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Robinson: Are Our Institutions Flexible Enough?

ARE OUR INSTITUTIONS
FLEXIBLE ENOUGH?

A lecture presented at the Naval War College

by

Mr. Howard T. Robinson

on 4 March 1969

The true aim of our Governmenl is
freedom and equalily [or our eilizens,
The Government agsumes the role of big
brother, arbiler, innovalor, and, (inally,
concilialor over all our many [ree insli-
Lulions.

These instilutions, or organized
forms ol social life, are developed,
administered, and controlled by private
citizens and generate political, cco-
nomic, and moral powers distinet and
scparale from thal of the clected Gov-
ernmenl. Consequently, many of so-
cicly’s rules ol eonduct are estalilished
oulside the chain of Government com-
mand.

Assuming the (oregoing to bie valid, [
plan first Lo examine Lhe reeent alli-
tudes and hehavioral patterns of persons
for whom there are no organized nstitu-
Lions, Lhe unorganized blacks, Lhe poor,
and the youth; and sccond to suggest
how the current explosive aclivilics of
these groups can polentially influence
our Nation’s standing in the interna-
tional community.

First of all, it i8 my premise, (or
which Lhere is substantinl supporting
cvidence, Lhal our institulions bend
under the force ol organized pressure.
Thal is to say, organizalions acling as
pressure groups sltimulate and molivate
institutional change; and since most
cilizens are associated in some manner
with an organization, he it labor, medi-
cine, velerans, educalion, religious
groups, or once ol the many Lhousand
others, they arc thus served reasonably
cllectively within currently acceptable
limits. They communicate their desires
for change through their organizations.
The unorganized, on the other hand, are
left to fight their battles as individuals.
And since our institutions respond best
Lo organized pressure, Lthe unorganized
are nol capable ol bringing aboul insti-
Lational change. 11 iL were, at present,
possible for all individuals Lo achicve
membership in an established organiza-
tion, we could dismiss the grievances of
the nonaffiliated with the claim that
their failure is a result of laziness or
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unwillingness to parlicipate, therefore
they are unfit to reeeive the available
fruits of our soeicly. Hut the faets are
that many who want to join and parlici-
pate in estahlished organizations, par-
ticularly in the ease of the blacks, arc
denied the opportunity.

Many of our young intellectuals,
hoth black and white, claim that the
present instilutions, set up to serve the
values of a previous period in our
history, are not relevant or responsive to
the needs of our present Lechnologieal
society. A few days ago 1 asked a white
student: “In which of our many institu-
tions do you have the least confi-
denee?” 1lis reply was that what he
disliked most was an inconsistency he
found between the words and Lhe acls
of the total establishinent. That instead
of serious discussion on the issues be-
tween leaders and young people, he felt
that representatives of the establishment
were trying to “buy him off” with the
“standard shorthand about heing thank-
[ul” and offers of material advantages.
Further to substantiate his claim, he
noted that Iederal fund transfers which
were intended to alleviate the problems
of the poor were disproportionately
disbursed for high salaries Lo Govern-
ment bureaucrats. And that the “maxi-
mum [easible local participation” con-
eept of the Office of lieonomic Oppor-
tunity (OIN0) legislation was not [ully
implemented because the bureaucrats
insist upon maintaining too inuch con-
trol.

A second youth made the elaim that
current college education was not rele-
vant to the needs of our present society.
However, it was nceessary Lo go through
the motions of attending classes and
passing irrelevant examinations in order
to obtain a position where be eould
influence the eourse of events. Other
students seemed eoncerned about social
inconsistencies regarding sex, family
life, and religion.

A young black man told me that he
found the new left to be “decadent™

and went on to say that the new lelt
only offered a new systemn of compro-
mise for blaeks and that it was danger-
ous for hlaeks Lo eompromise at this
time of hecightened self-coneern. In
general, I find black students and, in
faet, most young blacks to be seeking a
new dignity through identification with
what is deseribed as a more favored
self-image. They “turn off” when white
professors Lry to teach about black
history or about Afriea. It is hard for
them, they say, to believe that a white
person can have the necessary sensitivity
and insight to understand the “moti-
valing aspects of black behavior.” They
recoil when a white professor is “pass-
ing” as an expert on Alriea while vsing
white values to justify his position.

“Big labor,” “‘big management,” “‘big
Government,” and “big organization™ in
general, with their built-in bureaueracies
where standards of qualifications for
entry are established, so claims our
youth, to proteet those already en-
trenched, are waving red flags which
taunt the scnsitivities of youth and
other disaffected members of the popu-
lation when they seek Lo persuade
young people that things will be all right
in due course.

Today, no protest movement is avail-
able for them to eling or turn to. The
labor movement, and other similar or-
ganizations which onee attracted the
emotions and energiea of the poor and
the blacks no longer serve this purpose.
Labor unions today are working almost
exelusively to protect their dues-paying
members. New members are sought;
but, because of technologieal changes
and more enlightened employment prac-
tices by employers, the unions’ or-
ganizing efforts have, during recent
years, met with limited sueeess. Union
members facing layoff due Lo techno-
logical ebanges are foreing leaders to
turn in a large measure towards pro-
tecting their eurrent bargaining rights.
To meet this need, unions, of neecessity,
arc more and more direeling their or-
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ganizing resourees toward the highly
trained white-eollar and professional
employees who have assumed positions
within the enterprise for which blue-
collar workers were not previously
trained to undertake. The expanding
areas in which union organizers are
having sueeess and eonsequently de-
voling a major share of their efforls and
resources are cducation (i.e., teachers)
and government eivil servants, both
Federal and local not the untrained
poor. PFortunately, there are a few ex-
ceptions to this, however, and one
inportant exception is the unions’ ef-
forts to organize the millions of farm
workers. In addition, the AFL-CIO re-
eently unveiled plans whieh will get it
heavily involved in the housing field and
education, on what appears to be a
mueh wider basis than ever hefore, of its
rank and file leadership. These activities
rcpresent flexibility and respond to
demands for ehange.

Several years ago the civil rights
movement attracted many young white
and hlack intellectuals. Not so today.
This is not altogether the fault of the
whites: young black militants have
made white civil rights workers un-
weleome in these organizations. They
gay that the whites should work among
their own people, alter their opinions
about blacks, and that they (young
whites) should respect black history and
eulture. Due to the laek of substantial
progress in this area, young hlaeks are
fed up with integration as a goal. This is
not to suggest that if integration had
had more rapid suceess there would not
have been complaints. I believe there
would have been complaints beeanse the
kinds of eoneerns of blacke today are
not and were not within the framework
of references of the established civil
rights organizations. Consequently,
neither the unorganized poor nor the
blacks nor the young intellectuals have
today an attraeling magnel Lo engage
them in practieal goals such as integra-
tion and higher wages. They have turned

their eriticism toward the broader insti-
tutional framework. They want substan-
tive ehange not only in their lives hut
also in the direction and the “sincerity”
of all our institutions. Many of our
youth believe it is possible for this
Nation to conduct its world affairs
without Vietnam Lypes of involvement
or the neeessity for the employment of
our massive military power, if only we
reapected the rights of others and would
neutralize our anti-Communist phobia.

The complaints of the unorganized
poor and the blacks are less sophiati-
eated. What they seek is a larger share of
the material wealth. They want to have
the existing institutions provide jobs,
housing, education, health eare, and, in
general, a better and more dignified life.
These are only a few of the things we
hear being demanded by the unor-
ganized poor and the hlacks. A very
limited shopping list indeed.

We must answer the question: How
can present established institutions be
responsive to the demands and needs of
the unorganized blacks, the poor, and
the young intellectuals? Can our mili-
tary establishment meet the challenge of
how to attraet young men into the
services? Can we inspire our servicemen,
black and white, to hehave better at
home and particularly overseas. Or will
it he necessary to dismantle the existing
institutions and replace them with
something else? At this point we can
bring into sharp focus the question,
“Are our institutions flexible enough?”
My response to this question is an
optimistic yes. But will this flexibility
be demonstrated in time to avoid the
kind of frustration which, in turn,
causes institutional repression to what
might otherwise be useful and valuable
sel{-criticism.

There is already considerable evi-
dence from the fields of soeial welfare,
education, employment, and poverty,
although not nearly enough in substance
and size and not yet effectively com-
municated or administered, to support

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1969



Naval War College Review, Vo (2 RTBLE INSTITUTIONS 65

my claim that our institutions are flexi-
ble but perhaps, it can be argued, not
enough.

One needs only to examine the revo-
lutionary nature of recent actions by
educational institutions in providing
black studics programs to get a fecling,
alheit limited, of optimism. Several
universities have gone so far as to
advance the possibility of having black
study programs lead to degrees. Upon
firat hearing of this I beeame personally
indignant, “Why a degree?” 1 asked. I
could justify the requircment that all
Americans study black history at all
levels of our educational system, but Lo
grant a degree--I was not prepared to go
that far until it dawned on me that we
give degrees in Greek culture, medieval
history, et cetera. These programs were
advoeated by black wmilitants and sup-
ported generally by white students, This
responsiveness is a good example of
flexibility by our institutions of higher
education.

Social welfare innovations have been
made that go far beyond regulatory
changes. These changes affect the very
heart of the social wellure concepts, The
new changes to which I refer are now
clfective in the State of Rhode lsland
and a few other slates (sell-deelaration
system) whereby a person nced only
apply and he will receive assistance
without the demeaning investigations
and restrictions previously assoeiated
with welfare. In addition lo receiving
money, the recipient also can qualily
for cducation and training with which,
hopefully, coupled with the eooperation
of private employers, he will hecome a
productive citizen. We have also made
some upward substanlive moves in our
ability to employ our citizens but have
failed to develop new mecthods leading
to assurance of full employment. Black
citizens sulfer most the pains of un-
employment. (Source: 1).5. Department
of Labor) Their unemployment rate is
morc than double that of white, and in
apite of cflorts Lo lessen this problem it

is increasing not only in pereentages of
uncmployment but also in the spread
within the earning gap, at certain levels,
between whites and blacks. One positive
sign i8 in the distrihution of hlack
employment which has shown impor-
tant shifts over the past few years,
There are currently more black execu-
tives, middlc-level managers, profes-
sionals, black government officials,
elected and appointed: there are more
blacks in the civil service and the mili-
tary. Major universities have employed
black professors and are secking more.

The list of posilive responses to
demands for change is long, hut the list
of demands for further changes is even
longer, and as we open up the channels
of communication between the leader-
ship and the masscs these demands will
grow. l'or onee the citizens know and
understand what soeicly can do, they
will insist that it be done.

Our technological society today de-
mands more from us: more education
and technical training for cach of our
citizens and beeause of successes we
have had technological achievement, we
can afford a larger overall resource for
dealing with our problems of housing,
social welfare, and institutional changes,
including the siluation of raec.

I have commitied mysetf Lo an opti-
mistie view aboul our institutions, not
because of romanticism, but because of
my faith in our demonstrated ahility to
do the necessary.

But do we have the ability to eon-
vincingly communicate the subatance of
our positive actions to the young, the
unorganized poor, and the blacks? To
communicate means to effeetively
employ their energics, their imagina-
tions, and their talenls in ways which
provide them {and, in {act, all of us) an
opportunity for a greater sense of values
which offers a renewed personal dignity
in productive enterprise.

Before [ turn to show how all this
affects our international standing, let
me hasten to note that wbile [ have

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol22/iss5/8



66 NAVAL WAR COTTRGRREV e Flexble Eoveh?

faith that we can meet the challenge, I
believe that in doing so many of our
norms of behavior will be in the process
of undergoing serious change and that
some organizations will be replaced. Our
universitites seem to be the first to
begin reshaping themselves. Racial pre-
judice and the organizations supporting
it will have to meet their deaths. Black
citizens will find their dignity, and the
unorganized poor among us will need to
become organized--either with or with-
out Government support.

Foreign nations, both our friends and
our adversaries, will continue for some
time to think “Why haven’t you made
your Constitution live as you said you
would?” It is difficult for many of these
nations to understand why such an
economically powerful Nation cannot
deal more effectively with its social and
employment problems.

I do not think any of these nations
doubt our military or ¢conomic powers.
Our adversaries see our disturbances as a
desirable weakness, one to be exploited.
Our friends are perhaps a bit uneasy
when they see our institutions chal-
lenged from within. They, in many
cases, fail to understand or, for that
matter, have faith in the strength and
flexibility of our institutions.

Until recently we thought of pov-
erty, student unrest, and violent demon-
strations as a product of undeveloped
societies. We now witness that our
young people, students, the blacks, and
the poor are stridently confronting our
society and our institutions. The world
public has been given liberal doses of
violent opposition to established institu-
tions and political instability all de-
scribed as an inevitable part of the
disorganization relating to the new and
undeveloped nations. These reports
were framed and evaluated in such a
way as to lead one to believe that
governments were teetering, and indeed
many were.

Today these same kinds of reports,
by the same public media, describe the

unrest and violent disorder which exist
in most of the developed world. This,
perhaps, could have been expected from
the public opinion point of view of, say,
France and perhaps even far-off Japan.
But when it is evident that the most
consistent of these violent demonstra-
tions, concerning institutional response
to public needs, are principally in what
is considered by all nations the strongest
nation in the world, there is cause to be
concerned. For, in my opinion, the
consistency of our internal problems is
viewed by our enemies with mild sur-
prise and our allies with shock and
alarm. Our allies question these acts and
wonder aloud about our viability as a
strong nation. This very concern was
pressed upon me not long ago by one of
our leading ambassadors: He told me
that a leading figure of his constituent
country, which for the last 20-odd years
has been one of our closest allies, had
expressed to him the feeling which had
previously permeated his government:
that his government was often some-
what bemused by what they considered
American mistakes and awkwardness in
conducting international affairs. But in
spite of this, his government respected
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our strength and our goodwill. But
today, he said, that when talking with
leadere of his country he finds a lessen-
ing of confidence, not in our military or
economic strength, but in our ability to
manage our institutions at home.

I judge this kind of misunderstanding
to be an ignorance, on the part of some
foreign governments, of the internal
goals and functioning of our Govern-
ment in managing our free institutions.
This, of course, is coupled with a fuilure
to comprehend the elasticity and
strength of our private institutions.
Such ignorance can, if we do not edu-
eate them about our internal strength,
lcad to costly and serious miscaleula-
tions. Consequently, | helicve that in-
creasingly thosc bureaucracies, civilian
and military personnel that represents

our Government ahroad will need to
become and Lo slay knowledgeable of
current devclnpments al home to a
degree not demanded herctofore, and
that this new knowledge should heeome
the hasis for one of the most important
dialogs we ought to develop in com-
municating with foreign nations. The
new dialog ought to stress the com-
monality of our problems that, in order
to survive, institutions must have a
built-in flexibility.

Lt is safe, [ believe, to assume that an
enemy will give aid and comfort to
those fricndly nations with whom our
relations are weak. U sueh nations are
uncertain of our internal strength, it
follows that they will make, for the sake
of their own “self-interest,” common
causc with the cnemy.

— ]

The most complete and happy victory is this: to compel one’s cnemy to
give up his purpose, while suffering no harm onesclf,

Belisarius, 505-565
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