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AMERICA PREPARES DOMESTIC IMPACT; CAMPUSES SEE A 
DOWNSIDE TO UNITY CIVIL RIGHTS STIFLED, SOME PROFESSORS 

SAY 

October 6, 2001 

By David Abel 

At the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, a secretary was told to take down a flag she had 
hung in her office - inciting a deluge of hate mail and angry calls denouncing the professor who 
asked her to do it. 

In California, students at a state university heckled a professor who criticized US foreign policy 
during a campus vigil. 

At the University of New Mexico, a professor may face discipline for joking in class about the 
Pentagon attack. 

Whether doves, hawks, or dissidents, a growing number of professors across the country have 
become targets because of things they have said since the attacks on Sept. 11 - a reaction that chills 
a profession where free speech is considered not just a civil right, but a basic requirement of the 
job. "We're watching these developments with a lot of concern," said Ruth Flower, the director of 
public policy for the American Association of University Professors. "There's a very strong unity 
of opinion for the first time in a long time in the country, but a unity that doesn't allow for 
dissent." 

At the University of New Mexico, alumni, lawmakers, and colleagues called for Richard Berthold, 
a history professor, to resign after he said as a joke in one of his classes, "Anyone who can blow up 
the Pentagon gets my vote." 

Students complained to administrators about the remark, which Berthold has since admitted was 
in bad taste. 

"Our position is that faculty members have certain responsibilities to their students," said Brian 
Foster, the university's provost. "It's not a speech issue; it's a professional ethics issue." 

Civil libertarians call that reasoning Orwellian. One libertarian group, the Philadelphia-based 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, already represents about 10 professors around the 
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country who complain that college officials and even students have sought to silence them since the 
terrorist attacks. 

"There are people on the right and the left who are being told to shut up, and administrators keep 
saying, 'This isn't the time for such debate,' " said Harvey Silverglate, a Boston civil liberties 
attorney and cofounder of the foundation. 

One of the foundation's new clients is Mike Adams, a self-described conservative Republican and 
longtime member of the National Rifle Association who teaches criminal justice at the University of 
North Carolina at Wilmington. 

A graduate student sent Adams an e-mail blaming the United States for the attacks, he said, and he 
responded with an e-mail telling the student she was "lucky she lives in a country where the 
Constitution protects inflammatory, divisive, and immature speech." 

For those comments, he said, the student went to the campus police, asked the university to seize 
his e-mail, and called for him to be fired. 

Although the university hasn't taken any action against him, Adams said, "This is real thought-
police stuff, real scary. You have to chalk this kind of thing up to the political-correctness 
movement." 

Ken Hearlson hasn't been so lucky. The political science instructor at Orange Coast College was 
placed on leave after four Muslim students complained he called them "murderers" and 
"terrorists" during a class he teaches about terrorism in the Middle East. 

Hearlson, an 18-year veteran, called the accusations "completely false" and said he was not 
referring to the students but to Muslim terrorists and their backers. 

National unity is fine, said Hearlson, but not at the expense of raising consciousness, challenging 
people's preconceptions, and potentially influencing public policy. 

In Amherst, at a meeting of the town board, councilmen debated the number of times in the year 
that flags are flown in front of the town hall. Jennie Traschen, a physics professor at UMass-
Amherst, called the flag a "symbol of terrorism and death and fear and destruction and 
oppression." 

The meeting was held on Sept. 10. One day later, critics publicized her home and e-mail addresses 
on the Internet, enabling strangers from as far away as Seattle to leave crude, sexual remarks on 
her answering machine and to denounce her as a traitor. 

"If I knew the future, I would've probably said it differently," she said, adding that she and her 

http://www.thefire.org/offsite/globe_102601.html (2 of 3) [10/13/2004 1:19:53 PM]



The Boston Globe 

husband have received hundreds of calls and e-mails, some from campus. "The level of harassment 
has bordered so much on violence that we've decided to be quiet." 

Margaret Post, a secretary at Holy Cross, got in trouble for the opposite reason - for flying the flag. 
Post, a friend of one of the passengers on United Flight 93, was told to take down an American flag 
she brought to her office three days after the attacks. 

The chairman of her department, Royce Singleton, and several other professors viewed the flag as 
an affront. 

When Post refused to take it down, Singleton did, folded it, and placed the flag on her desk. When 
the story got into the Worcester newspapers, the college reported a flood of threats and angry 
phone calls. Singleton later apologized, and Post now keeps a small flag on her desk. 

"These are really difficult times and emotions are high, sensitivities are heightened, and emotions 
are raw," said Holy Cross spokeswoman Katherine McNamara. "A lot of people are on edge. 
Everyone just has to be aware of the climate and not blow things out of proportion." 
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