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A Moderat e MLA 

 

The Modern Language Associat ion f requent ly helps out  it s crit ics wit h 

provocat ive session t it les and lef t -leaning polit ical st ands of fered by it s 

members. At  t his year’s annual meet ing, in Chicago, some MLA members have  

worried t hat  t he associat ion was poised t o t ake st ances t hat  would have sent  

David Horowit z’s fund raising t hrough t he roof  wit h resolut ions t hat  

appeared t o be ant i-Israel and pro-Ward Churchill. 

But  in moves t hat  infuriat ed t he MLA’s Radical Caucus, t he associat ion’s 

Delegat e Assembly refused t o pass t hose resolut ions and inst ead adopt ed much 

narrower measures. The associat ion acknowledged t ensions over t he Middle 

East  on campus, but  in a resolut ion t hat  did not  single out  pro-Israel 

groups for crit icism. And t he associat ion crit icized t he Universit y of  

Colorado for t he way it  st art ed it s invest igat ion of  Ward Churchill, but  

t ook no st and on whet her t he out come (his f iring)  was appropriat e. 

The vot es by t he MLA’s largest  governing council came in an at -t imes-

surreal f ive-hour meet ing. Cary Nelson, aut hor of  Manifest o of  a Tenured Radical, 

was in t he posit ion of  being t he leading moderat e, of fering alt ernat ive 

language t o defeat  Radical Caucus proposals. Crit ics of  Israel repeat edly  

t alked about  “ fact s on t he ground”  t o refer t o t he t reat ment  of  Israel’s 

crit ics on campuses t oday, and it  was unclear whet her t he t erm was being 

used ironically in light  of  t he phrase’s use t o describe Israel’s set t lement  

policy on t he West  Bank and a recent  book at  t he cent er of  a Barnard College 

t enure cont roversy. 

While mat erial dist ribut ed by t hose seeking t o condemn Churchill’s f iring  

port rayed him favorably, and as a vict im of  t he right  wing, some of  t hose 

who crit icized t he pro-Churchill ef fort  at  t he meet ing are long-t ime expert s 

in Nat ive American st udies and decidedly not  conservat ive. Many at t endees 

were confused by t he parliament ary procedure, and at  least  one proposed 

amendment  t hat  appeared t o have signif icant  backing ( in t heory)  fell apart  

when quest ions were raised about  it s synt ax. 

Af t er one vot e t hat  his side lost , Grover Furr, a Radical Caucus leader who 

t eaches at  New Jersey’s Mont clair St at e Universit y, called t he meet ing “ a 

perversion of  parliament ary procedures.”  

 

THE MIDDLE EAST AND ACADEMIC FREEDOM 
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Furr was t he aut hor of  t he original resolut ion on t he campus climat e for  

crit ics of  Israel. The resolut ion as he wrot e it  said t hat  some who 

crit icize Zionism and Israel have been “ denied t enure, disinvit ed t o speak  

... [ or]  f raudulent ly called ‘ant i-Semit ic.’”  The resolut ion called t his a 

“ serious danger t o academic st udy and discussion in t he USA t oday”  and t hen  

resolved t hat  “ t he MLA defend t he academic f reedom and t he f reedom of 

speech of facult y and invit ed speakers t o crit icize Zionism and Israel.”  The 

resolut ion made no ment ion of  t he right  of  ot hers on campus t o embrace 

Zionism or Israel or t o hold middle-of-t he-road views or any views ot her 

t han being crit ical of  Israel and Zionism. 

Nelson of fered a subst it ut e — which was approved t o replace t he original 

by a vot e of  63 t o 30 — af t er heat ed debat e. Nelson’s subst it ut e not ed t hat  

t he “ Middle East  is a subject  of  int ense debat e,”  said it  was “ essent ial t hat  

colleges and universit ies prot ect  facult y right s t o speak fort hright ly on 

all sides of  t he issue,”  and urged colleges t o “ resist ”  pressure f rom  

out side groups about  t enure reviews and speakers and t o inst ead uphold 

academic f reedom. Nelson’s resolut ion did not  ident ify one side or t he ot her  

as vict im or villain in t he campus debat es over t he Middle East  and said 

t hat  academic f reedom must  apply t o people “ t o address t he issue of  t he 

Middle East  in t he manner t hey choose.”  

In arguing for his version, Nelson — a professor of  English at  t he 

Universit y of  Illinois at  Urbana-Champaign and also president  of  t he 

American Associat ion of  Universit y Professors — said t hat  t he original 

version would be “ incredibly divisive and quit e dest ruct ive”  t o t he MLA. 

Defenders of  t he original version fault ed Nelson’s version for being  

even-handed. 

Barbara Foley, a professor of  English at  Rut gers Universit y at  Newark, said 

t hat  “ it ’s not  a 50 -50 sit uat ion”  and t hat  t he focus of  crit icism needs t o 

be on Israel’s support ers because of  Israel’s role as a recipient  of  U.S. 

aid, and t he way “ powerful support ers”  of  Israel meddle on campuses. “ Let ’s 

t alk about  what ’s real here. It ’s not  ant i-Semit ic t o focus on t his 

part icular set  of  academics who really need our support .”  

Kat ie L. Kain of  t he Universit y of  Mont ana said t hat  t he MLA needs t o 

t ake a st and against  pro-Israel groups because of  t heir role in campus debat es. 

She compared t he sit uat ion t oday t o t he McCart hy era. “ The subst it ut e 

resolut iondoes not  acknowledge t he fact s on t he ground,”  she said. Kain said 

t hat  guest  lect urers t o her campus had been unfairly t agged as ant i-Semit ic. 

Ot her speakers cit ed examples of  what  t hey said were out side at t empt s by  

pro-Israel groups t o inf luence hiring decisions. Susan O’Malley, a professor of  

English at  Kingsborough Communit y College of  t he Cit y Universit y of  New York, 

said t hat  CUNY’s t rust ees t ried t o prevent  an adjunct  at  her campus f rom 
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t eaching t he novel The Scar of  David. CUNY of f icials could not  be reached for 

comment , but  press account s suggest  t hat  

t he book was in fact  t aught . 

Support ers of  t he swit ch t o Nelson’s version said t hat  t hey didn’t  doubt  

t hat  some crit ics of  Israel have been at t acked — in a number of  inst ances 

unfairly. But  t hey argued t hat  t he MLA shouldn’t  be picking sides, and t hat  

t he principles behind defending Israel’s crit ics should apply t o it s 

support ers as well. One professor said: “ Academic f reedom is meaningless 

unless it  applies t o all point s of  view.”  Anot her said t hat  even  if  95 

percent  of  disput es over academic f reedom and t he Middle East  relat e t o one 

side of  t he argument , t he principle of  academic f reedom should be paramount ,  

not  helping t hose 95 percent  over t he 5 percent . 

 

THE WARD CHURCHILL SAGA 
 

The case of  Ward Churchill also led t o a long debat e. Churchill was f ired in 

July f rom his t enured posit ion t eaching et hnic st udies at  t he Universit y of  

Colorado at  Boulder for mult iple inst ances of  research misconduct , including  

plagiarism and misrepresent ing t he work of  ot her scholars — charges he has 

denied. Several facult y panels reached t he conclusions t hat  Churchill had 

commit t ed research misconduct , but  t hey invest igat ed him in t he wake of  a 

furor over his cont roversial comment s in which he had labeled some of  t he 

vict ims of  9/ 11 as “ lit t le Eichmanns.”  

The original resolut ion before t he MLA Delegat e Assembly condemned t he 

Universit y of  Colorado for f iring Churchill and for undert aking an 

invest igat ion of  him as “ ret ribut ion”  for his 9/ 11 comment s. Many  

polit icians in Colorado want ed Churchill f ired for t hose comment s, but  t he 

universit y said t hat  t o do so would violat e his First  Amendment  right s and 

never punished him for t hose remarks. As t hey ent ered t he meet ing, MLA 

delegat es received a let t er t o t he MLA from Hank Brown, president  of  t he 

Universit y of  Colorado, and a copy of  one of  t he facult y report s f inding 

Churchill t o have commit t ed scholarly misconduct . 

In t he let t er, Brown said of  Churchill: “ His comment s about  9/ 11 are in 

our view prot ect ed f ree speech and were not  at  issue. What  was at  issue was 

Professor Churchill’s academic work.... I recommended dismissal t o t he Board  

of  Regent s because he fabricat ed his research. Please read t he facult y  

report  carefully before you m ischaract erize his dismissal.”  

The day before t he MLA vot e, A. LaVonne Brown Ruof f , a professor 

emerit a of  English at  t he Universit y of  Illinois at  Chicago, spoke out  at  a hearing 

against  t he original resolut ion. Ruof f , who has writ t en and t aught  about  

Nat ive American lit erat ure and cult ure, said t hat  she was concerned about  

t he process under which t he universit y st art ed it s probe of  Churchill. But  
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she said t hat  t he universit y appeared t o have conduct ed “ careful 

deliberat ions”  int o t he allegat ions against  Churchill, and t hat  t he MLA 

wasn’t  in a posit ion t o conduct  an invest igat ion t hat  might  lead t o ot her  

conclusions. Groups like t he AAUP are bet t er suit ed t o invest igat ing 

allegat ions of  academic f reedom violat ions, Ruoff  said. (The MLA’s Delegat e 

Assembly also vot ed Sat urday t o consider a number of  issues in updat ing t he 

group’s st at ement  on academic f reedom and some members urged t hat  one of  

t hose changes be t o f ind ways t o conduct  such invest igat ions.)  

Nelson, of  t he AAUP, not ed t hat  some professors believe Churchill 

received due process and t hat  t he facult y role was respect ed at  Colorado. He 

proposed an amendment  — a version of  which event ually passed — t hat  

crit icized Colorado for st art ing t he invest igat ion as it  did, but  t hat  of fered no 

opinion on t he decision t o f ire Churchill. “ We are not  set  up t o judge t he 

charact er and qualit y of  t hat  invest igat ion,”  he said. 

Several professors said t hat  t hey were uncomfort able backing even t he 

wat ered down resolut ion, fearing it  would show support  for Churchill. Ruo ff  

asked t he group why it  couldn’t  just  indicat e it s opposit ion t o polit ically  

mot ivat ed invest igat ions and leave Churchill out  of  it . Charles Rzepka, a 

professor of  English at  Bost on Universit y, said during t he meet ing t hat  he 

was st art led t o read some of  t he pro-Churchill mat erial dist ribut ed by 

support ers of  t he original resolut ion, and t hat  he was wondering if  t he MLA 

would be seen as backing t he wrong side. In an int erview af t er t he meet ing, 

he said t hat  t he MLA’s reput at ion would t ake a hit  for any percept ion t hat  

it  was backing Churchill. “ I support  speaking t rut h t o power,”  said Rzepka,  

but  t hat  requires t rut h, he added. (He said he was among t he 15 people who 

vot ed No on t he revised resolut ion, which passed wit h 57 vot es in favor.)  

Ot hers dismissed t he idea t hat  t he MLA should worry about  whet her  

Churchill’s record made him wort hy of  support . One professor cit ed t he 

hist ory of  t he civil right s movement , in which some women prior t o Rosa 

Parks were not  defended because t hey weren’t  seen as perfect  f rom a PR 

perspect ive — an at t it ude t his professor crit icized. 

Foley of  Rut gers said t hat  it  was t rue t hat  Churchill had a “ f lawed  

hist ory,”  adding, “ I don’t  t hink anyone is saying he is t he perfect  

scholar.”  But  she said t he relevant  fact  was t hat  Churchill was under at t ack 

unfairly. “ We are condemning t he universit y for it s polit ically mot ivat ed  

invest igat ion. They would not  have undert aken t hat  invest igat ion unless t hey  

want ed t o get  rid of  him,”  she said. “ If  we can’t  support  t his individual 

t hen everyt hing we say about  academic f reedom is bullshit ,”  she said.  

Finley C. Campbell, a ret ired English inst ruct or at  DeVry Universit y, said 

t hat  Churchill was being punished for being t he “ uppit y”  minorit y person  

whom t he powerful could not  t olerat e. He said t here was no way t he MLA could 

pret end t here was not  an individual at  t he cent er of  t his issue. “ Crucif ixions are 
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always personal,”  he said. 

 

— Scot t  Jaschik 
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