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Should Protests Be Allowed in the Classroom?

Punishment-obsessed administrators have betrayed the
university’s ideals.
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emocracy has its proper place,” Max Weber allowed in his 1917 lecture “Science as

Vocation,” but not in higher education. Academic training, he insisted, “is a matter of
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‘ ‘ intellectual aristocracy, and we should be under no illusions on that score.”
While monastic and, later, romantic or ivory-tower separation from the
seamier side of worldly affairs is as old as the university itself,
understanding this divide in explicitly class terms was a byproduct of the

rising influence of what would later be called the “professional-managerial class.” Weber

described the emergence of this new class function as “the development of modern
officialdom into a body of intellectual workers highly qualified in their specialty by long
years of preparatory training and with a highly developed sense of professional honor
which puts a premium on integrity.” Experts should be trusted as de facto public officials

because their expertise itself ensures that they are acting in the public interest.

While Weber’s ideal is often invoked by administrators, in reality many people stopped

trusting in expertise as a reliable measure of moral integrity a long time ago, and not just
on the right. At least since Antonio Gramsci’s early 1930s distinction between traditional
and organic intellectuals, or Max Horkheimer’s 1937 distinction between traditional and
critical theory, there has been a leftist wing of criticism which presumed that any
foundation of morality in expertise is insufficient on its own. Against “a mathematical
knowledge of nature which claims to be the eternal Logos,” for instance, Horkheimer
poised “a critical theory of society as it is.” His point was that while traditional
intellectuals reveal a “pre-established harmony” in nature, society, God’s plan, or
university management, critical intellectuals seek out the socially motivated

contradictions that are obscured by such reified revelations.

Beyond right and left, there has also been a prominent strain of critique from the heart of
the liberal tradition. For example, Dietrich Bonhoeffer cast the expert who rests his
authority on moralizing jargon or officious policy prescriptions as a “fool”: “It is
impossible to talk to the man himself, to talk to him personally.” Worse, Bonhoefter
warned, once “he has surrendered his will and become a mere tool” — i.e., a mere echo of
an idea or ideology or policy — “there are no lengths of evil to which the fool will not go,
yet all the time he is unable to see that it is evil.” Martin Luther King Jr. would make the
same point repeatedly throughout the 1960s, including this way in 1967: “Over the last

few years many Negroes have felt that their most troublesome adversary was not the
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obvious bigot of the Ku Klux Klan or the John Birch Society, but the white liberal who is
more devoted to ‘order’ than to justice, who prefers tranquility to equality.” Such white

liberals, King insisted, see “integration in merely aesthetic terms.”

The prioritization of order over justice is even worse in the academy. Why have the rules
governing free speech become so much more restrictive for higher education than they
are for what remains of our public sphere? We can agree readily with Weber that
“intellectual integrity’ is the only specific virtue” that science “should seek to inculcate” —
and that this necessarily involves the willingness “to recognize facts, even those which
may be personally uncomfortable, and to distinguish them from [one’s] own evaluations.”
But how does that integrity actually hold up in the citadel of science, the university?
When do administrative rappels a l'ordre serve the pursuit of knowledge, and when do

they undermine it?

https://www-chronicle-com.proxy.cc.uic.edu/article/should-protests-be-allowed-in-the-classroom 4/18



4/30/26,4:35 PM Opinion | Should Protests Be Allowed in the Classroom?

A screen grab from a video by Elisha (Lishi) Baker that was posted to X on January 21, 2025. X; ELISHA BAKER

January 2025 classroom protest at Columbia University serves as a useful test

case. Statements provided by two students enrolled in the course, a video of

the incident posted by the Columbia Jewish & Israeli Students X account, and

a second recording posted by another of the enrolled students tell the story. In

the first minutes of the first meeting of the “History of Modern Israel” class, four

protesters with faces covered by keffiyehs entered the room. One protester read aloud a

prepared statement while another filmed. The statement included the phrase, “We're
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giving you an inside scoop on Columbia University’s normalization of genocide.” Two
fliers were distributed that included the headings “Crush Zionism” and “Burn Zionism to
the Ground,” with drawings of a boot hovering over a star of David and a keffiyeh-clad
figure holding a burning Israeli flag, respectively. A third flier read “THIS IS FOR HIND,”
and a fourth was an uncaptioned picture of Hind Rajab, the Palestinian child killed by

Israeli forces and memorialized in previous Columbia protests and the 2025 film The Voice

of Hind Rajab, among other sites.

The protesters were calm and methodical, as was the visiting professor, Avi Shilon, who

accepted one of the fliers and, according to one student’s report, tried to “create a
dialogue” and offered the protesters “a seat at the table” before gently herding them
toward the door. Several of the enrolled students were a bit more aggressive; some
snatched and crumpled the fliers or threw them to the floor. The entire exchange, which

lasted about five minutes, was brief, contained, and, by any reasonable standard, peaceful.

By contrast, the administration’s response was hyperbolic and harsh. Within a month,

two of the protesters had been identified as Barnard students and expelled. This action

was justified first by administrators and subsequently by Columbia’s Task Force on
Antisemitism. Laura Ann Rosenbury, president of Barnard College, insisted on the need
to “protect” Barnard’s “extraordinary community of women” from “antisemitism,
harassment, and discrimination,” as well as “the intention of interfering with learning.”
Columbia’s interim president, Katrina Armstrong, responded similarly, stating that “no
group of students has a right to disrupt another group of students in a Columbia
classroom” and declaring “antisemitism, or other form of discrimination, harassment, or
intimidation,” unacceptable, and condemning the “violent imagery” on the fliers. Josef
Sorett, dean of Columbia College, summed up what would emerge as the consensus
justification: There must be no interference with “the sacrosanct environment of the

»
classroom.

Shilon, for his part, discussed the event in similar terms. Invoking the “home away from

home” and “safe space” framing so familiar from the diversity, equity, and inclusion era. “I
was shocked because I was like, okay, you can demonstrate outside or in the street but to

get in the class, it’s like someone invades your house,” he told the student newspaper
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Columbia Spectator. Finally, the Antisemitism Task Force report would endow the idea of

the sacrosanct classroom with quasi-legal force by characterizing the event as the “most

flagrant recent violation of academic freedom at Columbia.”

“Democracy has its proper place,” Weber said, or, as Shilon put it, “You can demonstrate
outside or in the street,” but not in the sacred space of the classroom. By scientific
standards, five minutes out of a semester-long course does not amount to a meaningful
interference in a student’s education (to say nothing of whether the protest itself was an

educational opportunity). Likewise, from a scientific perspective, calls to “crush” or “burn”

Zionism are no different than statements calling for the defeat of any political ideology
that a critic deems unacceptable — fascism, Nazism, socialism, communism, monarchism,
libertarianism, ethnonationalism, etc. So why the extremely harsh response? We are left

only with the “aesthetic” prioritization of order over justice that King warned of.

hould academic training in fact be sacrosanct, insulated from the democratic

give-and-take of the outside world? We can begin with Weber’s measure: Rule by

expertise has an advantage over “democratic forms of rule” because “it is less

dependent on emotional factors,” which he attributed to both “the street” below
the expert and “demagogues” above. The expert, like the aristocrat, “generally has a cooler
head,” Weber insisted, because she has benefited from “an education directed at

maintaining countenance.”

How scientific — how free from the distortions of emotion — were of the statements
made by those involved in the Columbia incident? Weber’s distinction is easy to illustrate
by looking at the “demagogues” in our current debates. We would not want to accept as
scientific the response by the House Committee on Education and Workforce’s fabulation
that “masked students disrupted class at @Columbia, which receives billions in taxpayer

dollars, to pass out flyers calling for the murder of Jews.” The fliers made no such call.
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A good Weberian, Shilon staked his claim to scientific authority by distinguishing his
evenhandedness before the facts from the one-sidedness he attributed to the protesters.

“These protesters believe there is only one true narrative,” he asserted in one of his

reports, “but a good historian cannot simply present one side of the story.” In another, he
claimed that the protesters “came to shout and protest, not to debate or learn.” In a third,
he said that, although he’d invited them “to join the class and to learn about the conflict,”
the protesters “just shouted ‘genocide, ‘criminals, and didn’t reply.” As a result, he said,
“they don’t understand the conflict.” As evidence of his scientific prioritization of facts

over partisan opinion, he even afforded some concessions to the other side, including

saying that “equating Zionism with settler colonialism is a grave mistake, but it would

also be a mistake to ignore that thesis completely.”

But Shilon also drew on a second foundation for his findings, one rooted in his identity as
an Israeli and a Jew. For example, he said that, because of his life experience in Israel,
when the protesters first came into the classroom they looked to him “like mehablim” (the
Hebrew word for terrorists). So too, identifying with his American Jewish students, he
said that the protest “appeared to undermine their sense of home in the United States.” “If
you are Jewish,” he concluded, “you have almost certainly felt that your experience in the

last year was different from that of non-Jews.”

At moments in his reports, the fear and alienation Shilon attributed to his Jewish and
[sraeli perspective seem to overpower his fact-finding as a scientist, bringing him close to
Weber’s “purely emotional influences.” The individual pieces of evidence at issue are

minor, but the discrepancies between his reports and the video recordings add up.

For example: 1. Shilon wrote that the protesters were “men,” but they appear to have been
women; 2. he asserted that the protesters were “throwing the posters at the students,”
although the videos show the protesters methodically distributing the fliers and the
enrolled students grabbing, crumbling, throwing, and swiping them away; 3. he wrote
that he decided to be “less polite,” whereas he was in fact consistently polite even as he
directed the students toward the door; 4. he wrote that the protesters were “shouting
indistinctly,” although the protesters were largely silent except for the one reading the

prepared statement in a level, clear voice and the group issuing a single “Free Palestine!”
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shout only once they were already out the door; 5. he wrote that the shouting protesters
were “holding posters showing pictures from Gaza,” but the only picture shown, not

identifiably from Gaza, was an uncaptioned portrait of smiling six-year-old Hind Rajab

wearing a flower tiara.

he exchange that most brings us back to Weber’s democratic/aristocratic
distinction happened near the end. An enrolled student taunted, “Is this what
you paid for? Is this why you are here?” A protester replied, “Why don’t you
listen and I'll tell you why I am here.” The student said, “Maybe we could do
that not during a class section,” to which the protester responded, “You're here to learn,

right?” The student answered, “Yeah, from the professor I am paying to teach me.”

This invocation of professorial authority might seem to bring us back to the question of
“intellectual aristocracy.” But according to one of Weber’s biographers, “Science as a
Vocation’ contains an element of camouflage”: It is less antidemocratic than it might seem.
Hidden behind Weber’s defense of earned authority is a critique of a particular stripe of
speech policing that, as a rule, is more a vulnerability of the administrator than the
professor: that of “those ‘specialists without spirit, whom at the end of The Protestant Ethic

he condemned as nullities.”

We become nullities, Weber explained in 1895, when we “succumb readily to a special
kind of illusion, namely that we are able to refrain entirely from making conscious value
judgments of our own.” Not only does this illusion of rudderless institutional neutrality
make us “prey to unexamined instincts, sympathies and antipathies,” he insisted, it also
makes us “all too strongly tempted to join the camp-following of the victor in the

economic struggle for power.”

By contrast, he argued, there is “something genuinely human and profoundly moving”
when “a mature person (whether old or young) who feels with his whole soul the
responsibility he bears for the real consequences of his actions, and who acts on the basis
of an ethics of responsibility, says at some point, ‘Here I stand, I can do no other.”

Without such soulfulness as an institutional possibility for science and politics both, he
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insisted, we are “inwardly dead.” In the end, his synthetic position is the same as that

recently articulated by Pope Leo XIV:

Teaching means forming people to listen to the heart, to inner freedom and the
capacity for critical thinking. In this dynamic, faith and reason neither ignore nor
oppose one another. They should both be traveling companions in the humble and

sincere search for truth.

That is, the sin of scholar and administrator alike is “camp-following” rather than soulful
engagement with the scientific mission of truth. The goal of education is to engage with

value questions openly and analytically, rather than with the deadening prescriptiveness

of ideologues, moralists and bureaucrats. This is the one and only method for free

thought, and it is only via free thought that truth is apprehended.

So what authorizes Shilon and the Barnard/Columbia administrators and Task Force to
claim that science allows them to dismiss the moral and political concern of the young
protesters? “They don’t understand the conflict,” Shilon said. As Weber, Horkheimer,
Bonhoeffer and King all suggest, though, when the rubber of academic understanding hits
the road of political reality, science divorced from value routinely shows itself to be
sapped of the accountability to uncomfortable facts that is its defining measure of

integrity.

As Shilon’s split testimony reveals, facts matter for scientists but less so when they feel
threatened or speak in the idiom of administrators. Psychologically, the overpowering of
reason by emotion under perceived threat is an excuse we all understand. From a
scientific perspective, it is an allowance that should be granted to professors and
protesters both without allowing it to rule the day. But what of the administrators

charged with maintaining the infrastructure for learning? What of their sciencelessness?

Writing from his jail cell in 1944, Bonhoeffer narrated the social development that invited

such epistemological deterioration as it emerged during the heroic era of the
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professional-managerial class. “The end of the 18th century saw the end of the ‘polymath’,
and in the 19th century intensive education replaced extensive, so that towards the end of

it the ‘specialist’ evolved; and by now everyone is just a technician, even in the arts.”

Indeed, he insisted, the result is that “our cultural life remains a torso.” His beheading
metaphor was pointed. As modelled by Shilon and the Barnard/Columbia administrators
and Task Force authors, for example, our science appears to be all body or emotion with

none of the sober fact-finding and self-reflexive reasoning that is the province of mind.

n his most recent book, Lee C. Bollinger, the former Columbia president, cites
relevant judicial opinions that emerged following Weber’s 1917 lecture. These
include Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.’s landmark 1919 opinion that “we should be
eternally vigilant against attempts to check the expression of opinions that we
loathe and believe to be fraught with death,” and Louis Brandeis’s, from 1927, which states
that “to courageous, self-reliant men, with confidence in the power of free and fearless
reasoning applied through the processes of popular government, no danger flowing from

speech can be deemed clear and present.”

While this power has often seemed to be at the heart of higher education’s mission (albeit
with many notable exceptions), it now seems we need reminding that, as a third such case

reveals, the courage it requires is often not the province of the adults in the room:

In 1965, 13-year-old Mary Beth Tinker wore a black armband to school as a sign of
protest against the Vietnam War. Officials said she could not bring this
controversial political protest into the school. The Supreme Court of the United
States agreed with Mary Beth, declaring that “freedom of speech or expression [are
not shed] at the schoolhouse gates.” Having to confront speech you may view as
dangerous or offensive is a principle in America that goes all the way down to

junior high school.

University officials, like their confréres in middle schools, have a responsibility for

maintaining a certain level of order. But when cowardice trumps “fearless reasoning” and
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a five-minute statement of concern about a major historical event results in expulsions —

justified with overwrought allusions to “wicked ideologies” translated into bureaucratese

and brandished against 20-year-olds via a supercharged version of the “bullying
sanctimony” associated with the DEI era — the requisite democratic conditions for
science are foreclosed. As Wendy Brown puts it in her book on Weber, “administrative
systems that originate as mere ‘means” — i.e., in response to external pressures rather
than internal purpose — “eventually invert freedom into its opposite.” Such is the work,

as Weber put it, of “specialists without spirit.”

Students are right to be afraid of administrators just as they are right to fear those turning

them into political quarry. Equally so, we are right to ask with Danielle Allen whether

administrators, in caving to these outside pressures, are failing to cultivate a campus
environment that supports “an immediate and local experience of self-government” so
that those fulfilling the university’s purpose — the students and faculty — “can take

pleasure in it, take pleasure in freedom.”

In the end, a society’s conscience is never the sole province of any person or group —
certainly not professors, for example — but history shows that it has frequently been the

role of students and artists, among others. Arguably, this is the highest of all vocations.

Decidedly, it should not be foreclosed in bad faith. Maryam Alwan, a Columbia student
protester, summed up the effect of such stifling when she said “it felt like we” — we the

collegium — “had exited the realm of law and logic.” When the scope of permissible

morality and political opinion are defined by officialdom rather than by the checks and

balances of free speech, the “inwardly dead” university shows its face.

Of course protest should be allowed in the classroom. Our science and our vocation

depend on it.

Wed like to hear from you — tell us how The Chronicle has made a difference in your work or

helped you stay informed. You can also send feedback about this article or submit a letter to the

editor.
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