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NAT HENTOFF

Nat Hentoff (1925- ) was born in Boston. The author of more than 25 books, Hentoff
is also knoum for his numerous articles in the Village Voice, New Yorker, and the
‘Washington Post. A ¢ itted Tiberal, he has been outspoken on istues mnging from
drug testing and the drajt to racism and abortion. Although considered a lefiist,
Hensoff has criticized those on the Left whe have advocated suppressing what they
consider ‘hate speech,”

Should This Student Have Been Expelled?

BEFORE YOU READ: You have probably heard the comment that the right ro free speech
does ot glve you the right to cry “Fire!” in a crowded theater. When s specch unacceptable?
Some colleges have passed ‘hate speech” codes that prohibit racist and sexist ‘actions.” In this
article Heruolf asks whether a college student should have been expelied for making offen-
sive starements,

TIPS FOR READING: Hentoff begins the essay by relating the events of October 18, 1990,
and then explains Brouwm Uwiversity’s respanse. Notice how Henroff builds his argument by
quoting and analyzing the university speech code and President Greporian's satements,
Consider your own definitions of "speech” and "aorion.” When does speech become action?

Words to Know:
imbibed consumed, drunk
juncture point in time
penance apology, atonement
eashrined made pevmnanent
detached objective
dissenters those who protest or object
flagrant very obvious
tenor mood

The day thar Brown denies any student freedom of speech
is the day | give up my presidency of the university.
—Vartan Gregorian, president of Brown University,
February 20, 1991

“Should This Student Have Been Expellod?”™ by Nat Henroff from VILLAGE VOICE. 1991, Reprinted
by permission of 2ar Hentoff, columnist, Village Vowre.
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Doug Hanan. a vaesity football player at Brown, was also cencentrating
on organizational bebavior and management and business economics.
On the night of October 18, 1990, Hann, 2 junior. was celebrating his
twenoy-first hirthday, and in the process had imbibed a considerable
ameunt of spirits,

At onc point, Hann shouted inte the air, “Fuck you, niggers!™ It wus
aimed at nw one in particular but appatentdy at il black students at Brown.
Or in the world. A freshman lesned our a dormitory window and asked hin
to stop being so loud and offensive.

Hann, sccording ta reporters on the Brown Daily Herald, lovked up and
velled, “What are you, a faggot?” Hann then noticed an Istaeli flag in the
dorm. “What are you, a Jew?” he shouted, “Fucking Jew!”

Hann had schicved the hat trick of bigotry. (In hockey, the hat trick is
scoring three goals in a game.) In less than a minute, Hann had engaged in
rucist, anti-Semitic. and homophobic insules.

He wasn'e through. As reported by Smita Nerula in the Broen Daily
Heraid, the freshman whe had asked Hann 1o cool it recruited a few people
from his dorm “and followed Hann and his friends.”

“This resulted in a verbal confrontation outside of Wayland Arch, At
this time, [Hann) was said o have curned to one of the freshman’s friends. a
black woman, and shouted, My parents own vour people.””

‘Fo the Jewish student, or the studens he thought was Jewish, Hann
said, “Happy Hanukkah.”

Thete are repores that at this junciure Hann reied to fight some of the
students who had been following him, But, the Brown Daily Herald reports,
he “was held back by one of his friends, while [another} friend streiched his
arm across the Wavland Gates to keep the students from following Hann.”

John Howard Crouch—a student and Brown chapeer secretary of the
American Civil Liberries Union there—tells me that because Hann had
friends restraining him, “nobdy seriously expecied fighung, regardioss of
anvone's words.”

Anyway, there was no physicul combat. Just words, Awful words, but
nothing maore than speech. {Nor were chere any threats.)

"Fhis was not the first ime Hann's graceful drunken Tanguage had sur-
faced ar Brown, ‘['wo vears before, in an argument with a black student at a
fraternity bar, Hann had called the student a “migger.” Thercupon he had
Leen ardesed to attend a race relations workshop and o get counseling for
possible alcohol abuse. Obviously, he has not been rehabilitated.

Monzths wenr by after Hann's notorious birthday celebiration ag Brown's
internal disciplinary procedures crunked awav, {To steal a phrase from
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Robert Sherrill, Brewn's way of reaching decisions in these matters is to die
process as military music is to music. But that's true of any collcge or une-
versity 1 know anvthing about.) "

At Iust, the Undergraduate Disciplinary Council {five faculty or adminis
cration members and five students) led that Doug Hann was to leave the
university forevermore., Uneil two years ago. it was possible for a Brown st-
dent to be dismissed, which meant thac he of she could reapply after a decent
pericd of penance. But now, Brown hhas enshrincd the sentence of expulsion
You may go on fo assist Mother “Teresa in caring for the dying or you may
teach a ¢course in feminism to 2 Live Crew, but no accomplishments, ne muat-
ter how noble, will get vou back inte Brown oace you have been expelled.

Doug Hann will wander the carth without a Brown degree for the sest
of his davs. _

The president of Brown, Vartan Gregoran-—formerly the genial head
of the New York Public Library—had the power to commute of even re-
verse the sentence. Bue the speech code under which Hann was thrown out
had been proposed by Gregorian himself shortly after he was inaugurated
in 1989, so he was hardlv a detached magistrate.

On January 23, 1991, Vartan Gregorian affirmed. with vigor, the cxpul-
sion decision by the Undergraduare Disciplinary Council

Hann became 2 historic figure, Under il the “hate speech” codes en-
acted around the counory i recent years, he 1s the firse student o actually
be expelled for violing one of the codes.

The Neer York Tintes (February 12) reported that “Howard Ehrl_lch. the
tescarch director of the National Institute Against Prejudice and Violence,
said that he did not know of any other such expulsions. but that he was fa-
miliar with cases in which students who had harassed others were moved to
other dormitories or ordered to undergo counseling.”

Bur that cakes place in educational institutions, whose presidents recog-
nize that there are students who need help. not exile.

At first. there didn't seem to be much protest among, the student body
ar Brown en free speech grounds—exeept for members of the Brown chap-
ter of the ACLU and some fice thinkers on the student paper, as well as
some unaffiliated objectors w cxpelting students for what they say, not for
what thev do. The number of these dissenters 15 increasing, as we shali sce.

At the student paper, however, the official tone has changed from the
libertarian approach of Yernon Silver, who wus editor-in-chief last semestet.
A February 13 Rrowen Daify Herald editorial was headed: “Good &dda{m,“

le began: “Doug Hann is gone, and the universicy is well to be rid of him.
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But President Gregorizn has been getnng a certain amount of fack and
s, sieing lus cricics hip and thigh, be wrote o leter to the New Yk Trores.
Vhell, thar lewer iprinted on February 211 was actnaily a press release,
distributed by the Brown University News Bureau to all sorts of people, in-
cluding me. on Febrary 12, There were a fow changes—and chat Brown
Daity Herald editoriaf was attached w ir—bur Gregorian's declaration was
cleardy not wotten exclusively for che Tinmes,

Ts this a new pohey ac the Yimes—taking public relations handouts for
the letters page?

Next week T shall include u refentiessly acourate analvsis of President
Giregorian’s letter by the execuctive director of the Rhode Island ACLLL Bu
first, an account of what Gregorian said in that leaer wo the Ties.

President Gregorian indignandy denies that Brown has ever expelicd
“anvone fur the exercise of free speech, nor will it ever do $0.” Cross his heart

He then gocs inte scif-celctwation: “My commitment to fice speech
and condemnpatian of racism and homophobiz are well known. . ..

"The university’s code of conduct does not prokibit speech: it prohibits
wrtions.”

Now watch this pitiable curve hall:

“(fence 1 [of the Brown code]—which deals with barussment—
prohibits inappropriate, abusive. threatening, or demeaning actions based
on race, religion, gender, handicap. echnicity, national ongin, or sexual
oricntation,”

In the original peess release, Gregorian underlined the word artions.
There, and in the letter w the Times—lest a dozing reader miss the point—
Gregorian emphasizes that *"The rules do not proseribe words, epithets, or
slanders, they proseribe behavior” Behavior that “shows flagrane disrespect
for the well-being of athers or is unteasonably discuptive of the Liniversity
communiry.”

Consider the overbreadth and vagueness of these penulty-bearing provi-
sions, What ure the definitions of “harassment,” “inappropriate,” “demean-
wmg,” “flagrmg,” ™ well-being,” “unreasenabliv™?

disrespect,
Furthermore, with regard to Browa’s termination of Doug 1{ann with ex-
treme prejudice, Gregorian is engaging in the crudesc form of Ornwellian
newspesk, Hann was Kicked out for sprech. and only speech—not for aerrons,
as Gregorun huffily insists. As for behavior, the prickly folks whose burning
of the American tlag was upheld by the Supreme Courr were indeed engaged
in behavior, but chat behavior was based entirely on symbolic speech. So was
Hann’s. He didn’t punch anybody or vandalize any property. He braved.
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Ast Spitzer, legal director of the ACLATs Narional Uapital Area affiliate,
wrote a persunal letrer 1o Gregorian:

“There is 4 very simple test for determining whether a person is being
punished for his aczians of his speech. You just ask whedher he would have
received the same ponishment if he had spoken different words while en-
guging in the same conduct,

“Thus. would veur student have been expelied if he had gotten drunk
and steod in the same courtyard ar the same hour of the might, shouting ar
the same decibel level, 'Black 1s Beautiful?’ *Gay is Good!” or “Go Brown!
Beat Yale!" of cven *Nuke Baghdad! Kill Saddam?”

I am confident,” Spirzer said, that “he would not have been cxpelied
for such "actions.” 1T that is correcr, it follows that e was expelied for the ania
vory content of his spreck, and not for his actions. | have no doubt that you cun
understand this distinetion. (Emphasis added.)

“Now, you are certainly entitled to belicve that it is appropriate to expel
a student for the content of his speceh when that conteni is sufficicntdly
offensive to the *university communiry.” ... )

“If that is your positien, why can't you deliver it forchrighelv? 'I:h_cn t!\_c
university comanunity can have an open debate about w fhich opinions it
finds oﬁ'énsivc, and ban them. Perhaps this can be done once a year, so that
the universicy's oles can keep pace with the 1enor of the tmes—afrer all, it
woulda't do to have outmoded rules banning procommunist or blasphe-
mous speech still on the buoks, now chat it's 1991 ‘Then students and
teachers applying for admission or employment at Brown will know what
they are getting into. N N

“Your recent statements, denying the obvious, are just hypocritical. . ..

And what did the News York Times—in a ssunningly fawous February 21
editorial—say of Vartan Gregorian’s sending Doug Hann into permunent
cxile? “A noble atempt hoth to govern and teach.”

The Trmes editorials shouid really be signed, so that the rest of the edi-
torial bourd isn't blamed fur such embarrassments.

Understanding Meaning

1. What evens led to Hann's expulsion? Why does Henoff call him a his-
raric figuee”?

Can une make both 3 “commitment to free speech™ aad a “vondemnation
of racism™?

]
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Whae are “hate speech” codest Does it strike vou as odd that no one
seeined offended by Hana's wse of the infamous “fovord™? bs obscenity
less disturbing than racial shues?

Woulldl comments about brish driunks or lalian gangsiers be considered
“hate speech™?

CRITICAL THINKING. How do vou separate “specch” from “zetion™?
e the coneept uf free speech. for instance, allow onc to insule a perion
without facing the legal consequences that wanld arise fiom a physical
aunanlt?

Evaluanng Strateqy

Hentoff begiis his article with a quote from the president of Brown Epis
veesity. | Eow dees this sct izp his argument’?

Eabe! where Hentoff uses togical, emotianal, and cthical appeals.

Da vou find Hentofl sy inchusion of the press release effective?
REENDING THE WODES, Where does Hoentolf use namanon, compari-
son, amd definition?

Appreciating Language
Hentoff refers 1o Hann's aetiviey as a “hac trick of higotry"—=scoring racist,
anti-Semidic, and homuephohic insults in one ouhurst, Does the use of this
hockey term suggest mockery? Wounld *oriple throat” have diffetent con.
notations?
What tone does HearodF crerte with comments about milicary music and
seatemencs such as “Doug Hann will wander the carth withont 2 Brown
degiee for the rest of his davs™? How scriously does he seem o take the is-
sue of “hate speech” and those who condemn ic?

Wri ting Suggcstions

Assume you were o student at Brown University during ¢he Hann coniro-
versy. Write a short statement to the cditor of the college paper arguing
whuther or not flanp should be expelled, Support vour argument with
mere than one penuasive appeal,

AL ARORAEIVE WRFTING, Discuss the concepr of hate speech with a
geoup of students, Ask group members o consider the fate of Doug Hann.
Should he have been expelled? Is “haie speech” protected by che Bill of
Rights? Reeord commients, and write a bricf argument for or against disci-
plining studenes For expressing racist statements.

MARY SHERRY

Mary Shervy (190 § wrires from Rer eApertence as a parehl, d wriles, and a teacho
She writes artteles and advertising copy, awns a siall pubhsiung finm i Momeso,
and jor many years has taught semedial and createe writnig to adielrs

in Praise of the "F~ Word

BEFORE YOU READ: Nave you ever consdered the possibiiity that making an F could be
a postive learithig experience®

TIPS FOR READING: Eren of ai fivar plareoe you dont feel you weant do listen 1o someone
1ho says more sindents showld fl, read this gnece usth an apen mund angd find out what
stteelirats el weve passeed when they should have faved now say abowt being passed along

Words to Know:

semiliternte knowing how to read and write o litle
impediments uhxtactes
rnp card in plaving cards. an wdvantage held until one needs it

Tens of thousands of 18-vear-olds will graduace this vear and be handed
meaninglcss diplomas. These diplomas wen look any different from these
awarded their luckier classmates. Their validity will be questioned only
when their employess discoser that these graduates are semiliterate.

Eventually a fortunate fow will find theis way into educutional repair
shops—adult-titeracy programs, such as the one where | weach busic gram-
mar and writing, There, high-schoul graduates and high-school drepouts
pursuing graduate-cquivalency cestificares will learn the skills they should
have jearned in school. “They will also discover they have been cheated by
our cducational systeni.

As 1 reach, 1 learn o Jot about our schools, Early in cach session [ ask my
students to write about an unpleasant experience they had in school. No
writers” biock here! *1 wish someone would have made me swp doing
drugs und made me studv.” “l liked to party and no onc seemed o care.” 1
was a4 good kid and didn'e cause anv trauble, so they just passed me along
even though I didn't sead well and couldn’t write.” And so on.

“In Praise of the 'E° Woid™ by Mary Sherry a0 appeared in NEWSWEEK. Alay & 194, Reprmued by
permission of Mary Sheor
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Iam vour Basie do-gumder. and prior o weaching this class | blamed
the poor wademic skills sur Kids have today on drugs, divorce and other
impediments i conventnaion nccessary for doing well in school, Bur, as |
rediscover cach time | walk inte the classroom, before a teucher can ea-
pect students to concentriie. he has to ger their attennon, no matter whan
distracuons may be at hand. There are many wavs to do this, and they
have much to do with teaching style. However. if sevle alone won't du it,
there is another way w show whe holds the winning hand in the cluss-
oo, Thar 13 o revesd the tump cand of failure,

I'will never lorger a teacher who plaved thae card o ger the attention of
one of my children, Our voungest, a world-ciass chanmer, did hetde w de-
velap his intellecunal talents but alwavs por by, Uneil Mrs. Seifier,

Our son was a high-schaol senior when he fad her for English. “He sits
in the back of the reom ralking w lus friends,” sie told me. " Why dontyou
move him to the frone row?™ | urged, believing the embarrussment would
get him o sertle down. Mrs. Sufter looked at me steelv-eved over her
plasses. I don’t move seniors.” she sad, “1 Annk chem.™ [ was flustesed.
Our son's academic life flashed before my eves. Ne teacher had ever threat-
encd b with that before. I regained my composure and manzged to say
that | thought she was righe By the tme | gor home 1 was feeling pretey
poud about dhis. To was a radicot approach for these nmes, bun well, why
not? "She's gomg o flunk vou.” | whd imv son. 1 did not diseuss it any fur-
ther. Suddenly English became a privnay in his life. He tinished out the se-
mester with an A,

I know one example doesnt make u case, bueac night T see 2 parade of
students whao are angry and resentful for having been passed along until they
could no lenger even pretend r keep up. (F avesage mtclligence or better,
they eventually et school, conchuding they were wa dumb o finish, “1
should have been held back™ is a commenr [ hear frequentiv. Even sadder
are those students who are high-school gradustes who say 1o me afeer a fow
weeks of cluss, "1 don't know how [ ever por i high-school diploma.”

Passing stadems who have not mastered the work cheats them and
the emplosers who expect gradustes tw have basic skills. We excuse this
dishanest behavior by saymg kids can’t learn if they come from ternble
envirormens. No one seems to stop to think that—no muaer what eavis
ropments they come fromewmost kids don't put school first on their lise
unless thev percerve something is ar stake. Thev'd rather be sailing.

Many stedents T see ac nighe could give expert testimony on unemploy-
mwnt, chemical dependency, ubusive relationships. In spite of these difficul-
ties, they have decided to make education a priority. They are motivated by
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the desire for 2 herter job or the need o hang on to the one theyve got. They
have a healthy fear of failure.

People of all ages cun rise above their problems, but thev need to have
a reason to do so. Young people generally don't have the maturney 1o value
education in the same way my adule students value it. But fear of failure,
whether cconomic or academic, can motivate both.

Flunking as a regufar policy has just as much meric today a5 it dud twn
gencrations age, We must review the threac of flunking and see it as it sealiy
js—a positve tesching tool. It s an expression of confidence by both teach-
ers and parents rhat the students have the ubilicy 1o learn the marerial pre-
sented w0 them. However, making it work again would ke o dedicated,
caring vonspiracy between teachers and pareats. bt would mean lacing, the
tough reality that passing kids who haven't icarned the materml—while it
might save them gricf for the short rerm—dooms them to fong-term illiter-
acy. Tt would mean that teachers would have 10 follow through on thei
threuts, and parents wonld have to stand behind them, kno ving their chit-
dren's best inretests are indeed at seake. This means no mo ¢ doing Scorc’s
assignments for him because he might 13l No more passii g Jodi because
she's such a nice kid.

‘Fhis is 2 policy that werked in the past and can work today. A wise
reucher, with che support of his parents, gave our son the opportunity to
succecd-—or fail. Ir's time we recurn this choice to all students,

Undcrstanding Meaning

1. Why do Sherry's students feel that they have been eheared by the ¢duca
tional system? What does she oy to help them do?

2. When Sherry discusses the students thae she works with in night school,
what reasons does she say they have for not deing well in school? How do
they feel abour their cducation when they look back onoi?

3. Why urc the students that Sherey teaches motvared o learn what they
farled o kearn when chey were vounger?

4. What is Sherey's solution 1o the problem?

5. Why dews Sherry eall the threat of failure a positive teaching wol?

6. Why would it take a concerted effore of pareats and teachers for her sup-
gestion to work?

7. CRITICAL THINKING. Do you feel that the threat of failure would mou-

vate studene w do berer in school? Bs Sherry right 1o thinking tha sto-
dents do not perecive failume w be a real threat? Have things chanped sinee
Sherey published this essay in 19912



