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Women's studies mandates seen
as threats to free speech
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THE WASHINGTON TIMES

A women's studies program at the University of South Carolina
says students must acknowledge that racism, sexism and heterosexism
are existing forms of oppression before they can participate in class
discussion — amove critics say threatens students rightsto free
Speech.
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The course syllabus, distributed in
January, specifically outlines eight
prerequisites during class discussion, ‘politics’
which counts for 20 percent of the * CELEBRATING 20
students' overall grade. The course — YEARS
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One of the prerequisitesisthat students |« opeying ‘a holy duty’ to
"acknowledge that racism, classism, kill

sexism, heterosexism and other
institutionalized forms of oppression
exist." Another isthat students
"acknowledge that one mechanism of
institutionalized racism, classism, sexism,
heterosexism, etc. is that we are all
systematically taught misinformation
about our own group and about members
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of other groups. Thisistrue for members of privileged and oppressed
groups.”

The prerequisites have been criticized by officias with the
Philadel phia-based Foundation for Individual Rightsin Education
(FIRE), who argue that faculty members at a public institution "cross
the line from liberty to unlawful coercion” when they force students to
give allegiance to particular viewpoints.

"Through these official guidelines, USC demands that students
embrace and remain loyal to the professor's own viewpoints and
beliefs," said Alan Charles Kors, president of FIRE.

"In aUSC classroom, in arequired course no less, students must
hold a preordained set of opinions, regardless whether they agree or
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disagree, under the stated explicit and coercive threat of being graded
poorly for honest intellectual dissent," he said.

Mr. Kors sent aletter to USC President John Palms and members of
the university's board of trustees, asking them to withdraw the
prerequisites, which FIRE says violates the school policy that defends
the right of any student to dissent and prohibits partisan evaluation. As
of yesterday, university officials have not responded.

A university spokesman said he could not comment on the
guidelines or the letter because he was not able to reach Mr. Palms,
who was out of town, or the women's studies professor, Lynn Weber.

Other groups, such as the Intercollegiate Studies Institute (I1S1) in
Delaware, aren't surprised by such prerequisites. The general
atmosphere on many campuses does not encourage the free and open
debate of contentious or officially protected subjects, 1Sl officials said.

"Some subjects — women's studies, African-American studies, and
gay and leshian studies or groups, for example — are not uncommonly
protected from the rigors of academic debate," 1Sl spokesman Winfield
Myers said.

"Theresult, as we see in South Carolina, is the presence on
campuses of professors and students who feel free to censor their
opponents' core beliefs rather than debate the merits of their ideas. It's
easier to silence a smart challenger than convert him,” Mr. Myers said.

The incident at the University of South Carolina comes nearly a
week after a graduate teaching instructor at the University of
California at Berkeley incited nationwide debate by warning
"conservative thinkers' to take another class.

Snegal Shingavi, who will be teaching an undergraduate English
course called "The Palitics and Poetics of Palestinian Resistance" in
thefall, said in his course description that "conservative thinkers are
encouraged to seek other sections' and that "the right of Palestinians to
fight for their own self-determination is not up for debate.”

Berkeley officials almost immediately declared "afailure of
oversight” in reviewing course descriptions and said Mr. Shingavi's
class would be monitored.

"The message in both of these cases tells students that 'you must
agree with my viewpoints or get abad grade,™ said Thor Halvorssen,
FIRE's executive director. "This has no place in auniversity in afree
society."
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