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Welcome to this Special Issue

We are pleased to share with you this special
issue of the Journal of School & Society on “Student Autonomy, Public Civility, and Social Justice on Higher Education Campuses.” We
thank Kyle Greenwalt and the John Dewey Society for supporting this important and timely
collection of essays.
In the first part of the introduction we discuss the origins and focus of the special issue,
as well as survey and summarize the connections between the special issue essays. In the
second section, in Deweyan spirit, the editors
offer a dialogue on the themes of the special
issue.

Background
This special issue was first conceived as part of
the organizing work of the John Dewey Society
Democracy in Education Initiative.1 The Initiative was an outgrowth of the centennial celebration of the publication of Dewey’s seminal, Democracy and Education, a conference hosted by
the John Dewey Society in spring 2016.
For more on the Democracy in Education Initiative,
see: http://www.johndeweysociety.org/democracy-ineducation-initiative/.
1

1

A collaboration of Deweyan educational
philosophers, the Initiative is an ongoing experiment in fostering new modes of philosophical
inquiry and public work related to progressive
education. In September 2017, the JDS Executive Committee offered Eli Kramer, a member
of the organizing team, seed funding support to
collaborate with existing progressive educational organizations and create new projects related
to the civic and democratic purposes of JDS.
Eli is joined by civic education leader Harry
Boyte and JDS Past President Kathleen Knight
Abowitz as co-directors of the Initiative.
As part of a series of relation-building discussions with key leaders in the P-20 civic and
community schooling network, Eli began a dialogue with James Hall, the then Convener of
the Consortium for Innovative Environments
in Learning (CIEL).2 In their discussion, they
explored the challenges around student autonomy, public civility, and social justice on higher
education campuses, especially in North America. As a first step in addressing these intractable issues, through collaboration between the
JDS and the CIEL, and with the support of
Kyle Greenwalt, they decided to create this
Special Issue.

Thematic and Essays
One of the most pressing “problematic situations”3 in higher education today is that of free
speech, civility, and social justice on our campuses.

For more on the Consortium for Innovative Environments in Learning, see: https://cielearn.org/.
3 In Dewey’s sense of the term. For example, see: John
Dewey, The Collected Works of John Dewey: The Later
Works of John Dewey: 1925–1953: 1938, Logic: The
Theory of Inquiry, Volume 12, ed. Jo Ann Boydston
(Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2008), 105-122.
2
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Colleges and universities are
struggling to maintain communicative exchange and inquiry
Colleges and universities are struggling to
maintain communicative exchange and inquiry,
and they are seemingly unable to mobilize collective energy to create democratic change.
From negotiating rules for civil exchange and
boundaries of acceptable speech and dialogue,
to developing equity, labor, and other protections for university actors, faculty, students,
administrators, staff, and outside parties—
clearly, there is a general struggle to talk and
work together across difference, while resisting
fundamental injustice. As concerned citizens,
teachers, students, parents, faculty, administrators, and politicians, we look to institutions of
higher learning as centers of our civic life. Today, we are struggling with some of the most
basic and difficult questions of democracy.
To help ameliorate this problematic situation, we have brought together a unique range
of perspectives from different college and university campuses, both public and private.
These essays aim to: account for the dialogue,
mobilization, and justice challenges on our
campuses; reflect broadly on the larger meaning
of these challenges; and offer ameliorative solutions and strategies of response. The essays
come from students, emerging scholars, student
life/social justice and equity administrators,
senior faculty, and executive administration.
The essays are written in a range of styles, some
academic studies, and some personal narratives
of challenge. Together, they provide insight into some of the challenges, and some of the
ameliorative opportunities, for our campuses
today.
In the first half of the special issue, we hear
from those in a variety of positions outside of

2

the normal faculty and administrative bubble.
In our lead essay, “An Adjunct to Free
Speech Debates on Campus—Or, Free Speech
to an Adjunct,” James Anderson, adjunct faculty at a collection of schools in the Los Angeles
area, lays out the history of the Free Speech
Movement (FSM) and explains how progress in
free speech in the United States has always
been, and still is, grounded in both labor practices and collective organizing to leverage
meaningful improvement in academic labor. He
highlights how the very defense of tenure and
academic freedom also laid the groundwork for
the two-tiered system of higher education,
where an adjunct class, with their precarious
work and free speech, maintain the privileges of
the ever-more-narrow field of tenured faculty
and protected administrators. He proposes a
public pedagogy that engages in consequential
speech: raising critical consciousness through
developing alternative practices and spaces to
address injustice. Anderson suggest that old
style labor organizing, such as strikes, slowdowns, and other forms of praxis, are critical to
changing the two-tier system.

Today, we are struggling with
some of the most basic and difficult questions of democracy.
In the following essay, we explore, through
a personal narrative, yet another aspect of precarious labor, and a correlate kind of barely
protected speech: the life of an ABD Humanities graduate student. Austin Rooney, a doctoral
student in philosophy at Temple University, in
“Wandering Through the Desert, and Other
Forms of Graduate Insecurity [Completely
Provisional Title, Open to Suggestions],” give
us his personal account of stifled creativity and
acquiescence to the harsh demands needed to
survive in the academy. These demands can
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curtail creativity and teaching by leaving graduate students hollow instead of engaged learners.
It is not, however, only graduate students
and adjunct contingent labor that are the underbelly of the free speech and civil discourse
debates on North American campuses. In recent years, international student populations at
American liberal arts colleges have rapidly
grown. These students, often wealthy or on
government grants, have become a critical revenue source to maintain tuition dollars at residential campuses, who are increasingly in desperate circumstances. James Besse, an alumnus
of Bennington College, in “Diversity, Discourse, and Exclusion on Liberal Arts Campuses,” gives us his personal experience meeting
international students who are frustrated and
excluded from progressive discourses on American campuses.

increasing polarization in the
public sphere potentially renders this faith naïve
While these first essays help underscore
some of the deeper problematic currents underlying student autonomy, public civility, and social justice issues on North American campuses, the other essays in the special issue offer
ameliorative solutions. Nick Daily, Assistant
Dean of Students and Black Student Affairs at
the Claremont Colleges, Jenn Wells, Assistant
Dean and Director of SCORE at Scripps College, and Victor Ultra Omni, a transfer Student
at Pitzer College, for example, show how a restorative and transformational justice lens can
help us engage with campus protest and dissent
as an educational opportunity. Such an approach seeks to uncover and address the very
kinds of deeper systematic issues discussed in
the earlier essays.
Our other ameliorative stories come from

3

institutions that are a part of CIEL. Historically,
CIEL programs and campuses have welcomed
student initiative and action in efforts to identify and call out local practices that inhibit justice
or voice for economically-disadvantaged or underrepresented communities.
Of late, however, such action, without rich
attention to the needs of multiple stakeholders,
and without attention to the multiplying external effects of social media, has produced situations that seemingly inhibit the formation of
constructive coalition-building or meaningful
policy action. These campuses have long histories of practices that leverage student energy
and initiative and provide real grounding for
civil engagement and authentic deliberation.
Some of these practices need a greater spotlight; others need to be re-evaluated in a political context that often rallies external constituencies with little investment in community wellbeing. Across their institutional borders, they
highly value a vision of student autonomy that
prepares for democratic citizenship and simultaneously recognizes that increasing polarization in the public sphere potentially renders this
faith naïve and in need of new preparation and
contextualization.
Our first story comes from the alma mater
of Eli Kramer, one of the editors for this special issue: the Johnston Center for Integrative
Studies of the University of Redlands. In “A
Place to Practice: Incivility, Curriculum, and
Institutional Intelligence,” Julie Townsend, Director of Johnston and Professor of Interdisciplinary Humanities, and Tim Seiber, Johnston
Assistant Professor of Science and Media Studies, offer important examples of working with
and alongside student interest in current campus issues. They also see such issues as critical
educational opportunities, without getting
caught up in narrow dualisms about “civil” vs
“hateful” speech, and “education” vs “protest
and free speech acts.”

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
5(1) 1–8
©Author(s) 2018

Marcela Jordão Villaça, senior at Quest
University, and James Steven Byrne, Interim
Chief Academic Officer and Humanities Tutor
at Quest University, follow up the suggestion to
build these issues into the very curriculum of a
college in their article, “Student-Administration
Relations: Lessons from a Small Liberal Arts
and Sciences University.” They highlight how
this work can be done symbiotically—with care
and thoughtfulness—building bridges across
the student-administrative divide.
Likewise, John Miller, Assistant Director of
New College of the University of Alabama, and
Asia Hayes, a senior at New College and Director of the DREAM Alabama Mentoring Initiative, illuminate what such educative work can
look like on a large public university campus—
one that, like many of our educational institutions, must struggle with a legacy of racism and
white supremacy.
In our final essay we generalize beyond the
campus context of these issues, to reflect on
modern, enlivening, education-entertainment
(edutainment), and what role it plays in a fruitful
engagement with civic and social justice issues
in the world. Myron Jackson, in “Edutainment
and Panexperiential Learning in the Radically
Empirical Classroom,” offers us a vision of
how emergent, online popular culture—often
disparaged as precipitating the crises of civility
on our campuses—is also a critical site for robust creative education. Instead of drawing us
to traditional calls to traditional learning, civility, and duty in the classroom, Jackson call us to
take seriously the world of meaning and adventure our students find themselves in. It is this
very digital space, from discussions of sports, to
television, to race and identity politics, that
must not be resisted, but deepened: all through
catalyzing higher education students’ reflective
and creative engagement with our shared world
of meaning.

4

Editorial Dialogue
Jim: I’m impressed by the work of our contributors, which seems to me measured, thoughtful,
and nicely distant from some of the cultural
hysteria about speech and civility. They are attentive to the value of open inquiry and
thoughtful about the challenges of working in a
pluralistic community. We are, of course, limited by the nature and character of our collegial
networks and we, as the editors of this issue,
probably do not account for the richest range
of discourse in the best version of public debate
about speech and inquiry.
In other ways, I worry more about some
particular kinds of reflection that might have
offered the fullest context for this good work.
Our framing of the scope of the issue is done
so with a general commitment to student learning and its conditions. In terms of illuminating
contemporary issues for the fullest set of stakeholders, there are necessary historical, cultural,
and legal clarifications to be insisted upon. As a
document for non-educators, we are probably
lacking a technical essay that clarifies the meaning of free speech in public and private spaces,
from both a Constitutional perspective and history of higher education perspective. Questions
of case law and case studies in discriminatory
practice both build nuance and press back
against absolutist or utopian notions of speech
rights.

It is fair to assert, I think, that
the “campus” is not an
especially useful frame
Similarly, a descriptive account of the responsibilities of administrators and other managers of speech environments, as placed upon
them by the Civil Rights Act, the ADA, and
other access and fairness interventions, would
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generate some caution against articulations of
both coddling or perspectival ignorance. As
teachers, administrators, and trustees—we
simply don’t always get to call the tune. We are
asked to build learning spaces that are open,
safe, and non-hostile—even as sometimes these
commitments can be in conflict.
As I read and attend to public debates
about speech and civility I am struck (as an academic, of course!) by a muddle in nomenclature and clear concept. There is an assumption,
for instance, that all speech acts are similar in
nature in a learning environment. I am especially unsure of the nature and function (and difference between) advocacy and inquiry and haven’t settled for myself whether or not one
might have different “civil” expectations for the
classroom and the quad.
Shouting?
Chanting?
I worry that it is difficult outside of a specific speech network to fully understand the
ways in which one person’s determined attempt
to call out an injustice (surely a speech act) can
feel to another like an egregious disruption of
civic agency. Similarly, certain kinds of speech
acts have had a long history of undermining
certain communities’ dignity and their ability to
be considered legitimate actors at all. If there
was a sustained public intervention I might
wish for—it would be for some collective reflection on this paradox.
All of this is to say is that there is a vast
amount of imprecision in the public sphere, the
media, the legislative and pundit branches
about a “crisis in campus speech.” It is fair to
assert, I think, that the “campus” is not an especially useful frame and that the dorm room,
the public square, the classroom, the faculty
meeting, and faculty and student social media
accounts, may be different democratic spaces
with different rules of engagement. It seems a
useful first step to get all actors to admit to

5

these differences and the responsibilities they
entail.
Whatever imprecision and whatever willful
ideological disruption, I think it might be argued that you could drill down and get to some
core question about adulthood and democratic
participation. One side argues for a necessary
respect, acknowledgment of past wrongs, and
the perplexing nature of power as a base condition of exchange, growth, learning, and reconciliation. The other argues for a kind of fearlessness in the face of ideas that upset us, challenge us, even condemn us, as a precondition to
democratic advance. Something—they say—
must be absolutely non-negotiable: authentically
face-to-face, unmediated, intellect to intellect.
I present both positions on that core question with their best face forward. The first can
often feel obstructionist, preoccupied with personal hurt, and slickly manipulative of an intersectional calculus that lets one put one’s most
vulnerable foot forward. The second, most
bluntly, can be an excuse and cover for racist
abuse. misogynist play, and exclusionary ingroup populism—free speech absolutism in the
service of everything from naughtiness to hatred, intimidation, and violence.
***
Eli: I agree: one of the great challenges of putting together a special issue of this sort is scope.
One’s professional networks, and those of a
journal, only go so far.
Further, institutions with the most to say,
those in crises, are often just those who are reluctant to speak. This brings up a painful truth
about seeking to tell stories of amelioration
within an academic publication: the modes of
presentation for academic life, like journals, are
also a part of the power/knowledge nexus under investigation. In pragmatic fashion, I would
say, there is no “spectator view” in real, lived,
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situations.
Perhaps there is analogy with Dewey’s own
tensions as a scholar and that of our thematic
for this special issue. Dewey has often been
criticized for lacking a thorough analysis of discourse/power.4 Yet others, like Cornel West,
have defended Dewey as a strategic organizer
of collection action.5 Dewey attempted to respond from within the institutionalized academy to the problems that were fundamental to
its organization: the nature of academic work,
democratic processes, and the dualisms of a
classed, late-capitalist culture.

… the university is a nexus of
the larger crises of democratic
faith in the US
Dewey, too, experienced a kind of limit on
speech: that of professionalization on one
hand, and on the other, in his sense of audience
and the ameliorative work one can speak to. As
Avi I Mintz has demonstrated,6 works like Democracy and Education reveal an implicit tactic for
calling out current critical political actors, by
embedding them as representatives of particular, one-sided perspectives in the history of education. Dewey suggested that our first duty—
while fathoming the depths and nuances of the
complex publics, from the classroom to the
dorm room—is to find the ameliorative modes
of organizing as well as conceptual frameworks
that might offer an always-tentative way for-

6

ward.
Toward this end, I think one obvious starting place is an acknowledgement that the university is a nexus of the larger crises of democratic faith in the US and can’t be thought of as
some isolated entity that can ameliorate problems on its own. As books like Ebony and Ivy:
Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History of America's
Universities reveal, the American university is
rooted in the deepest and most painful aspects
of American civilization: our unreconciled history of slavery and genocide.7
I’m not suggesting that simply unearthing
these truths, and seeking truth and reconciliation, is the whole solution (though that would
be a good step). Rather, I want to say that
American higher education’s culpability in the
bad, and its relation to the good, is deep. It has
been a kind of microcosm of American life.
What will not ameliorate the situation, then,
are quick fixes to issues with deep roots. We
need educative spaces to move beyond discussion, to begin initiating non-sectarian organizing efforts to make change in our broader
communities. Here, projects produced by Civic
Studies scholars, such as Public Achievement,8
or the organizers of the University Assisted
Community Schools movement,9 offer steps in
the right direction. We need robust public work
options that can ameliorate the dualism between the town and the gown.
We also need patience and organizing support to defend our communities of inquiry. DeCraig Steven Wilder, Ebony and Ivy: Race, Slavery, and
the Troubled History of America's Universities (New
York: Bloomsbury, 2013).
8 For more, see: Harry C. Boyte, Awakening Democracy
through Public Work: Pedagogies of Empowerment
(Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press).
9 For more, see: Lee Benson, Ira Harkavy, John Puckett
et al., Knowledge for Social Change: Bacon, Dewey, and
the Revolutionary Transformation of Research Universities in the Twenty-First Century (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 2017).
7

R.W. Hildreth, “Reconstructing Dewey on Power,”
Political Theory 37, no. 6 (2009).
5 Cornel West, The American Evasion of Philosophy
(Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1989),
69-111.
6 Avi I Mintz, “Dewey’s Ancestry, Dewey’s Legacy, and
the Aims of Education in Democracy and Education,”
European Journal of Pragmatism and American Philosophy 8, no.1 (2016).
4
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cisions like that of University of Chicago’s to
make a top-down decision about trigger warnings,10 when faculty, students, and staff were
just testing the waters, shows overhaste. Of
course, none of these attempts will be perfect,
and we all might vehemently disagree, but it
does matter to let things unfold in equitable
ways. I do think the university is better and
more sensitive than it was in previous generations, but it took all sorts of messy work to get
anywhere.
Finally, I think it is ok to say that higher
education is at a volatile moment—and for
good or ill, it is rapidly changing. Keeping the
ship running is going to be a messy and painful
business. Expecting of ourselves grand solutions for the discontents on campus, without
patience and support for the little-d-democracyas-way-of-life practices, that over time, through
relation building, do find tentative solutions, is
part of the problem. We don’t need big answers, or new paradigms about how to reach
across difference. We need to build and rally
behind deep relationships in our schools and
broader communities, and use those to come to
the slow, step-by-step solutions to crises that
have no answers. Like Johnston Center’s community meetings (described by Julie Townsend
and Tim Seiber in this special issue), we will
probably never have satisfying answers to our
most basic questions, but we can build communities of deep relation and inquiry to make
tentative steps forward and build a sense of solidarity for that work.
One last concern that is worth emphasizing:
I can’t help but feel a frustration and weariness
with the discussion as it stands. So much is
stake, include people's basic dignity and very
lives, due to skin color, race, gender, sexuality,

7

disability, health, and immigration status. The
struggles of these communities extend well beyond the university, and the university itself, as
a slow and fairly conservative institution, is
poorly equipped to respond.
Yet, we often act as if the crises of culture
were merely something floating minds could
discuss as they sit on the sidelines. I think, on
all sides, there is a feeling of frustration with an
isolated academism and professionalism—one
that is a poorly equipped to respond to the
depths of our present situation.
***
Jim: Thank you for elucidating the opportunities and limits associated Dewey’s thought on
these questions.

… the latest hot-breaking news
story often dis-tracts us from
the deep, messy, and
personal work
I would highlight Dewey’s important role in
the establishment of the AAUP’s 1915 Declaration of Principles which seems to me not inattentive to questions of power at all, although he
most certainly places front and center a pragmatist framing of epistemology and decisionmaking.11 Know the local. Understand relationships. Respect a calling, an attitude and orientation towards learning and inquiry.
Dewey and his colleagues found freedom to
research and teach already (somewhat) well
safeguarded, but they worried most about
AAUP, “1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Tenure,”
https://www.aaup.org/NR/rdonlyres/A6520A9D0A9A-47B3-B550C006B5B224E7/0/1915Declaration.pdf.
11

See David Schaper, “University of Chicago Tells
Freshmen It Does Not Support ‘Trigger Warnings’,” in
All Things Considered, National Public Radio, August
26, 2016.
10
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“freedom of extra-mural utterance and action.”12 The committee’s work was done, of
course, in the midst of increasing antiimmigration sentiment, the rise of war-fueled
populism and anti-German sentiment and demands for loyalty. And Dewey would play an
important role in the aftermath of the 1919 Red
Summer disruptions.
Dewey anticipated and recognized, even
then, that it is often in liminal spaces of university campuses where the disruption of a general—even universal—commitment to free
speech will find its most telling crisis. Power in
this regard is mostly state and university power
to limit interventions against its own authority—especially outside the teaching and research
function. The messiness is in advocacy, critiques of authority, and in political declaration.
Alas, what the AAUP statement did not and
perhaps could not anticipate are articulations of
power that are multifaceted, or perhaps, what
we might refer to as intersectional. In mostly
unquestioned homogenous learning environments—Jewish
quotas,
black
bans—
professional guidance and deliberation most
focused on explicitly hierarchical structures and
relationships. This, as opposed to frames for
mitigation and reconciliation between competing identity groups, each looking to establish
status in the institutional ecosystem.
I am confident that the contributions here
move us towards a more multifaceted and resilient model for thinking about what institutional
citizenship might look like.

Conclusion
We hope that the essays here, and our dialogue
above, illustrate that more deep work ought to
be done exploring different aspects of Student
12

Ibid., 292.

8

Autonomy, Public Civility, and Social Justice on
Higher Education Campuses.
One predominant theme throughout this
special issue is that the latest hot-breaking news
story often distracts us from the deep, messy,
and personal work that maintains the all-toofragile places for rich higher education in the
United States. The task before us is one that is
lived and has significant consequences for real
people. It requires more than discussion—
indeed, it requires collective relationshipbuilding and collective action.
The John Dewey Society, the Democracy in
Education Initiative, and CIEL will continue to
be at the center of such work.
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An Adjunct to Free Speech
Debates on Campus—Or,
Free Speech to an Adjunct
James Anderson
California State University San Marcos
Mt. San Jacinto College (Menifee and San
Jacinto campuses)
Riverside City College
University of California, Riverside

9

pression of viewpoints deemed hateful/harmful
on campuses, while “civil libertarians resist demands that even hateful speech be shut down”
and “right-wing critics dismiss young liberals as
‘snowflakes.’”1 High profile, cyber-celebrity
pundits like Milo Yiannopoulos, Ben Shapiro,
and Jordan Peterson attract a lot of attention,
invitations to speak at colleges and universities,
condemnation from those who argue they
should not be given a platform to speak publicly, and support from those who consider themselves free speech advocates. The recent uptick
in debate even sparked a slew of proposed legislation in states across the country.2

… the debate—or the debates—
about free speech on campuses
today are hopelessly circumscribed.

With this essay, I aim to enlarge the campus
free speech debate. I intend to do more than
just that, however. In the next few pages I try
to critically dissect the two-tiered system of academic employment in higher education and to
clarify why it represents a serious—and seriously degrading—obstacle to free speech on campus and to the freedoms of contingent faculty
most impacted by that system. I thus hope to
highlight how the omission of a critique of the
two-tiered system from most free speech debates helps reproduce real impediments to free
speech, to workplace democracy, and to basic
human dignity in the academy.
I also review the history of free speech
fights and the historical record of forcible repression of speech in the United States. My aim
is to illustrate what debates about and struggles
for freedom of speech on campus and beyond
must necessarily entail if they are not to remain
inconsequentially academic.
All that is necessary because the debate—or
the debates—about free speech on campuses
today are hopelessly circumscribed. They tend
to be focused and framed as follows: Some
“liberal” students (or those on the “left”) protest controversial speakers and oppose the ex-

That the University of California, Berkeley
was the birthplace of the Free Speech Movement (FSM) and was recently at the center of
debate over free speech following efforts to
shut down a talk to be delivered by an aforementioned blogger did not go unnoticed.3 But
Katy Steinmetz, “The Campus Culture Wars: Students
are clashing over the costs of free speech, and who gets
hurt,” Time (October 23, 2017).
2 Lauren Camera, “Campus Free Speech Laws Ignite the
Country,” U.S. News & World Report (July 31, 2017),
https://www.usnews.com/news/beststates/articles/2017-07-31/campus-free-speech-lawsignite-the-country. Chris Quintana and Andy Thomason,
“The States Where Campus Free-Speech Bills are Being
Born: A Rundown,” The Chronicle of Higher Education
(May 15, 2017), https://www.chronicle.com/article/TheStates-Where-Campus/240073.
3 Thomas Fuller, “A Free Speech Battle at the Birthplace
of a Movement at Berkeley,” New York Times (February
2, 2017),
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/02/us/universitycalifornia-berkeley-free-speech-milo-yiannopoulos.html.
1
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the free speech debate on campuses today assumes notably different contours than the
famed free speech struggles circa 1964 when
the FSM started at Berkeley.

The Free Speech Movement
demanded no more—nor less—
than full First Amendment rights
of advocacy on campus as well
as off
In recounting the events of 1964, Mario
Savio, the student remembered for his role and
oratory during the FSM, suggested that the
“liberal University of California administration
would have relished the opportunity to show
off in the national academic community a public university enjoying complete political and
academic freedom and academic excellence.”4
That is, he wrote, “if student politics had been
restricted either to precinct work for the Democrats and Republicans, or to advocacy (by
public meetings and distribution of literature)
of various forms of wholesale societal change,
then I don’t believe there would have been the
crisis there was.”5
Would students have simply operated within the implicitly prescribed bounds for political
discussion and action, in Savio’s estimation,
freedom of speech would not have been under
attack, or at any rate, “an accommodation between the bureaucrats and the students could
more easily have been achieved. The corporations represented on the Board of Regents welcome Young Democrats and Young Republicans as eager apprentices, and sectarian ‘revoluMario Savio, “The Berkeley Student Rebellion of 1964,”
Free Speech Movement Archives (1965[1998]), para. 4,
http://www.fsma.org/stacks/mario/savio_studrebel.htm.
5 Savio, “The Berkeley Student Rebellion of 1964.”
4

10

tionary’ talk can be tolerated because it is harmless.”6 The student activists involved in the civil
rights movement, however, engaged in consequential speech and action outside the accepted
parameters of debate and political activity.
As Savio explained,
The First Amendment exists to protect
consequential speech; First Amendment
rights to advocacy come into question only
when actions advocated are sufficiently limited in scope, and sufficiently threatening to
the established powers. The action must be
radical and possible: picket lines, boycotts,
sit-ins, rent strikes. The Free Speech
Movement demanded no more—nor less—
than full First Amendment rights of advocacy on campus as well as off: that, therefore, only the courts have power to determine and punish abuses of freedom of
speech.7
For those who have yet to commit the Constitution to memory, the First Amendment in the
Bill of Rights states, “Congress shall make no
law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or
the right of the people peaceably to assemble,
and to petition the Government for a redress of
grievances.”
It does not mention the academy.8 The
consensus is also that it does not apply to private schools. Yet legal scholars, like Erwin
Chemerinsky and Howard Gillman, argue First
Ibid.
Ibid., para. 5.
8 In covering recent free speech debates and in referencing the invocation of the First Amendment in said debates, a Time writer underscores this point. See:
Steinmetz, “The Campus Culture Wars: Students are
clashing over the costs of free speech, and who gets
hurt,” 51.
6
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Amendment protections do apply to public
higher education (including schools like Berkeley), that private universities and colleges
should afford the same principles and protections, and that the FSM established the principle that campuses should be open forums for
the free expression of (even “nonscholarly,”
“uncivilized” and heterodox) ideas.9
The same scholars argue “the Berkeley Free
Speech Movement forced us all to draw a distinction between one’s personal advocacy and
one’s participation in the scholarly and teaching
mission of the university.”10 The purported role
of the FSM in heightening that distinction is
ironic given that Savio explicitly connected students’ reaction against the “factory model” type
“perversion” of education, and “against being
subjected to standard production techniques of
speedup and regimentation; against a tendency
to quantify education—virtually a contradiction
in terms”11—to the emergence of the movement. It was, he concluded in early 1965, “both
the irrationality of society,” denying black persons human dignity, “and the irrationality of the
University, that denies to youth the life of students, which caused last semester’s rebellion.”12
Chemerinsky and Gillman, in contrast, contend campuses should be thought of as possessing “two different zones of free expression:
a professional zone, which protects the expression
of ideas but imposes an obligation of responsible discourse and responsible conduct in formal
educational and scholarly settings; and a larger
free speech zone, which exists outside scholarly
and administrative settings and where the only
Erwin Chemerinsky and Howard Gillman, Free Speech
on Campus (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2017).
10 Chemerinsky and Gillman, Free Speech on Campus,
78.
11 Savio, “The Berkeley Student Rebellion of 1964.” para.
10.
12 Ibid., para. 16.
9
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restrictions are those of society at large. Members of the campus community may say things
in the free speech zones that they would not be
allowed to say in the core educational and research environment.”13
On one level, differentiating the two zones
makes sense. It is hard to argue there should be
no expectations or guidelines when it comes to
an academic’s workplace performance. However, separating speech that could be construed as
“personal advocacy” and speech related to “the
scholarly and teaching mission” of a school, as
Chemerinsky and Gillman propose,14 is no easy
task.

… there are always value judgments involved in deciding what
and how to teach and research
The separation appears to presuppose, if
only implicitly, that education can be neutral.
Yet there are always value judgments involved
in deciding what and how to teach and research—and thank goodness. If it were even
possible to reduce education to a value-free or
value-less enterprise, it would be stripped of
any defensible social significance. That said, an
educator’s value judgments involved in making
pedagogical choices are not always consciously
acknowledged or critically reflected upon by the
individual making those choices. The notion of
the purpose of education, and the part one
plays in that purpose, should probably be a
conscious ethic, unless the values at play do not
matter, which would again render education
insignificant at best, and worthless at worst.
The question then becomes, perhaps, just
how a professor’s pedagogical philosophy put
Chemerinsky and Gillman, Free Speech on Campus,
77.
14 Chemerinsky and Gillman, Free Speech on Campus,
78.
13
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into practice is and ought to be evaluated—
how and if the content of scholarly speech can
be determined to be responsible or irresponsible (and by whom, and importantly, under what
conditions). Chemerinsky and Gillman adamantly support academic freedom, and they
favor expanded protections for academic freedom to encourage freedom of expression and a
culture of vigorous inquiry and dissent on campus.15 They highlight the connection between
academic freedom and free speech. Yet, they
are at pains to distinguish the principle of academic freedom from the principle of untrammeled speech, and they seek to separate the
realms in which the two apply.16

The Two-Tiered System on Trial:
A Major Omission from the Campus Free Speech Debate
I fear the separation —of education from advocacy,17 and of academic freedom from free
speech—could contribute to the narrowing of
debate. John Dewey once wrote that making
“our schools the home of serious thought on
social difficulties and conflicts is the real question of academic freedom,”18 which I read as an
acknowledgement of the struggle implicit in
and for academic freedom and as a rejection of
the dualistic formulation found in the framing
provided by Chemerinsky and Gillman.

Ibid., 65-81.
The authors do acknowledge that there’s “always a risk
that the scholarly evaluation of the ‘quality’ of work can
be influenced by ideology rather than objective measures,
and these influences can be subtle.” See: Ibid., 69.
17 Advocacy here is not to be confused with dogmatism,
sectarianism, or a pedagogy premised on peddling doctrine without any critical interrogation.
18 John Dewey, “The Schools and Social Preparedness,”
New Republic (May 6, 1916).
15
16
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As is well known, Dewey was never fond of
dualisms,19 especially when an appreciation of
inextricable interpenetration and of mutually
reinforcing relationships serves us better. Also
of note, the American Association of University
Professors, in their seminal statement on academic freedom and tenure—a declaration published the same year John Dewey helped found
the organization, almost half a century before
the FSM—listed “freedom of inquiry and research; freedom of teaching within the university or college; and freedom of extramural utterance and action” all as integral components of
academic freedom.20 The AAUP also claimed it
is not:
Dewey believed Aristotle’s assumption of a natural
separation between practical, productive activity and selfdirective, philosophic reflection to be in error. He argued
the dualism people perceived between humans and nature was reflected in the dualism between scientific studies of the natural world and humanistic education.
Schools, he lamented, propagate a dualism between
method and subject matter, and thus fail to account for
the intrinsic connection between our capacities (e.g. seeing, hearing, loving, touching, imagining) and the subject
matter of the world through which those capacities are
manifest. He claimed the dualism erected in our minds
between the self and interest—a conception connected to
the assumed division between the inner mind and outer
actions, as well as to the opposition of duty and interest—illustrates our mistaken presupposition that the self
is a static end to which interest in the world is merely a
means. In contrast, he suggested, we could fruitfully understand the self as that which actively identifies with a
particular object. Dewey also challenged the Aristotelian
dichotomy between the individual and the social, as well
as the Platonic subjugation of individuality located in the
Athenian philosopher’s justifications for class society. He
similarly arraigned the supposed separation of study from
decision-making of social consequence, and he likewise
took to task the insidious view that there is an unbridgeable schism “between freedom of individuality and control by others.” See: John Dewey, Democracy and Education:
An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education (New York:
The Free Press, 1916 [1997]), 169; 279-290; 305; 346-352.
20 AAUP, “1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Tenure,” 292,
19
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desirable that scholars should be debarred
from giving expression to their judgments
upon controversial questions, or that their
freedom of speech, outside the university,
should be limited to questions falling within
their own specialties. It is clearly not proper
that they should be prohibited from lending
their active support to organized movements which they believe to be in the public
interest.21
The AAUP did note, though, that, regarding
“extramural utterances,” it should be “obvious
that academic teachers are under a peculiar obligation to avoid hasty or unverified or exaggerated statements, and to refrain from intemperate or sensational modes of expression.”22
The committee writing the report also
claimed academic freedom does not imply “that
individual teachers should be exempt from all
restraints as to the matter or manner of their
utterances, either within or without the university.”23 Those restraints should, the committee
offered, be “self-imposed, or enforced by the
public opinion of the profession.”24 Should
“the aberrations of individuals” need “to be
checked by definite disciplinary action,” the
committee maintained that those within the
academic profession should be the ones to undertake such action.25
So decades before Berkeley became a hotbed for campus free speech debates, preeminent academics already agreed that faculty
https://www.aaup.org/NR/rdonlyres/A6520A9D0A9A-47B3-B550C006B5B224E7/0/1915Declaration.pdf.
21 AAUP, “1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Tenure,” 299.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid., 300.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
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should be protected not just in their ability to
conduct research and teach, but also in their
speech and actions that fall outside the purview
of the strictly academic, including the expression of views on controversial questions and
the active involvement in social movements.
They might of course receive public backlash
for that speech and those actions, but per the
AAUP’s principles on academic freedom, professors should not be kept from engaging in
those speech and actions and logically, then,
should not face repercussions from a college or
university for doing so. The AAUP ostensibly
suggested there ought to be no punitive enforcement of restrictions on such speech and
action, save for those “aberrations” mentioned
in the report.

Just as germane as the question
of how and with what criteria
are decisions about the acceptability of faculty speech made
is the issue regarding who in
the profession makes
those decisions.
Still, the report remained silent on what sort
of speech should be beyond censure. Presumably, some speech must be, even within that
original AAUP formulation. Otherwise so long
as those in academia are doing the enforcing
(following the AAUP proviso), then any speech
could be deemed sufficiently aberrant to warrant “disciplinary action,” at least potentially.
Were that the norm, academic freedom would
be undermined if not meaningless and negated
entirely. Freedom of speech for faculty might
exist in principle but not in practice.
Perhaps that ambiguity—a shortcoming in
the report, and not the only one, as discussed
below —points to a critical issue in campus free
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speech debates. Just as germane as the question
of how and with what criteria are decisions
about the acceptability of faculty speech made
is the issue regarding who in the profession
makes those decisions. By extension, follow up
questions ought to be posed regarding what
additional terms of debate and/or struggle are
called for if conditions within academia subject
the speech and actions of some to the dictates
of others.
Now, there are those who might consider
the supposed shift in free speech defense from
the left side of the political spectrum (during
the time of the FSM) to the right (during recent
controversies) ironic. Yet what seems more significant is the shift in the understanding of the
struggles regarding free speech within higher
education, and the new ideological parameters
for discussing what consequential speech and
actions are worth fighting for. The circumscribed spectrum of debate is at odds with the
values and aspirations of the FSM Savio participated in. It also embodies a threat to higher
education, arguably at least as severe as the new
culture wars surrounding safe spaces and the
protesting of platforms on campus for expressing views many consider objectionable.
That threat has to do with the erosion of
academic freedom and the limits on free expression resulting from the two-tiered system
characterizing most institutions of higher education today. That system, as Keith Hoeller explains,
creates a system of privileged “haves” and
unprivileged “have-nots,” whereby the tenure-track faculty form a minority, now less
than 25% of all college professors, who rule
over the majority of faculty who have little
to no job security, low wages, few benefits,
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and virtually no way out of this academic
ghetto.26
Most professors, myself included, are now part
of the growing ranks of contingent faculty. We
are off the tenure track. We lack job security.
We receive per-semester contracts, often days
before a semester begins, and we frequently
have no guarantee we will be hired again the
next term. We are paid appreciably less than
our tenure-track and tenured colleagues for essentially the same work.

We receive per-semester
contracts, often days before a
semester begins, and we
frequently have no guarantee
we will be hired again the
next term.
We are often hired as “adjuncts” only to
teach a class or two at a given institution, owing
sometimes to the policies of a school or district
limiting full-time employment opportunities, or
sometimes to legislation, like in California,
wherein community colleges are only permitted
to hire part-time faculty for a maximum of a 67
percent full-time equivalent.27 Many contingent
faculty are deceptively labeled “part-time,” even
though we cobble together more than the
equivalent of a full-time load of classes at multiple colleges and universities, trying to piece
Keith Hoeller, “Against Tenurism,” CPFA Journal 19,
no. 3 (2017): 1, https://cpfa.org/blog/wpcontent/uploads/2017/12/Hyperlinks-FINAL-JournalF2017.pdf.
27 California Education Code – EDC, Article 1, Section
87482.5 (1976[2009]),
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText
.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=7.&title=3.&part=51.
&chapter=3.&article=1.
26
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together enough “part-time” gigs to get by.
Some of us, unable to afford rent, have resorted
to living out of our cars, while at least one fellow adjunct has turned to sex work to supplement the paltry income she receives from
teaching.28
Many of us “adjuncts” are thought of as inessential to the mission of a college, yet we often comprise the overwhelming majority of the
professoriate in a given academic department.
Deans, department chairs and other tenured
and tenure-track faculty—as well as administrators and boards of trustees —no doubt understand how reliant their institutions are on contingent faculty labor. But when the well-off sector of the professoriate and administrators
think of us hapless faculty as lesser-than and
extraneous, it serves an important ideological
function. It justifies their complicity in the twotiered system that benefits some academics at
the expense of others. Our “colleagues” on the
other tier also serve in a managerial capacity
over us as department chairs. They thus hire
and fire (or decide not to re-hire) us as they
will.
As Dewey observed in a critique of class
stratification inhibiting “the free and equitable
intercourse which springs from a variety of
shared interests,” the “separation into a privileged and a subject-class prevents social endosmosis.”29 He added,
The evils thereby affecting the superior
class are less material and less perceptible,
but equally real. Their culture tends to be
sterile, to be turned back to feed on itself;
their art becomes a showy display and artiAlastair Gee, “Facing poverty, academics turn to sex
work and sleeping in cars,” The Guardian (September 28,
2017), https://www.theguardian.com/usnews/2017/sep/28/adjunct-professors-homeless-sexwork-academia-poverty.
29 Dewey, Democracy and Education, 84.
28
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ficial; their wealth luxurious; their
knowledge overspecialized; their manners
fastidious rather than humane.30
The description, authored ages ago, could easily
serve as a diagnosis of what sort of situation the
two-tiered system has wrought today. Yet the
adjunct struggle, our struggle, and hence our
human dignity on the job, are still overlooked
by even the most self-proclaimed progressive
and radical tenure-track and tenured colleagues.
Notably, the majority of contingent faculty
are women,31 yet the injustice of the two-tiered
system is too seldom subject to criticism by
avowed feminists in academe who made it into
the tenure track.32 For tenure-line and tenured
academics, we are no fun to think about. For
that reason, our staunch social-justicesupporting colleagues no doubt suffer from a
kind of cognitive dissonance when they really
consider the two-tiered system. I assume they
either erect ideological justifications premised
on the assumption that they deserve their privileged positions (and ergo that contingent faculty do not), or they try not to think about (or
interact with) us at all. And, of course, administrations and admissions personnel have no
interest in popularizing the fact that large
chunks of their faculty are the migrant workers
of the information economy.33 We are higher
education’s best kept and dirtiest little secret.
Ibid.
Kevin Birmingham, “‘The Great Shame of Our Profession,’” The Chronicle of Higher Education (February 12,
2017), https://www.chronicle.com/article/The-GreatShame-of-Our/239148.
32 An adjunct raises this issue of hypocrisy in a pertinent
documentary. See: Freeway Fliers: Higher Education’s Best
Kept Secret 2.1 (Reciprocal Media, 2016),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wz1JlmjvF4g,
starting at 15:04.
33 Degrees of Shame: Migrant Workers of the Information Economy, directed by Barbara Wolf (1997),
https://vimeo.com/37920244.
30
31
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We are also the oft-overlooked underdog
protagonists in the campus free speech struggles that could define higher education for
some time to come. Three co-authors —who
all gained experience as adjuncts at a variety of
institutions—correctly observed that while educators increasingly “feel a moral obligation to
explicitly address current patterns in American
politics, the reality is that contingent faculty are
often afraid of facilitating these conversations
because of the risk that complaints from students who might disagree with their assessments will cost them their jobs.”34 The sterile
culture Dewey rebuked has become commonplace in academe, and the consequential speech
Savio35 and others compelled Berkeley to respect back in 1964 is again under attack.
Examples abound of adjuncts getting the
axe for saying what some people do not want
to hear.36 To the point, a 22-year-old instructor
at Brigham Young University-Idaho, an institution affiliated with the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, was informed by her
school’s administration she would not be returning to teach classes there the next semester
after she made a private Facebook post declar-

Vanessa Guida, Kat Savino, and Shannon Azzato Stephens, “Universities’ Reliance on Contingent Faculty
Endangers Free Speech on Campus,” Guernica Magazine
(September 22, 2017),
https://www.guernicamag.com/%E2%80%A8universiti
es-reliance-contingent-faculty-endangers-free-speechcampus/
35 It is worth remembering that prior to his death in
1996, Mario Savio worked as a math and philosophy professor off the tenure track. So after offering indelible
oratory for the FSM, he later became part of the professorial underclass.
36 Kellie Bancalari, “Free speech on campus? Not for
adjunct faculty, it seems,” USA Today College (August 29,
2017), http://college.usatoday.com/2017/08/29/freespeech-on-campus-not-for-adjunct-faculty/.
34
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ing that neither homosexuality nor transgenderism are sins.37
Additionally, the president of Essex County
College averred in a statement that “we cannot
maintain an employment relationship with the
adjunct” after Lisa Durden, a non-tenure track
professor at the school, engaged in a heated
exchange on a Fox News show.38 She got fired.
In the fall of 2017, a St. Louis Community College math instructor was tackled and body
slammed by a police officer at a system board
meeting, and then arrested, after speaking up
against rules that permitted applause for the
college administration but prohibited applause
for faculty speakers.39
And notably, Keith Fink, a self-identifying
conservative who taught a course at UCLA on
campus free speech (one reportedly regarded as
quite popular among students), lost his job following a contentious review that questioned,
among other facets of his pedagogical effecSamantha Schmidt, “Mormon university instructor
fired after Facebook post supporting LGBT rights, she
says,” Boston Globe (July 19, 2017),
https://www.bostonglobe.com/news/nation/2017/07/
19/mormon-university-instructor-fired-after-facebookpost-supporting-lgbt-rights-shesays/Lfd0Qk1zayE8A8AjIp2hDI/story.html.
38 Samantha Schmidt, “Professor fired after defending
blacks-only event to Fox News. ‘I was publicly lynched,’
she says,” Washington Post (June 26, 2017),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morningmix/wp/2017/06/26/professor-fired-after-defendingblacks-only-event-on-fox-news-i-was-publicly-lynchedshe-says/.
39 “Video shows St. Louis college professor slammed,
arrested at board meeting,” CBS News (October 21,
2017), https://www.cbsnews.com/news/st-louis-collegeprofessor-slammed-arrested-at-board-meeting/. “Students march in support of professor body slammed at
STLCC Board of Trustees meeting,” KMOV (October
23, 2017),
http://www.kmov.com/story/36646933/professor-sayspolice-unjustly-body-slammed-him-during-stlcc-boardof-trustees-meeting.
37
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tiveness, the use of the discussion-oriented Socratic method in his lecture.40 Fink suggested he
was targeted because he expressed his political
views and because he openly criticized the university administration.
The common denominator among the
aforementioned professors was their contingency. That contingent status, a characteristic
and product of the two-tiered system of faculty
employment that now dominates higher education in the United States, makes it disturbingly
easy for colleges to infringe upon academic
freedom and stifle free speech.
Adjunct professors are off the tenure track;
the primary justification for tenure is that it
protects academic freedom. In the aforementioned “Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Academic Tenure,” the AAUP
claimed the special “social function”41 of scholars and the part higher education plays as part
of the “public trust,”42 requires the special protections academic freedom affords. Academic
freedom is also necessary, the report explained,
because a school cannot fulfill its multi-fold
mission—promoting inquiry and advancing the
sum of knowledge, providing instruction to
students, and developing skills for public service and participation—if there isn’t unrestricted liberty for scholars to inquire and publish
results.
Furthermore, students need confidence in
the “intellectual integrity” of their professors
for education to take place. Student confidence
can wane if instructors, denied the free speech
rights of academic freedom and the bulwark
Sarah Brown, “Why Did a UCLA Instructor With a
Popular Free-Speech Course Lose His Job?” The Chronicle
of Higher Education (July 1, 2017),
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Why-Did-a-UCLAInstructor-With/240521.
41 AAUP, “1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Tenure,” 294.
42 Ibid., 293.
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against its breach —tenure —are supposed to
ensure, come to be seen as “a repressed and
intimidated class who dare not speak with that
candor and courage which youth always demands in those whom it is to esteem.”43
Of course, As Don Eron has argued, even
as the AAUP “theorized tenure as the safeguard
of academic freedom and codified academic
due process as the foundation of tenure” in the
seminal statement on the matter, that “1915
Declaration drew academic freedom as the chief
distinction between permanent faculty and
temporary faculty,”44 with unfortunate consequences. By making an exception “for refusals
of reappointment at the expiration of the terms
of office of teachers below the rank of associate
professor,”45 the AAUP implicitly legitimated
the two-tiered system.

… academic freedom is not
respected in the professional
zone because of the two-tiered
arrangements of the
professoriate.
The exception effectively undermined the
claim that tenure and related protections are
necessary to safeguard academic freedom, since
the exception assumes some professors can do
without those protections—and by extension,
without academic freedom. More than a century later, the new faculty majority are off the
tenure track, and the two-tiered system has become the defining feature of academic employment. In the distinction (discussed above)

40

Ibid., 296.
Don Eron, “An Evolution of Principled Futility: The
AAUP and Original Sin,” Journal of Academic Freedom, vol.
8 (2017): 3,
https://www.aaup.org/sites/default/files/Eron2.pdf.
45 AAUP, 1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic
Freedom and Tenure,” 300.
43
44
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that Chemerinsky and Gillman drew between
the two zones of academic life in which different principles regarding freedom of speech are
supposed to apply, they did not specify who
gets to decide what speech is unprofessional for
academics. Nor did they ask whether some are
affected by those decisions about professional/unprofessional speech without having any
input in making the determinations.
In practice, academic freedom is not respected in the professional zone because of the
two-tiered arrangements of the professoriate.

Expanding Free Speech Debates:
A Contemporary and Historical
Rationale
Even the director of free expression at the
Charles Koch Institute, an education-focused
organization with deep conservative roots, publicly criticized the disproportionate media coverage and political focus on alleged free speech
threats on campus.46 At her institute, she said,
they “are definitely deeply, deeply concerned
about what we view as being the escalating antagonism and skepticism towards the institution
as a whole, driven by a lot of this conversation
about threats to free expression on campus.
And that’s because we view higher education as
such a key and critical institution for any free
and flourishing society.”47
The Charles Koch Institute might be concerned with conserving quality education and
defending it from ideologically-driven attacks
under the pretense of free speech, but no one
there is likely to get behind the change in acaMichael Vasquez, “The Koch Institute is Worried
About Free Speech on Campus. But Not in the Way You
Might Think,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (August 7,
2018), https://www.chronicle.com/article/The-KochInstitute-Is-Worried/244184.
47 Vasquez, para. 5.
46
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deme’s labor relations needed to ensure higher
education remains a “critical institution for any
free and flourishing society.” That matters little,
however. The institute’s position on campus
free speech issues suggests the time is ripe for
reframing the debate. But a mere adjunct to the
ongoing debate is not sufficient if freedom of
speech on campus, and fuller freedom generally, are actually of concern. If those are of concern, then the discussion needs to account for
the repressive forms that have historically controlled the debate, wielding force along with
words.
Freedom of speech has not always been a

… academics at public colleges
and universities in California still
pledge an oath upon being hired
principle respected by concentrated power.48 To
the point, less than 10 years after congress approved the Bill of Rights containing the freedom of speech clause in the First Amendment,
the 1798 Alien and Sedition Acts became law
and outlawed speech critical of the government.49 As the United States was getting involved in World War I, the Espionage Act
(1917) and then the Sedition Act (1918) passed,
and it became unlawful to interfere with military operations and then to ““willfully utter,
print, write, or publish any disloyal, profane,
scurrilous, or abusive language about the form
of government of the United States, or the
Constitution of the United States, or the miliTo their credit, Chemerinsky and Gillman review some
of this history of censorship and repression in constructing their argument for why free speech is important. See:
Chemerinsky and Gillman, Free Speech on Campus, 26-48.
49 Library of Congress, “Primary Documents in American History: Alien and Sedition Acts.” Retrieved from
https://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/alien.ht
ml.
48
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tary.”50 Charles Schenk, the general secretary of
the Socialist Party at the time, was convicted of
violating the Espionage Act for distributing
pamphlets critical of the Wilson administration
and claiming the draft was unconstitutional.51
Although he would later stand up for free
speech, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes upheld
Schenk’s conviction and made the now infamous claim that even “[t]he most stringent protection of free speech would not protect a man
in falsely shouting fire in a theatre and causing a
panic.”52
In California, the Criminal Syndicalism Act
of 1919 resulted in targeting people, like Charlotte Anita Whitney, for associating with taboo
political parties.53 Later, the California Levering
Act of 1950 would enforce compelled speech—
it required a loyalty oath from public employees54 (and academics at public colleges and universities in California still pledge an oath upon
being hired). The year before, the University of
California Regents approved a new oath specific to university employees containing an explicit
statement that the signer was not a member of
the Communist Party. German-born philosopher Rudolf Carnap declined a UC professorship because he refused to sign it, and there
“An Act to amend section three, title one, of the Act
entitled ‘An Act to punish acts of interference with the
foreign relations, the neutrality, and the foreign commerce of the United States, to punish espionage, and
better to enforce the criminal laws of the United States,
and for other purposes,’” 65th cong., 2nd sess., 16 May
1918. Retrieved from
http://www.legisworks.org/congress/65/publaw150.pdf.
51 Chemerisnky and Gillman, Free Speech on Campus, 36.
52 Cited in: Ibid., 36.
53 Ibid., 39.
54 “The Tenney-Burns-Levering Bills – a Roll Call of
Anti-Democracy Legislation,” The California Loyalty
Oath Digital Collection, The Bancroft Library, University
of California, Berkeley,
http://content.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/hb8h4nb97h/?bran
d=lo.
50
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were 27 UCLA professors—five in the philosophy department, including Donald Kalish,
who was not tenured—who refused to sign
even as the regents insisted that those who did
not sign by April 30 would be off the payroll
the next day.55
Prior to that, the Smith Act of 1940 made it
illegal to advocate—or to even affiliate with
anyone advocating—the overthrow of the
United States government.56 And of course free
speech was under incessant attack during what
acclaimed screenwriter Dalton Trumbo wryly
referred to as the “Time of the Toad”57—the
period in which the House Un-American Activities Committee ran roughshod over free expression in the late 1940s and 1950s. The antiCommunism HUAC propagated would result
not just in the notorious Hollywood Blacklist.
John McCumber has expounded upon how the
American Philosophical Association failed to
confront blatant attacks on academic freedom
amid the hysteria, and how the failure of academics to stand up to the encroachments on
free speech shaped subsequent American philosophy.58 And as Trumbo documented, even
leaders of the National Education Association—one of the longest-standing unions in the
field of education—barred Communists and
went so far as to claim “the schools of the
Kalish would take a stand on principle again 16 years
later as department chair when Marxian philosopher Angela Davis became the bane of UC regents. See: John
McCumber, The Philosophy Scare: The Politics of Reason in the
Early Cold War (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2016), 37-41.
56 “Alien Registration Act,” 76th cong., 3rd sess., 28 June
1940, http://legisworks.org/sal/54/stats/STATUTE-54Pg670.pdf.
57 Dalton Trumbo, The Time of the Toad: A Study of Inquisition in America (London: The Journeyman Press,
1949[1982]).
58 John McCumber, Time in the Ditch: American Philosophy
and the McCarthy Era (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2001).
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United States will certainly be expected and required to continue their work in developing
strong individual national loyalties.”59 Writing
during the height of HUAC’s influence, Trumbo caustically opined, “How goes the campaign
against free inquiry in schools and universities?
It goes extremely well,” before proceeding to
list 15 professors and educators who were
purged in 1948 alone for, in the main, saying
the wrong things.60

A cursory glance at the history
of free speech in the US reveals
how infrequently it was
actually honored.
The First Amendment notwithstanding,
free speech in the US—on campus and elsewhere—has never been guaranteed. Debates
today elide the fierce-but-overlooked battleground in the campus free speech wars.
Chemerinsky and Gillman wrote their book on
campus free speech “out of a concern that
much of the current debate over the learning
environment on college campuses gives insufficient attention to the values of free speech and
academic freedom—the philosophical, moral,
and practical arguments in support of these
principles, the lessons of the historical record,
and the current state of the law.”61
I write this essay in part because the discussions regarding free speech and academic freedom at colleges and universities give insufficient attention to the record of repression reviewed above, but also importantly to the twotiered system in academia that reflects and represents one of the gravest threats to free exCited in Trumbo, The Time of the Toad, 54.
Ibid., 52-53.
61 Chemerinsky and Gillman, Free Speech on Campus, 155.
59
60
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pression, to workplace democracy, and to the
overall health of higher education.

A Direct [Action] Approach to
Debating Free Speech
As stated, addressing that threat no doubt requires more than reframing the debate. That is,
it requires more than a coherent, convincing
argument against the system separating faculty
into a relatively privileged, managerial class, and
into a subordinate class of precariously employed contingent instructors removed from
any semblance of shared governance.
A cursory glance at the history of free
speech in the US reveals how infrequently it
was actually honored. The FSM showcased how
rights can be wrestled over and won within an
institution when people are organized, and both
willing and able to engage in speech acts that
defy prohibitions on expression. It also, as
Savio suggested, reflected students’ dissatisfaction with the operation of the institution. The
operation of higher education at present denies
faculty who are now the backbone of that operation decent labor conditions and any real input
in the workplace decisions affecting them. It
thereby denies us free speech. That operation,
then, and the arrangements sustaining it, should
be a focal point for a movement.
Perhaps, though, the greatest inspiration for
challenging that operation, and for transforming the conditions of contingent faculty now
anathema to academic freedom and meaningful
free speech, can be found by looking back even
further than the FSM. A movement to abolish
the two-tiered system would fundamentally be a
movement for free speech and a labor struggle;
indeed, it would also be a labor struggle for free
speech.
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Memorably, the early 20th century organizing campaigns of the Industrial Workers of the
World (IWW), the union that has been advocating syndicalist-style economic democracy for
more than a century, illustrate how free speech
fights can intersect with key labor struggles. For
example, in 1909, 19-year-old Elizabeth Gurley
Flynn, one of the IWW’s most gifted rabblerousing orators, traveled to Missoula, Montana,
where she and other agitators drew large
crowds on the street by criticizing local labor
contractors who collected fees from workers
without finding them steady employment.62 The
temporary employment agencies compelled the
city to invoke an ordinance against disturbing
the peace and quiet of a street, and when the
Wobblies (IWW members) refused to stop their
soapbox speeches, they were thrown in jail.

Bill Haywood suggested the free
speech fights in Missoula and
Spokane sparked the radical imagination of the working class
across the country
“Drawing on her debate-team drilling in the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights, Flynn
charged the City of Missoula with violating the
Wobblies’ right to free speech.”63 Hundreds of
Wobblies arrived by boxcar to help, and their
civil disobedience—exercising free speech
rights—quickly clogged the courts and jails.64
Flynn was also arrested at one point; she was
treated more gently than the Wobbly men
thrown in jail, and charges against her were
Lara Vapnek, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn: Modern American
Revolutionary (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2015), 28.
63 Vapnek, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, 28.
64 Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States:
1492-Present (New York: HarperCollins Publishers,
1980[2003]), 332.
62

21

dropped.65 Within a few weeks, after bad publicity and the costs of constantly arresting
speakers weighed on the municipality, the city
released the arrested Wobblies and agreed to
permit them to speak freely on the streets.
After the IWW launched a “Don’t Buy
Jobs” campaign against the “job sharks” in
Spokane, Washington, around the same time,
the employment agencies there also pressured
the city to pass an ordinance against the street
corner speeches delivered against the agencies
by union radicals.66 Thousands of Wobblies
marched to the center of Spokane and started
speaking in defiance of the ordinance, and police arrested them one by one until some 400 to
600 were in jail (some died as a result of the
abysmal conditions behind bars).67 Flynn was
arrested (and then acquitted) there too.68 By
March 1910, the city agreed to permit peaceable
assembly and speaking outdoors without police
intervention, and jailed Wobblies were to be
released soon thereafter.69 Venerated IWW
leader Bill Haywood suggested the free speech
fights in Missoula and Spokane sparked the radical imagination of the working class across the
country, and contributed to the growth of the
IWW.70 In the next few years the IWW would
engage in high-profile free speech fights in Cali-

Vapnek, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, 28.
Kate Aronoff, “Industrial Workers of the World campaigns for free speech in Spokane, Washington, U.S.A.,
1908-1910,” Global Nonviolent Action Database (October
23, 2011),
https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/industrialworkers-world-campaigns-free-speech-spokanewashington-usa-1908-1910.
67 Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, 332. Vapnek,
Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, 31.
68 Vapnek, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, 33.
69 Aronoff, “Industrial Workers of the World campaigns
for free speech in Spokane, Washington, U.S.A., 19081910,” para. 13-14.
70 Vapnek, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, 33.
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fornia—in San Diego and in Irvine—and in
Everett, Washington, among other places.71
Referencing those early 20th century IWW
struggles, and writing as a member of Graduate
Students United at the University of Chicago,
Joe Grim Feinberg suggested:
graduate students, no matter how quiet
voiced and library prone, are in a special
position to revive the proletarian publicness
that was at the center of the old free speech
fights. This is not only because we make it
our life’s work to learn things that the public might want to hear us say but also because the campus quad remains one of the
few places in our society where crowds can
still be found—where there is actually a
public to hear our voice. In this country
now, there are almost no true public
squares, and the streets, even when filled
(on rare occasions) with pedestrians, are too
busy for an agitator’s idle chatter.72
Of course, many graduate students are now
more likely to go on to become members of the
professorial underclass than they are to join the
upper echelon of tenure-line professors. And
adjuncts—often downwardly mobile and déclassé, not to mention isolated from each other
and alienated from the institutions devaluing
them—also desperately need to recover some
semblance of a public by making use of campus
as a space for consequential speech, in the way
Feinberg alluded to.

Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, 332-334.
George Venn, “The Wobblies and Montana’s Garden
City,” Montana: The Magazine of Western History
(1971): 18-30.
72 Joe Grim Feinberg, “Singing All the Way to the Union,” Academe 96, no. 1 (2010): para. 6,
https://www.aaup.org/article/singing-all-wayunion#.W29vmvmP9PY.
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Dewey once claimed our “problem of a
democratically organized public is primarily and
essentially an intellectual problem, in a degree
to which the political affairs of prior ages offer
no parallel.”73 Dewey’s “intellectual problem”
was premised upon people needing to figure
out how to handle intensified and complicated
“indirect consequences”74 stemming from conjoint human activity in an expansive and technologically developed society. “An inchoate
public,” he claimed, “is capable of organization
only when indirect consequences are perceived,
and when it is possible to project agencies
which order their occurrence.”75
Our problem must also account for the
class or status differences intrinsic to the twotiered system. Absent from Dewey’s ideas on
the matter is an understanding that organizing a
public to overcome institutionalized stratification—and overcoming such stratification so as
to organize a properly democratic public—
might require those systematically dehumanized
by the dominant arrangements to “project
agencies” in particular ways at odds with those
complicit in that dehumanization. That is, a
public capable of challenging the conditions in
higher education anathema to freedom of
speech, to workplace democracy, and to decent
life for the new faculty majority cannot emerge
without action communicating that challenge.
As Feinberg explained,
Work and school take place in highly regulated spaces, where publicness can be won and
sustained only in struggle. Nonetheless, work
and school are among the only spheres of
life left where people meet without being
thoroughly filtered first according to ideology or hobby or aesthetic style. And the
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university, at the intersection of work and
study, presents a unique site for the development of publicness. On the one hand,
the university is an unusual kind of workplace, designed according to the ideal of an
independent scholarly community driven by
public debate, which is one reason why universities have quads, while factories and offices have only break rooms. On the other
hand, the university community is not and
has never been a purely detached world of
the mind. [emphasis mine]76
Dewey would surely agree a public “in
eclipse”77 must be (re-)created and renewed, but
Feinberg is right to emphasize that this (re-)
creation stems from praxis—a praxis born of
struggle.
Human beings, as Paulo Freire understood,
“are praxis—the praxis which, as the reflection
and action which truly transform reality, is the
source of knowledge and creation.”78 “Reality
which becomes oppressive,” Freire claimed,
“results in the contradistinction of men as oppressors and oppressed.”79 The two-tiered system in academia reflects and produces a similar
reality. Those dehumanized by the existing
conditions—contingent faculty, in our case—
are driven by a desire for greater humanization
to struggle to overcome the situation and “must
acquire a critical awareness of this oppression
through the praxis of this struggle.”80 The perception of the indirect and direct consequences
of reproducing higher education as a two-tiered
system, and the cooperative-democratic control
of those consequences to transcend that sysFeinberg, “Singing All the Way to the Union,” para. 7.
Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 142.
78 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra
Bergman Ramos (New York: Continuum, 1970[2000]),
100-101.
79 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 51.
80 Ibid.
76
77
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tem, can be brought into being through the
kind of praxis of struggle Freire referred to.
That struggle and the praxis therein are akin
to the forms of education Dewey also advocated. He warned of the danger of an elite few appropriating externally-directed actions of others.81 His philosophy of education was predicated upon pupils participating in the determining
of the aims of learning and in deciding how
they would go about reaching those aims.82 His
views on labor echoed those presuppositions
insofar as he claimed that in the economic
sphere, in contrast to “direct participation in
control” characteristic of a properly democratic
system, the “control [of labor] remains external
and autocratic,” given that the results wageworkers achieve “are not the ends of their actions, but only of their employers.”83
Those views and values of course corresponded with Dewey’s ideas about democratic
society writ large, which is hardly surprising
given that education and labor reproduce and
renew society. He wrote:
Since a democratic society repudiates the
principle of external authority, it must find
a substitute in voluntary disposition and interest; these can be created only by education. But there is a deeper explanation. A
democracy is more than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated
living, of conjoint communicated experience. The extension in space of the number
Dewey, Democracy and Education, 88.
To the point, he suggested a democratic “society must
have a type of education which gives individuals a personal interest in social relationships and control,” he argued pedagogical aims should not be subordinated to
aims outside of the educational process, and he claimed
externally imposed aims lead to a separation of means
from ends (a divorce which diminishes the significance of
the activity, with predictable consequences). See: Dewey,
Democracy and Education, 99-100; 106.
83 Dewey, Democracy and Education, 260.
81
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of individuals who participate in an interest
so that each has to refer his own action to
that of others, and to consider the action of
others to give point and direction to his
own, is equivalent to the breaking down of
those barriers, of class, race and national
territory which kept men from perceiving
the full import of their activity.84
Breakdown of perception-clouding barriers by
way of greater participation in the speech and
the actions affecting us helps “secure a liberation of powers which remain suppressed as
long as the incitation to action is partial, as it
must be in a group which in its exclusiveness
shuts out many interests.”85
Clearly, Dewey would not disagree with the
transformative and democratic aim advanced
here, but the methods for realizing and prefiguring that aim in the context of the contingent
faculty struggle need to be spelled out in detail.
Dewey wrote:
To form itself, the public has to break existing political forms. This is hard to do because these forms are themselves the regular means of institution change. The public
which generated political forms is passing
away, but the power and lust of possession
remains in the hands of the officers and
agencies which the dying public instituted.
This is why the change of the form of states
is so often effected only by revolution.86
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slogan, often most energetically by intrenched
class-interests which profess the greatest reverence for the established ‘law and order’ of the
existing state.”87
Breaking with the established forms appears
a necessary part of transcending the two-tiered
system. The commonplace piecemeal efforts to
improve faculty working conditions while leaving that system intact are barriers to free speech
in practice and to the formation of the kind of
public Feinberg described. That kind of public
comes into being as a result of direct-action
struggles, like those waged by the FSM and the
IWW.
Administrators and others opposing the
emergence of that sort of public are likely to
take actions against it, as Dewey’s analysis informs us. But they are already complicit in the
routine actions that deny free speech and academic freedom to the majority of the professoriate. They already engage in collective action—
only of the established, normalized, hitherto
hegemonic kind—that renders the majority of
professors today fatalistic and inchoate.

Tentative Conclusions to be
Tested in Practice
Dewey remarked that until “the Great Society is
converted into a Great Community, the Public
will remain in eclipse,” and he added: “Communication alone can create a great community.”88

He proceeded to suggest “apathy, neglect and
contempt find expression in resort to various
short-cuts of direct action,” adding astutely that
“direct action is taken by many other interests
than those which employ ‘direct action’ as a
Dewey, Democracy and Education, 87.
Ibid.
86 Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 31.
84
85
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“To impede communication,” as Freire observed, “is to reduce men to the status of
‘things.’”89 The women and men comprising the
ranks of contingent faculty are at present routinely reduced to a similar status insofar as a
violation of our free speech rights and academic
freedom inheres in the two-tiered structure.
That inherent violation stems from the fact the
existing institutional relationships afford us little-to-no say in how the institution functions,
even though we play such a large role in ensuring it does function. The external authority exercised over contingent faculty within the twotiered academy has produced an underclass of
adjuncts denied the consequential speech capable of shaping our conditions. What speech is
acceptable and what can get you canned is dictated from above. This is all at odds with the
“conjoint communicated experience” and education conducive to the democratic society
Dewey envisioned.
So where does this leave us?
Freedom of speech is vitiated by the twotiered system and by the corresponding working conditions contingent faculty face. Institutions expected to respect free speech have historically repressed it. Legal scholars like
Chemerinsky and Gillman, and even organizations like the AAUP, advocate and defend freedom of speech on campus as well as academic
freedom. Yet, ambiguities in their past statements regarding who makes key decisions
about the speech and labor of others and with
respect to what work conditions are needed to
protect free expression in higher education represent glaring omissions in campus free speech
debates, which already ignore adjuncts.
Savio’s reflections on the FSM suggest consequential speech capable of affecting change
elicits retaliation and requires defending. His
recounting suggests the movement at Berkeley
89

Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 128.
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also had a lot to do with advocating for and
trying to facilitate the transformation of the nature of higher education. Half a century prior,
the IWW illustrated the relationship between
free speech and social change, nourishing a
public via direct-action labor struggles.
Free expression has historically necessitated
struggle against the structures and complicit
actors who would otherwise oppress it and
those of us who might exercise it in ways
deemed intolerable by dominant arrangements

Freedom of speech is vitiated by
the two-tiered system and by
the corresponding working conditions contingent faculty face.
and those empowered by them. By virtue of
that struggle an organized public can coalesce,
which can enable individuals to start meaningfully exercising, or projecting, agency, and to
begin participating in the decisions, and shaping
the conditions, that impact them.
That process is ipso facto pedagogical.
“The dialogue which is radically necessary to
revolution,” Freire wrote, “corresponds to another radical need: that of women and men as
beings who cannot be truly human apart from
communication, for they are essentially communicative creatures.”90 The praxis implied
would be a multiform “public pedagogy.”91
Ibid., 128.
The term has a long history, and it has been deployed
in myriad ways. See: Jennifer Sandlin, Michael P.
O’Malley and Jake Burdick, “Mapping the Complexity of
Public Pedagogy Scholarship: 1894 – 2010,” Review of
Educational Research, 81 (2011): 338-375. The concept has
also been applied in a political register, somewhat similar
to the way it is used in this essay to invoke particular
modes of praxis. See: Henry Giroux, “Public Pedagogy
and the Politics of Resistance: Notes on a critical theory
of educational struggle,” Educational Philosophy and Theory,
35, no. 1 (2003): 5-16.
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That pedagogy involves learning how to think,
speak, and act in ways that mirror the practice
of freedom (academic and otherwise) to be
achieve while educating each other about the
struggle. It also encapsulates the pedagogical
process—the Freirean praxis—of organizing a
public and creating the individuals capable of
prefiguring a “Great Community” rich with the
free and consequential speech characteristic of
the democratic experience Dewey described.
As alluded to in the beginning, part of that
“public pedagogy” entails retooling popular
debates so that freedom of speech on campus
and beyond do not remain inconsequentially
academic. For starters, that might mean contingent faculty engaging in direct action—be it
strikes, teach-ins, walkouts, phone zaps and/or
other activities—to disrupt the normalized assault on workplace democracy witnessed when
instructors are fired or disciplined for saying
what select others decide for them is inappropriate.
If formal organization could prove helpful,
the IWW, referenced above, has shown how:
for they have had success organizing those
who, like contingent faculty, have been rendered invisible and disposable, including prisoners and sex workers. The union that waged
historic free speech and labor battles more than
a century ago could prove an invaluable vehicle
once again for those of us in the trenches of the
oft-ignored, yet undoubtedly significant, fights
for free expression at present. Since, as the
AAUP acknowledged (see above), students are
affected when their instructors come to be seen
as “a repressed and intimidated class,” wary of
saying what they truly believe for fear of reprisal, solidarity with those we teach seems paramount. The adage that teaching conditions are
also student learning conditions rings true.
Students, of course, come from the greater
community, and many will leave the confines of
campus with massive student loan debt that will
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be next-to-impossible to pay off with the lowwage, gig-economy jobs available.92 Any serious
campus free speech movement today must not
only prioritize the abolition of the prevailing
two-tiered system within higher education. It
also must communicate the struggle beyond the
Ivory Tower.93 Precarious work outside the
academy that subordinates free speech rights to
purported property rights and sacrifices workplace democracy to autocratic authority on the
job should be treated as big a barrier to Dewey’s ideals as is contingent academic labor.
A public pedagogy of and for the freedoms
that have been the focus of this essay thus also
involves learning from, educating, and organizing with the greater community, the public that
can really prefigure the Great Community.
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Wandering Through the
Hollow Desert, and
Other Sources of
Graduate Angst
Austin Rooney

As a means of introducing my topic, allow me
a brief recollection: During the academic year
2016-2017 I was a graduate fellow at the Center
for the Humanities at Temple University
(CHAT), an organization that aims to develop
interdisciplinary relationships among both the
faculty and graduate students within the College
of Liberal Arts. As part of our Fellowship duties I and my graduate colleagues were tasked
with organizing a one-day “event” (more on the
scare quotes below) that would feature a few
distinguished speakers. Our first order of business was, of course, to decide on a theme, and
we eventually settled on a meta issue of sorts, a
topic that reached across our various domains
of inquiry: the self-censorship of academia.
We wanted to leave the particulars fairly
open-ended, but our overall hope was to generate a discussion about the conservative attitudes
toward both content and methods within the
professional scholarly community of the Humanities, the means by which such strictures
are enforced, and ways for generating productive transgressions. Our mildly saucy title was,
“That’s Not What We Do Here!” As a case in
point of our theme, we organizers had a not
inconsiderable exchange regarding the appropriate nomenclature for our “event.” We all
considered “conference” to be an industry default, but, for precisely that reason, we had con-
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cerns about the conventional, “normalizing”
expectations that the term would enact on both
speakers and audience. Something less tendentious, more informal, like “roundtable,” was
proposed, but that struck us as too informal.
It was finally concluded that “symposium”
hit on the right amount of legitimacy without
restricting the exact form of the presentations
or the kind of engagement between the attendees. We even struggled with the use of
punctuation in the symposium’s title, viz.,
whether to use an interrobang. (We didn’t; it
was judged overly flip.) I’ll leave off with the
reminiscences at this point, because the actual
scholarly product of our symposium is mostly
oblique to my main interest. It is simply the
theme itself, or, more accurately, the significance of our selecting it that concerns me.

Our mildly saucy title was,
“That’s Not What We Do Here!”
Now, the very notion of censorship within
the Humanities academy is so shocking that I
should be quite clear about my claims and evidence. For one thing, I will not be operating
with any technical notion of censorship that,
when applied to academia, yields the counterintuitive result that it engages in the practice.
What I offer is far more informal, a report of
some conjectural conclusions drawn from my
own experiences. In that vein, however, I don’t
have any scandalous tales to tell of “powers that
be” within the Humanities actively repressing
or altering work that runs contrary to an orthodox view. Nor did any of my colleagues. And
even if I were to have an exposé to air regarding some specific scurrilous act, what better
evidence for the lack of censorship (on any
meaningful construal) within the Humanities
broadly could one proffer than the fact that it
supports its most junior members calling into
question its own procedures?
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Finally, at a time in which authoritarian ideologues across the globe advocate (if not implement) real acts of censorship, to talk of the
“self-censorship” of the academy without substantive claims is, at best, tone deaf. I cannot
deny that the term “self-censorship” is provocative, perhaps unduly so, and that the actual
instances I am to cite are too benign to withstand scrutiny when compared with the outrages against free speech drawn from daily news.
Still, it is a liberty that I request for the moment
to help you to see my larger concerns.
Alright then, disclaimers aside, what are the
claims regarding the “self-censorship” within
the Humanities academy? The argument is this:
1. Academia conceived broadly as the institutions chiefly tasked with the pursuit
of truth, knowledge, and understanding,
tends to conserve arguments, procedures, and topics that have proven
fruitful.
2. Academia possesses a “publish or perish” ethos. The conjunction of 1 and 2
generates:
3. Pressures on vulnerable and insecure
members of the academic community
to conform their projects to the demands of the professional market.
4. Graduate students are vulnerable and
insecure members of the academic
community; ergo:
5. Graduates students are subject to the
“conforming” pressures of 3.
I provide anecdotal evidence for premises 1 – 4
below shortly, but even granting them, there is
clearly a missing premise:
1.

the “conforming” pressures of 3 and 5
are sufficient conditions of “censorship.”
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As noted above, I will not go that far. But insofar as graduate students alter their speech and
work not because doing so conduces to better
results and experiences but because it is the only way to maintain their membership within the
community, something approaching “censorship” does not seem inapt. Still, I have no interest to enter into a terminological dispute,
and, since nothing in 1 – 5 depends on it, I will
not insist on it.
What does interest me here are the “conforming pressures” of 5. I find it telling that

“If that’s what you want to do,
fine, but you’ll have trouble on
the job market.”
roughly a dozen of us graduate fellows, at different stages in our graduate careers, from departments across the college, could vouch for
the existence of this phenomenon, this “selfcensorship of academia” (or whatever it should
be called), if nothing else. I also believe that our
experiences were not unusual or the product of
exceptionally strained relations with our respective departments. As noted above, none of us
had bombshell accusations to drop from our
departmental life. (In fact, we all thought pretty
highly of our departments supporting our work,
myself included.) In section II below I trace out
the impact of these in my own experience. But
for the moment I need to mount evidence for
accepting the argument to 5.
Regarding claim 1, that academia tends to
be conservative, consider the following: although it is rhetorical, who hasn’t heard from
members of the profession statements along
the lines of, “Well, ok, but you’re not doing real
. . .” (fill in your home field), or, “I don’t really
have anything to say about this sort of work,”
or the always relevant prudential guidance, “If
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that’s what you want to do, fine, but you’ll have
trouble on the job market.”
All of these might be both true and entirely
well meaning. Yet the illocutionary force of the
statements seems plainly enough to do some
conforming or restricting work, to conserve the
accepted practices and areas of research within
the discipline. To share my own story, when
choosing my dissertation topic, I received the
last bit of advice regarding the market and ultimately selected a project that I thought would
be easily recognized as “philosophy.”
These were, of course, hardly my only considerations, and I would not quite say that I regret the decision. Nor, to be clear, do I mean to
imply that I was coerced in the slightest or that
anyone behaved improperly by offering me
these views. If anything, it would be untoward
not to share one’s more experienced views of
the “conditions on the ground” within the profession. This is just the state of play.

I had a colleague report teaching eight classes in a semester
to properly care for a young
family.
I still cannot help but wonder how my experiences might have been different. Surely everyone pursuing advanced degrees goes through
some self-doubt, at some point asks themselves
why they are still doing this. My topic has become just an intellectual puzzle to me, one for
which, so far as I can tell, no one is clamoring
for a solution. But still I persist, not so much
from the force of my desire to solve it, but
from revulsion at the thought of quitting after
all this time.
Now this sort of hearsay and anecdotal evidence is uncompelling by itself, and I doubt
that anything remotely approaching censorship
is to be found in it. But it is consistent with 1.
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There are, however, broader considerations in
favor of 1. For if academia is the institution that
seeks truth, knowledge, and understanding, it is
hard to see how it could fail to be conservative.
Not just any argument is sound, not just any
method of inquiry is consistently fruitful, not
just any expression is felicitous. Those that
have satisfied our tribunals are rightfully cherished, and any would-be contender should face
a heavy burden of proof.
Objections regarding the unbalanced membership of the tribunal and the potentially biasing effects this has on its judgments are now
commonplace, but even were we to achieve an
equitable arrangement, certain methods of inquiry and areas of content will be normalized
because of their past success. The Humanities
are peopled by humans, so mistakes will be
made under even the most fortuitous circumstances.
Oversight is always a possibility. But given
the inherently self-critical nature of Humanities
study, champions of erroneously or unjustly
marginalized projects can (ideally) always continue to press their case within the Humanities
community. In any event, the case for the
“conservativeness” of academia is that exploration and experimentation are both necessary for
our continued existence and sources of peril.
Academic institutions provide a safe space
that reduces the dangers of exploration. For
academia to provide meaningful educational
experiences, it must challenge the original impulsive expressions and intuitions of its members. (If those impulses were routinely successful, there would be no need for the institutions
in the first place!) And it does this, at least in
part, by pressing its members to demonstrate
how their novel answers perform better than
the prevailing views.
There are then two arguments for the conservativeness of academia, claims 1. The latter
claims that the enterprise of seeking truth,
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knowledge and understanding itself forces us to
act “conservatively,” while the former posits
the market pressures (those of both the “marketplace of ideas” and the actual job market)
that push members to pursue a conservative
path. As for claim 2, the publish or perish ethos
of academia, I take it that there is not a great
deal of argument required. I interpret “publish”
broadly to include anything that one might do
to build their CV and demonstrate their activity
in the field. To maintain standing in the community one must be active in professionally
recognized, quantifiable ways.
“Perish” need not mean that one falls into
total disrepute or is otherwise ostracized. But it
does mean that without a superior record of
one’s public, easily quantified successes (first
and foremost peer-reviewed journal entries)
compared to one’s peers, career options are
greatly diminished. It is certainly possible to
string along a series of “part-time” or “visiting”
positions, but they often create a vicious cycle
of demands on one’s time and energies that
prevent developing the CV, which puts them
even further behind on the path to security. In
short, it is unclear how one can live a life of the
mind or remain within the academic community without constantly planning for the next
publication.
I don’t intend any of the foregoing as an attack on the practice of publishing or the import
it is given professionally. We need to share our
results and subject them to trials of reason for
the continuing growth of both the species and
the individual. My aim is rather to draw attention to the fact that, as far as I can see, there are
few if any ways of remaining within the community while leading a stable life without prioritizing publishable projects.
For instance, I have taught nine classes in a
calendar year while researching my dissertation.
I had a colleague report teaching eight classes in
a semester to properly care for a young family.
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The teaching of courses and the student evaluations that follow are certainly quantifiable, but I
don’t believe that these contributions to the
field, to say nothing of our civilization, are given any significant merit.
But what am I to do? There is not much
demand of which I am aware for “aspiring interlocutors” or “developers of humanity”—
certainly not if price point is a reliable indicator.
Aside from some scattered scholars concerned
with the future of the profession whom I personally know, and a few professional committees of which I am aware, I am not sure how
widely this is considered to be problem within
the profession. This is not to say that there is
not more being done in the profession with
respect to these concerns than I have suggested, but I, at least, have to go looking for it. It is
not on the tip of everyone’s tongue. “Publish or
perish,” as far as I can tell, continues to be the
academic motto.

This “tension,” and the temptation to relieve it by abandoning
one’s own spark of interest, is
the closest that the argument
comes to “censorship.”
I don’t pretend that my reflections present
anything like knockdown evidence for either of
the first two claims, but I hope that I have provided enough to warrant the remainder of the
argument. If you are willing to grant that proper
membership in the academy is only likely for
thinkers who regularly publish in professional
venues and that the academic enterprise is, for
various reasons, conservative, then it is plausible that there is pressure to generate research
projects that are conservative.
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An obvious objection to this conclusion is
that nothing is quite so celebrated in academia
writ large, and certainly so in the Humanities, as
a “paradigm changing” argument. The only
sure-fire way to secure a position in the academy is to present a case that stands accepted
wisdom or prevailing theories on their head.
The search for the golden child genius, dropped
from the sky, is always on. But, be that as it
may, being a genius is not something that anyone could plan for themselves, and it seems
close to a contradiction in terms to speak of a
“community of geniuses.” In the incalculable
likelihood that I am not a genius, the pressure
to publish, to remain a member of the community, inclines me to seek out a safe topic and
conform to the professional expectations as
best I can. The force of this is hardly compulsive, but it is a felt tension, a quiet droning
presence that creepingly encroaches on my
sense of self the longer I remain in the margins.
This “tension,” and the temptation to relieve it by abandoning one’s own spark of interest, is the closest that the argument comes to
“censorship.” As I noted above, if this doesn’t
satisfy whatever our proper definition of censorship turns out to be, I am more than obliged
to find another term. Nonetheless, I believe
something like this slow extinguishing of personal inspiration by the internalized “other” of
the academy is what I and my colleagues had in
mind when we developed our symposium on
the “self-censorship of academia.”
Like all forms of censorship, the matter is
not determined by what is said, but by the process by which it is said. If, after a long line of
dead-end investigations and false-start arguments, a cycle of periodic self-doubt and insight
that triggers revaluation and redefinition, a researcher arrives at a defensible position, at least
for the time being, that is education. But when
the search for a defensible position is a product
of seeking a safe haven, of sticking to a line that
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comes highly recommended from within the
profession for that reason, of giving over one’s
project as ransom for protection, then censorship or not, we have reached my concern.

II
The last link in the line of reasoning concerns 4:
graduate students are vulnerable and insecure
members of the Humanities academic community.
Similar to the “publish or perish” claim, I
don’t think this stands in need of much defense, except perhaps for some clarification. It
might be bruited that graduate students are not
proper members of the academic community at
all, or that, at best, they are something like
“provisional members.” I see the situation as
more complicated.
Graduate students are a “tertium quid” of a
sort. They’re not quite proper members of the
academy, but they’re not quite students or laypeople, either. The former have the security
and legitimization, at least in principle, to develop means for transcending or neutralizing
the effects of “self-censorship,” the pressures
to produce safe work. The latter can either
abandon the institutions that would not or
could not engage with them, or just go along
with the program laid out for them; Fight, or
flight, or acquiesce.
Now in the case of undergraduate students,
this latter option is often more than appropriate. Students at this stage of life are often in
need of direction and/or simple instruction, or,
as I have seen with some regularity, simply seek
a baccalaureate to secure a higher standing on
the labor market. This is not meant as an insult;
many folks know what they want to do with
themselves and see the degree-granting institution as a means to their ends.
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But none of these are promising options for
the graduate student. Despite the fact that the
standard activities of graduate students are
strikingly similar to those of full-fledged members of the profession—carrying on a research
project (which is validated only with publishable results), actively cultivating relationships
within their scholarly community (both locally
and abroad), leading the undergraduate population (commonly as instructors or TAs, at the
very least as a kind of “elder sibling”), often
performing some amount of administrative
functions (serving on various committees), arranging suitable living arrangements outside
campus, and, hopefully, being remunerated for
all this—graduate students rarely have the security of full-fledged members to resist the pressures of abandoning their personal stake in
their projects. Without that protection, fight is a
tall order.

The chief challenge of graduate
life is to stay to the middle of
the middle path.
On the other hand, they have already committed themselves to a certain life project that
depends upon the resources of the academic
profession. Abandoning it is only a final act of
self-preservation. There’s no fleeing, certainly
not while remaining a graduate student or a
member of the academic community.
There is a third path, one that the graduate
student must follow, but it is bounded by poles:
resignation or acquiescence on the one side,
pretensions of genius on the other. The chief
challenge of graduate life is to stay to the middle of the middle path. There are, to be sure,
occasions in the career of the graduate student
wherein acquiescing, following a well-trodden
path, taking a spectator’s role in one’s life, is an
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appropriate response. If nothing more, than
bare instruction is required or helpful.
But these become rarer the further one advances. The graduate student is not simply a
mature student. They are more like, as noted
above, a fledgling professional. One becomes a
graduate student because mere instruction was
not sufficient in their life. Their projects have
not been satisfied, and so they search for a
more robust set of tools. To leave one’s project
unresolved, to resign one’s stake in the project,
and to allow the outcome to be governed by
external forces, or, conversely, to insist upon
one’s unadulterated vision, are the twin sirens
that signal the end of education.1
Either of these result in what I call, for lack
of a better term, a “hollowing” of experience.
And whatever the psychological or spiritual
damage suffered personally as the result of succumbing to the pressures of the graduate experience along these lines, the strain is passed
along to the profession. “Truth,” “knowledge,”
and “understanding” become possessions of a
select few who themselves suffer endlessly in a
society that obstinately refuses to see the beacon of light from the ivory tower. In times of
crisis, when the profession stands in need of
defending itself, its feet of clay are exposed, as
its best arguments fall on the same supposedly
deaf and dumb ears that fled from them.
To be as clear as I can, this is not a call to
free graduate student life from the shackles of
the professoriate. Far from it. Some projects are
best left unpursued, or at the very least substantially modified, and it is the proper role of professional academia to guide the graduate student away from rocky shoals. I take this process
of discovery, the mutual engagement of expertise matched with emerging challenges, to be
For a broader discussion of these twin threats in life
generally, see the “Introduction” to Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct, (Modern Library: New York), 1922.
1
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true education. And education, as opposed to
instruction, is the process by which we discover
how both our means and ends must be modified in light of our broadening understanding of
the environs in which we find ourselves.
On this construal, educational institutions
exist to enable a similar sort of adjustment of
ourselves and alteration of our environs so that
we may thrive with a minimum of scarring.
This process just is the search for truth.2 But
given the current conditions of the professional
academy, it is the plight of the graduate student
to possess the fewest protections at the stage of
their greatest insecurity, at the time when the
threat of hollowing looms large. In my own,
shall we say politely, protracted experiences as a
graduate student, both the “graduate” and the
“student” component must be carefully guarded to ensure a full educational experience.
First, the graduate student as “graduate”: as
noted earlier, one of the standard responsibilities of graduate students is to act as a graduate,
that is, as a member of a community with maturer powers than those of the student population. These can be realized in any number of
ways: as a professor of classes, a teaching assistant, a mentor, a discussion leader, more or less
any position that bestows some privilege upon
the graduate.
The graduate student without question has
a greater expertise in their field than their undergraduate cohorts, but the graduate is still
only a fledgling. The pressures of grading and
lecturing while not being extended the full
privileges of the fully-fledged professional—the
leeway that students tend to allow professors
regarding unconventional methods or strategies
(that they don’t allow graduate students)—can
yield hollowing reactions. We might teach
See John Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, reprinted in
John Dewey, The Later Works, 1925 -1953, Vol. 12. Ed. Jo
Ann Boydston, (Southern Illinois University Press: Carbondale), 1986.
2
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something because it is easy or because we are
comfortable with it, not because we think it
important or that it will generate the most
meaningful learning experiences for the students.
I myself find the grading process to be notably difficult. With or without a grading rubric,
the assigning of a point value to an essay or
writing assignment is almost always somewhat
arbitrary. The particularly cagey undergraduate
can press this to their advantage by disputing
any given grade. This is true no matter who the
instructor is, of course, but negative reviews
from undergraduate students threaten the graduate student’s very livelihood.
Now, to be sure, there is nothing untoward
in questioning a grade. After all, the undergraduate student’s future is just as much at stake.
But the point is to examine the kind of interaction created by the dispute. Is there a compromise reached, or a genuine exchange of views
that deepens mutual understanding? Or are
both parties trying to quash the other’s position? Because of their lack of experience and
lack of institutional support, hollowing impulses tempt the graduate.
To make matters worse, the undergraduate
may have already acquiesced themselves; that is,
already habituated themselves to look on the
professor as an instructor, as someone to be
submitted to and from whom to expect a level
of expertise and polish unlikely to be possessed
by the graduate student. As with all situations,
this could go either way: it could serve as a
moment of enlightenment and discovery for
both the undergraduate and graduate students,
or the pieces could fall where they may with
both parties reluctant to engage the other in the
future.
Next, the graduate student as “student”: the
graduate student, for all the responsibilities of
being a graduate, is still a student. (Indeed, in
accord with the earlier claims about “true” edu-
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cation, they may be the only “real” students—
insofar as education begins when instruction
ends.) And being students, they face all the infantilizing pressures ubiquitous to student life:
the “sibling rivalries” that result from competing for the attention and approval of the “parental” faculty, who hold one’s very future in
their hands. One must find a way to stand out,
but, unlike actual infants, only socially (read:
professionally) accepted forms of expression
elicit meaningful attention.
Mere repetition of the master is the act of
the undergraduate. But the implacable genius,

The ultimate tension of graduate life is that one must stand
out, just not too much.
proclaiming truth and destroying established
norms and practices in the bargain, will not do
either. The ultimate tension of graduate life is
that one must stand out, just not too much. As
I’ve heard it said in a different context, it is
something like approaching a cliff: the game is
to go as far as you can without falling over the
edge. Graduate work must walk the line between being too banal and too free-wheeling
(like, say, this essay).3
Perhaps it falls for the latter more than the
former, yet given the relative immaturity of the
student and high value of genius work, this is
unsurprising.

III
The defense of the argument for the “selfcensorship of academia” is now complete. It is
presented informally, anecdotally sourced, and
See, for further thoughts in this line, William James’s
essay “The Ph.D. Octopus,” reprinted his Memories and
Studies, ed. Henry James Jr., (The Floating Press), 2012.
3
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almost entirely the product of reflections on my
own career. If you find it at all compelling or
even somewhat plausible, then I hope you see
that the heart of the whole matter turns on the
capacity of the Humanities institutions to create
educational environments that foster a “middle
ground” experience, that enable graduate students to retain their sense of self in their own
projects while those projects are reoriented to
produce more meaningful results, and that stifle
the “hollowing” urges.
I don’t pretend to have offered anything
like the requisite evidence to secure fully warranted assent. But I think there is enough here
to demonstrate the need for a meaningful reflection on the reasons for graduate studies and
how we can better manage the stressors that
might yield hollowed reactions. In addressing
these we will be forced to consider the broader
issues concerning the kinds of persons whom
higher education seeks to develop, and what
sorts of skills might help in the continuing
search for truth, knowledge, and understanding.
The “self-censorship” of academia, the hollowing threat, answers these questions for us, but
at the price of losing what we sought from education in the first place: a broadened, fuller version of ourselves.
For those of you familiar with John Dewey’s views on education and experience, I take it
that none of the foregoing strikes you as outré.
My own position is greatly indebted to Dewey’s, but I have avoided directly applying any of
his views or arguments explicitly to prevent this
being misread as a poorly cited historical essay.
What’s more, the argument provided regarding
the academy’s self-censorship and its “hollowing” effects on graduate students does not live
or die with any specific claim of Dewey’s (I
don’t think).
In accord with Dewey’s thought, we might
say that the problems of education are the
problems of existence. We cannot eradicate the
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threats at their roots; we would eliminate ourselves in the bargain. The need for constant
growth and “inter-action” with our environs,
the constant urge to withdraw from the engagement (to become “hollow,” as I have it)
and let “nature take its course” on us, this is all
the price of admission.
The best that we can do is to be on guard
to nip self-censorship in the bud by engaging
graduate students and their work more regularly
with an eye to the “hollowing” forces, and
keeping the long-term ends of education, more
fulfilling experiences, consistently in view.
***
I’ve heard the A.B.D. years described more
than once as a “wandering in the desert.”4 The
evocative descriptive “hollow” was influenced
by the imagery of the phrase. I wander in an
alien landscape that offers little protection from
its various threats. The environment continues
to be largely indifferent to any particular person’s survival, a strain that even the best help
from well-wishers and more experienced fellow
travelers does little to allay.
All directions look the same, but only one,
and I know not which, leads to a more fruitful
place. Perhaps the experience will prove lifeaffirming in the long run, but it seems just as
possible that it is merely something I survive.
At the very least I see now why the air here
is so thin and dry; this is the highest plateau of
education, after all.

Austin Rooney is a Ph.D candidate in Philosophy
at Temple University. He has won multiple awards
during his graduate career for excellence in teaching and
departmental citizenship and was elected a graduate
fellow at the Center for the Humanities at Temple UniThanks to Paul Crowe for sharing the phrase, as well as
his own experiences, with me.
4
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versity in 2016-17. He is a founding member of the
"Future of Philosophical Practice" working group, a
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Diversity, Discourse, and
Exclusion on Liberal Arts
Campuses
James Besse
Polish Academy of Sciences

Generally speaking, the liberal arts colleges of
North America tend to focus on creating very
specific outcomes for their students. These
outcomes include an interdisciplinary “breadth”
of knowledge, the ability to see problems from
various points of view, the ability to view problems as un-resolved, and ask questions which
challenge existing beliefs.
Students become familiar with a Eurocentric Weltliteratur, with analytic philosophy, with
foreign languages that take them “above” any
national context, with progressive political
economy and cultural critique, and with painting, dance, and the arts. Students tend to develop discourses which are highly progressive, and
engage themselves politically, artistically, and
intellectually, on campus in a very public way.
In many ways, this is a model of education that
can and should be praised.
During my time at Bennington College, a
small liberal arts college in southern Vermont, I
saw the student body gradually become international. For me as a domestic student, this had
various advantages. My education was made
richer, and my perspective was widened. Spending time at Bennington made me a strong proponent of international education environments. However, through conversations with
international students, it became clear that these
advantages were not always shared.
The liberal arts education model becomes

37

more problematic when looking at the internationalization of liberal arts campuses. American
liberal arts education has become internationalized (like many other initially national institutions) as part of its attempt to respond to the
broader financial troubles within the US education system.1 As Qiang writes, “the recruitment
of foreign students has become a significant
factor for institutional income and of national
economic interest.”2 It is particularly dramatic
in the cases of community colleges and others
which employ recruiters. As Slaughter and
Rhoades write, “the international recruiting
practices of some community colleges extend
beyond brochures and websites that target prospective international students. In some cases,
institutions pay recruiters a commission that is
a percentage of the first year’s tuition.”3 Especially gifted students, and students who will
bring money to the college, are recruited from
an increasingly global market. Slaughter and
Rhoades worry that admissions have shifted “to
a marketing function,” and students are increasingly treated as a mere resource.4

… through conversations with
international students, it became clear that these advantages were not always
shared.

Liberal arts colleges have not been exempted from this process. “Liberal arts colleges,”
Ferrall writes, “with their residential campuses,
Zha Qiang, “Internationalization of Higher Education:
Towards a Conceptual Framework,” Policy Futures in Education 1, no. 2, (2013): 248-267.
2 Ibid., 249.
3 Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades, Academic Capitalism
and the New Economy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004).
4 For more, see: Slaughter and Rhoades, Academic Capitalism and the New Economy.
1
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small classes, full-time tenured teaching faculties, lack of graduate student teaching assistants,
expansive facilities, and so on, provide the most
expensive undergraduate education.”5 Bennington, like many other liberal arts colleges, has
experienced quite significant financial difficulties.
During my time at Bennington, this was
well known by many students who had seen
increased class sizes, the need for more student
housing, and budget cuts which hurt campus
workers (and resulted in protests on campus).
This unstable financial situation, of course, is
not a new phenomenon. Throughout their history, liberal arts colleges have faced disaster,
and even in the 1980s, Allan Pfnister observed
that it was common to see “the liberal arts college [as] an endangered species that needs to be
preserved at all costs in the face of forces bent
on its destruction.”6 Certainly Bennington faced
such issues in the past, with particularly great
financial difficulties in the 1960’s, 70’s and
80’s.7
Our present situation is not unprecedented,
but there are new features which need new reflection. My worry is that with students increasingly seen as resources, international students
are brought to US liberal arts colleges which are
unequipped (on all levels, including the existing
student body) to deal with this increased diversity.
With a wave of students being recruited
from outside the United Sates, liberal arts colVictor E. Ferrall, Liberal Arts at the Brink (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2011), 30.
6 Allan O. Pfnister, “The Role of the Liberal Arts College: A Historical Overview of the Debates,” The Journal
of Higher Education 55, no. 2 (1984): pp. 145-170.
7 For a report on this situation from the mid-1980’s,
please see Fox Butterfield, “Financial Woes Forcing
Changes at Bennington,” The New York Times, November
9, 1985,
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/11/09/us/financialwoes-forcing-changes-at-bennington.html.
5
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leges are now finding themselves with a large
population of students who do not fit their
molds. These students, many from religious,
non-western, or recently war-torn countries,
may struggle to find a place within prevailing
campus cultural discourses.
Looking specifically at the experiences of
foreign students at Bennington College, this
essay examines the internationalization of
American liberal arts schools. It does so by
looking at inclusion and exclusion in campus
discourses, which I understand as a social practice of knowing which originate in power relations, pedagogy, and technique.8
I do not mean to say that the liberal arts
model, or Bennington College, is in any way
unsuited to international students. However,
the demographics of student bodies are changing. Students, educators, and administrators
need to be sensitive to this shift (beyond vulgar
economic imperatives), and to the increasing
range of experiences, viewpoints, and personal
needs of American liberal arts students.
This paper is based on surveys of several
current and former Bennington students, and
on conversations I had with students at Bennington on an informal basis between 2014 and
2016. It is also based on a literature review,
which I hope places what I have written in a
wider context.

Free Speech
What does the internationalization of American
liberal arts education mean for free speech on
US campuses?
In one sense, it can greatly expand the perspectives and voices in liberal arts campus
communities. As Lee and Rice write, internaFriedrich A. Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800 / 1900,
trans. Michael Metteer and Chris Cullens (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990).
8
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tional students “increase the diversity of student populations, add new perspectives to
classroom conversations, and, related, increase
our awareness and appreciation for other countries and cultures.”9 Moreover, stressing the
immense potential of international students as a
group of people whose diverse viewpoints can
be considered a cultural resource for U.S. domestic students, international students can be a
source of opportunities for cross-cultural
communication and the enhancement of international and intercultural skills.”10
However, this situation has sometimes
erected a line between those who can participate in campus discourses, and those who, given limited social capital, struggle to participate
in campus discourses. Different than the line
between different political and social orientations, the line made by campus discourse,
which is (arguably) already present on the Bennington campus, is a line between inclusion and
non-inclusion, or between participation and
non-participation. This line should be informally articulated by asking “Who is and isn’t speaking and participating, and why?”
In a discussion in class or everyday campus
life, students and faculty should be more clear
about whether or not all viewpoints are being
expressed. The scholars I have thus far looked
at especially stress that internationalization
needs to be a process which involves the whole
of a college’s or university’s culture, with reflexive measures taken to insure the wellbeing of all
students as it takes place. As Braskamp so eloquently puts it, “you may use the terms, ‘global
Jenny J. Lee and Charles Rice, “Welcome to America?
International Student Perceptions of Discrimination,”
Higher Education 53, no. 3 (2007): 381–409.
10 Ewa L. Urban and Louann Bierlein Palmer,
“International Students as a Resource for
Internationalization of Higher Education,” Journal of
Studies in International Education 18, no. 4 (2014): 305–24,
307.
9
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citizenship,’ ‘global perspective,’ or ‘intercultural competence,’ but always keep students at the
core of the discussion.”11
I worry that in the internationalization of
liberal arts colleges, such a message is inadequately heeded. If, as this special issue of the
Journal of School and Society prompts us to, we ask
questions such as “Who gets to decide what
degree of distress is acceptable?” or “What
kinds of dissent is acceptable?,” exclusion
emerges as a problem for international students
on liberal arts campuses.
The inclusion/non-inclusion line often determines what sort of outrage and distress is
acceptable, what sort of disagreements and alliances are legitimate, and what counts as rational
speech on liberal arts campuses. Students from
conservative countries are a good illustration of
this point.
Unlike American conservative students,
who can most often quite easily navigate progressive liberal arts campus discourses with ease
(or at very least easily transfer to another, more
conservative-leaning school in the States), students from conservative countries have often
been raised in an environment in which they
have never heard of these discourses. As a result, their inclusion within social, political, and
intellectual life on campus is often a task to be
achieved, if even desired.
Some of the students I spoke with expressed this clearly. This unseen boundary line
can be an issue for conservative Jewish students
in the extremely progressive political environment of American liberal arts campuses. For
several of the African and Asian students I
spoke with (from conservative Christian and
Muslim backgrounds), social, political and sex-

Larry A. Braskamp, “Internationalization in Higher
Education: Four Issues to Consider,” Journal of College and
Character 10, no. 6, (2009): 4.
11
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ual discourses of American liberal students
were, at times, alienating.
At Bennington, I once met an international
student who expressed concerns to me about
his relationship to his home country and about
getting married. He told me that back home his
friends were working and getting married. They
were, as he said, “becoming adults,” whereas he
was in school and unable to do so.
Residential colleges were designed to oversee people who are almost adults, but still need
oversight and guidance. Whereas in the US, college-aged people are not quite adults, it should
be understood that ideas of adulthood (and
what it entails, and when it takes place) vary
culture-to-culture. This student’s case shows
that US colleges are welcoming many students
who do not fit existing models. For this student’s difficulties, and given his personal struggles in a foreign country, was the campus
community equipped to be a supportive environment?

We as domestic students, I
think, were woefully unprepared to be as supportive to
many of these students as we
were to each other.
It certainly was not when we spoke two
years ago, and at very least colleges need to be
more conscious and aware of their growing diversity. At the time of our conversation, his
comments made me reflect upon the current
situation of the college, and how rapidly it was
inviting international students to study. We as
domestic students, I think, were woefully unprepared to be as supportive to many of these
students as we were to each other. A more diverse student body means an expanding intellectual and social culture. When this conversa-
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tion took place, I fear that Bennington’s campus culture was too progressive and monolithic
to function as an inclusive environment for
students from conservative backgrounds.
The experiences of international students
entering into liberal arts campus communities is
unquestionably different from those of domestic students. From Eastern Europe (especially
including the recently-war-torn ex-Yugoslavia),
the “Middle East” (including Israel and Palestine), Southeast Asia, Africa, and South-Central
America, international students arrive onto liberal arts campuses in the USA which are predominantly populated by white upper-middleclass domestic students.12 This is not to say that
domestic students do not face their own sets of
difficulties in college, or that many international
students are not fully (socially, culturally, financial, academically, etc.) equipped to handle life
on a liberal arts campus in the USA. However, one cannot forget that there can be major
differences in kind between the individual
struggles and needs of international and domestic students. Such growing diversity is something liberal arts colleges should be aware of
and adapt to. When I was a student, Bennington—I am referring both to the campus administration and to students—had yet to come to
terms with the increasing diversity in its student
body. If the campus discourses do not adapt to
the changing demographic structures, this presently inchoate problem may cause larger challenges, and negatively continue to negatively
impact students.
There were also various students who held
different views about marriage and sexuality—
particularly in the direction of a greater degree
of sexual conservatism (or as some progressive
students informally expressed it to me, “a lack
For more, see: “Liberal Arts and Humanities Demographics,” Data USA, 2016,
https://datausa.io/profile/cip/24/#demographics.
12
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of sexual openness”). One could ask whether
these people were included within campus sexual discourse. Of course, it is easy enough to
say that such students should simply “liberate
themselves” politically and sexually, but this has
“universalist” (in the bad sense) and colonialist
overtones which risk turning the liberal arts into a patronizing, Anglo-American cultural fad.
Related to this, a study by Spencer-Rodgers
found that “socially and culturally maladjusted”
was the second most common negative stereotype that American host students had of international students.13
This is not a matter of the “right way” of
thinking, but of a power dynamic which progressives (albeit often unwittingly) fall into participating in.
One student told me that his classmates
“try to assert their views and opinions on others, and believe that their perspectives on politics, race, religion are absolute.” Further, this
student told me that, after seeing heated classroom discussions turn into targeting of students
with diverse viewpoints, he became hesitant to
express himself.
I found such a view was all too common
when I was at Bennington. In a progressive environment such as that upheld by the liberal
arts, there is the fear that students will feel entitled to be acerbic with those who do not share
their beliefs. For students whose experiences
are out of line with the (unlikely-any-longerstatistical) norm, and who consequently feel
disagreement with dominant viewpoints, this
aggression poses a problem.
Students at liberal arts colleges need to do
the work of lowering themselves from the high
castles of righteous indignation and come to
realize the realities of the changing environJulie Spencer-Rodgers, “Consensual and Individual
Stereotypic Beliefs about International Students Among
American Host Nationals,” International Journal of Intercultural Relations 25 (2001): 647.
13
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ments in which they live. Teachers, or diversity
centers, should hold short trainings to help US
students learn to talk across fundamental difference, especially when they are in a position
of privileged access to certain discourses and
social capital.

If US liberal arts colleges want
to ensure the flourishing of their
students, they need to ensure
that their campuses are places
designed for all students
“What is right,” especially on liberal arts
campuses, is an open question. How can this
questioning be made more open and inclusive?
We know these students are mostly quite young
(while they are forming their identities), so educators must help them engage in intellectual
pursuits in more open and fruitful ways. The
students at Bennington with whom I spoke
stressed the urgency of this task.

Conclusion
This power dynamic between native and foreign students on US campuses is rooted in the
foundational changes facing US education. This
paper points to the emergence of this power
dynamic. It has taken a very limited approach
and has not sought to show to what degree this
power dynamic exists: Merely that it is a problem to explore.
Drawing upon conversations past and present, there is enough to suggest further research
is needed. I encourage social scientists to take
up the problems posed in this paper and conduct empirical research on liberal arts campuses
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in the USA to understand the ability of foreign
students to engage in campus discourses.
If US liberal arts colleges want to ensure the
flourishing of their students, they need to ensure that their campuses are places designed for
all students, not merely tacitly welcoming nonUS students, and then leaving some of them
outside of campus discourses. The internationalization of liberal arts colleges does not necessarily lead to the exclusion of certain students
from campus discourses. However, if students,
staff, faculty, and organizers on liberal arts
campuses are not aware of this kind of exclusion, damage will be done (perhaps irreparably)
to liberal arts students and the promise of liberal arts across the globe.
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Facilitating Student
Autonomy, Navigating
Community, and
Advancing Social Justice
on Campus
Nick Daily
Jenn Wells
Victor Ultra Omni
This article is written by two student affairs
administrators and a senior at an elite, small
private colleges in southern California. Their
perspectives are shaped by their multiple and
intersecting identities, which include trans,
queer, African descent and social justice educators.
This article is written with intention and
purpose for people who work at colleges (administrators, staff and faculty) and other interested parties. As lifelong learners, freedom of
speech has shaped the authors’ lived experiences within and beyond academia. The contexts,
interventions, and guidelines below explore
when students come forward to articulate their
grievances with colleges and universities
through protest and resistance. This collaboration offers evidence of and insight into the
power of coalition building after campus actions.

Introduction

Disruption and failure often mark the institutional view of student activism on today’s col-
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lege campuses. As faculty, staff, and administrators: lists of demands, sit-ins, and boycotts can
be seen as antithetical to the meaningful, learning environments and community we hope to
provide our college students.
In this essay, we hope to review the historical and social role of student activism in creating more just and equitable institutions, highlight the opportunities and challenges of accepting student activism as an expected and constructive product of college learning, and offer
a reframing of our administrative approaches to
student activism. Accepting student activism as
an evitable response to injustice, and a product
of college-level critical thinking, we examine the
role of free speech, current political and social
contexts, and opportunities in college practice
and policy for responding to student unrest. We
offer practices and framing, based in restorative
and transformational justice, to guide more sustainable and community-informed ways to answer students’ call for more inclusive, just, and
equitable college campuses.

Historical Perspective on Student
Activism
History shows that when speech restrictions are put
into place, they are typically used by the most powerful people on campus toward the most marginalized.
—Penny Rue1
The histories of student leadership and activism
are long and storied, frequently coinciding with

1Penny

Rue, “Where Do We Go From Here? Demonstrating Sensitive, Caring and Justice-Centered Leadership,” from live-streamed webinar, November 20, 2015,
posted by NASPA Student Affairs Administrators in Higher
Education, July 24, 2016,
https://olc.naspa.org/catalog/justicecenteredleadership.
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social civil rights movements in society.2 From
Civil Rights and racial discrimination, to the
gender equity and disability rights movements,
college campuses have been the contested
ground upon which social and political ideologies have been tested.

… college campuses have been
the contested ground upon
which social and political ideologies have been tested.
As referenced in Robert Rhoad’s Freedom’s
Web: Student Activism in an Age of Cultural Diversity, student demonstrations have strong roots in
the 1960s, with attention to the Free Speech
Movement and other significant civil rights issues. They also continue to transform colleges
and universities, as marked by the book’s account of 1990s student protests that were responsible for establishing ethnic studies programs, the overturning of a board of trustee’s
decision to change Mill’s College from women’s
only to co-education, and better programming
and policies in general for students of color facing institutional racism.3 Incidents like this led
to colleges and universities creating the cultural
and identity resource centers we have today, for
students who made it to college campuses in
spite of social barriers.
In the wake of the national Black Lives
Matter movement, fall 2015 marked the rise of
this generation of students (predominantly racially marginalized students) on college and
Martha E. Casazza and Laura Bauer, “Oral History of
Postsecondary Access: Martha
Maxwell, a Pioneer,” Journal of Developmental Education, 28,
no. 1 (2004): 20-26.
3 Robert Rhoads, Freedom’s Web: Student Activism in an Age
of Cultural Diversity (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1998).
2

44

university campuses protesting negative treatment, micro- and macro-aggressions, and a
general lack of inclusion in their higher education communities. Perhaps most notably, students at University of Missouri (Mizzou) protested after then Student Government President, Payton Head, spoke out about racial discrimination, as well as about trans and queerphobia, at the school, and administrators allegedly did not do anything to address the concerns (Pearson, 2015).4 These protests sparked
widespread discussions about student inclusion,
freedom of speech, and institutional responsibility on college campuses.
With the goal of maintaining order and
structure in an educational environment, many
college staff and faculty see student activism,
particularly that which is focused at the administration or institution itself, as a disruption,
proof that something is not working. However,
we posit that students who are using their voices and speaking their truths are actively engaged
in their educational experience to directly address instances of institutional oppression. They
are synthesizing ideas and perspectives that they
learn through their courses and co-curricular
programming.

Current Landscape
The landscape around civil discourse, social
justice, and college student expectations has
certainly shifted in the last decade—with the
introduction of social media, meme culture, and
what we are calling “snippet scholarship.”
Prior to the boom of social media, when
students had grievances that went unheard, they
would protest and create pressure for the adMichael Pearson, “A Timeline of the University of Missouri Protests,” CNN, November 10, 2015,
https://www.cnn.com/2015/11/09/us/missouriprotest-timeline/index.html.
4
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ministration. The institution then would create
a bureaucratic task force, frequently consisting
of the same student leaders, and then a natural
break occurred (summer, winter, etc.), and the
administration would feel no obligation to pick
up the task force the students started for changing the system5 (see Figure 16).

Currently, administrators feel frustration
with student protesters because they participate
in what appears to be “flash mob activism,”
activism that predominantly requires people to
show up for the sit-in, the march, the walkout;
take their selfies; then completely disengage,
leaving administrators with a list of demands
and few or no student voices.
“Durruti – Sandstorm @forstudentpower,” accessed
July 26, 2018,
https://twitter.com/forstudentpower/status/423222686
953639936.
6 “How administrators defeat student campaigns.” Text
Reads: Step 1: Students present demands to administration. Administration ignores or dismisses them. Step 2:
Students escalate pressure through organizing campaigns.
Petitions, protests, sit-ins, etc. Step 3: Administration
offers to set up a committee to “look into the issue” and
“present recommendations.” Organizers declare victory
and start work in committee. Step 4: Committee drags its
feet until summer break, likely when he [sic] most experienced organizers graduate. Administration lets committee
die or ignores its final report. REPEAT AS NECESSARY.
5
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While there is likely truth to this phenomenon, administrators would do well to remember
that “a [protest] is the language of the unheard.”7 Our students are taking on the labor of
pushing these conversations, but this task is the
responsibility of our institutions. Students
should be working on their academics, not
fighting to help our institutions become mission aligned. Many administrators consider
these protests to be a surprise, but if students
are protesting, it is very likely that they have
made requests or demands through the established administrative channels and failed to receive the requisite response they expected.
Instead of seeing the students as unreasonable for disengaging, institutions would be better served doing the work to ensure that students “trust the process.” If students are expected to believe in the system, they need examples and evidence that the process by which
their institutions are proposing changes will
occur can be trusted.
Additionally, we have many students who
are impacted by national and international news
that they frequently feel powerless to intervene
in. From Black Lives Matter and the concerns
around police brutality and mass incarceration,
to geopolitical issues regarding Israel and Palestine and endless global wars, our students are
facing innumerable problems that they can do
very little to nothing about. Conversely, a problematic program, policy, or department at their
college or university is something that they can
impact today—in a way that many of their national and global concerns simply cannot be
impacted. Contextualizing students’ critiques in
the current social conversations about equity
and justice can help us make sense of additional
factors that impact students’ activism.
Martin Luther King Jr., “MLK: A Riot is The Language
of The Unheard,” CNN, accessed July 26, 2018,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/mlk-a-riot-is-thelanguage-of-the-unheard/.
7
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Lastly, though we aspire to meet the missions of our institutions and frequently seek
equity and justice, we must understand that colleges and universities are not immune from the
social ills of the world and were built on them
and to enforce them. Systems of oppression are
like air pollution: no matter where you are or
how safe you are, you are still exposed to the
toxicity. Frequently, the toxicity of air pollution
is unseen, poisonous, and ubiquitous.8

Systems of oppression are like
air pollution: no matter where
you are or how safe you are,
you are still exposed to
the toxicity.
Students are exposed to such endemic harm
in the form of racism, sexism, ableism, and
queer antagonism on our campuses. When students raise their voices claiming that a person, a
program, or a practice is contributing to these
systems, institutions would do well to reflect
about the validity of these claims. Despite our
best intentions, our programs, our people, and
our practices are fallible and will contribute to
these systems at some point. If we approach
critiques with defensiveness and excuses, we
will fail to grow closer to our stated values.
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of ideas. The idea of free speech outweighing harassment, outweighing commodification of people’s
cultures in order to wear whatever you want to wear
on Halloween because that’s somehow transgressive
and liberating. I think that’s a tension we need to
constantly grapple with. Free speech for whom? For
whom is speech truly free? And who has the power
in determining whose speech is free?
—Sumun Pendakur9
Many administrators and faculty feel that educational spaces should be those where we have
the free exchange of ideas; where two or more
equally positioned people come together and
speak about their positions in an academic and
logical way.
Many college students, particularly those
who have oppressed identities and experiences,
challenge the notion that all ideas are equal or
deserve equal treatment. Students claim that
they know how to debate and discuss a number
of topics, and are calling for a moratorium on
certain types of conversations:
Debate and discussion have happened even
in the most insidious circumstances. It’s not
that college students today are unaware of
the potentials of compromise or are illequipped to constructively engage with
people whom we vehemently disagree with,
but that we are rejecting the idea that our
humanity is a subject worthy of legitimate
debate.10

Student Activism as Freedom of
Speech
The discourse around free speech that has been used
to suppress or dampen student protest has really
bothered me. It’s the fall back idea that free speech
trumps everything else. The space for ... all kinds
Kathleen Yep, “Introduction to Mindfulness,” Pitzer
College, May 23, 2018.
8

Sumun Pendakur, “Where Do We Go From Here?.”
https://www.naspa.org/about/blog/complimentaryresources-available-on-student-activism-and-socialjustice.
10 Aleo Pugh, “On Free Speech, Discourse and Opinions,” Unite for Reproductive & Gender Equity,
http://urge.org/on-free-speech-discourse-andopinions/.
9
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For example, when students disrupt a speaker
and refuse to allow them to share their ideas
without rebuttal, they are informing the speaker
and their communities that these ideas are unacceptable and are potentially (and frequently
already are) dangerous. It is important that we
recognize that when a speaker comes to a college campus, they are practicing their freedom
of speech, but these students also have the right
to freedom of speech, including challenging
those ideas. For many of our students, these
speakers are presenting ideas that have an impact on their sense of belonging, their sense of
self, and their sense of safety in the college
community, as well as the world.
When these disruptions occur or are
planned, we should think about the place of
student autonomy, community, and social justice in developing justice-centered responses to
campus protests. As administrators and educators on college campuses, the call to protect the
ideal of academic freedom and free speech can
feel counter to examining language that poses a
direct threat to a student’s sense of self or belonging regarding their marginalized identities.
PEN America’s11 “And Campus For All: Diversity, Inclusion, and Freedom of Speech at U.S.
Universities,” suggests that “[f]ree speech advocates face an urgent task of articulating how to
reconcile unfettered expression with acute demands for greater equality and inclusion and,
indeed, how both goals are mutually complementary and reinforcing.”12

PEN America is an organization whose mission is to
“unite writers and their allies to celebrate creative expression and defend the liberties that make it possible.”
12 PEN America, “And Campus for All: Diversity, Inclusion, and Freedom of Speech
at U.S. Universities,” Pen America, https://pen.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/06/PEN_campus_report_06.15.201
7.pdf.
11
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Facilitating Student Autonomy
This is what we want our students to do.
—Mike Segawa13
As stated above, college administrators and
faculty frequently seek to maintain order and
structure in the educational environment and
view protests as disruptions to that order. It is
important to note, however, that college student activism is no new thing and will likely
persist for the foreseeable future. College administrators and faculty would do well to recognize the value and impacts of student activism and consider the public demonstrations as
a continuation—not the start—of student requests for changes in the institution.
William Perry’s theory of intellectual and
ethical development provides us a lens through
which to view student cognitive development,
as well as their approaches to activism. In his
theory, he posits that students have dualistic
ways of engaging with ideas, meaning that they
first rely on what others, “the authorities,” say
is right and wrong. Later, they may distinguish
that some authorities have the right answer and
others are wrong.
This dualistic view of the world is one that
many of our students are experiencing as they
are entering our colleges. Though they may
show the ability to have complex and nuanced
perspectives on a range of topics, the dualism
our students experience can also be situational.14 We caution administrators to avoid dismissing student concerns as “dualism,” and recognize that Perry’s theory provides a great
J. Michael Segawa, (Vice President for Student Affairs,
Pitzer College), discussion with Pitzer Diversity Committee, May 2018.
14 William G. Perry, Jr., Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years: A Scheme (New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1970).
13
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framework to contextualize how, though administrators and faculty stay the same, students
are consistently cycling through our institutions.
We must, therefore, have patience with their
learning processes.
Student concerns are a part of a larger systemic response to their voices being unheard.
Though sometimes students can seemingly protest out of nowhere, what it is important to understand is that what we see is likely simply the
“tip of the iceberg.”15 Whether those issues are
internal, external, national, global, collegeaffiliated, or family-driven, students are working
with and through a great deal of things and
their protests are in response to many things,
though often the issues boil down to safety and
a sense of belonging.16
When we are considering what our role is in
facilitating student autonomy in campus activism, we should think about it in four parts: history, framework, tools, and skills. Our role as
educators should always be to first approach
these conflicts with a goal to educate the student. They are on our campuses to learn and we
are the ones entrusted to educate them. We
must do the work to know the histories of oppression on our own campuses, on the land, in
the nation, and in the world in which we live.
We also must educate our students about those
histories and the ways that their struggles are a
continuation of the myriad struggles prior to
them.
Administrators and faculty should also provide a framework or a structure to help students understand the boundaries of effective
Constant Foreigner, “Edward T. Hall’s Cultural Iceberg Model,”
https://www.spps.org/cms/lib/MN01910242/Centricity
/Domain/125/iceberg_model_3.pdf.
16 Joshua Moon Johnson, “The Birds and the Bees of
Belonging: Building Communities Where
ALL Belong” (CHAS Conference, Claremont, CA, June
23, 2018).
15
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protest and organizing.17 By suggesting that institutions should help instruct their students in
effective protest and organizing, is not to suggest that students cannot think of creative ways
to engage in resistance. Instead, we posit that
we should be willing to aid in their exploration
so that they can develop interventions that are
effective and based on praxis. We should also
give them the tools to be successful. If we
know that a specific form of protest will have a
specific outcome—suspension, expulsion,
etc.—we have a duty to ensure that students
know this before and during the disruption.
Lastly, students need to learn the skills necessary for sustained engagement in these struggles. This includes self and community care,
continuing to pursue their academics with intention, creating communities of accountability,
and planning for roadblocks with secondary
and tertiary desired outcomes.

Working Towards a Community
of Learners
Students of marginalized identities often face
challenges in finding a sense of belonging and
validity on college campuses that were often
“not built for them.” To respond to these challenges, students seek affirming spaces and people in the institutional structure that can provide them with a sense of community, such as
multicultural and social justice offices, and identity-based clubs and organizations.
However, in the age of online communities
paired with students’ critical understanding of
institutional oppression, many can see even the
multicultural offices as tools of the system, rather than liberatory spaces. Students may then
turn to online communities and social media.
See: Si Khan, Creative Community Organizing: A Guide for
Rabble-Rousers, Activists, and Quiet Lovers of Justice (San
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2010).
17
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Such spaces often do well in representing their
underrepresented identities, but are often
marked by anonymity, a lack of real-time or
tangible consequence for actions, a culture of
“calling out,” and the disposability of others
who do not agree with the beliefs of respective
online communities. Here, students are able to
be the experts of their own experiences and are
not necessarily encouraged to seek nuance in
understanding others’ experiences.
Such virtual communities are seemingly antithetical to the campus communities we hope
to build, having no investment in student development, sustaining relationships, or in
growth as a learning community. Rather than
building with fellow students and other members of their institution, students may disengage, isolate, and distrust others, resulting in a
heightened campus climate, and unwillingness
to engage in the institutional responses to protests. Consequently, engaging in restoration and
healing as a larger campus community can
prove difficult or short-lived.
With this in mind, alongside minding our
responsibility as educators, we are called to see
the pain, struggle, and difficulty that lie just below the surface of “calling out” and disposability politics, and with which our students challenge us through protest and demonstration.
We offer that, as administrators and faculty, we
must first examine and suspend our initial reaction to dismiss our students, become defensive,
and maintain the status quo. These feelings often lead to demonizing or dismissing students,
rather than calling us to do the difficult work of
examining how we might be participating in
oppressive systems or practices. This work requires us to guide our campus community
through the process of deconstructing outdated
practices and policies, and rebuilding campus
cultures of intention, integrity, and care.
Restorative and transformative justice initiatives provide a strong framework for develop-
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ing the types of communities that are built on
intention, validation, support, and accountability. Restorative justice is “a powerful approach
to discipline that focuses on repairing harm
through inclusive processes that engage all
stakeholders. Implemented well, RJ shifts the
focus of discipline from punishment to learning
and from the individual to the community.”18
In this regard, restorative justice practices seek
to build a relationship among all stakeholders
when a “criminal behavior” occurs. Rather than
focus on punishment for a crime, restorative
justice seeks to understand the context in which
the behavior occurs, the harm done to the holistic community, and rebuilding and reintegrating the community that is impacted.
The Center for Justice and Reconciliation
states that restorative justice consists of four
pillars: “inclusion of all parties, encountering
the other side, making amends for the harm,
and reintegration of the parties into their communities.”19 We pose that utilization of restorative justice initiatives based on these pillars are
more powerfully able to assist in institutional
change than punitive models of justice. Restorative justice brings change that addresses
the causes rather than the symptoms of institutional oppression, and also places value on rebuilding the overall community. Drawing a
stark contrast to punishment-based approaches
to student activism where individual behavior is
reprimanded and sometimes demonized, restorative justice practices offer much promise
“Lesson 1: What Is Restorative Justice?,” Restorative
Justice, http://restorativejustice.org/restorativejustice/about-restorative-justice/tutorial-intro-torestorative-justice/lesson-1-what-is-restorativejustice/#sthash.NNLlmbd7.dpbs.
19 Larry Ferlazzo, “Response: How to Practice Restorative Justice in Schools,” Education Week—Teacher Beat,
February 10, 2016,
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/classroom_qa_with_la
rry_ferlazzo/2016/02/response_how_to_practice_restor
ative_justice_in_schools.html.
18
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in holding all stakeholders—students, administrators, and faculty alike—accountable to cocreating sustainable and impactful change towards a liberatory learning environment for the
whole community.
Administrators implementing these programs as proactive measures ahead of the next
campus protest could lead to great community
investment in understanding what harms have
occurred, and in what ways individuals, communities, and the institution can address these
harms and avoid future harms. This type of
program, with the proper institutional support,
could ensure that when students do protest, they
are willing to sustain their relationship to the
matter and help collectively imagine solutions
that are feasible to implement.20
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should consider who must clean the chalk—
frequently the groundskeepers who may share
the same oppressed identities as those they are
trying to address. Additionally, administrators
may want to consider the impact of clearing the
action: is it something the rain can take care of?
Are there ways to keep the flyers and posters
up without violating fire code? We must think
about why we want to clear these actions and
how quickly this should be done. If we clear the
action prior to addressing the concerns, it will
simply decrease student trust that they are being
heard.

Advancing a Social Justice-based
Approach
Just because it isn’t perfect, doesn’t mean it has no
value.
—Sumun Pendakur21
Advancing a social justice-based approach is
not always an easy task for administrators, faculty, or students. Still, faculty and administrators must create spaces where we can ensure
students are acting through a lens of critical and
nuanced thinking, extending to their actions as
student organizers.
If students are considering a campus action
where they are chalking the campus, they
Lindsay Pointer, “Building a Restorative University,”
Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services
Administration, No. 50, October 2017,
https://janzssa.scholasticahq.com/article/2618-buildinga-restorative-university.
21 Sumun Pendakur, (Chief Learning Officer, UCS Race
and Equity Center), discussion with Nick Daily,
Claremont, CA, 2017.
20

Sometimes our students speak out about institutional or systemic issues and their demands
are individual. For instance, sometimes students
demand that an administrator resign due to a
larger problem on the campus (e.g. students of
color lacking a sense of belonging). While that
administrator may be a part of the problem,
sometimes when helping students drill down
into what the actual concern is, past the tip of
the iceberg, it can become clear that the issue is
about larger structural and systemic issues (e.g.
a sense of belonging on campus) and not specifically that person.
Faculty and administrators can often feel
frustration and defensiveness when students
protest the institution for a lack of inclusion
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efforts because they frequently remember when
it was worse, and sometimes students can seem
unaware of just how many inclusion efforts are
occurring on a campus. Still, campus leaders
must accept their roles as leaders, and this
means volunteering to be held accountable.
Some theorists have described systems of
oppression as a moving sidewalk at an airport.
Active oppressive behavior “is equivalent to
walking fast on the conveyor belt ... Passive
[oppressive] behavior is equivalent to standing
still on the walkway ... Some of the bystanders
may ... choose to turn around ... but unless they
are actively [working to undo systems of oppression] they will find themselves carried along
with the others.”22 Many of our campuses have
turned around on the walkway, and some have
even begun walking against the direction of the
conveyer belt.
However, our students are asking us to actively move against the walkway, in order to
challenge these systems in a speed faster than
the conveyor moves. This request is one that
imagines the world we aspire to is attainable in
individual students’ time at the institution. It
may not be attainable in that timeframe, but
students remind us that we must be intentional
about our efforts to challenge these systems
and recommit ourselves to shifting them.

A Snapshot and Advice from a
Student’s Experience
I entered college in the fall of 2015 as Black
students at Mizzou ignited a national student

Beverly Daniels Tatum, “Defining Racism: Can We
Talk?” in Race, Class & Gender in the United States, ed. Paula S. Rothenberg, 100-107 (New York: Worth, 2001),
http://www2.humboldt.edu/education/images/uploads
/documents/10._Defining_Racism_by_Beverly_Tatum.pdf.
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movement.23 In the span of weeks, students of
color across 86 campuses wrote lists of demands centered on racial justice and the failures
of their colleges’ and universities’ administrations to foster environments where students of
any race, socioeconomic status, gender identity,
level of ability, sexuality, religion, or citizenship
status could thrive.24
National pundits of both liberal and conservative orientations denigrated the next iteration of student protests. Student conduct codes
threatened disciplinary sanctions that stifled
student organizers’ rights to protest.
Simultaneously, white students utilized the
popular, anonymous, location-based messaging
app Yik Yak to inundate students of color with
racist messages. On several campuses this harassment escalated to death threats against vulnerable students. Public and uncensored racist
remarks defined my first semester at Hamilton
College. The Movement for Black Lives had
uncovered racial tensions that exposed students
of color across college campuses to the same
sentiments that would soon elect the 45th President of the United States.
Despite widespread reports of abuse and
harassment on Yik Yak, all affected universities
remained stagnant. Yik Yak employed students
on college campuses to promote an app that
offered a platform for uncensored, anti-Black
racism and other forms of harassment. Presidents responded to calls to remove Yik Yak
with appeals to absolute notions of freedom of
speech. Students of color received less protection than the white supremacists who regularly
threatened and harassed us.
Free Speech activists of the 1960s’ bold
calls for global freedom created new academic

22

This section of the article was written by Victor Ultra
Omni who attended Hamilton College until December of
2016 when they transferred to Pitzer College.
24 Black Liberation Collective,
http://www.blackliberationcollective.org/our-demands/.
23
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disciplines and access to higher education for
underrepresented students. Speech protections
set out to empower voices from below to enter
academia for the first time. Freedom of speech
advocates should place their protection of
speech in relation to overall freedom. In her
1974 lecture, “Black Women in America,” Dr.
Angela Yvonne Davis argued that freedom of
speech should logically expand freedom for all.
She highlighted the fundamental “contradiction
for someone to have the freedom to advocate
for the genocide of a people.”25 Freedom
means little if it oppresses others. Universities
replicate this contradiction in their contrived
dedication to protecting white supremacists,
while governing their campuses in ways that
simultaneously push out and punish students of
color.
Administrators across various academic institutions must trust the experiences of students
of color. This means governance on college
campuses should consider the rights of students
of color through a shift towards a historicallyinformed understanding of freedom of speech.
Historically-informed policies of freedom of
speech acknowledge the confederate histories
of the United States and their afterlife in the
lives of Black students today.
Hyper-surveillance and scrutiny of Black,
Muslim, and other minoritized communities
extend from the CIA’s COINTELPRO program to today’s prosecution of “Black Identity
Extremists.” Absolute notions of freedom
speech dependent upon rhetorics of potential
censorship fail to acknowledge the continued
state-sanctioned silencing of various communities. Historically-informed notions of freedom
of speech call for policies that consider and
protect the rights of all vulnerable students.

Student protests that shut down invited
speakers show an awareness for the role of academia in legitimating the production of
knowledge. Meaningful engagement with student organizers prior to the invitation of these
speakers establishes a baseline of trust and equity, and demonstrates that students of color exist
as stakeholders in an intellectually rigorous
community.

Angela Davis, “Black Women In America” (UCLA
Black Women’s Spring Forum, April 12, 1974),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ks5aVAjyrNk&feat
ure=youtu.be.

26
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Conclusion
Colleges and universities are seeing a new crop
of student activism and protest on their campuses and are trying to make sense of how to
navigate student activism, free speech, and social justice.
To be sure, institutions have been the training ground for activist movements since at least
the 1960s justice movements, and now is no
exception. Our institutions would be best
served by thinking about how they empower
students to use their voices to effect change
and put into practice what they learn in their
courses and co-curricular programming.
Faculty and administration should work to
ensure that our students are both right (morally
and behaviorally) and effective (in persuasiveness and thoroughness) as agents of change, as
they leave our institutions.26
Additionally, exploring the role of community and belonging on a campus through a restorative or transformative justice lens may
support the entire campus in addressing harm
that has been caused through individual, interpersonal, or institutional oppressions.

Vince Greer, (Associate Dean of Students for Diversity, Inclusion, and Residential Life, Claremont McKenna
College), discussion with Nick Daily, Claremont, CA,
2016.
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Lastly, understanding the role of social justice in all of this can help us get closer to our
aspirational mission and vision statements.

Nick Daily can be contacted further engagement about
these topics at: Nicolas.daily@cgu.edu.
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A Place to Practice:
Incivility, Curriculum,
and Institutional
Intelligence
Julie Townsend
Tim Seiber
Johnston Center for Integrative Studies
University of Redlands

Imperatives of Place and Time

We write today as faculty members, and in
Julie’s case, the director, of the Johnston Center
for Integrative Studies, an alternative livinglearning community housed in the College of
Arts and Sciences of the University of Redlands. The University is located in the desert
corridor of Southern California, apart from Orange County and Los Angeles by about an
hour’s drive, but also in no way like either of
those political and cultural hotbeds. While large
state schools in Los Angeles, Riverside, and
Irvine boast teeming student populations and
draw frequent attention when conversations
become nationally urgent, smaller regional
campuses tend not to attract the kind of attention that make them prominent in debates within and outside higher education.
This was particularly true during the whitehot conversations about civility and free speech
that prompted commentary, letters from University presidents, threats to defund public
schools, protests, rescinded speaking invitations, pepper spraying, and calls for institutional
self-assessment that made headlines from 2015-
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2018. Certainly, issues of civility, the nature of
free speech, the role of students in managing
academic institutions, and the purpose of a liberal arts education were topics of intense discussion at Redlands long before the most recent irruptions of public attention—and they
continue to be important areas of inquiry. But
in Johnston, as in many programs and colleges
across the country, we experienced and interacted with these issues quite differently—
through curricular change, engagement with
student groups, mentoring, and direct institutional engagement—than at the high-profile,
“newsworthy” protests and demonstrations at
other campuses.

… the practical and pedagogical
investments made by faculty,
staff, and students at the Johnston Center show another way
forward for working with expectations about “speech” on
college campuses
We argue in this essay that the practical and
pedagogical investments made by faculty, staff,
and students at the Johnston Center show another way forward for working with expectations about “speech” on college campuses,
without falling into the simple yet powerful trap
of characterizing student speech as either “civil” or “hateful.”
Our campus is not a particularly political
one, and although the college faculty do integrate activism into the curriculum, actions that
might be called “radical” or “disruptive” are not
common on our campus. There are a number
of activities that someone even passingly familiar with a liberal arts campus might say, “ah yes,
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the students are engaging in speech, and sometimes even activist speech.”
Each year there is a production of the Vagina Monologues. Students concerned about environmental sustainability host forums on campus resource use, pressuring campus leadership
to adopt more sustainable practices in land
management, food services, and waste reduction. Take Back the Night and other events
point out the disturbing nature of sexual assault, and demand action to reduce it on campus and in the community. Forums are demanded and held to discuss issues central to the
collegiate experience of many students, including race, sexuality, and gender. Speakers such as
Laverne Cox, Angela Davis, and Gloria Steinem give impassioned speeches as part of the
guest lecture series hosted by student government. Students hosted a protest when funding
for the school newspaper was eliminated.
But still, none of this activity is too disruptive, and most of it is positively genteel. Nobody has been asked to not speak. No alteration to the general operations of the University
has been effected by student activism. This is
Southern California, after all, the land of sunshine and smiles.
Many Johnston students participate in
courses and student activities that are organized
around social justice themes, and when there is
protest or other action in the spirit of progressive politics, Johnston students are usually involved—and often the instigators. There has
been a long tradition of such involvement since
the Center’s founding in 1969.1 In the foment

of social activism around race, war, sex, and
later sexuality that marked the 1960s and 1970s,
the Center drew to it both faculty and students
who were exploring new ways of learning, attempting to avoid the traditional institutonal
structures of higher education.
Key among these structures to avoid was
the hierarchy between students and professors
that often locates the knowledgeable sage, the
“brain on a stage,” as superior to, and therefore
more “measured” than, students, whose fiery
passions have yet to be appropriately contained.
For fifty years, students and faculty have negotiated different ways of co-learning, which often
takes the form of student-driven curriculum,
student-facilitated seminars, and student activism. This all takes place on a campus that is decidedly not the hub of its local community.
While student radicalism about a number of
issues generates intense conversation on campus, if you walk the two miles to the downtown
core of Redlands, you’d be hard pressed to find
people in the community who are concerned
about these topics. The Inland Empire has historically been the site of a great deal of labor
activism, but today is also known as a place of
great racial antagonism.2 This is not the pastoral
image of an ivory tower citadel—but instead a
campus situated in what some might call hostile
terrain.
And yet, we are tasked with helping students learn to engage the world around them in
critical, thoughtful ways, which often means
helping them learn how to negotiate calls for
civility on the one hand, with a sense of being
precarious and an urgent need to do something

For a specific history of how this engagement has been
influenced by John Dewey, see, Kevin Whelan, “Johnston and Activism: Dewey in Practice” in Bill McDonald
and Kathy Ogren (eds.) Hard Travelin’ and Still Havin’ a
Good Time: Innovative Living & Learning in the Johnston Center
1979-2004, Victoria: Traffod, 2004.) For a history of the
early life and practices of the Center, see Bill McDonald

and Kevin O’Neill, A History of Johnston College, 1969-1979
(San Francisco: Forum Books, 2003.)
2 Matt Stevens, “California Prosecutor Put on Leave After Negative Comments About Maxine Waters,” New
York Times, July 9, 2018,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/09/us/californiadistrict-attorney-maxine-waters.html.
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on the other. As faculty members who see our
role as primarily facilitating students’ own learning goals, and as mentors to students whose
political and professional goals often include
the critique of institutions, we sometimes find
ourselves aiding and abetting activism that
makes campus entities uncomfortable or concerned—and we often bump up against policies
and practices that are largely put in place to
maintain institutional order, stability, and public
image.
In a thought-provoking comment posted to
the journal SocialText’s website, African American Studies professor Tavia Nyong’o and professor of women’s and gender studies Kyla
Wazana Tompkins, forwarded what they call
their “Eleven Theses on Civility.” In it, the authors theorize many of the logics and institutional structures that underpin calls for “civil
discourse” or simply “civility” on college campuses.
For example, the “aesthetic” dimension of
civility, which they argue becomes a style or a
position from which the content of any given
speech act can be divorced, effecting, they argue, the masking of institutional violence and
long-standing disparities of justice and treatment that occur in society, and on college campuses, as well. In their third thesis, the authors
argue that one of the fundamental aspects of
this debate is that “calls for civility seek to
evade our calls for change.”3 As faculty members at the Johnston Center, we are quite accustomed to calls for change, and participate in or
push back against student demands, as teachers
and mentors. We help individuals and groups
mold and shape their principled responses—
supporting them to be better actors and advocates for their own demands.
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Many of these demands take the form of
everyday disagreements. As we have noted
elsewhere, shared spaces such as bathrooms,
hallways, walls, and offices can become the site
of disagreement and debate among various
stakeholders.4 These everyday negotiations are
crucial to the development of a strong multiuse community, as they teach us all that our
wants and desires exist in a contested terrain of
purpose and expectation.

… we sometimes find ourselves
aiding and abetting activism
that makes campus entities uncomfortable or concerned
For instance, one of our buildings has a
coffee shop that provides work-study hours to
students. It serves free coffee to anyone in the
morning. It is also a kitchen where students
cook their dinner. The conflict that yearly ensues over various expectations of cleanliness
exposes clear fracture lines for cleanliness, professionalism, and the purpose of shared spaces.
At weekly community meetings, which are a
place to announce events and a time for deliberations about topics of importance, student
disagreement often centers around the Center’s
relationship to the College.
Students line up on either side: we should
attempt to build more bridges, incorporate
Greek Life into our schedule of announcements, have more school spirit. On the other
side: we should be separatists, willfully avoiding
and excluding contact with the University to
the maximum degree possible. Of course, individual students will chart their own path
through this debate as they organize a life on
Tim Seiber, Kelly Hankin, and Julie Townsend, “Beds,
Baths, and Offices at the Johnston Center for Integrative
Studies” in Meghan Sweeney and Jonathan Silverman (eds.)
Remaking the American College Campus (McFarland, 2016).
4

Tavia Nyong’o and Kyla Wazan Tompkins, “Eleven
Theses on Civility” Social Text Online, July 11, 2018,
https://socialtextjournal.org/eleven-theses-on-civility/.
3
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campus. This debate is often sandwiched between announcements for environmental club
meetings, requests to help find lost keys, complaints about noise levels and weekend parties,
and students shaming each other for not following one or another protocol.
Whatever the topic, the deliberative pattern
is crucial: issues are brought to the attention of
the entire community—faculty, staff, and students—and discussed in a structured format,
every week, without fail, throughout the semester. The everyday life of the center, its quotidian
difficulties, teach us all how to be better negotiators, advocates, and speakers. They, in some
ways, prepare us for emergent and emergency
conversations as these topics make their way
into our thoughts, our institution, our spaces.
The rest of this essay will concern three such
instances where this preparation prepared us
with tools to address speech that easily becomes wrapped in the garb of debates about
civility.
Below, we have gathered three examples,
each taking place during the peak of intense
national debates about civil speech on college
campuses. We believe that these examples show
how political and academic discourse, which
often demands institutional change, can often
be at odds with the very call for civility itself.
For in locating themselves as the “neutral arbiters” of ongoing conversations, institutions take
up a managerial role that is itself part of the
problem—as seen from the point of view of
students. As educators, and in part because of
our role as situated teachers (rather than educators on a pedestal) that is at the core of Johnston’s educational mission, we find that we
cannot maintain a “neutral” role when we mentor, teach, and engage with student demands.
Hopefully, the ways in which we have locally responded to campus issues might offer novel paths of thinking and acting in the new age
of the (so-called) civil.
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“Fuck tha Police”5
In the spring of 2016, I was just finishing my
first year as the director of the Johnston Center
for Integrative Studies. Like most campuses
that semester, we were responding to calls from
our students of color to better respond to a
campus climate rife with explicit and implicit
racism.6
I had been working with an adjunct professor to facilitate a class entitled, “Race on Campus,” which sought to put on a regional undergraduate conference on the subject. Students
had envisioned the conference, put out calls for
papers, penned press releases, done interviews
with local press, and attended to all the logistics
of the conference. When I came into the office
on Saturday morning, the first day of the conference, I was greeted with three emails: one
from the Vice President and Dean of Student
Life, one from the Interim Provost, and one
from the General Counsel. These emails all addressed an item on the conference agenda: a
panel entitled “Fuck tha Police,” proposed by
students from the University of California, Irvine and accepted by our conference organizers.

At the Race on Campus Conference at the Johnston
Center in 2016, a student group from UC Irvine argued
that campus police should be removed because they created a hostile environment for students of color
(http://www.raceoncampus.org/history.html). Those
students titled their panel after the N.W.A. song “Fuck
tha Police”
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fuck_tha_Police).
6 “Racial Tension and Protests on Campuses across the
Country,” New York Times, November 10, 2015,
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/11/us/racialtension-and-protests-on-campuses-across-thecountry.html. See also “Race on Campus: Progress
Marked by Turmoil and Skepticism” November 6, 2016,
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Race-onCampus/238245.
5
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The three emails came with three distinct
tones and sets of concerns: the first, from the
Vice President and Dean of Student Life,
passed on a concern about the title of the panel
that had apparently been discussed by the Chief
of Redlands Police and the Chairperson of the
Board of Trustees. It focused on the appropriateness of such a panel. The second, from the
Interim Provost, expressed concern that antipolice sentiment might cause conflicts, and
queried as to how attendees of the conference
would be managed. She asked whether we had
anticipated potential protest from local residents, and she expressed support for the importance of academic speech. The third, from
the General Counsel, expressed full support of
the work that we were doing, and assured me
that it was the difficult but important work of
academia to have these conversations.
My responses to these emails were to: a)
explain the reference, “Fuck tha Police,” and
put it in cultural context for those who might
not be familiar with the group N.W.A. or the
then recently-released movie Straight Outta
Compton;7 b) assure the administration that this
was clearly advertised as a student conference
that required registration, and that only registered participants would be admitted to conference events; and c) thank the administrators for
their interest in the conference and invite them
to register, attend, and listen to what students
had to say.
Luckily, our event went without a hitch,
and the students from UC Irvine, who brought
a well-developed separatist argument to the
conference, sparked some of the most interesting debate. Whether the Homeland Security van
that was parked outside the conference building
all day had anything to do with the panel in
question remains a mystery in the lore of the
F. Gary Gray, Straight Outta Compton. Film. Los Angeles:
Universal Pictures, 2015.
7
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Race On Campus Collective, which has now
put on three annual conferences.

Whether the Homeland Security
van that was parked outside the
conference building all day had
anything to do with the panel in
question remains a mystery
Despite some community and campus controversy, students were right to accept the panel
(including the title). This was, in fact, exemplary
of what such a conference should do: introduce
students to unfamiliar ideas from perspectives
different from their own, and then debate those
very ideas. It was fruitful for attendees to seriously consider the point of view brought by the
more radical student group. The organizers
were also right to publicize the conference and
promote an honest representation of the ideas
that would be considered. Though that might
not have been the publicity that the university
was hoping for, it is our job to speak honestly
and openly about the value and importance of
academic discourse and the ways in which we
generate knowledge. The current focus on institutional “optics” should not prevent us from
entering into public debate about academic
work and the mission of the university.
Each of the authors of the emails I received
played their institutional roles in appropriate
ways. They raised concerns, asked for clarification, and guaranteed the right of the faculty and
students, under the auspices of a class, to practice academic freedom. However, the concern
raised by the Chief of Police and the Chairperson of the Board of Trustees, the details of
which were never fully explained to me, highlights the contours of distinct fields of discourse that might come into conflict in a small
town with a small university; while the concerns
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raised by the Provost highlight the ways in
which all campuses must attend not only to the
question of civility within campus borders, but
also to a political climate that anticipates conflict—including violent conflict and hate
groups.8
I write about this event not to critique any
of the players or any of their concerns, but rather to demonstrate that the educational value
of the conference is beyond question. That said,
in how many ways would students have been
pressured and silenced if they had not had the
cover of academic freedom, by putting the conference under the umbrella of a formal class?
And, to what extent could I, as an academic
administrator, provided cover for the adjunct
professor if anything had escalated?
When institutions turn activism into curriculum, how do we ensure that the creative and
finally risky aspects of action don’t get watered
down through the lens of institutional riskmanagement and codes of civility? When students are responding to racist microaggressions or intolerance of non-binary gender
identities, they are already in an uncivil historical and contemporary context. They are not the
ones creating the atmosphere of uncivility. In
fact, in most cases, these students have attempted to render their environment more civil
through coursework, education, campus journalism, etc. The lack of, or in some cases, the
resistance to, interpersonal and institutional
change through the institution’s existing means
is the catalyst for uncivil action.
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“Would you believe joining a
‘dance party of resistance?’”9
One aspect of my ongoing curricular development is electronic music. Trained in the analysis
of digital media, and a fan of the music itself—
I’m often asked by students to DJ for them at
campus events and parties—this topic first
made its way into the curriculum in 2017.
This happened to coincide, by pure coincidence, with the appearance of conservative
commentator Ben Shapiro on campus. Many
students in my seminar were upset, but honestly, there is so much that they can be upset by,
and I try to respond to it nimbly and compassionately. Thus, it was with some sense of irony
that in preparing this section, I returned to a
blurb, published in the Daily Wire, that dismissively portrayed an event I helped students
organize. Pushing past my desire for an oldfashioned eye-roll, I hope that this experience
can address some of the ways in which being a
teacher in the age of “civil discourse” means so
much more than doing a bang-up job lecturing,
or preparing a tour de force syllabus.
In March 2016, the University of Redlands
invited Ben Shapiro, then editor of the Daily
Wire, to campus as part of its Lectures and
Convocations series. Shapiro is outspoken in
his beliefs, including the idea that trans-ness is a
mental disorder, abortion should be illegal, and
there is no current institutional discrimination.10
Hank Berrin, “University’s Students and Staff Combat
Upcoming Speech with ‘Dance Party of Resistance,’ “
The Daily Wire, March 8, 2017,
https://www.dailywire.com/news/14234/universitysstudents-and-staff-combat-shapiros-hank-berrien. This
section was authored by Tim Seiber, Associate Professor,
Johnston Center.
10 Sabrina Tavernise, “Ben Shapiro, a Provocative ‘Gladiator,’ Battles to Win Young Conservatives,” New York
Times, November 23, 2017,
9

Emma Kerr, “White Supremacists are Targeting College
Campuses Like Never Before,” Chronicle of Higher Education, February 1, 2018,
https://www.chronicle.com/article/White-SupremacistsAre/242403.
8
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Many students, including women, trans*, and of
color students, enrolled in my seminar, The
Club, and wanted to protest Shapiro when he
arrived.
At the time, campuses across the country
were dealing with this issue, choosing variously
to cancel speaking engagements, establish “protest zones,” or do nothing at all. These responses attempted to balance free open dialogue on university campuses with the institutional missions, at Redlands as elsewhere, that
promised an inclusive and safe learning community. As with debates about club music,
these issues often took the form of a diptych—
on one panel all the arguments for “free
speech,” and on the other every reason to contain or confront “uncivil speech.” As the terms
of this debate seemed both too grand (one
speech carries the weight of all free speech on
its back!) and too arbitrary (this was a single
event on a very busy campus), students and I
decided to throw a party, using dance music as
our political messaging. Anybody who didn’t
want to be at the talk was welcome.
We invited a number of student groups to
my office in the living-learning Johnston Center
for Integrative Studies to give short presentations about their goals. Students learned how to
DJ during class and then played sets for dancers
to enjoy. Staff, faculty, and administrators were
invited. The Daily Wire reported on the event by
asking two rhetorical questions: “What’s the
best way for university staff members to combat a speech given by Daily Wire Editor-inChief Ben Shapiro? Would you believe joining
‘a dance party of resistance?’ Yup.”
The naïve sarcasm of the statement fully misunderstands the social position of dance
and music in culture and politics. Had the author truly never heard a protest song? More
”https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/23/us/benshapiro-conservative.html.
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importantly, its rhetoric belies a different tension that the protest party was organized to
avoid: the sedimentation and polarization of the
“free speech versus hate speech” debate. The
author assumes that the goal of **Liberated
(the name of the event) was to “combat a
speech.” It absolutely was not.

The party was a way of turning
away from this argument, which
falsely posits that all speech is
organized in a militarized contest for the attention of
an audience.
The party was a way of turning away from
this argument, which falsely posits that all
speech is organized in a militarized contest for
the attention of an audience. A club is a mass of
tiny conversations, many sites of speech occurring simultaneously, free in the sense that it is
open, but not free in the sense that it is unregulated. In that way, a club is like a classroom. To
be sure, there are rules for raves: bouncers enforce codes, social conventions regulate appropriate touch, cultural codes augur respect and
inclusion. If broken, these regulations have
consequences. Some have argued that clubland
is a utopian alternative to everyday social life,
an inspiring but incorrect assessment. One
thing that universities and clubs have in common is that one has to gain admission, and can
be kicked out, based on engagement with codes
of conduct.
The way the University of Redlands affords
students the “weapons” to “combat” a speech
is enshrined in a “Free Speech Code.” It is in
part the goal of Shapiro and his allies to use
these codes to their rhetorical advantage. The
tactic isn’t hard to discern: go to a college, say
something provocative, wait for an “appropriate” student response, call them snowflakes for

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
5(1) 54–66
©Author(s) 2018

this response, and win the day as the rational
adult just trying to speak his mind. This language isn’t just Ivory Tower gamesmanship: in
July 2018, Attorney General Jeff Sessions spoke
to a group of high school students, warning
them that colleges are turning their generation
into “sanctimonious, sensitive, supercilious
snowflakes.”
As evidence, he pointed to conflicts over
“free speech” at places like Middlebury and UC
Berkeley.11 It was the estimation of my students
that the tactics at these schools gave too much
credence to the gravity of any given speech act,
overreacting and thereby generating precisely
the free speech codes that regulate student
conduct at universities across the country. It is
the creation of these codes—and not whatever
Ben Shapiro or anybody else on the college lecture circuit says on this or that campus—that is
the real issue at stake in these debates. Our protest party was in reality a tool to engage these
codes; Ben Shapiro was just a means to an end.
The very fact that this party caused such an
uproar was uncommon, given that students often use the lawn spaces in front of our offices
to host open-mic events, dance parties (including an annual Johnny Cash Day celebrating the
legendary singer), as well as all kinds of impromptu events that are amplified by speakers
and electricity. Students in my seminar only
learned after trying to schedule the event
through the University’s space reservation
software that in fact the entirety of public space
available on campus had been reserved for the
time of Shapiro’s speech. The reasons were to
“not disrupt” the speech and also to protect
students from potential conflict with guests
who came to campus for the talk.
Chris Quintana, “Colleges Are Creating ‘A Generation
of Sanctimonious, Sensitive, Supercilious Snowflakes,’
Sessions Says,” Chronicle of Higher Education, July 24, 2018,
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Colleges-AreCreating-a/243997.
11
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Operational efficiency and student safety
were thus married in a union that would be durable against alternative claims to an engaged
campus climate. Of course, these are quite legitimate interests and the University has every
right to advance them. But for my students, it
was so confusing that they couldn’t play music
to make them feel safer because, they were told, it
threatened their safety. The distance between these
two different versions of safety is precisely the
zone in which “the civil” makes its emergence
in public discourse.
At the University of Redlands, the “Student
Expression Policy” was refined and redistributed in 2018. This policy asserts that students can
express themselves so long as such expression
takes place in approved locations, is nonviolent,
does not damage property, obeys the Student
Code of Conduct, and does not disrupt or “infringe on the rights” of others on campus.
This code, in an earlier version, was precisely the mechanism by which the University
aligned itself with the Shapiro talk, arguing that
the “right to free speech” needed to be protected by precluding students from having a public
opposition party. The argument was that electronic music would be disruptive, that the public space was not approved, and that other student groups didn’t have a professor assisting
them in planning, therefore making this an illegitimate “student event.”
In the end, students should listen to
Shapiro—whom the University paid thousands
of dollars to speak—and then have their party.
My arguments were rather different: this was a
part of the curriculum for my seminar. Student
events policy doesn’t override curricular innovation. We already know everything Shapiro
might say—there are hundreds of hours of
footage on Youtube—and thus this speech
wasn’t a unique learning experience.
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In the end, the code that controls speech is
much more important than this or that speaker.
Still, the music was a problem. What if—
gasp—somebody heard it? Wouldn’t that be
disruptive? Might this provoke conflict? Security was hired. Volume levels were tested. Meetings with Student Life professionals were had,
the Dean got involved, as did the University’s
in-house council.

In the guise of civility, institutions of all kinds seek to advance their mission by containing action and speech in neat
oppositions.
The speech went off, the party was a success—it was all over in a flash. A stricter, more
refined Free Expression code was distributed
approximately a year later, which all students
had to agree to in order to get an education. I’d
suggest that the most important lesson I taught
my students was not that they can just throw a
party as a form of political speech. Nor was it
that they were participating in a long history of
using electronic music as activism.
Rather, it was that the benevolent policies
that govern “free expression” are meant to secure the brand of institutions—their property
safe, their operations smooth, capital flowing
cleanly—and that in order to do this, they
maintain a strict polar discourse that posits free
speech against bad speech, good protest again
noisy disruption. In the guise of civility, institutions of all kinds seek to advance their mission
by containing action and speech in neat oppositions. The real target of any student protest is
the power structure that governs what they can
and can’t do—not the content of any particular
speech act. Negotiating with power is the most
civil action a student can undertake.
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Going Public12
In the spring of 2018, we were in the middle of
a typical semester in Johnston.
Debates in a consensus community tend to
range from the banal to the crucial. Typically,
this process is effective at bringing most members of the community into at least passing
agreement. The way it functions is to continue
open dialogue about an issue until an agreement
of all community members present can be
achieved. This agreement does not mean that
all are exactly in agreement, but rather that all
members can live with a collective decision. If a
member cannot live with the outcome of a decision, they may block its enforcement until
further discussion is had. This process is applied to all proposals, from funding for a dinner
to policies regarding racial discourse.
Most pressing in this semester were discussions on topics such as: institutional responses
to trans/non-binary students and questions
about how the #metoo movement has refocused feminist practices. In addition to those
discussions, the curriculum included the Race
on Campus course, re-structured as a collectively run class. In short, the Johnston community
continued its commitment to keeping social
justice issues as a regular part of our livinglearning experience.
As had happened on campuses across the
country, flyers reading, “It’s OK to be White,”13
appeared on the doors of many buildings. In
response, the Student Affairs division sent out a
statement about the “Student Expression Poli-

This section was authored by Julie Townsend, Director
and Professor, Johnston Center.
13 Nick Roll, “Campuses Plastered with ‘OK to Be White’
Signs,” Inside Higher Ed, November 6, 2017,
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2017/11/0
6/campuses-plastered-‘ok-be-white’-signs.
12
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cy.”14 This code, like many campus speech
codes, outlined regulations about the nature of
speech on campus in ways that inoculate the
campus against radical speech, and maintain
existing practices to the detriment of creating
new ones out of institutional critique.
In an action that had been planned without
this recent flyer and expression code in mind,
one Thursday morning, a series of DIY flyers
were posted in the Johnston community. These
recounted “things white people have said in
Johnston” and were accompanied by a letter
that outlined the ways in which Johnston students of color were subjected to racial microaggressions in their day-to-day conversations.15
These flyers were just one part of an action that
then included an invitation to listen to a student-produced podcast, in which women students of color discussed their experiences in the
Johnston dorms, and then a facilitated conversation about racist actions and statements.

The current University of Redlands “Student Expression Policy” can be found here:
http://www.redlands.edu/globalassets/depts/studentaffairs/the-office-of-community-standards-andwellbeing/student-expression-policy-2017.pdf.
15 This action was one of a handful of ways that students
have recently anonymously intervened in the space of
Johnston to make statements. For example, in 2014 a
student yarn-bombed the steps of our building with statistics about rape and sexual assault on college campuses.
That artwork was removed by students who felt that the
statistics were triggering to survivors of sexual assault.
Though this might have resulted in a contentious community discussion, it went unaddressed. By contrast, a
work of art in one of our buildings was defaced in a way
that suggested misogyny. This anonymous action was
never explained by the person who defaced it, but it did
provoke community conversation, students repaired the
artwork, and they put up a statement about the defacement.
14
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As the director of Johnston, I received an
email from the Dean of Student Affairs that a
student had written to her asking whether these
flyers were allowed under the recently revised
and circulated “Student Expression Policy.”
Since Johnston is a living-learning community
that largely regulates its own spaces, the Dean
forwarded the email to me and correctly explained to the student that Johnston had its
own practices to address this question. These
would be a discussion at our weekly consensusmodel Community Meeting, or a Johnston Peer
Council process in which students would go
through a Restorative Justice Model for a
community harm. I reached out to the student,
and he never responded to me.
As a result, the flyers and the letter remained posted in the Johnston buildings
throughout the semester. The gathering of students and administrators numbered from about
40 to 50. We listened to the podcast and had a
frank discussion of the climate in our community. Though I wouldn’t say that this action
solved any of the racial tensions that exist in
Johnston, in colleges across the nation, and in
the U.S. more generally, it was an excellent example of how an arguably “uncivil” act provoked strong feelings and individual conversations that were then shepherded through a civil,
mediated conversation. I would contend that
the solid attendance at the podcast and the
honesty of the ensuing discussion depended
upon the so-called affront of putting racist
statements on the walls for all to see.
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In the aftermath of that conversation, many
of the flyers were defaced with challenges, and
some with racist responses. This graffiti is also
a crucial aspect of the intersection between
anonymous public art and uncivil discourse. To
her credit, the mastermind of the intervention
wanted us to keep the defaced flyers up, rather
than produce clean copies for the Johnston archive. Typically, we think of archival material as
documentation for the purposes of the institution, as a record of our work, or in the current
historical moment, as part of our assessment
work. In this case, the documents in question
brought interpersonal (arguably private) speech,
via anonymity, to the community for public
assessment.
For some, the interpersonal exchanges were
uncivil; for some, the public airing of those
quotes, rendered anonymous and decontextualized, was uncivil; and for others, the brazen disregard for the "Student Expression Policy" was
uncivil. When seen from this vantage point, the
category "uncivil" appears to enable the institution to excise disruption in favor of more polished institutional narratives. For our purposes,
in Johnston, we want to honor the need for
uncivil speech as part of the process of uncovering and contending with historical and contemporary injustice. The documentation of resistance and counter-resistance is essential to
how we address the legacy of racism, especially
in communities that see themselves as largely
progressive.
I have since had a faculty member register a
complaint that this kind of action makes the
community unwelcoming for white students,
especially white male students, and that they
experience it as hostile. In the context of our
community, this claim should be brought to
Community Meeting for discussion. But that
claim puts under erasure the very climate that
the flyers bring to public light, which is that
students of color find that the racist comments
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of their white peers create a harmful environment.
Of course, the job of a consensus community is to seek creative ways forward that take
us out of this either/or dilemma: either the students of color are subject to a racist climate OR
white students feel comfortable speaking. The
very structure of consensus models acknowledges that binaries cannot adequately address
complex social problems. And, the terms of
civility, though an important part of the discussions to be had, keep us in the binary and prevent us from moving towards a more just and
workable solution.

… the terms of civility, though
an important part of the discussions to be had, keep us in the
bi-nary and prevent us from
moving towards a more just and
workable solution.
Bringing racist speech that occurs in the intimate or interpersonal spaces of the dorms to
the public eye, by quoting that speech, is not
uncivil.

Transformative Pedagogy in the
New World Order
Because institutions are slow to recognize the
ways that decision-making and policy-making
might be unintentionally producing and reproducing racist, sexist, and homophobic educational climates, we sometimes need students
to jerk us out of complacency. But we must not
respond by entrenching ourselves in defensive
discourse.
The university has a responsibility to show
that institutions can be more inclusive, and a
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further responsibility to model institutional responsiveness to current and historical injustice.
Frequently, this responsibility has been met
through recourse to codes for behavior and
student activity on campuses. These codes, often modeled on corporate codes of inclusion,
seek to define in advance the methods of student activity, separating them into appropriate
and inappropriate, based on how a speech act
engages with the operations of the institution.
The argument goes: if we all just follow the
code, then we will all have a safe and engaging
learning experience.
As our examples above indicate, however,
many students do not experience campus life
from inside the prism of a policy. Instead, they
meet daily events in their lives through the
magnifying glass of their life experience, alongside the texts they are reading for seminars, and
in consultation with friends, peers, and mentors. How should we support these students
even if we sometimes don’t agree with them,
and at other times have different concerns at
play?
We have argued that one key way we’ve addressed this issue is by making student political
speech and activity a part of our curriculum.
Race on Campus and The Club were both seminars that enabled students to bring forth their
concerns directly as part of their learning. While
the former was essentially planned in response
to national conversations about race on college
campuses, and in particular the way these issues
manifested themselves at the University of Redlands, the latter became a site of political activity when current events interceded into the lives
of students. Either way, in our responses to institutional stakeholders who became interested
in the activities of our students, we both found
recourse to arguments that, as a part of the
learning experience of a seminar, student activities were properly the purview of the mission of
the University and the demands of the class-
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room, not, as might have been argued, codes
about civility or incivility.
But is this a secure enough ground on
which to rest our defense of student speech?
Does incorporating activity into a classroom
setting make it more legitimate or valid? We
would argue that, in fact, it does not. Speech is
not magically transformed when it is drawn into
the classroom. It does not magically become
civil when peers in a seminar discuss and debate. However, as a tactical position in relation
to other stakeholders regarding student expression on campus, it is one way that faculty can
support students whose primary relation to institutional concerns for the civility of the brand
might be nothing more than an eye roll. We
need to teach students how to engage better
with external demands on their time and behavior, while at the same time not teaching them
that obedience is the primary value.
We are fortunate to work at an institution
that, for a variety of reasons, continues to support the work of the Johnston Center. Part of
that support includes our work as teachers—
even when that sometimes runs up against the
desires of the University more broadly. In some
ways, this is the prerogative of a nimble liberal
arts institution adapting to the 21st century: student-responsiveness is a constant part of our
recruitment and retention plans. Part of this
nimble attitude is about values: the mission of
Redlands, like that of many schools like it, fundamentally hinges on the capacity to help students become excellent critical thinkers and
communicators.
What is striking is how uncommon this situation is across the higher education landscape.
Difficulties that border on full-blown crises appear with all-too-frequent regularity on campuses like Reed, Evergreen State, Middlebury,
Yale, and other schools of note. The responses
tend to pit various units against each other:
administration, student affairs staff, and faculty
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position themselves as the neutral steward of
rational civility, arguing that those they disagree
with are operating on uncivil, or worse, disruptive, grounds.
If we could add a twelfth thesis on civility:
if you are feeling extra civil about the work you
are doing on campus, you are probably doing it
wrong.

Julie Townsend, PhD, is Director of the Johnston

Center for Integrative Studies and Professor of Interdisciplinary Humanities. Her research focuses on figures of
dance in the literary and visual arts. The Choreography
of Modernism in France (2009) was published by Legenda and Routledge; and, her article "Un-Fixing
Baker: Against a Criticism of Stasis" (2014), appeared in the journal Modernist Cultures.

Tim Seiber is an associate professor of science and

media studies in the Johnston Center for Integrative
Studies at the University of Redlands. He works in
contemporary and historical media about science, the
body, and medicine, as well as related fields in electronic
media and popular culture. His essays consider the ways
in which digitation alters our relationship to concepts of
health and wellness, life and death, individuality and
community. In addition, he has published essays on alternative education, especially on the topics of advising,
shared work/living space, and institutional critique.
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Student-Administration
Relations: Lessons from a
Small Liberal Arts and Sciences University
Marcela Jordão Villaça
Quest University Canada

James Steven Byrne
Quest University Canada

Small universities have a special appeal. Closer
relationships in the classroom and the emphasis
on undergraduate education, for example, are
traits that often attract students and faculty to
less traditional, smaller campuses. These
schools tend to prioritize classroom learning
over research output, and they appear to have a
strongly defined campus culture that is more
cohesive and less cliquish.
Quest University Canada, a Liberal Arts and
Sciences university in Squamish, British Columbia, fits this mold. Our students, faculty,
and administrators are closely acquainted and
often work side-by-side on projects and committees. But this, in turn, gives rise to a specific
set of challenges. We tend to have high expectations about the products of our collaborations. In our experience, from two different
sides, we have learned some valuable lessons
about student-administration relations.
As a professor and Interim Chief Academic
Officer, James had to balance students’ desire
for a more just and inclusive campus with faculty academic freedom—as well as translate student-led momentum for campus change into
the slower-moving procedures of university
governance. As a student and the president of
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the Students Representative Council (SRC),
Marcela had to adjust to the administration’s
timelines and learn how to work with inconsistent, “hyperdemocratic,” and, at times, contradictory input from her constituents.

… the university as a whole
benefited because vocal students identified an issue and
communicated their needs to
the administration.
Over the past several years, Quest has experienced what seems to be a trend in North
American universities: students are becoming
increasingly confident in identifying injustice on
and off campus, and in vocalizing their critiques
about them. For example, in the spring of 2017,
nearly one hundred and fifty Quest students
and alumni (a significant portion on a campus
of about seven hundred) signed a public letter
urging the Academic Council, Chief Academic
Officer (CAO, who was James, at the time),
and administration as a whole, for greater diversity in faculty, better support for international students, and more inclusion of indigenous epistemologies. To justify their appeal, the
letter highlighted issues of oppression, the importance of diversity in education, and made
some suggestions for improvement.
The Academic Council, CAO, and administration were receptive to the document which,
along with other factors, contributed to tangible
results, including Quest’s first search for a
scholar in indigenous studies, and a commitment to diversity and inclusivity training for
Quest faculty and staff. In this instance, the
university as a whole benefited because vocal
students identified an issue and communicated
their needs to the administration.
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However, as on other North American university campuses, student activism and faculty
and administration responses have sometimes
led to an atmosphere of heightened tension at
Quest. Compared to the U.S., academic speech
in Canada has not been quite so heavily politicized. Still, the Canadian political right often
claims that universities are hostile to conservative opinions, and multiple incidents relating to
academic freedom at Canadian universities have
received significant media attention.
For example, in the fall of 2017, Lindsay
Shepherd, a graduate teaching assistant at Wilfrid Laurier University, was reprimanded in a
meeting with her faculty supervisor, program
head, and an administrator, after students raised
concerns about her use of a clip of Jordan Peterson, a University of Toronto1 psychology
professor, criticizing gender-neutral pronouns
on a current affairs program. After Shepherd’s
recording of the meeting went public, the resulting media uproar led to public apologies
from her supervisor and WLU’s president,
campus protests, and, ultimately, a defamation
suit by Peterson.2 So, while academic speech in
Canada does not seem as polarized as it is in
the U.S., this case demonstrates that the stakes
are high when it comes to issues of justice, academic freedom, and freedom of speech.
Partially in response to this incident, the recently elected Progressive Conservative Premier
of Ontario, Doug Ford, campaigned on a
Aaron Hutchins, “What Really Happened at Wilfrid
Laurier University: Inside Lindsay Shepherd’s Heroic,
Insulting, Brave, Destructive, Possibly Naïve Fight for
Free Speech,” Maclean’s, December 11, 2017,
https://www.macleans.ca/lindsay-shepherd-wilfridlaurier/.
2Simona Chiose, “Jordan Peterson Sues Wilfrid Laurier
University for Defamation,” The Globe and Mail, June 21,
2018,
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/articlejordan-peterson-sues-wilfrid-laurier-university-fordefamation/.l
1
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promise to protect campus free speech, linking
it to threats to postsecondary funding.3 A position paper from Ford’s campaign argued that
“freedom of speech has come under attack on
Ontario’s university campuses,” and specifically
points to the Shepherd case as an example.4
While Quest has not dealt with issues of this
nature directly, this broader environment certainly creates a sense of heightened tension
among students, faculty, and administrators. At
times, it feels as if there is a widespread, but
unspoken, fear that free speech could become
an issue on our campus as well.
In tense environments, student representative bodies play an important role. At Quest,
the SRC is this body. The SRC is a group of
twelve students elected to represent student
interests, support student initiatives, and administer the money collected from student association fees. The SRC has established relations
with Quest staff and faculty, and holds permanent seats in a variety of university committees.
Most of the time, this system works quite
well. Administrators and professors see SRC
representatives in a position of legitimacy to
speak for the greater student body, and students rely on their representatives as guides
while navigating university policies. Of course,
the SRC has its own projects as well. The public
letter from 2017, for example, was an SRC initiative. However, not every initiative goes as well.
While historically the outcome of the relation
between the SRC and Quest administration has
been either positive or neutral, negative resoluCreoso Sá, “Who Knows What Doug Ford’s Government Has in Store for Higher-Ed in Ontario?” University
Affairs, July 4, 2018,
https://www.universityaffairs.ca/opinion/policy-andpractice/who-knows-what-doug-fords-government-hasin-store-for-higher-ed-in-ontario/.
4 “On Education, Doug Ford Will Respect Parents and
Get Back to the Basics,” OntarioPC, May 8, 2018,
https://www.ontariopc.ca/on_education_doug_ford_wil
l_respect_parents_and_get_back_to_basics.
3
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tions bring about major frustrations on both
sides, and the campus tension discussed above
makes the perceived stakes of this relation significantly higher. In a tense, if not politically
charged, university environment, frustration
and disagreement can easily escalate into bigger
problems.
Unsurprisingly, some of the most challenging situations we have dealt with at Quest concern academic freedom and students’ political
and academic interests: specifically, issues that
arise when the university does not meet students’ desire for inclusive and equitable academic spaces. For example, imagine that a
group of students takes issues with a course
syllabus that is overwhelmingly dominated by
white, male authors. Their argument is that this
follows a greater pattern of discrimination in
academia—one that we, as a university, should
work to actively dismantle.
In such a case, the SRC would raise the issue with the administration, situating the students’ arguments in relation to Quest’s stated
commitment to diversity and equity. Indeed, in
making this kind of argument, students would
be doing precisely what they’ve been trained to
do at Quest. Namely, to remain critically engaged with all aspects of their education and to
question assumed norms. Faced with such a
complaint, the professor might fairly respond
that their syllabus facilitates intended learning
outcomes and, ultimately, that the principle of
academic freedom gives them the right to
choose appropriate material, so long as it covers the content and meets the stated objectives
of the course.
Quest, like most other universities, has
strong policies protecting academic freedom
and, in such a situation, administrators might
rightly be hesitant to act. An example such as
this would result in frustration all around: students feel unheard, the SRC feels as if it is not
taken seriously, faculty members feel targeted,
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and administrators feel constrained. We certainly do not have all of the answers for how to
address tensions between academic freedom
and inclusivity, but we can offer some lessons
learned through our experiences as an administrator and as a student leader at a small university.

… students feel unheard, the
SRC feels as if it is not taken seriously, faculty members feel
targeted, and administrators
feel
constrained.

Some of these lessons are quite obvious:
students quickly learn that harsh public accusations, about no particular issue, hardly ever
open a path to resolutions. Simultaneously, on
the administrative side, we know that responses
that boil down to “we can’t do anything because of academic freedom” are unlikely to be
satisfactory. Other lessons were less obvious to
us.
For example, Quest has a Human Rights
Policy, one that governs, among other things,
discrimination against members of the Quest
community. Yet no matter how well designed
this policy is, it does not address microaggressions, structural inequities, and other such phenomena. While these issues might—and probably do—have a significant impact on someone’s
sense of inclusion as a respected member of the
university, the Human Rights Policy is largely
inapplicable where there is not a specific instance of discrimination. Without a clear discriminatory episode, there is little ground upon
which to build a case.
Additionally, there is the stigma attached to
claiming a Human Rights Policy violation.
Community members who have experienced
discrimination might feel reluctant to claim that
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their human rights were violated. Even when
discrimination was evident, and they could
therefore build a strong case, a “human rights
violation” is perceived as a very serious accusation—one that many would rather not make, in
order to avoid raising the stakes surrounding a
conflict. These challenges, which were identified in part through conversations between administrators and members of the SRC, have
made us more aware of a need both for a
broader set of standards that articulate shared
community values and expectations about respectful behavior, and for a more holistic approach in which formal policy is only one element of a broader effort to ensure that Quest is
a just community for all of its members.
On the latter front, one effort that has been
particularly successful is Quest’s annual Power,
Race, and Privilege Symposium (PRPS), which
is supported and endorsed by the university,
but primarily organized by students and the
SRC. The symposium, which began in 2016,
brings together scholars, students, activists, and
artists both from within and outside the Quest
community to discuss issues of racial oppression and social justice.5 In its third edition, in
February of 2018, PRPS welcomed attendees
and speakers from Squamish, Canada and
abroad to discuss Art and Activism; Intersectional Experiences of Disability, Ableism, and
Health; and Geographies of Race in Canada.
The panel themes change every year, but
the overall feeling at the university is that PRPS
is a necessary event, successful at fostering
honest conversations in our community. The
event is another example of students, professors, and administrators collaborating in a productive way. Furthermore, by tackling issues of
Mike Chouinard, “Power, Race, and Privilege: Symposium Held at Quest University Tackles Tough Questions,” The Squamish Chief, March 15, 2016,
https://www.squamishchief.com/news/localnews/power-race-and-privilege-1.2198617.
5
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power, race, and privilege, the symposium
sparks conversation about many of the grey
areas of discrimination that the university’s
Human Rights Policy cannot cover.
On the more practical side, one of the largest challenges that administrators and student
representatives face in working together is a
dramatic difference in time scales. Most students at Quest expect to be at the university
between three and six years, while administrators might expect to remain at the university for
much longer. SRC representatives, in particular,
serve one-year terms, and must stand for reelection (which most choose not to) if they
wish to remain longer. A project timeframe that
seems reasonable or even speedy to an administrator might conclude at a point when a student
will no longer be in office, or even enrolled at
the university. Even at small, relatively new institution such as Quest, which prides itself on
its agility, administrative and student timelines
can diverge sharply.
There are practical steps that can be taken
to mitigate this issue. On the student side, it is
important to prioritize requests, and differentiate those in which there is a real need for urgent remedy, from those that can be addressed
over a larger time frame. On the administrative
side, it is necessary to be clear with students
about realistic timelines and obstacles, and, in
cases in which it is not possible to achieve a
desired result quickly, to identify concrete intermediate steps to be taken.
For longer projects, student leadership
turnover can be both a substantial obstacle to
continuity and a source of administrative frustration. To address these, both the SRC and the
administration have had to adapt. SRC representatives have had to pay more attention to
preparing transition packages for their successors and facilitating communication across successive governments in general. Administrators
have likewise had to prepare for bringing new
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representatives up to speed, for introducing
students to behavioral norms for some more
formal settings (e.g., university committees),
and to be prepared to adjust to changing priorities as student governments shift.
The limited time frame in which most students can participate in a university committee
or project makes finding appropriate student
representation especially important. At Quest,
many committees include student representation. The idea behind this is that every interest
group should have a say in the projects that
shape our community. This is the case in the
Diversity and Equity committee, the Curriculum Committee, and EcoQuest, our sustainability program. Student participation is, most of
the time, celebrated and productive. In some
cases, such as EcoQuest, it is the students who
run most of the projects.
But other times, this participation in decision-making does not go as well. Problems can
arise from the timeframe issue, questions of
confidentiality and liability, or just overall unpreparedness. Students are often significantly
less experienced than other committee members when it comes to interpreting policy, making hiring decisions, or working with a third
party. Students want things to move fast and in
a clear direction, but often do not see the intricacies of every step along the way.
Over the years, student participation in decision-making at Quest has happened in one of
two ways. Students are either elected representatives, such as members of the SRC, who have
an established seat at the table given their position; or, they are interested students who have
volunteered to represent their peers on a specific project. In the latter case, there may also be a
selection process run by the committee itself, if
there are more interested students than seats.
Student-chosen and committee-chosen student representatives tend to differ quite significantly, and in both cases, there are benefits and
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shortcomings. Both students and administrators
have an interest in selecting student representatives who can work effectively with other
committee members to address student concerns. However, they may have different criteria
in mind when electing or choosing representatives.

… elections, at Quest at least,
have made us aware of a
“hyperdemocracy” problem.
Elections may favor more outspoken, extroverted students who are already popular with
their peers. Administrators, in contrast, may
select students based on notions of qualifications for particular projects. But elections, at
Quest at least, have made us aware of a “hyperdemocracy” problem. That is, the notion that a
general vote is the best solution to avoid friction and create a sense of common ownership.
For, as political theorists know, majority rule
can hardly create this sense. In our experience,
falling into the fallacy of hyperdemocracy often
just leads to longer processes and more frustration, without necessarily bringing better results.
Still, for more high-stakes projects, administrative selections can raise lots of questions. We
have not yet found the right formula for selecting student representatives, but it seems that
working on a case-by-case basis is the best alternative. In some cases, such as the Diversity
& Equity Committee, there is a blend of both.
The SRC minister for Human Rights holds a
permanent seat, but another student, outside
the SRC, is also selected from a pool of volunteers. This model has worked quite well for Diversity & Equity Committee, since the two students serve clearly distinct functions: on the
one hand, the SRC minister looks at the institutional relations according to their own Human
Rights mandate; and, on the other, the student
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representative speaks from their own experience without responding to another body.
Thus, we are starting to understand the
functions of a student representative in a committee. These different roles play, both positively and negatively, an important aspect in the
collaboration. Individual students interpret their
roles differently, and participate in decisionmaking in inconsistent, and, at times, contradictory ways. Some students, who are used to using social media to quickly connect to a broad
group of their peers, may see themselves primarily as channeling the opinions of a broad
student body, while others are more confident
in bringing in their individual perspectives, despite the hyperdemocracy concern.
In contrast, faculty and administrators often
value student representatives precisely for their
particular expertise and opinions. These mismatched expectations can cause frustration in
sorting out the role of student members in
committees and working groups. At its best,
students’ ability to solicit feedback from their
peers, nearly in real time, can lead to broader
consultation about important initiatives; at its
worst, it can be a crutch for students who have
not developed the confidence to interact with
faculty and administrators on their own terms,
or can lead to misunderstandings when internal
committee discussions are shared with a larger
audience that lacks the context to understand
them.
To address this issue, we have found that it
can be helpful not only to introduce students to
the sometimes arcane world of terms of reference, agendas, and minutes that make up the
formal aspects of committee work, but also to
discuss expectations about the nature of participation and representation. Student members
may need guidance on when it is appropriate to
bring a question to their peers, while faculty
and administrator members may need to adjust
to the fact that students increasingly see broad
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engagement via social media as legitimating a
deliberative process.
The challenge of bringing students, faculty,
and administrators together to work collaboratively is multifold. Different timescales, unclear
agendas, and mismatched expectations of participation can frustrate, heighten tension, and
slow down progress. But from what we have
learned at Quest from projects such as PRPS
and groups such as the Diversity & Equity
Committee, the challenge is worth it.
When, despite the inevitable conflicts, the
collaboration goes well, student-administration
relations can give rise to great projects and address complex issues. When included in important decision-making processes, students
feel empowered and respected, and they are less
inclined to protest angrily about particular parts
of complex problems. Administrators and professors, in turn, appreciate working collaboratively with students and value the fresh perspectives they bring to the table. In our view,
there is no way around the need for collaborative community building.
Liberal art colleges and universities tend to
be small and close-knit, and often feel relatively
isolated. However, in a political climate where
an unwise meeting or a poorly conceived policy
can go viral, our size and cultures provide less
shelter than ever, and can even be a doubleedged sword. Divisive incidents are especially
damaging on campuses where nearly all relationships are, to some extent, personal. All universities, however small, need to be able to navigate this new environment.
Developing productive, cooperative student-administration relationships, that leave
both sides feeling empowered, is one step towards adjusting to this new terrain.

Marcela Jordão Villaça is a fourth-year Liberal
Arts students at Quest University Canada. She is interested in all things Latin American, feminism, politi-
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Civility and Race at the
University of Alabama:
When “We” Speak, Whose
Voice Is Heard?

charged incidents from the Spring 2018 semester.

John C. H. Miller

In the popular imagination, the South may
be synonymous with a genteel form of civility
where strangers greet one another in passing,
and even small talk is resplendent with
“Ma’ams” and “Sirs”. But in reality, like the
ubiquitous colloquialism, “Bless your heart,”2
that civility can be heavily coded. Consequently,
what may look like an innocuous exchange can
be an assertion of privilege, a silencing. Accordingly, in this environment—where words can
mean things that they do not in fact say—
questions of the extent of student empowerment and the limits of civil discourse can be
difficult to navigate. Nevertheless, NC seeks to
foster environments that reward student autonomy and inculcate community values, like dialog and inclusion, in hopes of avoiding problems that devolve into protracted disagreement
or ideological standoffs on campus.

Assistant Director of New College
University of Alabama

Asia M. Hayes
Senior, New College
University of Alabama

Long

before “civility” became a buzzword
political commentators deploy to gaslight opponents, came the maxim: “to disagree is to be
disagreeable.” Or, rendered concisely: “dissent
is rude.”
Like contemporary codes of social control,
this adage is premised on power. After all,
whose positions benefit from this admonition?
In the pages to follow, the authors will comment on the Civility Wars’ applicability to college life and the space carved out at the University of Alabama (UA) by New College1 (NC)
faculty and students to engage in critical discussions that inform collegiate learning with the
ideals of Liberal Education. In particular, the
authors will apply these lessons from Liberal
Education to race on campus and to racially-

New College hosts an undergraduate Interdisciplinary
Studies program within UA’s College of Arts & Science.
Specifically, we cater to students sufficiently motivated to
plan their own majors that combine coursework between
departments or across colleges.

… what may look like an innocuous exchange can be an assertion of privilege, a silencing.

Campus Unrest and Opportunity
Compared to similar programs and institutions
invested in Liberal Education, NC has had a
less fraught experience in the post-2016 season
of political discontent than other campuses. For
example, there has been no months-long, sustained media coverage and outraged public re-

1

Caroline Rogers, "How to Respond to ‘Bless Your
Heart’," accessed July 5, 2018.
https://www.southernliving.com/culture/bless-yourheart-response.
2
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sponse to goings-on on campus.3 Nor have
courses been routinely disrupted by student
groups demanding more inclusive class content.4
To be clear, this is not to minimize the crises UA faced during the Spring 2018 semester:
racist rants posted by students to social media
in January5 and March,6 and an invitation by a
student group to Jared Taylor, an avowed white
nationalist, to attack the value of diversity in a
speech on campus.7 However, in these instances, UA administration quickly responded to
these events: expelling the students who posted
the videos and eventually quashing Taylor’s invitation to campus. To the good, this meant
that there were fewer flashpoints to fuel lingering rancor; and further, members of campus
communities, including constituencies of color,

Unlike, for example, at Hampshire College. For more,
see: Staff, "Hampshire College Raises U.S. Flag to FullStaff after Protests," last modified 12/02/2016, accessed
July 5, 2018,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/hampshire-collegeamherst-raises-us-flag-protests-half-staff/.
4 For example, at Reed College: Colleen Flaherty,
"“Occupation of Hum 110”," last modified 09/11/2017,
accessed July 5, 2018,
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/11/ree
d-college-course-lectures-canceled-after-studentprotesters-interrupt-class.
5 Staff, "University of Alabama Student Leaves School
after Video Using Racial Slur Goes Viral," last modified
01/18/2018, accessed July 5, 2018,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/harley-barberalabama-student-racist-instagram/.
6 Anna Beahm, "University of Alabama Expels Student
after Video of Racial Slurs," last modified March 22,
2018, accessed July 23, 2018,
https://www.al.com/news/tuscaloosa/index.ssf/2018/0
3/ua_student_expelled_after_usin.html.
7 Jonece Starr Dunigan, "White Nationalist Jared Taylor
No Longer Speaking at University of Alabama," last
modified April 16, 2018, accessed July 5, 2018,
https://www.al.com/news/birmingham/index.ssf/2018
/04/white_nationalist_jared_taylor.html.
3

75

saw prompt and decisive action from the University on matters of race.
However, it bears questioning whether the
speed with which UA dispatched these incidents might have inadvertently deprived stakeholders of important opportunities to critically
engage these racist events as a community. As
Glyn Hughes has observed, colleges and universities tend to treat racial bias incidents as
isolated events driven by individual bad actors,
rather than as symptoms of broader cultures
that enable, or at least do not effectively combat, racism.8 This tendency, according to
Hughes, requires that an institution consciously
reckon with “its complicity with racism, specifically in the face of its deep and earnest belief in
itself as working against it.”9
This reckoning is hard work. Not only is it
mentally and emotionally taxing, it requires that
white administrators, faculty, staff, and students
confront what scholars of race and education
have described as “the whiteness of university
spaces,”10 or alternately, “white institutional
presence.”11 That is, white stakeholders must be
willing to concede that their conceptions of
normalcy are framed by whiteness or buoyed by
its privilege—even if it requires dissent on
campus to make those conceptions apparent to
them.

New College: Equipping Students
for Change
Glyn Hughes, "Racial Justice, Hegemony, and Bias
Incidents in U.S. Higher Education," Multicultural
Perspectives 15, no. 3 (2013),
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15210960.2013.809301.
9 Ibid.
10 Joe Feagin, Vera, Hernan, and Imani, Nikitah, The
Agony of Education: Black Students at White Colleges and
Universities (New York: Routledge, 1996).
11 Diane Lynn Gusa, "White Institutional Presence: The
Impact of Whiteness on Campus Climate," Harvard
Educational Review 80, no. 4 (Winter 2010).
8
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NC and other campus stakeholders have
worked to begin, and sustain, critical conversations necessary to help address racial bias incidents (and other matters) at UA, as well as to
empower students to pursue democratic avenues of engagement.

… students are taught the
importance of conceiving of
education as a dialog between
learners and instructors, not the
delivery of an end-product
to students.
In our courses and across our curriculum,
NC seeks to equip NC and UA students alike12
to engage in meaningful and purposive interactions to better the campus community; and in
addition, to understand that being uncomfortable while wrestling with a question can be more
fruitful than arriving at a discrete or dispositive
answer. NC approaches these goals by seeking
to establish a culture of inquiry, and by teaching
skills to further engaged critique and other
democratic practices, particularly through seminar classes and our advising process for majors.
Beginning in our gateway class for all Interdisciplinary Studies students (required of all majors), students are taught the importance of
conceiving of education as a dialog between
learners and instructors, not the delivery of an
end-product to students. This educational experience is extended through interactive seminars

Virtually all NC classes are open to students from all
departments and colleges at UA; and most of its lowerlevel seminars are services courses that fulfill General
Education requirements. Accordingly, we teach students
from across campus, in addition to students creating baccalaureate degrees in Interdisciplinary Studies.
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that focus on issues or themes without simple
solutions.
Students majoring in Interdisciplinary Studies through New College must take a minimum
of five of these seminars across three interdisciplinary clusters: Creativity and Culture; Environment, Sustainability, and Conservation; and
Social Problems, Social Change. These courses
are specifically geared to encourage students to
engage complex ideas through readings, discussions, presentations, and experiential education
in democratized, small classroom settings.13
Pedagogically, seminars are intended to
model interdisciplinary scholarship and integrative thinking to students. But they are also designed to refine and reinforce programmatic
values like engagement in civic life, deliberation,
and dialog. Further, because seminars are
taught every semester by faculty who serve as
academic advisors to majors, these layered experiences occur in environments where students have the opportunity to know their
classmates as members of intersecting communities and where faculty are not just professors,
but also potentially mentors.
By way of example, “Cooperation and Conflict,” a Social Problems, Social Change seminar, fulfills one third of UA’s Social and Behavioral Science requirement. In this course, students explore divisive contemporary issues and
learn how to reframe and critically examine
them across differing points of view. As part of
the course, students complete moderator training provided by the David Mathews Center for
Civic Life, whose mission includes teaching
“skills, habits, and capacities for more effective
civic engagement.”14 In addition, students use
the training to moderate dialogs for the class.

12

"New College Seminars," last modified 08/01/2015,
accessed July 5, 2018, https://nc.as.ua.edu/degreeprogram/new-college-seminars/.
14 "About Us," last modified n/a, accessed July 5, 2018,
https://mathewscenter.org/about/ .
13
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In the immediate to near term, this training
benefits students who can use their training to
listen to peers, reframe issues, and moderate
discussions. Viewed more broadly, the interpersonal communication skills students learn by
taking at least five NC seminars as a requirement of the Interdisciplinary Studies major, are
a substantial part of how the program, its faculty, and its students seek to contribute to and
improve the tenor of campus discussions
around race and other important issues. By
modeling how authentic, engaged civil discourse can bring together students and faculty
as community, NC hopes to teach students in
the program (and perhaps even non-majors
who take our classes) lessons about how to participate effectively within a democracy.
Complementing these high-touch seminar
experiences is the NC academic advising process. By way of explanation, upon admission to
New College,15 each student is assigned a faculty advisor with experience or expertise relevant
to the student’s proposed “Depth Study,” or
student-designed major. All NC faculty members serve as academic advisors and meet with
advisees at least once per academic term to revise the student’s proposed plan of study and
choose courses for the upcoming term.
In addition, academic advisors conduct a
junior-level review in anticipation of the student’s senior year in NC. For this review, the
student invites an outside expert with
knowledge germane to the student’s Depth
Study to meet with the student and faculty ad-
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visor for an extended advising session.16 In this
session, students obtain guidance on how to
round-out their individualized studies. Plus,
students articulate and obtain feedback on an
initial proposal for a senior project that reflects
or embodies the student’s Depth Study and
post-collegiate plans. And finally, as students
begin NC’s capstone senior project course, students must get one last approval from their advisors on an updated senior project proposal.

… a coalition of students who
dubbed themselves Bama Sits
began a silent protest “against
how our country perceives and
treats marginalized groups,” by
sitting during the singing of the
National Anthem at UA’s college
football games.
Done right, relationships between NC students and faculty constitute something more
than instruction and more than advising—what
advising scholar Eric White calls “developmental advising.”17 As White describes it, developmental advising gives students “the chance to
craft their own educations, understand the
paths they have chosen, and use the skills and
knowledge obtained, within work, civic, and
personal arenas for the rest of their lives.”18 As
a program founded on the idea of student
choice and of student agency, NC uses instrucExperts can be faculty members from other programs
on campus, community leaders, entrepreneurs—
someone with academic or lived experience relevant to
the student’s Depth Study and proposed final project.
17 Eric R. White, "Academic Advising in Higher
Education: A Place at the Core," Journal of General
Education 64, no. 4 (2015).
18 Ibid.
16

Students are admitted to NC through an admissions
process that, among other things, requires students to
articulate why their academic goals cannot be met
through another program on campus and how (in general
terms, to start) they envision combining resources from
different colleges and departments to formulate their
individualized course of study.
15
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tion and advising to produce environments in
and beyond the classroom where students come
to understand what it means to be self-directed
and yet part of a community (or series of communities), and therefore, what it means to owe
a duty to something beyond themselves.
Set against the backdrop of UA, an institution with an inescapable racially charged past,
NC students learn how to work within the
campus’s entrenched history. Although laudable
strides have been made in equity and inclusion
at UA, in some ways the physical space of campus itself serves as a reminder of these issues,
offering both the subtle and not-so-subtle evidence of white dominance. For example, the
buildings of the University’s main quadrangle
evoke the Greek Revival architecture of the
antebellum period. And like other college campuses, buildings named for alumni with execrable legacies on matters of race have not been
renamed or contextualized to reflect contemporary campus values.19
Nevertheless, NC works to provide examples of where UA is going and how to get there.
It is within NC that students have the opportunity to engage in important conversations,
like those about race on campus, in open and
democratic environments afforded both in and
beyond the classroom.

Race at UA after the 2016
Elections
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In the post-2016-election era, UA’s campus culture has shifted, rendering complicity in institutional racism increasingly visible.
Student groups and organizations including
“We Are Done” and “Bama Sits,” have successfully demonstrated opportunities for UA
students to engage in both dissent and civil discourse on campus. We Are Done, “a coalition
of students and faculty concerned about racism
and discrimination on campus,” emerged on
campus in 2016 with a platform of three marquis demands: UA create a center for diversity,
remove the names of white supremacists from
university buildings, and lastly, increase funding
initiatives focused on making the campus more
inclusive.
As of writing this essay, all but one of these
demands has been met; the building names remain.20 Following We Are Done, and the actions of San Francisco 49ers quarterback, Colin
Kaepernick, a coalition of students who dubbed
themselves Bama Sits began a silent protest
“against how our country perceives and treats
marginalized groups,”21 by sitting during the
singing of the National Anthem at UA’s college
football games.
Both of these groups demonstrate students’
active steps to combat complacency and inaction, to visibly and audibly dissent within the
framework of civility. The work these groups
have accomplished has provided opportunities
that have engaged the larger campus community in critical conversations surrounding race.
Unfortunately, despite opportunities for disElizabeth Elkin, "We Are Done Demands Equality on
Campus," Crimson White, 11/18/2015, accessed
07/31/2018,
http://www.cw.ua.edu/article/2015/11/we-are-donedemands-equality-on-campus.
21 Isabella Garrison, "Bama Sits Members Discuss
Effectiveness, Future Goals," Crimson White, 12/01/2016,
http://www.cw.ua.edu/article/2016/12/bama-sitsmembers-discuss-effectiveness-future-goals.
20

For more, see: Kate Sinclair, "Klansmen Survive
Campus Upheavals," New York Times, August 4, 2017,
accessed July 23, 2018,
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/04/education/edlif
e/kkk-ku-klux-klan-college-campuses.html. In addition,
despite the fact that he neither attended nor taught at
UA, one building bears the name of Josiah Nott, a leader
in the racist polygenist movement of the 19th Century.
19
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course modeled by We Are Done and Bama
Sits, deeper and sustained conversations have
yet to take hold, further demonstrating how
complacency or inaction become the de facto
solution to campus problems surrounding race.
It should be noted, however, that this kind
of inaction is likely to be challenged more and
more at UA—both by student groups and by
institutional programs. Since 2013, UA Crossroads, an initiative of UA’s Division of Community Affairs, has played an active role in creating respectful and inclusive spaces for students, staff, and faculty to engage in conversations surrounding issues of race on campus. Its
activities have included hosting student dialogs
after racial bias incidents, as well as cosponsoring workshops on inclusive classroom
practices with UA’s Office of Academic Affairs.
Further, since Dr. G. Christine Taylor joined
UA in the Fall 2017 term as Vice President and
Associate Provost for Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion, her office has overseen efforts to
formulate and implement programs for inclusion and belongingness following a universitywide diversity mapping exercise.
For its part, NC urges students to think
critically about how racially charged incidents
on campus are regarded in seminar classes and
in out-of-class discussions with faculty. Our
faculty encourage students to think about how
the campus operates and how to evaluate their
individual impact on UA’s campus culture and
environment—as well as their capability to effect change in that environment.
NC’s approach differs from a campus culture that emphasizes a more utilitarian approach, encouraging students to act in ways
that are best for the University as a whole, rather than in terms of the student body’s various
constituencies. Although using language that
encourages and promotes a sense of community can be beneficial to unify groups, it can also
be problematic. In this context, addressing

79

complex issue of race on campus, while appealing to institutional values, can drown out the
concerns of minority groups most directly affected by racial bias incidents.22 This collectivist
impulse often takes precedence over the needs
of historically marginalized student groups. For
students of color and other historically marginalized constituencies, it is difficult to feel adequately represented within that institutional
“we.”

… this collective “we” often
suppresses the opportunity to
address or critique events
For students at the margins of this institutional “we,” official communications about the
values of the university in response to racial
bias incidents can be simultaneously heartening
and disheartening. This was the case with opening phrase of a January 2018, campus-wide
email from UA President Stuart Bell: “In light
of the racist and disturbing videos . . . ”23 These
words set the tone for the Spring 2018 semester
at UA after a student video, brimming with racial slurs, surfaced on the heels of the Martin
Luther King, Jr. Day holiday. Unfortunately,
this would be the first of three racially charged
incidents in 2018 that would necessitate UA’s
President to address matters of race in messages to the student body.
As noted above, the collectivist language in
each email was a welcome reminder of the role
students of color play as participants in a democracy. But for those same students, this collective “we” often suppresses the opportunity
to address or critique events that target or impact them. Despite the assertion that these acHughes.
from President Stuart Bell," accessed July 27,
2018. https://emailtemplates.ua.edu/president/messagefrom-the-president-15/.
22

23"Letter
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tions are not reflective of the campus community or the student body as a whole, the reality
is that these events take place as a result of cultures evident both in the state and in the current national political climate. Though the language in each email indicated both deep personal and institutional concern, these condolences could not root out the problem, which
has proven itself to be deeply rooted in UA’s
historical conventions, which privilege tradition
over progress. There is a fine line to be
acknowledged by UA students on the campus:
the difficulty of meaningfully contributing to
the story of race on campus when, whether or
not they realize it, students bump up against
larger systemic issues apparent on, and beyond,
campus.
The email responding to the first incident
was surprisingly frank, using phrases like, “I
want to express my personal disgust and disappointment,”24 to describe the student’s racist
King-Day rant. Although this emotionally
charged language was welcome, as was its attribution to the President of the University, the
message did not engage the student populations
most directly affected. Further, the offering of
additional resources—“if you have been impacted”25—did not erase the words on the videos from memory, nor could it provide comfort
to students trying to find a way to go to class
without feeling ashamed of their own skin—or
wondering who, among their peers, supported
them.
The reality is there is no “if.” The video
should have had an impact on all viewers, and
this was an opportunity to open broad discussions about issues of race and their impact on
marginalized populations on campus. Instead,
the matter was assigned a discrete answer, as if
an isolated incident. No apology can take away
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the feeling of not belonging on the basis of
something that cannot be changed, but fostering an honest conversation could at least alleviate some of the discomfort.
NC seeks to equip students to have these
honest conversations themselves by providing
approaches and tools necessary to discuss complex issues while avoiding the ideological
standoffs. As described above, seminar learning
and sustained advising relationships help to create environments in and beyond formal classroom settings where students are free to express concerns and feelings in authentic and
deliberate ways. Whether class members are
Interdisciplinary Studies majors or UA students,
all have the opportunity to learn the skills needed to discuss issues that collectivist approaches
to racial bias incidents tend not to fully address.
Through its curriculum and advising process, NC works to deliver on the promise of
inclusive and agentic learning environments
where students can make themselves a part of
the collective “we,” and constitute a visible
presence and audible voice on campus that sincerely represents the goal of reckoning with
issues that marginalize members of the UA
community.

In Her Own Words: Becoming a
Voice
Speaking from my26 experience as a UA student, in the Fall of 2016, I had the opportunity
to use the tools NC provides to students for
the first of many times.
After the 2016 presidential election, feelings
that I had not recognized surfaced, and muchneeded discussions about my role as a black
student on campus began. In the days following
In addition to my contributions throughout, my coauthor and I thought it important that I provide my personal narrative to conclude this essay.
26

Ibid.
25 Ibid.
24
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the election, Dr. Julia Cherry, a NC professor,
asked students who needed to talk to stay after
class in our Introduction to Interdisciplinary
Studies. I was hesitant, but this would be the
moment I was inspired to become an active
voice on campus for students of color.
During the conversation, there were moments I felt I could not adequately convey my
message, could not articulate the feelings of
deep concern regarding my future as a black
student. I walked away feeling that the words I
had hoped would influence others’ thoughts
were lost. I knew that there was something
more that needed to be said. In that discussion,
I learned how difficult it could be to articulate
the sometimes uncomfortable feelings surrounding race. I also learned that despite the
difficulty, and, at times, the lack of words, these
attempts at deep personal expression were
worthwhile and are a necessary part of civil discourse.
This would be the first time I had taken the
time to honestly evaluate the aspects of race
that have impacted my personal identity, and
experience as a student, at a predominantly
white institution. Having grown up in predominantly white areas, I was cultured to shoulder
the burden of my race. And it would be as a
student at UA that I would comprehend how
deeply the many verbal slights and jabs that
went along with that burden—what I since
have learned to recognize as microaggressions—had affected me. From the time I
stepped on campus, to that after-class conversation, I had internalized it all. The political
climate and the environment it produced on
campus forced me to recognize there were aspects of my life that I had not addressed. It was
then that I realized there was more to be discussed, misconceptions to be challenged, and
that I had the agency and ability to do both.
Since this moment of realization, participating in NC seminars like Cooperation and Con-
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flict, and subsequently Social Issues and Ethics,
helped me learn to take these issues head on.
These courses did more than demonstrate how
to prepare for challenging discussions—they
also provided lessons in how and when to listen, and how and when to respond. Taking
these classes, while bringing my own experiences and interests to them, helped pushed me to
establish myself as an active participant in conversations around race—to find ways not only
to engage, but also provide my own critical
takeaways. Advising sessions with faculty from
these seminars helped me to find ways to apply
classroom experiences to other areas of my life
on campus, such as service leadership. From
the vantage point of my senior year, I can see
that the skills NC courses and advising teach
are transferable and have informed both how I
approach discussions in non-NC classes as well
as conversations outside of academic settings.
As a student of color, walking into UA

While the pillars that frame so
many UA buildings stand as
monuments to what came before, programs like NC mark
where we are going.
classrooms and lecture halls is bittersweet.
There is a constant reminder of the many barriers that have kept, and still keep, students like
me from entering. And then there is the physical space, with its architecture reminiscent of
the so-called “peculiar institution.” While the
pillars that frame so many UA buildings stand
as monuments to what came before, programs
like NC mark where we are going.
Being a part of NC and the after-class discussion in 2016 motivated me to seek opportunities to co-author the story of black students
on UA’s campus. The Black Faculty and Staff
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Association Black Scholars Program (“BFSA
Program”) was the first group I joined. Like
NC, it has become a pivotal part of my journey
as a black student. While the BFSA Program
does not work directly with campus organizations or movements, it fosters an environment
that motivates black students to seek out spaces
on campus that have not traditionally been
viewed as inclusive, as well as to pursue opportunities for scholarship and leadership. The
BFSA Program provides a space for black students to find not only ways to excel academically, but also to avail themselves of resources and
opportunities for students of color on campus
that are not always well advertised.
NC and the BFSA Program have been vital
both to my personal development and to my
understanding of what it means to be a black
student on UA’s campus. Through these programs, I have used my ability to think critically
to help address issues on campus. I have
learned to use the tools of civil discourse and
dissent, so students like me can increasingly be
heard and seen—and so that we can stake our
claim to the collective “we”-voice of the UA
student body.
And at the same time I found my voice, I
found a home.
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Edutainment and
Panexperiential Learning
in the Radically Empirical
Classroom
Myron Moses Jackson
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nius (1592-1670), imagined in his manifesto
Way of Light is coming to fruition: the world has
become its own laboratory and classroom.2
Whereas Comenius’ baroque views on education were religiously missionary in nature and
pursuing a kind of “pedagogical gnosis,” it is
my contention that American edutainment provides a marque example of how education
“travels” in this decentralized climate.

Besl Family Chair in Ethics/Religion and Society
Xavier University

To entertain is to abide with a
proposition in a manner that is
hospitable and open.

It is a new kind of entertainment that goes far beyond
simply "amusing" its audience. This picture is vital entertainment—it treats on a subject that directly affects
every man, woman, and child, in America. With dramatic action it exposes the basic ideas that will rid the
mind of confusion and clarify the war thinking of the
public.
—Walt Disney1

Education and entertainment reinforce each
other to form the genuine nucleus of that lifelong scholae or leisure. Entertainment broadly
conceived—sports, movies, music—are the
dominant rituals of American ways of life. But
it has a richer and more complex meaning. In
the process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead, entertainment is the power to engage
“lures for feeling,” in the mode of the interesting
rather than the true. In the same spirit of that
great American author Mark Twain who said:
“I never let my schooling interfere with my education,” Whitehead wrote “in the real world it is
more important that a proposition be interesting than that it be true. The importance of truth
is that it adds to interest.”3
Therefore, the danger of education is that it
will become static, underutilized, or “inert”
without being “tested or thrown into fresh
combinations.”4 To entertain is to abide with a
proposition in a manner that is hospitable and

Despite all of the challenges and uncertainties
facing higher education, traveling and tourism
continue to be used as a primary means to immerse oneself in the adventures of learning.
Given the monopolization of technologicallygenerated virtual times and spaces “to have
gone there,” to be exposed to the cultural
foods, dress, vernaculars, history, customs, and
jokes is still regarded as more fundamental,
with longer-lasting appeal.
Perhaps the vision that one of the great fathers of modern education, John Amos Come-

John Amos Comenius, The Way of Light, trans. E. T.
Campagnac (London: The University Press, 1938 [1641]).
3 Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, Corrected
Edition, eds. D.R. Griffin and D.W. Sherburne (New
York: Free Press, 1978 [1929]), 259, emphasis added.
4 Alfred North Whitehead, The Aims of Education and Other
Essays (New York: Free Press, 1967 [1911]), 1.
2

Interview with Alexander de Seversky. See Richard
Shale, Donald Duck Joins Up: The Walt Disney Studio During
World War II (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1982),
69. See also,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Educational_entertainme
nt.
1
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open. Classrooms and laboratories are nothing
but the encapsulations of entertaining propositions, for the sake of adventurous living. Education is the “art of living,” however, in Whitehead’s philosophy, and expands beyond each of
these domains.
As a high school student, like many American teenagers during that time, I can recall entering “Homeroom” every morning to watch
the Channel One news telecast (Anderson
Cooper and Lisa Ling were its young reporters)
about current global events. Before starting our
day, my classmates and I were brought to bear
with tragedies like Genocide in Rwanda and
Yugoslavia, the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing,
or Princess Diana’s funeral. There were also
stories of innovation that sparked the imagination, like cloning Dolly the sheep or tracking
images captured by the Mars Pathfinder.
Television productions and media were
joining forces with the teacher to fulfill a more
robust educational mandate. Being able to present the complexities of history and the world,
in acoustic and visual “real times,” started to
take precedence over our attention spans. Today’s classrooms have been transformed into
megaplex entertainment studios generating
learning tropes and methods in multifocal and
polythematic styles. A fusion between education and entertainment—edutainment—has manifested itself as commonplace in the American
curriculum. Home and school have merged into
one. It turns out the same installations needed
for good learning, in the American sense, can
best be co-produced through good entertainment.
Of course, intertwined with this positive
nexus is a negative one—academic capitalism.
Profiteers in the school trade have long opted
for infotainment rather than edutainment. It is
no mystery that American universities are the
most diverse hubs of the country and we
should embrace and promote it. It is a strength,
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not a weakness. And it is not education alone
that contributed to this positive uniqueness of
the American campus—the athletic and extracurricular ethos have kept so many schools
honest when it comes to meeting their diversity
mandates.
It is through the arenas, concerts, and theatres that Americans, of all ethnicities and
creeds, from around the world, come together
to celebrate not just a school, but the culture.
Colleges and universities aim to tap into this
rich and impactful spirit of diversity. Part of
their cause is to increase and enhance the number of “underrepresented” groups who have
been marginalized historically and culturally.
This reality is inevitable given how much our
experience has been saturated in virtual integration. The goal of any education worth its dollar
should be not to turn us merely into students,
but into civically-minded global citizens.
My formative years of K-12 education underwent a great shift through the “virtualization” of such experiences beyond one’s local
and familiar preferences. The birth of the Internet marked an exciting time that presented
boundless possibilities, at least according to
many of my teachers. Scholars and journalists
have hastily employed critiques against the
“popularization” of science, religion, philosophy, and so on, without recognizing a necessary
distinction that is crucial to remember in the
information age. Education is supposed to keep
us mindful and alert to reflect on methods that
will keep our knowledge fresh and dynamic.
As French philosopher Bruno Latour once
remarked, “facts are like frozen vegetables” because they need a host of support networks to
“strive and thrive.” Education “freezes” as well
and demands we find ways to warm it up. Entertainment is the power to follow and take on
the different modes of experiential reference
and cultural symbolic meaning, across a wide
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array of anthropological dimensions, while
showing the interplay of such modes.
Infotainment, on the other hand, belittles
the value of epistemic awareness and honesty
through a weaponization of knowledge—
pseudo-knowledge for the sake of ideologues
and anti-ideologues alike! School becomes a
kind of indoctrination base camp designed to
conceal how propaganda is used to fuel the
“culture wars” of identity politics. This flavor
of “learning” is whimsically passionate on the
surface of things, without taking us beyond our
real differences. It sterilizes us against hearing a
diversity of viewpoints, while only being able to
take itself in the serious and heavy mode.

… consumer-students will avoid
“education as boredom” at all
costs and make themselves ripe
for joblessness.
Gossip and sensationalism are the mainstays of infotainment, which relies on the cultlike worship of celebrity fashions and dramas. It
is concerned merely with the peripheral experiences of college, such as “rankings” and how
many talking heads it can land on TV. Consumerist-affluent trends have conflated education with infotainment. Such consumerstudents will avoid “education as boredom” at
all costs and make themselves ripe for joblessness. They are the ones who are likely to tell
you, “it is not what you know, but who you
know.” Little to no thought is given to what
they love to do, Whitehead’s “romantic” stage of
education, they are more concerned with being
recognized as a member in the cult of success.5
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Given this vulgarly pragmatic mindset, universities are no longer the centers of gravitas
they use to be. They are widely revered as big
business, making them largely indistinguishable
from corporations. Although it is true that
American higher education is at a crossroads to
meet the new challenges of learning in the digital age, a larger problem with regards to its aims
and values looms. Universities mostly represent
an academic capitalism adjusted to an entrepreneurial, post-industrial economy. “University
culture, like American culture writ large, is ever
more devoted to consumption and entertainment, to the using and using up of goods and
images.”6
Higher educational institutions are havens
of a vulgar pragmatism more concerned with
branding a product for consumer-students who
want the credentials necessary to obtain a career
for upward mobility in socio-economic terms.
Emphasis seems to be placed on education only
secondarily as the inflated financial commitment to athletic complexes, coaches, and administrators indicate. Scholars Sheila Slaughter
and Gary Rhoades explain in their work, Academic Capitalism and the New Economy: Markets,
State, and Higher Education, how college plays a
mundane and unfulfilling role once focus shifts
away from faculty and students to market opportunities. “The idea of a college or university
as a space for public discussion, debate, commentary, and critique is pushed to the background. Instead, colleges and universities focus
increasingly on preparing students for new
economy employment.”7
Whitehead warned against the vulgar pragmatism of academic capitalism when he reflect-

Mark Edmundson, “On the Uses of Liberal Education,” Harper’s Magazine, 1997 (September), 40.
7 Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades, Academic Capitalism
and the New Economy: Markets, State, and Higher Education
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2004), 333.
6

Whitehead’s three stages of educational development
are: 1) Romance; 2) Precision; and 3) Generalization. See,
The Aims of Education and Other Essays, 17-19.
5

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
5(1) 83–93
©Author(s) 2018

ed on his long career “plunged into the principalities of education”:
One of the great fallacies of American
thinking is that human worth is constituted
by a particular set of aptitudes which lead to
economic advancement. This is not true at all.
Two thirds of the people who can make
money are mediocre; and at least one half
of them are morally at a low level. As a
whole, they are vastly inferior to other types
who are animated by the economic motives;
I mean the artists, and teachers, and professional people who do work which they love for
its own sake and earn about enough to get
along on.8
The commodification of education largely performs the function of “certification,” which
does not emphasize a lifelong quest for
knowledge or commitment to the cultivation of
character. Commodification is concerned more
with performative skills of appearance and the
ability to run certain software.

We would be amiss as educators if these broadcasting and
dispatching trends were not
recognized.
But students demand to be given, in Whitehead’s sense, personal “assemblage” and not
more bureaucracy nor grand program initiatives
designed around the corporate ethos of the
university. A service-oriented, student-based
approach focuses on the skills necessary to contribute to the achievement of the individual’s
“self-development”—something universities as
corporations seem to be little concerned with.
A. N. Whitehead, Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead as
Recorded by Lucian Price (Scranton, PA: Little, Brown and
Company, 1954), 251-252. Emphasis added.
8
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The widening of our cultural experiences allows
for more personal discretion over one’s means
of education. It is as if universities will face the
same difficulties that consumer-students have
faced for decades.
As Jennifer M. Gidley writes in a recent paper:
While the juggernaut of old-paradigm
thinking keeps its hold on educational institutions, the burgeoning of new knowledge
“paradigms” is breaking through from the
periphery. A plethora of private providers,
social movements, niche research institutes,
open source resources, edutainment and, of
course, the ubiquitous information kaleidoscope of the world wide web, make it increasingly difficult for the former bastions
of knowledge production and dissemination—formal educational institutions—to
compete for “market-share.”9
The vulgar pragmatism contrived in academic
capitalism seeks to monopolize the market to
be well-insulated. But the expansion of virtual
reality has enfranchised many certification and
training authorities. Universities are now competing in consumer-driven markets, as if education were a commodity. Education becomes
utility or is viewed as what is merely useful—in
the sense of infotainment or the scoop. It is no
surprise, then, to hear students claim they don’t
need to take this class or worry about that material given that they “will not have to use it in
the future.”

Jennifer M. Gidley, “Re-imagining the Role and Function of Higher Education for Alternative Futures
Through Embracing Global Knowledge Futures,” in
European Higher Education at the Crossroad: Between the Bologna Process and National Reforms, Part I, eds. Adraian Curaj,
Peter Scott, et. al (New York: Springer Press, 2012),
1031.
9
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Would you say it is presumptuous to believe you actually know what you will or will
not need to know in your future experience?
Students and teachers are no longer regarded as the breadwinners of most universities,
they are simply used to justify its existence.
Concerns over marketing strategies, job placement, and social prestige have reduced the
broader meaning of liberal education found in
Whitehead’s philosophy, which values education as an end-in-itself. Universities have increasingly treated education in consumerist
fashion as a means to individual success and
materialistic progress. As a result, cynical attitudes about the college experience have been
normalized and it is widely believed that education is a money-making hustle.
Universities have largely betrayed edutainment in Whitehead’s robust sense for infotainment. But it does not follow from this that our
experiences of edutainment are without value
or unimportant, especially when it can both enliven us to resist “inert ideas,” and deepen our
purposes or goals of so-called trivial pursuits.
Whitehead’s philosophy commits itself to a radical empiricism concerned with an aesthetics
and adventure of education that embraces the
wide and diverse cultural trends of edutainment. From the standpoint of Whitehead’s philosophy, edutainment represents a “generic
novel contrast.”
Entertainment rituals make up much of the
psycho-social attitudes and beliefs around the
globe; it is where we engage in intense exchanges of political, religious, and economic activisms
and much of our learning concerns these aspects of culture. We would be amiss as educators if these broadcasting and dispatching
trends were not recognized. It might not be the
preference of those immersed in liberal education, but opportunities and symbolizations of
freedom in the dramas of sports, movie, and
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music stars comprise much of our public solidarity.
The Odysseus and Achilles of today are examples lived out in the public scandals and viral
stories that take on wall-to-wall coverage. Social
media dominates the social discourse. Moral
and life lessons are learned through its use on a
daily basis. It is usually in a secondary or analogical sense that the characters from Dante’s
poem or Charles Dickens’ tales will be referenced, but this is not insignificant. Great figures
from the canon of Western learning are more
commonly understood through their portrayal
in cinema. Even that master teacher of the human condition Shakespeare knew that art is not
for amusement. “Shakespeare fully understood
that art should entertain us as well as move us,
frighten us, educate us and so forth. Half his
audience were illiterate! His plays beautifully
combined the high and low [cultures].”10
Whitehead agrees with this and I suspect so
do you.
Hence, there is a thin line between edutainment and performance, or infotainment as
commodification.11 Much of what the world
expects these days is that you have the capacity
to “learn on the fly” and be able to follow onthe-job training. Along with academic capitalism there is the tendency to view the university
as outdated, and slow or unable to respond to
the challenges that these transformations generate.
Following Whitehead’s warning that “learning solidifies” and “the danger is that education
Jules Evans, “High Culture in the Age of Mass Entertainment,” in Philosophy for Life and Other Dangerous Situations, http://philosophyforlife.org/high-culture-in-theage-of-mass-entertainment/. Accessed October 10, 2017.
11 And yes, many scholars and teachers do pursue interests as public intellectuals and infotainers. But this is
more for the sake of fame or celebrity and the desire to
be “liked.” Such concerns are of secondary importance to
edutainers on my view.
10
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will freeze,” German philosopher Peter
Sloterdijk defines teaching as that profession
that “attacks the inertias” of our habits.12 He
traces how the first philosopher-pedagogues’
obsession with habits was really meant to
“show how that already present within humans,
namely the hexis, the habitus, the doxa (joined in
the eighteenth century by prejudice), hinders or
entirely prevents the absorption of the new.”13
In other words, the effects of education can
be paralyzing if they are not relaxed or loosened. A
“block” of “irreversibly embodied properties”
has to be broken through in order to start the
new education. The Asian-speaking world has
known this much longer than the West,
through the example of the great Zen master:
who, to the amazement of his pupil, poured
a cup of tea and did not stop when it was
full, rather continuing to pour; this was
meant to show that a full spirit cannot be
taught anything. The course of study, then,
consists in pondering the question of how
to empty the cup. Whether one should subsequently fill it anew or cultivate its emptiness, once reached, as a value of its own, is
another matter.14
Education as the “art of living” is about channeling novelties for the sake of renewing and
resetting ourselves afresh.
More importantly, the unthawing of inert
ideas is needed to ward off overstatements that
lead to dogmatic, non-empirical claims. But,
even more importantly yet, it is to channel an
“inner verticality” toward the higher in our ascetic or moral practices and exercises. Hence,
the ultimate task of education is to work at the
A. N. Whitehead, Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead as
Recorded by Lucian Price, 63, 165.
13 Peter Sloterdijk, You Must Change Your Life, trans. Wieland Hoban, (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2013), 187.
14 Sloterdijk, You Must Change Your Life.
12
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task of non-mastery—“All education is conversion (metanoia).”
This is the guiding maxim of Peter
Sloterdijk’s You Must Change Your Life. He argues that the historical transmission of
knowledge takes place and results through
transformative processes, for better and worse.
As educators, we work to invite participation in
Whitehead’s “art of living” as conducive, which
is to see meaning in the mundane and to give
meaning to it!
For example, polytechnic engineers are becoming more sensitive to the needs of the
classroom. It is now common knowledge that
our students will display a neurodiversity with regards to how they register on the “spectrum” of
learning disabilities, from Asperger’s to autism.
Recognizing this fact makes the classroom
more life-like, realistic, and radically empirical.
The differentiation of aptitude and challenges
every class presents are as vast as the student
bodies on American campuses, which reveal
some of the rarest pockets of diversity in the
world.
Classrooms are customizing themselves to
the needs of every person. Our appreciation of
neurodiversity can make for a more intense
(Whitehead’s term) learning environment, as
Steve Silberman details at the conclusion of his
must-read book NeuroTribes::
The physical layout of such a world would
offer a variety of sensory-friendly environments .
. . An inclusive school, for example, would
feature designated quiet areas where a student who felt temporarily overwhelmed
could avoid a meltdown. In classrooms, distracting sensory input—such as the buzzing
of fluorescent lights—would be kept to a
minimum. Students would also be allowed
to customize their personal sensory space
by wearing noise-reducing headphones,
sunglasses to avoid glare, and other easily
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affordable and minimally disruptive accommodations.15
Perhaps no other discipline has been guilty
of harboring a negative attitude toward entertainment more than philosophy. Philosophers
are worried about the “dumbing down” of culture and the perceived irrelevance of philosophy itself. The philosopher’s seriousness holds
in contempt the superficial fads that shape
much of the mainstream. Entertainment is seen
as nothing more than Adorno’s “culture industry” or Heidegger’s “chatter,” for example. But
this outright rejection treats education and philosophy ideologically. Ironically, in America, a
larger public has been exposed to philosophy
through the pop culture and philosophy books
series. Those who deny any genuine value or
claim that this is not real philosophy promote a
thin and vulgar snobbism. They treat philosophy as “inert ideas,” the kind that Whitehead
teaches we should resist with “broad intellectual
tolerance.” Rather than serving as conduits for
the learning possibilities of others, they act
more as self-appointed gatekeepers.
For the past thirteen years, Claremont, California has hosted the Whitehead International
Film Festival, which is dedicated to “films that
promote the common good.” Not only do they
show, on average, ten films a year, but they offer classes with philosophers and religious
scholars familiar with Whitehead’s philosophy
and the common good within the interconnectedness of the world. As the Festival’s website
rightly claims,
Films are the common language of people
around the world; we share our cultures
through film; we share our perceptions of

what it is to be human, our trials and our
transformations. Through film, the
“strangeness” of other cultures can turn into appreciation and understanding. And
through appreciating and understanding
one another, we exercise care for one another, doing what we can to seek and promote the common good.16
Intercultural engagement through film is a remarkable application of Whitehead’s philosophy—and who would deny that it has the potential to have immense educational value?
Even those familiar with the Great Books of
the Western World, for example, will recognize
their efforts to complement such cherished
readings as Plato’s Republic or F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby with theatrical productions. Cinema and videography rival the once
unchallenged medium of book learning. PBS,
National Geographic, Disney, and History
serve as main educational hubs in the US, just
as the BBC does in Europe.
Can it be doubted that the biggest platform
for our moral, political, or economic debates
and principles are played out on Netflix
through the documentary industry it has
spawned? Is there any mystery as to why the
lives of intellectual giants such as Alan Turing
(The Imitation Game) and Stephen Hawking
(Hawking) are being portrayed on the Big
Screen? Who could be so short-sighted as to
deny that Plato himself, weary of poetry’s dangerous delusions, used the means of entertainment, in the form of conversational dialogues,
to present one of the most complete and persuasive philosophies known to humankind?17

Read this statement, “Why Whitehead?” at:
http://whiteheadfilmfestival.org/about/whywhitehead/.
17 It was Whitehead himself who famously remarked that
the history of Western philosophy can be summarized as
16

Steve Silberman, NeuroTribes—The Legacy of Autism and
the Future of Neurodiversity (New York: Penguin Random
House, 2015), 471-472.
15
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Little patience should be granted to those closed off to the
educational opportunities popular culture can supply.
The American general public was introduced to edutainment long ago by Benjamin
Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac. Just as the
printing presses have always worked with the
poet or the scholar, educators today would be
wise to collaborate with digital engineers to enhance the virtualization of the classroom experience. Polytechnic and polythematic norms
and aims can be brought together in interesting
interplay. Most of what is taken for granted as
hard-core science today, was once the product
of imaginative fiction, considered to be a fantasy world. Little patience should be granted to
those closed off to the educational opportunities popular culture can supply.
This leads me into a discussion of one of
Whitehead’s most important themes—one that
grounds the radically empirical classroom—style.
“Style” means to “restrain power.” Style as an
activity of restraint is the “ultimate morality of
the mind.”
In our age of the infosphere and virtual integration, one finds it rather convenient to have
one’s nose in the new book—mobile phones.
There is a real difference between book and
“cloud” people. As we immerse ourselves more
in the worlds of data networks, we move from
a tangible aesthetics of physical books, DVDs,
or vinyl records to fingertip command. I suspect that this will radically alter the way we feel
and remember our way through our experiences in the world. Unlike book culture, in the
a “series of footnotes to Plato.” See: Alfred North
Whitehead, Process and Reality, 39.
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world of cloud learners the library has become
non-local, to be carried around in your pocket.
The medium of a smart phone is non-static and
does not portray a self-contained, all-knowing
character.
In his informative essay, “The Coming
Revolution in (Higher) Education: Process,
Time, and Singularity,” Randall Auxier writes:
“Your phone says something different every time
you consult it. It registers changes in the world,
in potency and actuality, while you are not consulting it and then presents you with these
changes in actuality when you check it. What a
wonderous book that would be, no? Would you
like to have a book that rewrites itself, seemingly by itself, at every moment, to chart and arrange the world for your convenient digestion
whenever you choose?”18
To keep up with this kind of ever-changing
book, one needs to enact style as a way to fend
off the accelerated ways the world is moving at
us. Cognitive resignation will become a more
tempting option in the future as all of the
world’s events increasingly occur in “real time,”
with virtual simultaneity. This will induce overwhelming cognitive stress and demand that attention and dedication come by way of style in
order to “master” the labor of non-mastery. We
will need to internalize the reflective life that
formal education helps us to cultivate without
being ignorant of the ways that play can reinvigorate such a monumental task.
The branding and hype campaigns of infotainment will always remain a cheap substitute
for the riches of edutainment. Our schools and
communities will be better off, I contend, if we
remember and pursue the adventurous life of
scholae. Without a willingness to take the serious
Randall E. Auxier, “The Coming Revolution in (Higher) Education: Process, Time, and Singularity,” in Contemporary Philosophical Proposals for the University: Toward a
Philosophy of Higher Education (New York: Palgrave Macmillan), 241. Emphasis original.
18
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into the non-serious and vice versa, education
will never get off the ground. As political philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft, who argued vigorously for the co-educational benefits of the
sexes, reminds us:
Men and women must be educated, in a
great degree, by the opinions and manners
of the society they live in. In every age there
has been a stream of popular opinion that
has carried all before it, and given a family
character, as it were, to the century. It may
then fairly be inferred, that, till society be
differently constituted, much cannot be expected from education.19
With the democratization of media broadcasting, everyone feels like an equal player in
the global arena of meta-dispatching. Our age is
characterized by a massive bankruptcy of leadership in leaders competent enough, and worthy of our confidential trust, to soak up our
complaints and anger. Political parties, churches, secret societies, even immediate families are
viewed with suspicion, and we lack confidence
in the fact that these are still viable authorities
we can confide in. The stakes in the competitions of techno-athleticism have been raised
and the virtual training camps remain open
around the clock. Rage combined with phobocratic, self-segregating psychosocial attitudes
have no other place to go other than these digital platforms. Social media provide the new cultural “anger banks” for people to set up frustration accounts, and debit their confessionals as
deposits or withdrawals.20

Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Woman,
ed. Sylvana Tomaselli (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995 [1792]), 89.
20 Peter Sloterdijk, Rage and Time: A Psychopolitical Investigation, trans. Mario Wenning (Columbia: Columbia University Press, 2012).
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That is why social activism must be updated—literally!

The stakes in the competitions
of techno-athleticism have been
raised and the virtual training
camps remain open around
the clock.
Practices of social resistance today will likely register, and have the potential to make a real
difference, if they are organized around a robust design principle, providing for catalogues
of improvements in community engagement,
working with narrative structures that continually undergo installments—to be downloaded
and updated, so to speak. The tasks of “active
citizenry” lie in not only serving others by making sure their voices are heard, but by finding
new and creative ways to upload and express
them that are inclusive and less harmful.
Educational value can never be underestimated in this regard. Social media activism is
always in need of historical authorities and the
wisdom they speak through the ages. The overall goal is to resist those virtual tendencies, in
the performative or aesthetic mode, that render
us passive and take a reactionary stand. We
have all too easily become dwellers in the pseudo-communes of reactionaries. Malcolm X nor
M. L. King—two of my heroes—gave themselves over to such reactionary mass conformity.
In his book, Experience and Education, Dewey
defines “thinking” as “a postponement of immediate action, while it effects internal control
of impulse through a union of observation and
memory, this union being the heart of reflec-
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tion.”21 Like machines who operate so smoothly as if they were on autopilot mode, we are
tempted to lash out in the heat of the moment,
without recourse to circumspection. It is largely
an effort to keep up with the increased acceleration the infosphere presents in its hyper-speeds.
Our interaction on social media takes on the
inert and volatile character that Whitehead and
Sloterdijk warned against. It is all too easy to
get “caught up in it.”
The impulsive nature of social media is
dangerously empowering. One’s career and
reputation can be ruined just as quickly—as we
see justice served in the prosecution of untouchable stars. We usually have to learn the
lessons of the wider and deeper implications of
our actions the hard way. “Careful observation”
goes along with reflective judgment, acting as a
deterrent to avoid erratic behavior. Dewey continues:
Traditional education tended to ignore the
importance of personal impulse and desire
as moving springs. But this is no reason
why progressive education should identify
impulse and desire with purpose and thereby pass lightly over the need for careful observation, for wide range information, and for
judgement if students are to share in the
formation of the purposes which activate
them. In an educational scheme, the occurrence of a desire and impulse is not the final
end. It is an occasion and a demand for the
formation of a plan and a method of activity. Such a plan, to repeat, can be formed
only by study of conditions and by securing
all relevant information.22

John Dewey, Experience and Education, Kappa Delta Pi
Lecture, Reprint Edition (New York: Free Press, 1997
[1938]), 64.
22 John Dewey, Experience and Education, 70-71.
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Students can get excited about class by
documenting the lessons through pictures and
videos. These are not activities to be held separately from their lives but may be integral to
them. Opportunities to teach through digital
technologies cannot ignore the social impact
these media have in shaping and discharging
the psycho-social milieu—our broadcasting
powers can be used for good and bad. We must
not succumb to impulse and immediate desire.

We have to encourage students
to see beyond sheer
instrumentality.
As John Dewey wrote, “Such occurrences
do not provide the model for education. The
crucial educational problem is that of procuring
the postponement of immediate action upon
desire until observation and judgment have intervened.”23 Fear-mongering is a dangerous tactic that sabotages the democratic processes of
dialogue and deliberation because it makes us
act on our most acute impulses. We have to
encourage students to see beyond sheer instrumentality. It is not important to be “first” in the
rat-race of infotainment, but to find a way to
endure beyond the trivial and superficial for the
sake of substantive change.
Long-lasting appeal is what can make a true
impact and that is why traditional education
remains so transformational.

Myron M. Jackson is the Besl Family Chair in

Ethics/Religion and Society at Xavier University. Dr.
Jackson holds a Ph.D. in Philosophy from Southern
Illinois University, where he wrote a dissertation
on Ironic American Exceptionalism and the Myth of
the Open Self. He taught at Grand Valley State University before coming to Xavier. His interests include
23

Ibid., 69.

The Journal of School & Society
ISSN 2575-9922
5(1) 83–93
©Author(s) 2018

social and political philosophy, philosophy and religion,
philosophy of culture, public law, the history of political
thought, and philosophy and race.

93

