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“We’re not going for a Rolls Royce, but for
a Cadillac, rather than a Chevy.”

Rex Engle, general manager of the
Oberlin College Inn, is searching for a
way to describe the quality of the inn’s
first-floor rest rooms after renovations
are completed in March. The women’s
room will get a second sink, and both
sinks will be near the mirror. The men’s
room will gain another sink, too. Both
rooms will be newly papered in tradi-
tional floral prints in maroon, forest
green, and tan. “Most important,” Engle
says, “is that the rooms will accommo-
date wheelchairs.”

Bringing the rest rooms up to the
standards required in the Americans
with Disabilities Act is the biggest rea-
son to remodel the facilities, Engle says,
but the new fixtures will also consider
the environment by incorporating
water-saving features. The rest rooms
have not been updated since they were
built with the rest of the inn’s new sec-

tion (the overhang that goes out the
back and runs on an east-west axis) in
the early 1960s.

While the bathroom renovations take
place, some other aspects of the first floor
will receive attention, too. The coatroom,
which could hold only 100 coats, will dou-
ble its capacity to 200. It will also be open
on both ends, easing congestion. The
front desk area is being redesigned and
will be replaced by a wooden construc-
tion that will be more traditional in style
than the current front desk. Oak panel-
ing will flank the nearby stairway, also
increasing the traditional feeling.

The resulting ambiance will be “more
like an inn,” says Ronald Watts, con-
troller, who adds that the natural wood
doesn’t look out of date as quickly as
other modes of decor. And the redesign of
the front-desk work area will allow for
additional staffing during peak periods
and help facilitate our goal to improve
customer service in that area.”

S.S. Kemp and Company are the pro-
ject architects. Renovations to the rest
rooms and coatroom will cost between

$40,000 and $45,000, and the other
changes will add another $10,000 to the
cost, says Watts.

The Inn Makes First-Floor Renovations

The blueprint shows the changes to the front-desk area, arrangement
of the rest rooms, and new orientation of the coatroom at the inn.

For the fifth time in six years students and faculty in the Department of
Classics have read aloud works of Homer during Winter Term. Beginning
Sunday, January 18, at 2:00 p.m. and finishing the next morning at 5:00,
Thomas Van Nortwick, professor of classics (above), and 20 other marathon
bards, mostly students, read the entire Odyssey, mostly in English, choosing
their own translation. The festivity of the event, held in the Dionysus Disco,
was enhanced by refreshments, including baklava that students baked at
the home of James Helm, professor of classics, a few days earlier. About 55
people—and a bronze bust of Homer illuminated by a blue spotlight—par-
ticipated at least as audience.

The Bards of Oberlin
Return over Winter Term

Seven members of the faculty will be on
year-long research status in 1998-99,
and one additional faculty member, rec-
ommended in late June 1997, is on re-
search status this school year.

The eight new appointees—Mark
Braford, professor of biology; Norman
Care, professor of philosophy; Norman
Henderson, professor of psychology; Al-
bert Matlin, associate professor of chem-
istry; Catherine McCormick, professor
of biology; David Orr, professor of envi-
ronmental studies and politics; Lynne
Rogers, assistant professor of music the-
ory; and AnuradhaNeedham, associate
professor of English—were approved at
the December 6 meeting of the Board of
Trustees. 

(The four others on research status
in 1997-98 are Robert Harrist, associate
professor of art and East Asian Studies;
Heidi Thomann Tewarson, professor of
German; James Tanaka, associate pro-
fessor of psychology; and Grover Zinn,
Danforth Professor of Religion—see the
Observer of March 28, 1997.)

Mark Braford will conduct re-
search to study the organization of the
forebrain in developing embryos of a
teleost fish. His goal is to determine
whether the forebrain of these fishes is
composed of a series of segments like
those that have been described for other
vertebrate groups. The results of the
study may shed light on a long-standing
problem in comparative forebrain orga-

nization: the evolution of the dorsal thal-
amus. Work Braford did this past year
with then-senior Seth Fischman, a neu-
roscience honors student, provides pilot
information for using rainbow trout in
such studies. Most of the work will be
done at Oberlin.

Norman Carewill complete a book-
length manuscript on what it is for novel
ideas to “take” in persons so that they in-
form and guide thought and action. In
particular he is interested in the ques-
tion of what motivation is necessary for
people to move from knowing what is
right to being moved to do right. The
problem in question flows from his ear-
lier books, On Sharing Fate and Living
with One’s Past: Personal Fates and
Moral Pain. 

Norman Henderson will analyze
behavioral measures of anxiety, fear,
and depression in mice. The work will
be a first step in locating genes con-
tributing to anxiety and depression in
humans. Collaboration on the project
began in June 1997 with three other re-
searchers: John DeFries and David
Fulker from the Institute for Behav-
ioral Genetics at the University of Col-
orado and Jonathan Flint from the In-
stitute of Molecular Medicine at Oxford
University. One of Henderson’s respon-
sibilities is to develop the behavioral
test battery and oversee the testing of
1600 to 1800 specially bred mice. Hewill

7 to Go on Research
Status in 1998-99

Continued on page 2
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work in Boulder during the 1998 fall se-
mester. The project is funded by the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health.

Albert Matlin will conduct re-
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Faculty and Staff Notes
David Arredondo,
associate director of
admissions, was pro-
filed in the Mexico
City News, a major
English-language
daily, November 15.
The paper inter-
viewed him while
he was on an extended Latin America
recruiting tour as Oberlin’s coordinator
of international admissions. The Q&A
article, “David Arredondo: Recruiting
International Students,” focuses tightly
on David’s work for the College. “I be-
lieve that the article is very well done
and almost 100 percent accurate, espe-
cially in describing OC,” David says. •

John Bucher, di-
rector of computing,
has been elected an
institutional trustee
on the board of
trustees of Educom,
a nonprofit consor-
tium of higher-edu-
cation institutions

that facilitates the introduction, use,
and access and management of infor-
mation resources in teaching, learning,
scholarship, and research. John is still
chair of the executive board of the Spe-
cial Interest Group for University and
College Computing Services of the As-
sociation for Computing Machinery.
Last month he joined CAUSE’s Recog-
nition Committee, which selects the an-
nual winners of the CAUSE Elite
award (an individual accomplishment
award) and CAUSE’s Outstanding
Practices award (which honors one or
more best practices in higher-education
information-technology management).
CAUSE calls itself “the association for
managing and using information re-
sources and technology in higher edu-
cation.” • Jean Davidson ’91, technical

coordinator and lec-
turer in the Theater
and Dance Program,
designed lights, pro-
duction managed,
and stage managed
for Yo-Yo Ma’s Soul
of the Tango tour De-
cember 4-10. The
concert was performed in Seattle, Los
Angeles, Miami, New York City, and
Washington, D.C. The CD Soul of the
Tango, comprising work by the late Ar-
gentinean composer Astor Piazzolla,
was released by Sony Classical October

14. • Nancy Dye,
president of the Col-
lege, will deliver a
talk at the City
Club of Cleveland’s
Women’s Discussion
Table February 11.
The discussion ta-
bles occur monthly

and concern issues the club considers im-
portant to women’s professional and per-
sonal lives. Dye’s talk will be “Women as
Leaders in Higher Education.” • Daniel
Goulding, professor
of film studies and
theater arts, origi-
nated and chaired a
roundtable discus-
sion, The Breakup
of Yugoslavia: Cin-
ematic Reflections,
at the 1997 Nation-
al Convention of the American Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Slavic
Studies in Seattle November 19-23.
While at the conference Dan was fea-
tured in a 20-minute interview for
Radio Free Europe about his critical re-
sponses to internationally awarded
films from the former Yugoslavia deal-
ing with its violent breakup and contin-
uing struggles—including the films Be-

fore the Rain; Underground; Pretty Vil-
lage, Pretty Flame; and Vukovar. Dan
based his comments on recent research
he has completed for a chapter on the
cinemas of the former Yugoslavia to be
included in the book “Cinema in Transi-
tion: Post-Communist East-Central Eu-
rope,” which he is coediting with
Catherine Portuges, director of the In-
terdepartmental Program in Film Stud-
ies and professor of comparative litera-
ture at the University of Massachusetts,
Amherst. The book is scheduled for
publication at the end of the year by
Flicks Books. • In December David
“Jack” Knapp, technical services li-
brarian in the conservatory library,
completed a six-year term as assistant
editor of Notes, the quarterly journal of
the Music Library Association. Library
Journal recently reported that Notes is
“splendid” and said “there is no better
journal of its type around.” • The Janu-
ary issue of Northern Ohio Live features
the home of John Pearson, Young-

Hunter Professor of Art, and Audra
Skuodas, visiting instructor in art.
The article “Artists in Residence” in-
cludes several color photographs of the
couple’s habitat and
asks, in a subtitle,
“Who else could turn
a former furniture
store into a haven?” •
The American Jour-
nal of Physics pub-
lished a paper by
Daniel Styer, asso-

ciate professor of physics, in its October
1997 issue. “Specific Heats of Model Gas
Molecules: An Oral Exam Teaching Strat-
egy” describes how qualitative insight
can be a tool that supports problem
solving by suggesting new directions for
analytic work. • Steven Wojtal, pro-
fessor of geology, and
Basil Tikoff ’87
taught a two-day
continuing-educa-
tion course for profes-
sional geologists at
the recent 1997 Na-
tional Meeting of the
Geological Society of
America. The course, Computer Visual-
ization of Three-Dimensional Deforma-
tion and Application to Upper-Crustal
Settings, took place October 18-19 in Salt
Lake City. Steve gave two talks Novem-
ber 19 to the Department of Geology at
SUNY Buffalo. He delivered “The Re-
gional Implications of Mesoscopic Defor-
mation Features,” to a general audience,
and “Using Fault Geometries to Assess
Three-Dimensional Velocity Fields” to
structural-geology graduate students. •
Several past and current Oberlin people
are cited or quoted in a new book from
Princeton University Press, Crafting a
Class—College Admissions and Finan-
cial Aid 1955-1994. Those mentioned in-
clude Ross Peacock, director of institu-
tional research; David Davis-Van
Atta, former director of institutional re-
search; Sam Carrier, former provost
and current associate professor of psy-
chology; Carl Bewig, former director of
admissions, and Bob Jackson, former
director of admissions and former regis-
trar. “Oberlin is one of the 16 schools (all
private, small, liberal arts) that provide
the foundation for this study of the ebbs
and flows of college enrollment and poli-
cies during those 40 years at liberal arts
institutions,” says Peacock.

Correction: Music Theory
Spectrum Published
Warren Darcy’s Article
An article co-authored by Warren
Darcy, professor of music theory, and
James Hepokoski, former Oberlin pro-
fessor of music history, “The Medial
Caesura and Its Role in the Eighteenth-
Century Sonata Exposition,” was pub-
lished in the latest issue of Music Theo-
ry Spectrum. The article was cited
incorrectly in the December 5 Observer.

Research Status . . .
Continued from page 1

search during next Winter Term and
spring semester to study a class of high
energy molecules called oxyallyl com-
pounds. For over 50 years chemists
have proposed that oxyallyl compounds
exist as transient intermediates in a va-
riety of chemical reactions, yet to date
there has been no definitive evidence to
support this idea, says Matlin. He will
synthesize molecules that, upon treat-
ment with ultraviolet light, should pro-
duce oxyallyl compounds. Nanosecond
and picosecond time-resolved laser
studies should permit observation of
the putative oxyallyl compounds. In-
creased understanding of the properties
of reactive intermediates, such as oxyal-
lyl compounds, could help experimen-
talists and theoreticians refine the cur-
rent theory of chemical bonding and
reactivity, he says. Matlin will carry out
the trapping studies at Oberlin and the
laser studies at Bowling Green State

University. A grant from the Petroleum
Research Fund of the American Chem-
ical Society will help with his work.

Catherine McCormick will con-
duct research that will allow her to ex-
plore the relationship between the
specialized sensitivity of the sea cat-
fish, Arius felis, to low-frequency
sound and the organization of the au-
ditory centers in its brain. McCormick
will use either Leo Demski’s facilities
of New College or the Monte Marine
Laboratory in Sarasota for the data
collection. She will do the final analy-
sis of the data in her laboratory at
Oberlin. At the time of her research
leave, she will be in the third and final
year of a grant from the National Sci-
ence Foundation that relates to the in-
vestigation.

David Orr intends to tackle three
projects: 1) complete a book that will
describe the philosophical and practi-
cal aspects of ecological design as a re-
sponse to environmental problems; 2)
edit a second book, on the Oberlin En-
vironmental Studies Center (ESC)
project, with chapters by persons in-
volved in the project and with techni-
cal appendices on materials, cost ac-
counting, energy technology, and
carbon emissions; and 3) organize a
professional video documentary that
captures as much of the Oberlin ESC
project on film as possible. Orr intends
to remain in Oberlin for the year with
the exceptions of visits to sites where

significant work in ecological design is
under way.

Lynne Rogers—funded also by a
year-long fellowship from the National
Endowment for the Humanities—will
undertake a study of Igor Stravinsky’s
serial music, composed between 1952
and 1966. The primary aims of the pro-
ject will be to define the principles guid-
ing the harmonic organization of Stravin-
sky’s serial works and to uncover the
compositional procedures that he used to
create his serial harmonies. Rogers will
spend four months studying Stravinsky’s
manuscripts at the Stravinsky Archives
in Basel, Switzerland.

During this academic year
Anuradha Needham is researching
and writing chapters for a monograph
on the uses and limits of postcolonial
theories and practices in India. She is
interviewing 11 India-based scholars
who have adopted or contested sub-
jects and positions in postcolonial stud-
ies in the west, and examining the
scholars’ work. She is also studying the
past and current research undertak-
ings of the 11 scholars to determine
how their analyses appear before and
after they are inflected by statements
made during the interviews. Needham
spent the first six months in India, the
location of the scholars she is inter-
viewing. She will spend the remaining
six months in Oberlin to organize the
materials she collects in India and then
write the chapters.
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Transitions

Faculty Meetings
December Conservatory and General Faculty Meetings Take Little Time
The December 9 Conservatory Faculty
Meeting was, in Secretary Robert
Haslun’s words, “sort of canceled.” Earli-
er, the Educational Policy Committee had
placed on the table two information items.
The items had been sent to faculty mem-
bers with a note that persons wishing to
take either from the table should contact
Karen Wolff, dean of the conservatory of
music, by December 5. If no contact, no
meeting. (No contact, no meeting.)

The tabled items involved a new
minor in piano pedagogy and new
courses proposed for the new minor.

“Every musician is likely to be in-
volved in teaching at some level, in
some situation, at some time in his or
her musical life—and few more so than
pianists,” Andrew Hisey, assistant pro-
fessor of class piano and pedagogy,
wrote in the proposals’ rationale. The
new minor will “ensure the availability
of a more complete and well rounded
curriculum” than the current concen-

tration in piano teaching, he said.
The General Faculty met on sched-

ule December 16 although few attend-
ed the meeting.

Karen Wolff, dean of the conservato-
ry of music, called the meeting to order,
noting that “this is the first time in mod-
ern history that the conservatory has
more representatives in this meeting
than the college.”

After the faculty approved the min-
utes of the previous meeting, Robert
Pierce, professor of English, updated
those present on the reaccreditation
process. Pierce, the college’s self-study
coordinator, said that he and Kathryn
Stuart, the conservatory’s self-study co-
ordinator, consider the process on
schedule to turn in a report to the ac-
creditation bodies by January 8. He de-
scribed the report as a “verbal photo-
graph of where Oberlin is in the fall of
1997.” Pierce advised that the accredi-
tors may contact students, faculty, and

staff for meetings besides those already
scheduled. He added that the accredi-
tors allowed the College to pick the
standards on which to be judged, so the
College can better use the material to
learn about itself.

Claudia Macdonald informed the fac-
ulty about the Beineke Memorial Schol-
arship, which she described as “presti-
gious and lucrative.” The scholarship
provides $50,000 for two years of gradu-
ate school to students interested in teach-
ing and community service. Students at
junior status who receive financial aid at
Oberlin are eligible until the March 2
deadline. Macdonald also reminded fac-
ulty members that the Ohio Regents’
Scholarship deadline is February 14.

Left on the table, and so passed, was
the spring athletics schedule and a report
from the Student Life Committee about
membership and voting procedure.

With Wolff’s bidding to “have a pleas-
ant break” the meeting adjourned at 4:50.

Changes in Appointment
Yolanda Cruz, in the biology depart-
ment, and Gary Kornblith, in the
history department, have been pro-
moted from associate to full professor.
E. Leigh Gibson, instructor in the re-
ligion department, has completed her
Ph.D. requirements and has been pro-
moted to assistant professor. Visiting
instructors Linda Dorff in the Eng-
lish department, Lynda Payne in the
history department, and Dasan
Thamattoor in the chemistry depart-
ment have been promoted from visit-
ing instructors to visiting assistant
professors because they also completed
their Ph.D. requirements. Anne
Trubek, visiting instructor in exposi-
tory writing, is now also a visiting in-
structor in English. Sam Goldberg,
emeritus professor of mathematics,
will teach a course, The Environment:
Modeling and Simulation, during the
spring semester, and Nathan
Greenberg, emeritus professor of clas-
sics, will teach two courses, Roman
Comedy and Introduction to Greek
Tragedy, for the second module of the
spring semester.

Other transitions include that of for-
mer acting director of career services
Wendy Smith Miller, who advanced
to director of career services December
15. Beginning January 1 Patricia
Rutherford, a former secretary in the
Annual Fund Office, is the word-
processing coordinator for Develop-
ment Resources. On January 19 ad-
ministrative technician Deborah
Sutorius transferred from the Office of
Human Resources to the Office of Pub-
lic Programs.

Trustee Meeting

Taylor Allen, assistant professor of biol-
ogy, has received a $30,639 grant from
the Cleveland-based Templeton Med-
ical Research Foundation to study the
switching mechanism in human heart
cells that controls the strength and du-
ration of heartbeats. The switch is of
critical importance, since mutations in
the proteins that form the switch have
been directly linked with the develop-
ment and onset of familial hypertrophic
cardiomyopathy, an inherited fatal
heart disease that frequently has as its
first symptom sudden cardiac arrest.

The project will explore fundamen-
tal operations of the switch, focusing on
the functions and interactions of Tro-
ponin T (TnT), a protein essential for
normal muscle formation and activity.
The research will address critical ques-
tions about the function of TnT in mus-
cle and provide information essential
for the development of more effective
drugs to regulate the heart in persons
suffering from heart disease.

Allen will carry out the research on
the worm Caenorhabditis elegans.
“This worm,” says Allen, “is strikingly

similar to humans at the molecular and
cellular levels and therefore represents
a powerful model for genetic research
and understanding human disease. Re-
search using C. eleganshas contributed
significantly to understanding the
processes involved in the onset of can-
cer and is offering promise in the study
of genes linked with obesity and
Alzheimer’s disease, as well as heart
and other muscular diseases.” 

Allen’s research is distinctive in com-
bining molecular genetic and physiolog-
ical techniques.

Taylor Allen to Use Worms in Human Heart Research

College Course on Oberlin History Will Involve City Schools
This summer, with a recent $15,000
grant from the Ameritech Foundation,
Carol Lasser, associate professor of his-
tory, will develop a course on Oberlin
history that will pair College students
with teachers in the Oberlin public
schools. The aim of the course will be to
support the use of electronic media to
teach local history and build a sense of
community.

Lasser will teach the course, Oberlin
History as American History, begin-
ning this fall. The 15 College students
enrolled in the class will explore
episodes in the history of Oberlin as a
multicultural community, then con-
struct chronologies and contextualize

local history as a part of American his-
tory. In this task they will work with 15
teachers from the Oberlin Public
Schools who will have completed a rele-
vant summer workshop. Funded by the
National Endowment for the Humani-
ties (NEH), the workshop—whose staff
will include Oberlin College faculty—
will cover integrating the World Wide
Web and other new media resources
into the curriculum.

“While the College students will
learn to use the Internet and other elec-
tronic resources to research, record, and
think about history, they will also create
electronic local-history resources for use
in College and public-school class-

rooms,” says Lasser. The resources
will reside on the web site of the Elec-
tronic Oberlin Group (EOG), of which
Lasser is a founding member. The Col-
lege students will also help teachers
and grade-school students create elec-
tronic presentations that will become a
part of the EOG web site (www.ober-
lin.edu/~EOG).

Oberlin’s Ameritech grant is one of
10 awarded this fall through the
Ameritech Partnership Award for Inde-
pendent Colleges Program. Ameritech
developed the awards to encourage the
innovative use of technology in higher
education by private institutions in the
company’s five-state region.

Trustees Approve Reports and Expenditures,
Accept Gender-Neutral Language for Bylaws in December Meeting
During the December 4-6 meeting of the
Board of Trustees, members attended
committee meetings and met with vari-
ous campus constituencies. Reports they
heard included one on the appointment of
an ad hoc Committee on Retention.
Among reports presented and approved
were the auditors’ report and the financial
report for 1996-97. Trustees approved re-
search-status appointments (see related
story on page 1) and faculty promotions
(see “Transitions”). They began Satur-
day’s open session with an introduction of
Jessica Darcy, the new class trustee.
Darcy, a graduate of the Class of 1997,
succeeds Class Trustee Gail Drakes ’94.

Initiated by Honorary Trustee John
Elder the board discussed the feasibility
of having the new science facility incor-
porate the new technologies that will be
implemented in the Adam Lewis Center
for Environmental Studies. The conver-
sation’s conclusion, reached with contri-
butions from President Nancy Dye, Vice
President for Operations Donna Rayns-
ford, and Trustee James Ford, was that
greening the science building would be
too expensive and impractical but that
the proposed student center may be able
to benefit from the new technologies and
materials explored in the environmen-
tal-studies center.

Trustees approved a $3,212,325 fa-
cilities-maintenance budget for 1998-
99. Continuing repair of the Allen
Memorial Art Museum, including the
Ellen Johnson Gallery, will account for
$850,000 of the budget.

The board approved revisions to the
College bylaws that render them gen-
der neutral. For example, instead of
“The term of office of each Trustee so
elected shall begin at noon on the July 1
next following his election . . .,” the by-
laws now read, “The term of office of
each Trustee so elected shall begin at
noon on the July 1 next following that
election . . . .”

Oberlin College, including the
Conservatory of Music, is seeking
comments from the public in
preparation for its periodic evalu-
ation by its regional accrediting
agency.

The College will undergo a
comprehensive evaluation visit
March 2-4, 1998, by a team repre-
senting the Commission on Insti-
tutions of Higher Education of the
North Central Association of Col-
lege and Schools and the Nation-
al Association of Schools of Music.
The team will review the institu-
tion’s ongoing ability to meet the
two organizations’ criteria and re-
quirements for accreditation.

The public is invited to submit
written comments at the follow-
ing address:

Public Comment on 
Oberlin College

Commission on Institutions of 
Higher Education

North Central Association of 
Colleges and Schools

30 N. LaSalle Street, Suite 2400
Chicago, IL 60602

Comments must address sub-
stantive matters related to the
quality of the institution or its
academic programs. Comments
must be in writing and signed;
they cannot be treated as confi-
dential.

Please Comment

http://www.oberlin.edu/~EOG
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Observations

So That All the Other Struggles May Go On
By David Orr

W
ithin the lifetimes of students
now attending Oberlin Col-
lege, world population will

double to 10-12 billion people, human
actions will drive into extinction per-
haps 20 percent of the species now on
earth, and the emission of heat-trap-
ping gases will force global climate
into a less stable and probably far less
desirable state.

Surveying these and other global
trends, 102 Nobel laureates in sci-
ence and 1600 other scientists from
70 countries signed, in 1992, the
World Scientists’ Warning to Hu-
manity, which reads in part:

Human beings and the natural
world are on a collision course. . . . If
not checked, many of our current prac-
tices put at serious risk the future that
we wish for human society and . . .
may so alter the living world that it
will be unable to sustain life in the
manner that we know. Fundamental
changes are urgent if we are to avoid
the collision our present course will
bring about.

We the undersigned, senior members
of the world’s scientific community, here-
by warn all humanity of what lies ahead.
A great change in our stewardship of
the earth and the life on it is required, if
vast human misery is to be avoided and
our global home on this planet is not to
be irretrievably mutilated.
A substantial and growing body of

scientific evidence amassed since 1992
confirms the view that humans are at
or near critical thresholds of planetary
stability and ecological carrying capac-
ity. Humankind is now in the first
truly global crisis that concerns our
survival as a species, the terms by
which we might survive, and what it
means to be human.

No problem mentioned by the
world scientists is unsolvable in princi-
ple; all can be solved if we have the wit
and will to act with intelligence, fore-
sight, and dispatch.

One all-too-common response to the
warnings, however, is to deny their va-
lidity. The extreme right has done this
by ridiculing, obscuring evidence, and
confusing the larger issues in question.
The political left often denies by at-
tacking science and inconvenient evi-
dence as reflections of gender, power,
and ethnic background. More sophisti-
cated forms of denial take the form of
excuses that we do not have the time
or expertise to worry about issues be-
yond our specialization, especially
those that make us uncomfortable in
polite circumstances. Some even say
that humankind has always tri-
umphed in the past and ergo will do so
in the future. Beneath all forms of de-
nial is the hope that someone else will
figure it out or that technology will
save humankind in the nick of time.

Denial is not just an individual be-
havior—institutions do it, too.

The document that came from our
recent exercise in strategic planning,
for example, contains no mention that
global environmental trends are perti-
nent to Oberlin’s future. Broad Direc-

tions for Oberlin’s Future carries no
hint that global change has anything
to do with the educational mission of
the College or that it might radically
alter the lives and career prospects of
Oberlin students. In its silence about
environmental and global issues, the
document could have been written 40
years ago.

Broad Directions calls for higher
faculty salaries and more time for
scholarship. It is filled with familiar
and undefined phrases about diversi-
ty, multiculturalism, and social empa-
thy,  without saying what these words
have to do with the preservation of bi-
ological diversity. It may even confuse
egalitarianism with real cultural di-
versity. It certainly does not say what
social empathy has to do with empa-
thy toward our fellow creatures in the
natural world and to the generations
ahead whose prospects are jeopar-
dized by rapid global change.

We read, for example, that every
Oberlin student should learn how
artists think. But nowhere are we told
that all students should know how the
biophysical world works and why that
knowledge is important to their
prospects.

We are enjoined to celebrate our di-
verse social, artistic, and intellectual
life together, but nowhere does the
document note the central fact of our
existence: that, aware of it or not, we
are part of an ecological community.

The document recommends steps
to promote health and wellness but
makes no refer-
ence to the fact
that human well-
ness in a sick envi-
ronment is tem-
porary at best.

What would it
mean for Oberlin
College to face the
mounting evi-
dence that hu-
mankind is in real
danger of mutilat-
ing the home we
call earth as well
as our own hu-
manity?

First, it would
require an atti-
tude of utter can-
dor and intellectu-
al fearlessness to
overcome the
complacency, self-congratulation, and
busyness that sometimes characterize
this and other colleges. We cannot
easily or legitimately escape our cul-
pability in the larger problems of our
time. The important planning ques-
tions have to do with how this college
might be energized to rethink what
institutional success means at a time
when the entire human enterprise is
in jeopardy.

Second, taking long-term global
change seriously would require us to
think more carefully about what our
students will need to know to live lives
of service at a time when ecological sta-

bility can no longer be taken for grant-
ed. Among other things, they will need
to know how to:
• power civilization by a combination

of high efficiency and technologies
that capture current sunlight, there-
by reducing the likelihood of severe
climatic change;

•  reduce population growth while safe-
guarding basic human rights;

•  preserve species and entire ecosys-
tems;

•  grow their food sustainably, which
means preserving soils, groundwa-
ter, and biological diversity while
safeguarding human health;

•   eliminate waste and pollution;
•   restore degraded ecosystems;
•  develop economies that can be sus-

tained within the limits of natural
systems;

•  comprehend systems dynamics and
long-time horizons;

•  create artistic and cultural symbols
necessary to redefine the human
role in nature;

•  create the political basis for an eco-
logically solvent democracy; and

•  create a just distribution of power,
wealth, and opportunity in a world
increasingly divided between rich
and poor.
Third, a vigorous response to global

change would require us to think open-
ly about things now taboo, including the
narrowness with which we define liber-
al arts, the unexamined assumptions
implicit in our technological fundamen-
talism, the controlling assumptions hid-

den in a curricu-
lum organized
by departments
and disciplines,
and the anthro-
p o c e n t r i s m
that limits our
willingness to
see ourselves as
only a part of a
larger ecological
community on a
long evolution-
ary journey.
Our students
will need to
think in patterns
and systems,
yet—rhetoric to
the contrary—
we still empha-
size disciplinary
specialization.

They will need a kind of lateral rigor to
combine knowledge from different
fields, yet we still educate them as if
rigor were exclusively vertical and
meant going deeper and deeper into a
particular discipline. They will need a
larger sense of beauty that insists on
causing no ugliness, human or ecologi-
cal, somewhere else or at some later
time. Yet we still educate them as if art,
science, morality, and the long-term
human future were unrelated. The rele-
vant planning questions have to do with
how we might create the resources,
time, and intellectual tolerance to ques-
tion the reductionism and anthropocen-

trism buried in the organization of our
academic and institutional life.

Fourth, taking the long-term
human future seriously would require
developing ecological literacy through-
out the entire College, from students
through trustees. We have a model in
the continuing effort to develop and up-
grade our computer literacy. We have
other models having to do with gender,
sexual orientation, and racial equality
that have been institutionalized in poli-
cy guidelines and administrative proce-
dures. The planning question is how we
might institutionalize the capacity to
think and act across discipline bound-
aries as if evolution, ecology, thermody-
namics, and the long-term future really
mattered.

Fifth, taking the long-term seriously
would change how the institution oper-
ates. We have a moral interest in mak-
ing certain that campus purchasing, in-
vestments, and operations of the
physical plant do not undermine the in-
tegrity, beauty, and stability of the
world our students will inherit. With
that obligation in mind, could Oberlin
take the lead to declare, say, a 10-year
goal to become the first college in the
world to power itself by a combination
of greater efficiency, emerging solar
technologies, and hydrogen? Why not?
The limits are no longer technological or
even economic, but those of imagina-
tion and commitment. Through the
imaginative commitment of our pur-
chasing and investments could we help
leverage the emergence of a genuinely
sustainable economy in the Oberlin re-
gion? And could we incorporate such
things into the curriculum in ways that
cross disciplinary boundaries while
having a practical effect on the world?
Why not? The important planning
questions have to do with how we might
imaginatively calibrate our stated val-
ues with our real institutional behavior
and do so as part of a larger effort to
teach our students that the world is in-
deed rich in good possibilities.

Oberlin is a distinctive institution
largely because its early leaders were
willing to risk the very existence of the
College for large ideals. We have drawn
on the moral capital they created ever
since. It is fair to ask what we are will-
ing to risk and what moral capital we
will leave behind. Our predecessors
risked it all for human equality. That
struggle continues, but it is now sub-
sumed in a far larger struggle to ensure
a habitable planet for coming genera-
tions so that all the other struggles
might go on. Future generations—the
presumed beneficiaries of our strategic
planning—will care not a lick for how
we stacked up against the conventional
indicators of institutional success. They
will measure us, rather, by our fore-
sight and for what we were willing to
risk on their behalf.

David Orr is professor of environ-
mental studies and politics. His sug-
gestions for further reading on global
change are linked to the electronic
version of this issue.

What are we

willing to risk,

and what

moral capital will

we leave behind?

http://www.ucsusa.org/warning.html
Editor's Note
Oberlin's science librarian, Alison Ricker, sleuthed out two other relevant references. Here they are, with her comments:Holden, Constance.  "Scientists' campaign to save earth."  Science v.258 (Nov. 27, 1992): p. 1433.  This is a news note in response to the 1992 Warning to Humanity.Wager, Janet S.  "Union of Concerned Scientists."  Environment v.36 (May 1994): p. 4-5+A good piece about the UCS on the occasion of its 25th anniversary.  The Warning to Humanity is specifically mentioned. 


