

Only when we got to more contemporary cases did the sympathy of the class shift. Galileo, whose status as a martyr for truth through science I challenged in class (I argued that after the debacle of the Protestant Reformation, where the Church had abandoned the common people in favor of high flying intellectuals, Rome adopted a populist attitude toward intellectual and cultural innovation that secured relative social harmony; Galileo and his ilk were fomenting the kind of social unrest that had led to the slaughter of the Thirty Years War in Germany). Galileo was excused his foibles (and his probable guilt) because, in the end, he was right about the Copernican worldview. We had arrived at our principal: you had a right to protest against society, provided that you were right! There was not, however, a corresponding right to be wrong. Socrates was basically wrong (or at least no more right than his accusers, especially since he couldn’t really prove his case) and Jesus was a visionary flake, so off with their heads. But Galileo was right, and this saved him from the class’s judgment, although, of course, it was hardly persuasive in Rome in 1634. This trajectory continued through our discussions of the Evolution debate at Dayton, Tennessee in 1925. Although it was agreed that the reception of the theory of evolution was hardly covered in glory during its first three-quarters of a century – it was the “scientific” justification for an extremely brutal form of capitalism (social Darwinism), for most forms of biological racism that emerged during the late 19th century, and was the impetus to various eugenics movements including the program of racial purification advance by the Nazis – our class sided against the quite honorable and much maligned Wm Jennings Bryan, and in favor of the morally ambiguous Clarence Darrow (although to be honest, they favored him in his Spencer Tracy iteration, best of all). The reasoning: Darwin, and therefore Scopes and Darrow, were scientifically right. Individuals, armed with scientific proof were accorded the keys to the kingdom by our class, no matter what the apparent social cost. I tried to throw a wrench into the works with Kafka, but the gloominess of The Trial never took, and the charge that we are all guilty and therefore doomed to a just punishment never went especially far. 

That’s the course in a nutshell. It was an extraordinary opportunity not only to challenge students with some of history and literature’s most interesting examples of individuals confronting their societies armed only with their own convictions, but it was also quite simply amazing, and occasionally stupefying, to witness the unfolding of the ideas of the young on matters of justice, conscience, and truth. I will teach this course again and want to thank you for your support. With your help I was able to devote considerable time to course development, and to attend a symposium in New York on Galileo which was most helpful in structuring the very important middle of the course, the scientific “turn”.

                                                                                         Yours, 

                                                                                          David E. Baum

                                                                                          Department of History
