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CHICAGO: Disruption of a local prosecutor’s speech
at the University of Chicago by hecklers unhappy
with her handling of a police shooting may have
been the last straw for administrators at one of the
country’s most prestigious schools. After years of tol-
erating dissenters who shouted down unpopular
speakers on campus, the school is now considering a
policy of meting out suspensions, expulsions or oth-
er punishment for those it sees as violating free
speech rights.

“I think the university is now signaling that we
mean business here,” said Jerry Coyne, an ecology
and evolution professor and an outspoken critic of
dissident students who he says are acting “entitled”.
“What they’re basically saying is, ‘We have the right
to harass anybody we don’t like,’” Coyne, who is not
a member of the faculty committee, said about the
disrupters. University rules already bar interfering
with campus activities, but faculty and students said
they could not recall them ever being enforced.

The panel is seeking ways to streamline a “cum-
bersome” student disciplinary system that dates back
to the era of Vietnam War protests, according to a
memo sent to faculty in June. The aim is to protect
“freedom of expression, inquiry and debate” from
interference, the memo says. The proposal is the lat-
est volley in a battle on US university campuses over
what constitutes free speech in an academic environ-
ment. When does a student have a right to heckle

and shout down someone with an offensive point of
view? Should a school cancel a speech that gener-
ates too much controversy? Does a student have a
right to be warned before attending an academic
lecture that may prove upsetting? On the last ques-
tion, the University of Chicago came out strongly last
month in favor of giving faculty the right to decide if
and when to warn students whenever lecture materi-
al might upset or offend some of them.

Students, for instance, have been known to object
to lectures on novels containing scenes of sexual
assault. In August the dean of students, Jay Ellison,
sent a letter to incoming students saying that such
“trigger warnings” were strictly optional. He vowed
the university would not cancel a talk or presentation
no matter how much controversy it generated or
how strongly some students objected. Some stu-
dents defend their right to heckle speakers they con-
sider morally objectionable. They say that authority
figures such as the prosecutor who spoke in February
at the University of Chicago, Cook County State’s
Attorney Anita Alvarez, have many opportunities to
speak their minds.

Alvarez, who took more than a year to charge a
white police officer who fatally shot a black teenager
in 2014, has drawn harsh criticism in Chicago from
Black Lives Matter supporters. “In a world that is con-
sistently silencing black voices, I think it’s important
to make ourselves heard in a way that we cannot be

ignored,” said Mary Blair, a University of Chicago
sophomore who was part of the Alvarez protest. In
March, Alvarez lost a primary election. Her office did
not respond to interview requests.

Located in the third-largest US city, the University
of Chicago, which dates to 1890, is highly ranked
academically, lending its name to the “Chicago
School” of economics. President Barack Obama, who
taught law there, has stood up for campuses hosting
divisive speakers. “If you disagree with somebody,
bring them in and ask them tough questions,”
Obama told Rutgers University’s commencement in
May. He said students should not “shut your ears off
because you’re too fragile.”

Rutgers in New Jersey is one of many US schools
that have canceled speeches in the face of protests in
recent years. In March, hecklers shut down an event
for Republican presidential nominee Donald Trump
at the University of I l l inois at Chicago. At the
University of Chicago, the chairman of the faculty
committee, due to make recommendations by Dec
15, said he is keeping an open mind about how to
change the disciplinary system. “We’re not opposed
to protest. We’re opposed to disruption,” said Randal
Picker, a law professor. “These are university campus-
es; there should be a lot of activity on them.”

Some students blasted the creation of the com-
mittee, calling it an attempt to discourage left-lean-
ing causes. — Reuters

WASHINGTON: Georgetown University
on Thursday announced measures to
atone for profiting from the sale of near-
ly 300 slaves in the 19th century, giving
an edge in admissions to their descen-
dants. University President John DeGioia
promised an official apology that would
come in the form of a “mass of reconcili-
ation in which we will seek forgiveness
for our participation in the institution of
slavery.”

Georgetown is also renaming school
buildings to honor those enslaved, cre-
ating a new institute for the study of
slavery and building a memorial honor-
ing slaves whose work benefited the
university. Georgetown, a Jesuit school
founded in 1789, is one of the oldest
universities in the United States. In 1838,

the sale of 272 slaves who worked on
Jesuit plantations in nearby Maryland
helped finance the university’s opera-
tions. The sale was worth about $3.3 mil-
lion in today’s dollars, and the slaves
were sent off to Louisiana.

The school used about $500,000 in
today’s dollars of the proceeds to pay off
the school’s growing debt. Nearly two
centuries after Georgetown’s slave sale,
America is still grappling with the legacy
of slavery, which was formally abolished
in 1865. The reconciliatory moves are
the outcome of a year-long, 16-member
working group at Georgetown including
students, faculty, staff and alumni. It
found that many of the slaves were later
resold. “This community participated in
the institution of slavery. This original

evil that shaped the early years of the
republic was present here, and we have
been able to hide from this truth, bury
this truth, ignore and deny this truth,”
DeGioia said during a speech on the
campus in the US capital Washington.
“As a community and as individuals, we
cannot do our best work if we refuse to
take ownership of such a critical part of
our history,” added DeGioia, who met
with descendants over the summer in
several cities of Louisiana and in
Spokane, Washington.

Descendants will be given “an advan-
tage in the admissions process”, the
working group recommended. But the
university stopped short of suggesting
they be given financial aid. “While we
acknowledge that the moral debt of
slaveholding and the sale of the
enslaved people can never be repaid,
we are convinced that reparative justice
requires a meaningful financial commit-
ment from the university,” its report
said. Several descendants of slaves who
toiled at and for Georgetown also spoke.
“Our goal is to unshackle the hearts and
the minds of those who were never
physically in bondage but nevertheless
work under the vestiges of our nation’s
slavery,” one read from a joint declara-
tion, calling for more involvement in the
reconciliatory process.

Other top American universities -
including Brown, Columbia and Harvard
- have also publicly recognized their
own ties to the slave trade. While hailing
Georgetown’s admissions moves as
“new” compared to those of its competi-
tors, historian Craig Wilder, who has
studied universities and slavery, warned
“it will take decades for it to have any
significant impact.” — AFP

Univ weighs free speech vs crackdown on hecklers

SHANGHAI: Brazil has turned a page on years of crisis, the
country’s new leader Michel Temer said yesterday as he
made his international presidential debut in China only a
day after being sworn in to replace Dilma Rousseff follow-
ing a bitter impeachment fight. “Even though we suffered
from political and economic upheaval, as well as economic
downturn, this page has been turned,” Temer said in a
speech yesterday in the Chinese commercial hub
Shanghai. “Brazil has put all the economic and political
instability it suffered in the past few years behind us.”

Temer, 75, came to China for the G20 summit which
starts in nearby Hangzhou on Sunday, and is seeking to
consolidate his position after senators in Brasilia voted
Wednesday to convict Rousseff on charges of having ille-
gally manipulated government accounts. His Chinese
counterpart Xi Jinping called him an “old friend” when
they met on the shores of the city’s landmark West Lake,
adding: “China and Brazil make up together the East and
West’s two biggest developing countries.”

Temer said it was an “honor” that his first presidential
trip was to China, adding: “I am even more honored to
hear you say that we are friends.” Earlier, with Shanghai
mayor Yang Xiong, Temer witnessed the signing of nine
agreements covering projects from infrastructure to agri-
culture and said that China was now “Brazil’s most-needed
cooperative partner.” Brazilians “need China’s support, we
need China’s cooperation,” he added. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: Deja Lindsey, 20, a junior at Georgetown University, talks on
her cellphone in front of Healy Hall on campus on Thursday. — AP 

HANGZHOU, China: Brazil’s new President Michel
Temer (left) and Chinese President Xi Jinping greet each
other before a meeting at the West lake State Guest
House yesterday. — AP 
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