
THE LAW SCHOOL AND THE WISCONSIN IDEA
FACUl TV SERVICE IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST

The Old Law School

The Wisconsin Idea

Most college traditions, such as
the Homecoming Parade, the Ju-
nior Prom, or the Freshman-Soph-
omore bag race, serve only as hol-
low reminders of the WAY
THINGS USED TO BE. In time
of change and turmoil, they are
doggedly repeated for a time for
benefit of visiting alumni, and then
dropped altogether when interest in
the past weakens.

Not so with the Wisconsin Idea.
First expounded in 1887 by Pres-
ident Bascom, the Wisconsin Idea is
a more flourishing aspect of the
University today than it was over
80 years ago. It has changed and
developed through the years, as the
state, the university and the world
have changed and developed.

Expressed initially in the state-
ment that the boundaries of the
University are the boundaries of
Wisconsin, the Wisconsin Idea im-
plies the obligation of the Universi-
ty to promote the well-being of all
the people of the state.

Others think usually of the Col-
lege of Agriculture, the Extension
Division, or the Economics Depart-
ment under John R. Commons as
exemplifying the Wisconsin Idea.
To the law alumnus it is the role
of the Law School Faculty that is
especially important.

The long history of the Wiscon-
sin Idea in action has been fraught
with controversy-including concern
with the University's supposed polit-
ical influence, particularly in the
reform movements of the Progres-
sive Era. Nor is that fear entirely
absent today.

"Our University in the early and
formative years of Dr. Van Hise's
presidency," wrote President Birge
in 1924, "was in a unique and very
fortunate position. Governor LaFol-
lette and President Van Hise were
not only close personal friends but
were in complete harmony regard-
ing the fundamentals of public
policy and especially regarding the
relation of the University and
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the State. Thus Governor La.Fol-
lette not only put the 'Wiscon-
sin Idea' into operation by means
of administrative organizations like
the Railway Commission, but he al-
so enlarged its scope by bringing
the University and its faculty into
active cooperation with public life."

In his report to the Regents in
1911, President Van Hise himself
acknowledged that locally the Uni-
versity staff was criticized for its
non-teaching activities such as re-
search, extension and public ser-
vice, but he quoted from an article
by Theodore Roosevelt which
stated that "in no other state in the
union has any university done the
same work for the community that
has been done for Wisconsin by the
University of Wisconsin."

The criticism continues of course.
The fundamental response is that a
teacher who fails to improve his
teaching by learning more through
public service or through idea gen-
erating research will become a
teacher of sterile, redundant or ir-

relevant ideas. The spirit of im-
provement through service and re-
search is continued in the solid ac-
complishments of the Wisconsin
Idea in action. The Law School
shares in that development.

The Faculty
Although the original charter of

the University of Wisconsin (1848)
provided for the establishment of a
law department, it was 20 years be-
fore it was actually created. Two
full-time faculty members (Jairus
Carpenter, who was named Dean,
and William F. Vilas) were appoint-
ed, along with a group of lecturers,
which included all the justices of
the Supreme Court, among others.

From its inception, the Law de-
partment has been closely associated
with public life in Wisconsin. For
many years, almost all the Faculty
was composed of practicing lawyers
and judges, deeply involved in pub-
lic and professional pursuits, who
helped by their part-time lectures
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