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By First Class Mail

Dr. Robert A. Mangione
Provost
St. John's University
8000 Utopia Parkway
Queens, New York 11439

Dean Jackie Lochrie
Associate Dean for Student Services
St. John's University
8000 Utopia Parkway
Queens, New York 11439

Joseph E. Oliva
General Counsel
St. John's University
8000 Utopia Parkway
Queens, New York 11439

Re: Disturbing Creative Writing and Intellectual Freedom

Dear Dr. Mangione, Dean Lochrie, and Mr. Oliva:

On behalf of the undersigned organizations that advocate for free speech and intellectual

freedom in higher education, we write to urge St. John's University to make clear to its students

and faculty a policy that ensures that students are able to engage in fiction writing that may be

disturbing without fear that they will be reported to the police. This request follows an incident

last year in which St. John's reported Daniel Perrone, a graduate student at your university, to the

NYPD after he wrote a fictional piece about a school shooting. We understand that the piece was

within the scope of an open-ended assignment in a class called "Graduate Fiction Workshop: The

Monstrous," and that it included a disclaimer at the outset that its contents do not reflect the

intentions of the author. Several days after Mr. Perrone submitted the piece the NYPD stopped

and questioned Mr. Perrone for a few hours before clearing him of any wrongdoing or suspicion.

Mr. Perrone received an A- in the class.
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Mr. Perrone subsequently contacted St. John's requesting that the school adopt a policy

that would protect future fiction-writing students from unwarranted referrals to the police and

asked the New York Civil Liberties Union to support him in light of its experience advocating

for academic and intellectual freedom. Mr. Perrone initially spoke with Dean Lochrie, and then

was referred to the General Counsel's office for further discussion. This led to the call between

Joseph Oliva of the General Counsel's office and the NYCLU on Thursday, February 18,2016,

in which Mr. Oliva rejected the NYCLU's concerns over the incident and stated that Mr. Perrone

should not have written his piece. Mr. Oliva further stated that St. John's does have a policy to

handle these situations but that he was not willing to discuss it with the NYCLU.

We are disappointed that Mr. Oliva does not appreciate the intellectual freedom concerns

raised by the situation and that St. John's is not willing to engage with us to ensure that it has a

policy that allows adequate breathing room for Mr. Perrone and students like him to explore

fiction writing, including writing that some may find disturbing. Some of the greatest writings in

literature, from Vladimir Nabokov to Edgar Allan Poe to Toni Morrison to Cormac McCarthy

have the capacity to be deeply disturbing. As one author explained recently in a preeminent

literary magazine:

"[G]ood books disturb for good reasons. To disturb is, among other things,
to guard against complacency: to make the reader face the underbelly of
dark thoughts and actions, see how circumstances can make even good
people go astray if they are not vigilant in honoring the best in themselves
and in the outside world. Disturbing passages, when skillful, make a vital
inquiry into the subtle causes and effects of human behavior."¡

We understand your legitimate concerns for campus security. But because we live in

difficult times it is even more important for schools to have clear, transparent policies that

respect the difference between threats to campus security and creative writing. Such policy

should make clear that any risk assessment which seeks to determine whether a student has made

a threat through a piece of writing done for class should be evaluated, in the first instance, in

consultation with the professor who gave the assignment, other professors who know the student

(whether as a mentor or advisor), school counselors, and the school administration. To the extent

it is possible, the school should also talk to the student before referring them to the police. These

1 Hanna Tennant-Moore, How Repulsive, Paris Review, Feb.10, 2016,
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conversations could go a long way in protecting students from unnecessary and potentially

distressing interactions with the police.

Creative writing programs around the country, including those that have experienced

tragedies like Virginia Tech, recognize the importance of providing guidance to their faculty on

these issues and instituting policies that avoid reflexively contacting the police in response to

disturbing writing? We hope that St. John's will re-consider its unwillingness to make clear such

a policy so that future students will be free to explore the various themes of our modern lives,

including the truly disturbing and tragic ones, in their creative writing without fear of a police

encounter.

Sincerely,

~~~
Marika Hirose, Senior Staff Attorney
New York Civil Liberties Union

American Society of Journalists and Authors

Association of American Publishers

Foundation for Individual Rights in Education

National Coalition Against Censorship

Project Censored/Media Freedom Foundation

cc: Daniel Perrone

2 http://www.colorado.edu/studentaffairs/victimassistance/quickassist/disturbingwriting.pdf (posting the Virginia
Tech Department of English policy on Responding to Disturbing Creative Writing).
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