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Political Correctness Gone Amok?

From Mashable.com (1 December 2015) -
Harvard Law School Dean Martha Minow has appointed a committee to look into replacing the school’s controversial shield which includes three sheaves of wheat that represent the Isaac Royall family, who helped fund the school’s founding but was also a notorious slave owner.

The Royall family is tied to the founding of Harvard’s law school through donated funds and land used for the school. But as the “Royall Must Fall” group contended in an open letter in November, the family was also notorious for being brutal slavers, an image which the school should divest itself from.

Physical symbols are an expression of who we are and what we value as a community. From the portraits of professors on the second floor of Wasserstein, to the paintings in the library, to the current composition of the faculty, the law school is filled with visual reminders that this school was created by, and for, white men. The most ubiquitous of these symbols, the seal—which adorns all of our buildings, apparel, stationery, and diplomas—honors a slaver and murderer.

The day after the open letter was posted, an unknown assailant vandalized photos of the school’s black professors, crossing their portraits with black tape. Harvard Police are still investigating the incident as a hate crime.

Minow made the announcement about the committee in an email sent to faculty and students last week, according to The Harvard Crimson and noted that both groups would be represented on the committee, which will be made up of five professors, two law students and an alumnus or alumna. 

In her email, Minow said of the shield, “Through that process, we will gain a better sense of what course of action should be recommended and pursued, and we will discuss and understand important aspects of our history and what defines us today and tomorrow as a community dedicated to justice, diversity, equality and inclusion.”

According to the Crimson, Minow’s email included proposals the law school will take to make it “more inclusive and diverse,” such as new hiring.

The Royall Family symbol has been part of the school shield since the university created shields for all of its schools in 1936.
From thecrimson.com 2 December 2015 – by Jacob Loup (a third-year student at Harvard Law School):
A Time for Reckoning at Harvard Law School

In a recent op-ed in the New York Times, Professor Randall Kennedy shared his concerns about student responses to the recent taping-over of the portraits of Harvard Law School’s black faculty. As he says, much of the unrest is not about the tape itself but about a conviction that the episode gives us a “revealing glimpse” into the “soul of Harvard Law School.” Professor Kennedy resists this conclusion. In his view, too many students are becoming “unglued,” seizing on “dubious” claims of racism at school, “nurturing an inflated sense of victimization,” and “minimizing” past victories.

Professor Kennedy’s op-ed reflects natural anxieties about change. Glue holds things together. Crisis pulls them apart. But glue can also cement centuries-old ideologies, making them hard to tear down even once they’ve been widely repudiated. Harvard Law School is glued together not by the supple bonds of a far-reaching fellowship, but by the hardened amber of a dominant class’s precedents and traditions.

We must come unglued. This is not to say that the school should be tossed into chaos. It is to say that we should finally and fully embrace the difficult task of understanding and reckoning with our history. We must acknowledge the magnitude of American racism—including the way it poisons our own community—and recognize the urgency of pulling it down.

Professor Kennedy accepts and knows well that “racism and its kindred pathologies” are “big foes.” And he grants that “some” students’ diagnoses “have a ring of validity.” Yet his instincts—informed by decades of wide reading and rich experience, no question—also tell him that those students may be “exaggerating” the forces of racism, thus making those forces seem “more formidable than they actually are.”

But what if these students, with their unique sets of experiences informed by their own reading of history, are more closely attuned than he realizes to some truly deep obstacles to change?

For instance, in Professor Kennedy’s view, “a decision by a professor to focus on a seemingly dry, technical issue rather than a more accessible, volatile subject involving race might well reflect a justifiable pedagogical strategy.” It might. But it also might reflect a yielding to inertia. And in this society, where the status quo secures the ill-got disproportionate power of white people, inertia is a formidable obstacle to change.

Issues of race are inextricably woven into the broad blanket of American law. The ideology of white supremacy and racial difference was at the epicenter of this society’s birth and upbringing. And it has settled deep in this country’s blood and bones, including in the gigantic, complex bundle of laws and court cases and customs that determine how we govern ourselves.

So when law schools presented with roomfuls of pliant young minds acquiesce in reducing major areas of law to “dry, technical issues,” they play a role in entrenching a system with racism in its marrow. For well-meaning people in certain positions, like those who teach tomorrow’s political leaders and wealth holders and judicial decision-makers, there arguably comes a point where dispassion amounts to endorsement. This is a formidable obstacle to change. (A related argument applies to students who, like me, too often fail to break silence in the classroom.)

There’s a similar counterpoint to Professor Kennedy’s argument that “opposition to racial affirmative action can stem from a wide range of sources other than prejudice.” That’s true, it can. But it often reflects a documented tendency of societies to legitimize the structures that have long secured dominant-group entitlements. Social psychologists call this tendency system justification theory. If this impulse to preserve the status quo drives much of the opposition to affirmative action, then it too is a formidable obstacle to change.

Harvard Law School vows in its mission statement “to educate leaders who contribute to the advancement of justice and the well-being of society.” To advance justice in our particular society, where the methodical administration of racial injustice has reigned for centuries, we must commit to uncovering the roots of the ideology of racial difference and breaking them out of the stubborn, hard-packed ground so many of us have comfortably trod for so long.

To many of those who have begun this project, Professor Kennedy imputes an “inflated sense of victimization.” In his view, “the right spirit” is simply to keep walking. But from where many students sit, the countless hours our peers have spent probing the depths of the racial divide at the law school and beyond are not the moanings of victims, but the toilings of those who take the schools’s mission statement most seriously. They are striving to reorder our law school and our society, and we should not let the hard old glue of yesterday’s prejudices slow them in their brave efforts to get us all unstuck.

From The New York Times 11 September 2015 by Noah Remnick:
Yale Grapples With Ties to Slavery in Debate Over College’s Name
NEW HAVEN — When Maya Jenkins was accepted to Yale, her family erupted in joy. Still, her mother confessed a concern: that her daughter might be assigned to Calhoun College, one of the 12 residential colleges at the heart of the university’s undergraduate life. It is named for John C. Calhoun, a Yale valedictorian-turned-politician from South Carolina and one of the 19th century’s foremost white supremacists, who promoted slavery as “a positive good.”

Ms. Jenkins, a black sophomore from Indianapolis, brushed aside her mother’s apprehensions, but a few months later, she was indeed placed in Calhoun, where depictions of its namesake abound. As she eats lunch in the dining hall or studies in the common room, the historical association feels inescapable.

“I’m constantly thinking about Calhoun the slave owner staring me down,” Ms. Jenkins, 19, said. “It’s supposed to be my home, but I feel like I can’t be my full self here.”

She belongs to a growing chorus of students, alumni and faculty members calling on Yale to rename the college. The idea has circulated around campus for decades, to minimal effect. But this academic year, galvanized by the massacre in Charleston and the removal of the Confederate battle flag outside the South Carolina State House, Yale finds itself in a renewed debate over its historical ties to slavery and the symbols of that affiliation.

In addition to the debate over Calhoun, which was named in 1933, some at Yale have suggested an end to calling the heads of the colleges “masters,” a traditional title at the university without roots in slavery. In a letter to his students last month, Stephen Davis, the head of Pierson College, asked that his title be dropped, saying no African-American “should be asked to call anyone ‘master.’ ”

This summer, law school students circulated an online petition equating the Calhoun College name with the Confederate flag. They have collected around 1,500 signatures demanding its removal. In a recent editorial, The Yale Daily News supported the renaming “not to obliterate history but to inscribe different values into Yale’s present.”

Yale’s president, Peter Salovey, concentrated his address to the incoming freshman class on the Calhoun controversy. “The time has come for us to have a thoughtful and public discussion of what we ought to do,” he said.

Debates over similarly charged relics have long roiled campuses. Brown announced in 2003 that it would investigate its ties to slavery and the slave trade, setting off similar initiatives at other academic institutions, including Harvard, William & Mary, Princeton and Columbia. But Yale and other universities are increasingly contemplating another step: whether to expunge public displays of these legacies.

Vanderbilt University tried to change the name of its Confederate Memorial Hall, but the United Daughters of the Confederacy, which paid to erect the building in 1933, successfully sued to stop the action. Duke and East Carolina University took the name Aycock off buildings because the man they were named for, former Gov. Charles B. Aycock of North Carolina, was a noted white supremacist. Washington and Lee University in Virginia removed Confederate battle flags from the chapel where the Confederate general Robert E. Lee is buried.

Some Yale students and professors question whether focusing on such symbols diverts attention from more substantive campus problems with race, including what they see as a weak commitment to faculty diversity.

Yale reports that in its Faculty of Arts and Sciences, less than 3 percent of members — 32 out of 1,145 — are black. Among the roughly 5,400 undergraduates, 11 percent identify themselves as black or African-American.

Jonathan Holloway, the dean of Yale College and the first African-American in that post, earlier served as master of Calhoun, which he said he considered “deliciously ironic.” Dr. Holloway, who has filled his office with books on African-American history and artwork depicting black life in America, said he was torn over how the issue should be addressed.

“I worry about historical amnesia,” he said. “But in the wake of the Charleston shooting, I found myself disillusioned.”

Jonathan Holloway, the dean of Yale College and the first African-American in that post, said that “history is filled with ugliness, and we can’t absolve ourselves of it by taking down something that offends us.” Dr. Holloway and others are questioning how broadly the effort to rescind honors should extend. Calhoun’s statue is among those of eight “worthy” graduates, including Nathan Hale and Eli Whitney, whose likenesses adorn Harkness Tower.

Should the statue come down? Calhoun served as a senator, vice president and secretary of war, and, according to some historians, that influence allowed him to become the singular voice for secession and slavery. But other residential colleges are also named for slave owners, including George Berkeley, Timothy Dwight and Ezra Stiles. Should those colleges be renamed as well?

The debate has gone so far that Dr. Holloway and Dr. Salovey felt compelled to assert that Yale itself would never shed its name, despite ties between the East Indian slave trade and the university’s namesake, Elihu Yale.

“History is filled with ugliness, and we can’t absolve ourselves of it by taking down something that offends us,” Dr. Holloway said.

The Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. said he and other black members of the Calhoun class of 1973 focused their activism elsewhere. Still, they referred to the college with a wink as “Calhoun Plantation.” “We were there to prove Calhoun wrong,” he said. “We wanted to make the rest of society believe we belonged at places like Yale.”

The list of other notable black members of Calhoun includes the actress Angela Bassett, and this year, Dante de Blasio, the son of New York City’s mayor, Bill de Blasio.

Students and faculty members have been startled over the years to discover artifacts at Yale that commemorate slavery without censure. When Chris Rabb, a professor at Temple University, arrived on campus from Chicago in 1988, he said he was stunned to find a stained glass panel in Calhoun College depicting Calhoun with a shackled slave kneeling at his side. “This is literally a form of institutional racism,” he recalled telling the college master. He successfully lobbied for the offending portion to be removed, but back home, his family chided him for allowing Yale to sanitize its history.

Calhoun College was named in 1933. The Yale Corporation, the university’s governing body, is expected to decide about the renaming by the end of the academic year. Andrew Sullivan for The New York Times 

For colleges and universities established in the 18th and 19th centuries, a deep association with slavery was nearly inescapable. In the South, institutions were often built and tended by slaves. While Yale University apparently owned no slaves, some of its presidents did. Slave owners gave early financial support, and slave-owning benefactors and alumni have been celebrated.

For some time, satirical references to slavery punctuated life at Yale. Pierson College had a courtyard called the “slave quarters” into the 1980s, and its newspaper was called The Slave, until black students demanded an end to both.

While at a meeting in Woodbridge Hall during her early years as a tenured professor, Elizabeth Alexander, the poet and former chairwoman of Yale’s African-American studies department, found herself overcome by a portrait of Elihu Yale. At his elbow beckons a young black slave, a metal collar locked around his neck.

“I kept thinking, ‘Wow, this is the place where the most important business of the university gets done and here hangs this painting,’ ” said Dr. Alexander, who graduated from Yale in 1984 and recently left its faculty for Columbia. “But ultimately it’s the place itself that can teach you how to critique the place.”

The portrait was quietly replaced eight years ago with one of Yale standing alone.

Dr. Holloway said he expected the Yale Corporation, the university’s governing body, to decide about the renaming by the end of the academic year. The administration kicked off its sanctioned conversation over Calhoun with an online forum and has a series of events planned for the fall.

At one such gathering on Wednesday in the Calhoun master’s house, the civil war historian and professor David Blight echoed Dr. Holloway’s caution of historical erasure, saying, “Memorialization, representing the past, needs to cause pain.”

But Isaiah Genece, a junior in Calhoun from Westbury, N.Y., offered the event’s most poignant moment. “As much as I’ve come to feel a part of the Calhoun community, as much as I will proudly use that name, these are the things that remind me,” he said, gesturing toward a portrait of Calhoun hanging at the head of the room. “These are the things I find disturbing and fearsome.”

Though Mr. Genece’s emotional testimony resonated with the crowd, many students — black students especially — hope to move beyond such symbolism.

“There’s a way in which these conversations sometimes get used as an excuse for not talking about more pressing issues,” said Lex Barlowe, a junior from New York and the president of the Black Student Alliance at Yale, citing the dearth of black faculty members.

Glenda Gilmore, a professor of American history at Yale who hails from North Carolina, agreed with Ms. Barlowe, and said that while symbols mattered, issues like faculty diversity must move to the fore. “If the administration is really prepared to listen, they should listen hard,” she said. “This is a situation where wrongs can be righted.”
From The New York Times 24 November 2015 – by the Editorial Board:

The Case Against Woodrow Wilson at Princeton

Student protesters at Princeton performed a valuable public service last week when they demanded that the administration acknowledge the toxic legacy of Woodrow Wilson, who served as university president and New Jersey governor before being elected to the White House. He was an unapologetic racist whose administration rolled back the gains that African-Americans achieved just after the Civil War, purged black workers from influential jobs and transformed the government into an instrument of white supremacy.

The protesters’ top goal — convincing the university to rename the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs and the residential complex known as Wilson College — has drawn heavy fire from traditionalists. But the fact that racist policies enacted during Wilson’s presidency are still felt in the country today makes it imperative that the university’s board of trustees not be bound by the forces of the status quo.

Wilson, who took office in 1913, inherited a federal government that had been shaped during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when thousands of African-American men and women passed Civil Service examinations or received political appointments that landed them in well-paying, middle-class government jobs in which they sometimes supervised white workers. This was anathema to Wilson, who believed that black Americans were unworthy of full citizenship and admired the Ku Klux Klan for the role it had in terrorizing African-Americans to restrict their political power.

As the historian Eric Yellin shows in “Racism in the Nation’s Service,” Wilson stocked his government with segregationists who shared his point of view. The man he chose for the postal department, which had the most black employees nationally, had campaigned on the promise that the Democratic Party could be counted on to keep black people out of its own ranks and out of the government affairs of the Southern states. In this way, the administration set about segregating the work force, driving out highly placed black employees and shunting the rest into lower-paying jobs.

For John Abraham Davis, a black midlevel manager in the Government Printing Office with 30 years’ experience, the change came almost overnight. Just months after Wilson was sworn in, Davis was demoted to a succession of menial jobs and ended up as a messenger making half his original salary. As his grandson, Gordon Davis, wrote on the Op-Ed page on Tuesday: “By April 1914, the family farm was auctioned off. John Davis, a self-made black man of achievement and stature in his community at the turn of the 20th century, was, by the end of Wilson’s first term, a broken man. He died in 1928.”

The steady attrition of black white-collar workers like Davis from the federal work force went far deeper than the customary turnover when one party succeeds the other in government. It was a premeditated attempt to impoverish and disempower a small but growing class of black middle-class professionals. This subversion was not limited to Washington. In a few short years, Mr. Yellin writes, the Wilson administration had established federal discrimination as a national norm.

None of this mattered in 1948 when Princeton honored Wilson by giving his name to what is now called the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs. Black Americans were still viewed as nonpersons in the eyes of the state, and even the most strident bigots were held up to public adulation. This is certainly not the case today.

The overwhelming weight of the evidence argues for rescinding the honor that the university bestowed decades ago on an unrepentant racist.
For further consideration:

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/30/arts/woodrow-wilsons-legacy-gets-complicated.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/grade-point/wp/2015/11/23/after-protests-princeton-debates-woodrow-wilsons-legacy
http://yogadork.com/2015/11/24/uproar-after-college-yoga-class-canceled-for-cultural-appropriation-but-have-they-gone-too-far
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/12/nyregion/yale-in-debate-over-calhoun-college-grapples-with-ties-to-slavery.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/political-correctness-debate-over-whether-it-has-gone-too-far-rages-at-universities-from-cambridge-a6734086.html

. . . and related to political correctness in general:
http://www.naturalnews.com/050919_political_correctness_free_speech_UNH.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/beyond-good-and-evil/201509/political-correctness-gone-mad

http://www.hitc.com/en-gb/2011/10/07/11-cases-of-political-correctness-gone-mad
Bruce McNaughton suggests these questions for our discussion:





What does this say about our ‘elite’ students?


Should administrators pay heed to these complaints?


What should the trustees of schools do, if anything?


Should students be permitted/encouraged to continue such efforts?


Are these student actions similar to the resistance to the Vietnam war and/or panty raids?


Are we about to produce a generation of ninnies and whiners?


Where else in our society has political correctness become a divisive issue?
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