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A)The Historiographical Gap 
 

• Existing Russell scholarship contains few details about Russell’s activities at the 
University of California at Los Angeles during the 1939-1940 school year 

o Ronald Clark’s The Life of Bertrand Russell provides a few pages of detail 
about Russell’s devotion to his children while living in Los Angeles and his 
renunciation of pacifism in the spring of 1940, but only a scant few 
sentences about the “almost totalitarian atmosphere” of UCLA under the 
leadership of Robert Gordon Sproul, the president of the University of 
California system 

o Ray Monk’s Bertrand Russell: The Ghost of Madness briefly mentions 
Russell’s “deep dislike” of Sproul and, predictably for Monk, devotes two 
paragraphs to Russell’s dysfunctional family life in Los Angeles without 
any sustained analysis of the reasons behind Russell’s recruitment to 
UCLA and his teaching responsibilities except for his political views on the 
darkening situation in Europe stated in the classroom and in newspaper 
interviews 

o In his Autobiography, Russell mirrors these biographical accounts by 
covering his experience at UCLA in two paragraphs, emphasizing his 
“profound aversion” to Sproul and the back injury incurred during the 
summer of 1939 that delayed his teaching preparation; “throughout the 
coming academic year,” Russell noted, “I was always overworked and 
always conscious that my lectures were inadequate” 

o These accounts do provide thorough coverage of the controversial denial 
of Russell’s appointment at the City College of New York in the spring of 
1940, but this is only tangentially related to Russell’s time at UCLA to the 
extent that Russell had, to his regret, given up his appointment in Los 
Angeles to accept the CCNY post 

▪ Thom Weidlich’s Appointment Denied provides the most detailed 
analysis of Russell’s CCNY debacle 

• This paper will shed light on Russell’s tenure at UCLA by using underutilized or 
unexamined archival sources held by UCLA and the University of California at 
Berkeley, newspaper accounts, and correspondence held in the Bertrand Russell 
Archives to answer five primary questions: 

o How did Russell secure a contract with UCLA? 
o What immigration difficulties did Russell and his family experience? 
o What teaching and speaking activities did Russell undertake? 
o What was the opposition to Russell’s presence at UCLA? 
o What were the circumstances leading to Russell’s ultimate departure from 

California in September 1940?  



Bertrand Russell at UCLA, 1939-1940 
 
B)Russell’s Recruitment to UCLA 
 

• Russell, his wife Patricia, and his son Conrad arrived in the United States in 
September 1938 to take up a six-month appointment at the University of 
Chicago, and he had not secured any academic position in America beyond the 
end of his tenure in Chicago in March 1939 

• The initiative for Russell to come to Los Angeles originated primarily from the 
Department of Philosophy at UCLA; Donald Piatt, the department chair, and 
other department members, corresponded with Charles Morris at the University 
of Chicago about Russell’s availability (see Figure 1) 

• In December 1938, the Department of Philosophy recommended that Russell be 
appointed to the position (see Figure 2), although Robert Sproul initially 
opposed this recommendation because of Russell’s advanced age that would not 
see him able to remain at UCLA beyond the mandatory retirement age of 70 

• Events proved to move very slowly, and throughout January and February 1939, 
no decision was made, with Russell (through Charles Morris) indicating that an 
apparent offer from the University of Southern California was no longer on the 
table and UCLA officials remaining non-committal due to the uncertainty about 
the budget during the 1939-1940 academic year (see Figure 3) 

• Russell, Patricia, and Conrad arrived in San Francisco on 16 March, and Russell 
lectured in Los Angeles and the Bay area before continuing a lecture tour after 
they established a summer residence in Montecito.  Although Russell met with 
Sproul at Berkeley, there is no record that a contract was finalized 

• Indeed, Sproul asked in early-April 1939 that a committee be composed to study 
Russell’s appointment; “I hope that the committee will be carefully chosen,” 
Sproul remarked, “for, if it fails to approve Russell, we shall have to appoint him 
as a visiting professor from year to year, and that would be a nuisance” 

• The committee recommended Russell’s appointment on 27 April 1939: 
o “The committee is of the opinion that Mr. Russell merits the indicated 

appointment.  This opinion is based on a critical examination of his 
writings, a study of his probable contributions to the University in the 
fields of teaching and general service, and an attempted evaluation of the 
effect that his coming here will have on the community … The committee 
believes that any unfavorable criticisms that might arise from opinions 
expressed by Mr. Russell in the past or likely to be expressed by him 
during his stay on this campus, are of little significance in the face of the 
recognized eminence of the man” 

• Ultimately, the University of California sent Russell a contract on 14 July 1939 
(see Figure 4), although it was only for a single year; no archival evidence can be 
located to indicate a formal contract for a longer period was ever signed 
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Figure 1 
 

 
Source: Charles Morris to Donald Williams, 8 November 1938, Record Series 411, 
Philosophy Chairs’ Correspondence, Box 5, File Piatt Correspondence 1938, UCLA 
Library Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library 
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Figure 2 
 

 
Source: Donald Piatt to Robert Sproul, 20 December 1938, Record Series 411, 
Philosophy Chairs’ Correspondence, Box 5, File Piatt Correspondence 1938, UCLA 
Library Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library 
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Figure 3 
 

 
Source: Charles Morris to Donald Piatt, 11 February 1939, Record Series 411, 
Philosophy Chairs’ Correspondence, Box 5, File Piatt Correspondence 1939, UCLA 
Library Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library 
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Figure 4 
 

 
 
Source: R.M. Underhill to BR, 14 July 1939, CU-5 Series 2, 1939, File 50—Philosophy, 
University of California Berkeley Archives, Bancroft Library 
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C)Russell’s Immigration Difficulties 
 

• While the details of Russell’s appointment were being determined, he requested 
an immediate letter from Robert Sproul confirming his future employment at 
UCLA (see Figure 5) to extend their visas, a request Sproul addressed by 
providing a signed statement Russell submitted to immigration officials 

• While Russell assumed this action would take care of the matter, he was shocked 
to receive an order from a New York immigration on 4 August 1939 requiring 
him to leave the country within eleven days or face deportation.  The order 
centred on the fact that Russell had entered the country as a temporary visitor 
destined for the University of Chicago, and aliens on a temporary visa were not 
allowed to change the purpose for which they were originally admitted 

• University of California officials immediately took Russell’s case to the highest 
levels of the US immigration system by directly lobbying Frances Perkins, the US 
Secretary of Labour, and a 30-day stay of the deportation order was provided to 
allow Russell to temporarily depart the United States and reapply for immediate 
entry (see Figure 6) 

• Complications with Russell’s situation prevented a prompt resolution of the 
immigration matter, including the presence of John and Kate Russell in the 
United States (who had been allowed to visit the United States only and no other 
country), the need for required documents to be obtained from England, and 
conflicting reports received from American and Mexican officials about the 
requirements to travel to Mexico and return to the United States (see Figure 7); 
the Department of Labour eventually extended Russell’s temporary visa to 31 
December 1939 to address his status 

• The final technical detail required before Russell and his family traveled to 
Mexico involved a visit to a local Los Angeles police station on 12 December to 
procure a “good conduct certificate”; media reports (see Figure 8) of the incident 
indicate the public fascination with Russell’s activities, however, mundane: 

o “But his visit with the police department yesterday was not for the 
purpose of sojourning there, it was explained … ‘He merely went to the 
police to procure certain certificates which the American Consul in 
Ensenada wants as part of our re-entrance requirements,’ explained Mrs. 
Russell at their home 212 Loring Ave.” … The re-entrance, which they 
hope can be completed during the Christmas holidays, calls for “good 
behavior” certificates from police in every community in which they’ve 
resided during the past five years, Mrs. Russell concluded with a sigh” 

• Russell crossed the Mexican border on 26 December and re-entered from 
Tijuana on 30 December under the Mexican quota of British subjects as a 
permanent resident 
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Figure 5 
 

 
 
Source: William Feakins to Robert Sproul, 21 April 1939, CU-5 Series 2, 1939, File 50—
Philosophy, University of California Berkeley Archives, Bancroft Library 
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Figure 6 
 

 
 
Source: Portion of Monroe Deutsch to Frances Perkins, 5 August 1939, CU-5 Series 2, 
1939, File 50—Philosophy, University of California Berkeley Archives, Bancroft Library 
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Figure 7 
 

 
 
Source: Portion of BR to E.R. Hedrick, 27 August 1939, RA3 930, McMaster University, 
Bertrand Russell Archives 
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Figure 8 
 

 
 
Source: “UCLA Professor’s Jail Visit Explained by Friends”, Los Angeles Times, 
Wednesday, 13 December 1939, p. 16 
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D)Russell’s Teaching and Public Lecturing Commitments 
 

• Russell taught three courses at UCLA in the 1939-1940 academic year, and 
university catalogues and schedules—including copies of these documents 
annotated with registration information (see Figure 9)—provide a good 
overview of his teaching commitments 

o 2A-2B—Introduction to Philosophy.  Lower division course taught on 
Monday/Wednesday at 10:00 in the Fall term with 360 students, and 
Russell had responsibility for one of the tutorial/quiz sections on Friday 
at 10:00.  Taught on Monday/Wednesday in the Winter term with 267 
students with the assumption that he also had a tutorial/quiz section 

o 120A-120B—Philosophical Ideas in Practice.  Upper division course 
taught on Monday/Wednesday/Friday at 12:00 noon in the Fall term with 
111 students.  Taught on Monday/Wednesday/Friday at 12:00 noon in 
the Winter term with 80 students 

o 267A-267B—Seminar: Theory of Meaning.  Graduate course taught on 
Wednesday at 2:00 and 3:00 in the Fall term with 10 students.  Taught on 
Monday in the Winter term at 8:00 and 9:00 with 7 students. 

o Russell’s office hours (he shared a faculty office with two other 
department members) were Monday/Wednesday/Friday at 11:00 in the 
Fall term and Monday/Friday at 11:00 and Wednesday at 2:00 in the 
Winter term 

• It is difficult to determine the specific contents of Russell’s courses, and most of 
the knowledge about Russell’s teaching comes from the after-the-fact 
recollections of his students 

o The most detailed account comes from Fenwicke W. Holmes in a 1992 
issue of San José Studies (see Figure 10) that discusses the reading list of 
Russell’s Philosophical Ideas in Practice course and his views on pacifism 

o Russell’s performance in class received near universal acclaim from his 
students, as evidenced in the favourable portrayal of Russell in the 1 April 
issue of Life magazine (see Figure 11), and he and Patricia seem to have 
regularly entertained students in their home at 212 Loring Avenue 

• Due to his teaching commitments, Russell undertook only a handful of public 
speaking engagements or appearances during the 1939-1940 academic year 

o Among these were Russell’s participation in a banquet held on 10 
December 1939 in his and Rudolf Rocker’s honour (see Figure 12) and an 
address to the Stanford Alumni conference on 10 March 1940 on “Can the 
Present War End in an Enduring Peace?” 

• Russell published very little during the 1939-1940 school year apart from his 
responses to the CCNY controversy 
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Figure 9 
 

 
 
Source: “Schedule, First Semester, 1939-40”, Record Series 225, Class Schedules, 
General Catalogs, and Bulletins, 1919-1988, Box 14, UCLA Library Special Collections, 
Charles E. Young Research Library 
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Figure 10 
 

 
 
Source: Fenwicke W. Holmes, “Bertrand Russell at UCLA: A Reminiscence”, San Jose 
Studies, Fall 1992, 28-43 
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Figure 11 
 

 
 
Source: “Bertrand Russell Rides Out Collegiate Cyclone”, Life, 1 April 1940, vol. 8, no. 14 
(1940): 23-26 
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Figure 12 
 

 
 
Source: “An Invitation”, Collection 113, Miscellaneous Ephemera, File Russell, Bertrand 
Russell, 3d Earl, 1872-1970, Box 81, UCLA Library Special Collections, Charles E. Young 
Research Library 
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E)Opposition to Russell’s Appointment at UCLA 
 

• Although the most aggressive public criticism of Russell occurred as a result of 
the CCNY controversy, a consistent undercurrent of opposition to Russell’s 
presence at UCLA manifested itself from the time his appointment was 
announced by Robert Sproul on 31 July 1939 

• Russell’s most aggressive critic in California was Joseph Scott, a prominent 
lawyer and influential Catholic layman who had earned the nickname “Mr. Los 
Angeles” because of his prominence in the city’s affairs (see Figure 13) 

o Within days of Russell’s appointment announcement, Scott wrote to E.R. 
Hedrick, the Vice-President of the University of California system, in 
protest.  Russell, in Scott’s view, was “a particularly obnoxious and 
dangerous person to be invited under the roof of a State University to 
propound his theories on life, which are destructive of every decent 
religious and normal standard, without the preservation of which we are 
doomed to go the way of Babylon and Nineveh and the other races who 
hungered like the Israelites for the ‘Fleshpots’ of Egypt.” 

• Scott also maintained a continuous correspondence with Robert Sproul, and the 
University of California President, while refusing to consider revoking the 
appointment, deflected his own responsibility in approving Russell’s hire by 
claiming that he was entirely unfamiliar with Russell controversial views on 
morality and sexuality.  On another occasion, he also provided Scott with a copy 
of Russell’s one-year contract, noting that that he did not “foreclose the 
appointment of Mr. Russell for another period of service” but that “a permanent 
appointment … is not contemplated.”  To give Sproul credit, he mounted a more 
aggressive defence of Russell when pressed by other influential people 
connected to UCLA, including the chair of the University of California’s Alumnae 
Committee in January 1940 who opposed Russell’s hiring (see Figure 14) 

• Other attacks on Russell were more public in their nature.  In January 1940, for 
example, the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association passed a resolution 
condemning UCLA and University of California at Berkeley professors, including 
Russell for being a “teacher of ism”, and calling for their removal from the public 
payroll (see Figure 15) 

o Of note in these controversies is the consistently vigorous support—
particularly in relation to the tepid response of Robert Sproul to 
criticism—given to Russell by Donald Piatt and E.R. Hedrick 

• Copying the events in New York that saw the judicial revocation of Russell’s 
appointment to CCNY, a similar court case was launched by Reverend I.R. Wall 
on 30 April 1940 to remove Russell from the state payroll due to his moral 
teachings; the case was quickly tossed from an appellate court (see Figure 16) 
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Figure 13 
 

 
 
Source: “Statue of Attorney Joseph Scott is Shunted to the Rear”, Metropolitan News-
Enterprise, 24 December 2008 
[http://www.metnews.com/articles/2008/reminiscing122408.htm] 
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Figure 14 
 

 
Source: Portion of Robert Sproul to Mrs. John V.H. Challis, 17 January 1940 [misdated 
1939], Record Series 411, Philosophy Chairs’ Correspondence, Box 5, File Piatt 
Correspondence 1939, UCLA Library Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research 
Library 
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Figure 15 
 

 
 
Source: “Crusaders ‘Find’ Communism, Immorality on UC Faculty”, Oakland Tribune, 
Thursday, 4 January 1940, p. 2 
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Figure 16 
 

 
 
 
Source: “Bertrand Russell Ouster Loses in Move at UCLA”, Santa Cruz Evening News, 
Thursday, 2 May 1940, p. 1 
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F)Russell’s Departure from UCLA and California 
 

• Harvard University had invited Russell to give the William James lectures for one 
term during the 1940-1941 academic year, and CCNY then contacted Russell on 
25 December 1939 asking him to come as a visiting professor for the entire 
upcoming year 

• When CCNY sweetened the pot by offering a salary of $8,000 for the year, Russell 
clearly considered leaving UCLA and asked if a CCNY appointment could exceed 
one year following the completion of his autumn term at Harvard (see Figure 17) 

• After some confusion about a salary level, CCNY officials confirmed the $8,000 
yearly salary offer and a contract period extending to June 1942 (Russell’s 
mandatory retirement date if he had stayed at UCLA).  In the absence of a 
finalized appointment, though, Russell had attempted to undo his resignation 
from UCLA, but Robert Sproul, no doubt happy to be relieved of the criticism 
arising from his decision to hire Russell, refused Russell’s request to remain at 
UCLA (see Figure 18) 

• Russell’s CCNY appointment eventually received the full approval of New York’s 
Board of Higher Education, and Orway Tead, the Board’s Chairman, informed 
Russell on 29 February 1940 of his terms of employment, noting that “I know 
that your acceptance of this appointment will add lustre to the name and 
achievements of the Department and the College and that it will deepen and 
extend the interest of the College in the philosophic bases of human living” 

• A vitriolic public campaign led by New York Episcopal Bishop William Manning 
was augmented by a lawsuit filed by Jean Kay seeking to revoke Russell’s 
position, and Justice John McGeehan ruled in Kay’s favour on 30 March 1940, 
with New York City Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia removing the funds for Russell’s 
from the city budget, rendering moot any possible appeal of McGeehan’s decision 

• Deprived of his position at CCNY and unable to return to UCLA in the 1940-1941 
academic year, Russell responded frequently to the intense controversy about 
his denied appointment a continent away and served out the 1940 term finishing 
his lectures as part of the Department of Philosophy.  In addition to national 
faculty support of Russel’s freedom of speech, his UCLA colleagues and his 
students continued to demonstrate their strong appreciation of Russell’s 
presence on campus and in the classroom (see Figure 19) 

• “In the summer of 1940,” Russell recalled in his Autobiography, “offered me an 
extraordinary contrast between public horror and private delight.  We spent the 
summer in the Sierras, at Fallen Leaf Lake near Lake Tahoe, one of the loveliest 
places that it has ever been my good fortune to know.”  Here, he finished An 
Inquiry into Meaning and Truth, the topic of his William James lectures, and he 
left California for good in September 1940 (see Figure 20) 
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Figure 17 
 

 
 
Source: Portion of BR to Daniel Bronstein, 11 January 1940, RA3 1317, McMaster 
University, Bertrand Russell Archives 
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Figure 18 
 

 
 
Source: Robert Sproul to BR, 12 February 1940, RA1 811, McMaster University, 
Bertrand Russell Archives 
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Figure 19 
 

 
 
Source: “Russell Defended by LA Students”, Santa Rosa Press Democrat, Tuesday, 2 April 
1940, p. 1 
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Figure 20 
 

 
 
 
Source: BR to Paul Schilpp, 31 August 1940, RA3 176, McMaster University, Bertrand 
Russell Archives 
 


