The
Hackney

Files

For 10 budding history majors living through
tumultuous times for Penn and US higher education,
Jared Farmer’s class on archival research methods

doubled as a crash course on how the University
navigated the culture-war clashes of another era.

By Trey Popp

Ivy League presidency is not a carefree job, and Sheldon Hackney

Hon’93 did not have to wait long to find out. Two days after the picket-

n ing of his inauguration gala by Black students protesting the “intoler-

able conditions” they faced on a campus where “pervasive” racism was

met with “benign neglect,” the genteel historian-turned-administrator got a

bracing taste of what they meant. On the night of October 25, 1981, a series of

phone calls vilifying the predominantly Black residents of DuBois College House

with unprintable racial epithets culminated in a bomb threat that precipitated
the building’s evacuation.

Three months later, 300 students rallied outside a trustees meeting to protest
the University’s investments in companies doing business in apartheid South
Africa. If the trustees thought they could simply outwait critics of their reluc-
tance to divest, the four-year anniversary of that peaceful demonstration proved
otherwise. On January 22, 1986, Penn students occupied College Hall for a
“round-the-clock” sit-in that lasted 20 days, during which a symbolic wooden
shanty was erected on College Green.
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Facing page: Letter to the office
of President Sheldon Hackney
sent via fax by a Class of 1976
College graduate expressing
criticism of “intolerance” and
“limits of speech” on campus in
connection with the 1993 Water
Buffalo incident and theft of
Daily Pennsylvanian newspa-
pers. Administrators planned
and tracked their responses to
such letters using colored
sticky notes.
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persuasive =... Td .. acceptable spes -~ iias NO
right to back that persuasion up with legislation carrying
real penalties for non-compliance. The masses, washed or
otherwise, must be left with the messy task of thinking for
themselves and deciding which ideas are preferable - even if
those mas=es are wrong. No metter how odioius, the Nazis can
march in Skokie.

The university has an obligation to make students think for
themselves - especially when they would rather not. It must
welcome them to the mes=y, impolite, unfair and highly
cempetitive marketplace of ideas. It must alsc teach them to
solve (or at least tolerate) their intellectual differences,
without the pelicing power of a paternalistic governmental
entity outside themselves.

Once it uses it’s very real power to legislate acceptable
limits of speech, and to impose real conseguences for
exceading those limits, it MUST impose a chilling effect on
the freedom of speech. That may net be its intent, but that
effect cannot be credibly denied. This particular road to
hell is indeed paved with good intenticns.

If 14,000 issues of the D.P. are confiscated today, will
every copy of the “Autobiography of Malcolm X" be =tolan
from Van Pelt tomorrow? Once you ascalate from "speech-met-—
With-speech" to "spesch—-met—-with—-action", you, no matter
your intentions, gannot control the outcome, which sooner,
rather than later, will end in an Orwellian condition.

2. The factionalism on campus (and off) is a problem born of
intolerance — not of people, but of ideas. The hallmark of
current "political correctness" is the stance that iIf cne
person disagrees with another, hesshe is an "ist" of some
sort - racist, sexist, feminist. In the McCarthy era, it uwas
"communist”. That is not an overstatement. What we have here
is pure and simple McCarthy—-ism. It was just as wWrong as a
right wing tactic, as it ls coming from the left. This is
what kills debate and thereby destroys the possibility of
finding solutiens to anything.
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Among the events vying for Hackney’s
attention before the sit-in was the un-
speakably vile harassment of two local
Black girls wearing Catholic school uni-
forms from the neo-Georgian windows
of one fraternity on Locust Walk, and an
alleged gang rape of an undergraduate
woman at another. Among the incidents
to confront him afterward was a hack of
the Wharton School’s ticker-tape ma-
chines to spit out the message “Fuck you
Asians, Get Out of Wharton.” Later a co-
alition of Philadelphia high school grad-
uates and civil organizations sued Penn
and the city, accusing the former of fail-
ing to fulfill contractual agreements with
the latter around the provision of scholar-
ships to Philadelphia natives; the plain-
tiffs included both Penn’s Black Student
League and a University association of
Black faculty and employees.

Then, no sooner had that lawsuit fi-
nally been decided in favor of Penn—
which meanwhile signed an agreement
with the city to boost the recruitment of
students from Philadelphia high schools
while modestly expanding the financial
aid available through the Mayor’s Schol-
arship program—came what was des-
tined to become the most notorious
controversy of the Hackney era. In April
1993, national media flocked to a story
about an unresolved and previously ob-
scure disciplinary case stemming from
the night of January 13, 1993. On that
date, a Penn freshman struggling with
writer’s block responded to the celebra-
tory clamor of a group of African Amer-
ican sorority sisters on the Superblock
by shouting from his sixth-floor window:
“Shut up, you water buffalo! If you want
a party, there’s a zoo a mile from here.”

Although this was hardly the ugliest
insult hurled at the Delta Sigma Theta
sisters, its Israel-born source had the mis-
fortune of being more memorable than
the multitude of grimly unoriginal racial
and misogynistic epithets rained down
upon the revelers from other rooms. And
the University’s maladroit handling of the
aftermath furnished catnip for culture
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warriors crusading against both political
correctness and Hackney’s recent nomi-
nation to chair the National Endowment
for the Humanities—especially since it
came to light right after the theft of
14,000 issues of the Daily Pennsylvanian
by Black students infuriated by the ra-
cially charged columns penned by a right-
wing undergraduate columnist.

any alumni may regard these con-
troversies as ancient history. Some
might be wondering why, in 2025,
the Gazette would see fit to dredge them
up again. But for the 10 undergraduates
in Jared Farmer’s HIST 2000: History
Workshop this past spring, the episodes
were even more remote. In fact, they were
utterly unknown. “Even other history
professors I have talked to,” College soph-
omore Liam Tan attested, “had no idea
what the Water Buffalo incident was.”
Farmer, the Walter H. Annenberg Pro-
fessor of History, joined Penn’s faculty
in 2020 [“The Olden Bough,” Mar|Apr
2023]. This spring he was tasked with
teaching HIST 2000, which the depart-
ment created several years ago as a way
to introduce newly declared and pro-
spective history majors to archival re-
search. It’s a methodology course, in
other words, aimed at digital natives
who've scarcely imagined the confusion
and tedium awaiting anyone who hunts
for insights within the endless boxes of
committee reports, correspondence,
meeting minutes, and unpredictable
ephemera of an institutional archive.
As he contemplated how to hook and
hold his students’ interest, Farmer reflect-
ed on the tumultuous period they had all
just come through. The 2023-24 academ-
icyear opened amid controversy over the
Palestine Writes Festival—described by
organizers as a celebration of Palestinian
culture, but which national Jewish orga-
nizations, Penn Hillel, and more than
4,000 alumni signatories to an open letter
asserted included many speakers with
antisemitic views. Hamas’s deadly October
7 attack on Israeli citizens supercharged

Open expression and
identity-based harassment.
Diversity/equity/inclusion
initiatives. Student activism
and institutional neutrality.
These debates have

roiled campuses before.
Why not set these College
sophomores loose in the
archive and let them draw
their own conclusions?

an already acrimonious campus debate
over how to balance Penn’s commitments
to academic freedom and open expression
with its duty of care to the University’s
Jewish community. By year’s end, Penn
president Liz Magill had resigned along
with trustees chair Scott Bok C’81 W’81
L’84: and Faculty Senate chair Tulia Faletti;
Penn’s chapter of the American Associa-
tion of University Professors had accused
“unelected billionaires without scholarly
qualifications” of “attempting a hostile
takeover of the [University’s] core aca-
demic functions”; and a 16-day encamp-
ment by protestors demanding divestment
from companies “that profit from Israel’s
war on Gaza and occupation in Palestine”
had been disbanded by Penn Police [“Gaz-
etteer;” Jul|Aug 2024].

“They lived through last year—I wanted
to help them better understand it,” Farm-
er reflected. “So much of what Penn went
through [involved] issues that I actually
think stem from the 1980s and 1990s.”
And it happens that Sheldon Hackney’s
papers are the most recent presidential
files to be unsealed by the University Ar-
chives and Records Center, which abides
by a 25-year mandatory closure period.
Why not set these College sophomores
loose in those boxes and let them draw
their own conclusions?

So Farmer hatched a plan. He’d split
them into four groups and assign each a
topic. One team would examine the Uni-
versity’s response to student demands for



South Africa divestment. Another would
investigate the Mayor’s Scholarship dis-
pute of the early 1990s along with other
challenging aspects of Penn’s relationship
with the city of Philadelphia. A third
would probe the Hackney administra-
tion’s efforts to promote “Black presence”
and “minority permanence” in the stu-
dent body and faculty during the 1980s
and early 1990s. The fourth would tackle
the Water Buffalo affair.

Collectively, the projects would shed
light on how a past administration dealt
with issues that continue to reverberate
today. Open expression and identity-based
harassment. Diversity/equity/inclusion
initiatives. Student activism and institu-
tional neutrality. These debates have
roiled campuses before. Through HIST
2000, Farmer aimed to give students the
chance to discover the similarities and
differences for themselves. His main aim
was to teach them skills they’d eventually
need to write a senior honors thesis—and
that would serve them well in a variety of
careers. But he also had another goal: “I
hoped they would come to understand
Penn better, and to see themselves as part
of alarger history”

irst they had to hone their interpre-

tive and analytical chops. In late

January they assembled in a class-
room in the Kislak Center for Special
Collections, Rare Books and Manu-
scripts, on the sixth floor of Van Pelt
Library, where Farmer flashed the image
of a 3-by-5-inch library catalog card on
a white screen.

“Does anyone know what this is?” he
asked.

A couple students nodded. Most shook
their heads. So Farmer cycled through
images of three paper-based technolo-
gies that have traditionally made librar-
ies and archives work: a catalog card, a
checkout card, and an IBM computer
punch card. Next he explained the two
major library classification systems, con-
trasting the benefits and drawbacks of
the Dewey Decimal System and the Li-

(Top) Intramural letter from the late Student Financial
Aid Director Bill Schilling C'66 L'69 to University General
Counsel Shelley Green summarizing Penn’s obligations
to provide scholarships to Philadelphia residents in

exchange for the conveyance of certain real estate par-
cels from the city to Penn, which became the subject of

litigation in the 1980s and 1990s. (Bottom) Subsequent

letter from Green to the Philadelphia City Solicitor.
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brary of Congress Classification that
Penn, like most academic libraries, uses.
Then he invited the students to reflect
on their first assignment.

He had asked each of them to choose
a row in the library stacks and scan
every title of every book on at least 20

Eruly yours,

P =1

Wer

consecutive shelves, pulling out and
skimming any volume that caught their
eye. They were to time the exercise with
a stopwatch and collect observations in
a short essay that would note the call
numbers of the first and last books in
their shelf sequence, the minute mark
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Extract from a 1985 complaint lodged by Black
Wharton graduate student David Campbell WG'86
objecting to his racial harassment, abuse, and arrest
on campus by a Philadelphia police officer despite

producing University identification. The incident
became a flashpoint for Penn’s Black Students’

League, Graduate Minorities Council, and other

campus advocacy groups.

“l'hoped they would come
to understand Penn better,
and to see themselves as
part of alarger history.”

us to leave.

stacks,” he reflected, “made me realize
how much I missed looking through on-
line databases for narrow searches. For
my high school projects, I felt like I was
on a particular time crunch to find
sources that were directly relevant to the

I and my friend began walking north on 40th Streat,
and once again stopped, In front of che movie theater about
20 yards from che cornmer of 40th and Walnut and began calking.
After about a minute, we decided to starc walking and in the
procesa, I happened to turn around and see Officer Bulley
approaching us at a very fast pace with his nigheseick
raised. Undecided as whather te run for fear of being
physcially abused by cthe Officer, I decided it besc we wait

LU TR TR L

SR61 ‘mnssmy

to sae what the Officer wanted. He approached us again,
exclaiming didn't he tell us to leave at which point T
asked the 0fficer what was the problem, what did we do
wreng and why did we have to leave. 1 alsoc once again
pointed out to the officer that I was a scudent and a

employee at the University and if anything felt as if I

was a part of its environment and fale weleome in the ares.
0fficer Bulley seemed to gec angry at this point and without
explanation told us again to leave the area.
friend turned to walk I said to my friend that it wasn't

fair and at this poinc Officer Bulley started charging

1 told him I was leaving but he said I should
have stopped running my mouth and grabbed me by my shirt, and
slung me against a wall, ripping my shirt.
jacket down and handcuffed me. My friend began walking

and then the ocher officer appeared and asked Officer Bulley

about my friend, but Officer Bulley said my friend was "
While ac the Police Stacion ac 55th and Pine,

1 gave Officer Bulley the rest of my I.D.. one plece of

which was a U.5.M.C. I.D. card, and Officer Bulley made

the statement that if he had talked as much as I did when

he was in some type of training school, he would have baen !

He alzo told me char since I am

behind me.

quiet.

smacked in the mouth.

at which their attention waned, and how
this old-fashioned method of browsing
compared to the search-engine keyword
queries to which they are accustomed.
Most of the students had never perused
library stacks at all. One sophomore in-
tended to target the D section—world
history—but had trouble finding it. So he
ended up starting in KS, where books on
African legal systems rubbed up against
unabridged constitutions from India and
other countries, a biography of Mohandas
Gandhi, and volumes containing en-
closed pamphlets that conventional book-
digitization efforts would miss. Christian
Chun confessed to getting “bored after 10
minutes” on Van Pelt’s third floor, so
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As T and my

He threw my

started over on the fifth, where the li-
brary’s extensive Korean language hold-
ings captivated him. “I'm second-gener-
ation, but don’t speak it,” he told the
class—so he found himself snapping
photos of old textbooks and Korean lit-
erature and texting them to his parents,
who added their own gloss to volumes
they recognized. Others noted how ele-
ments like due-date stamps, wear and
tear, or duplicate copies could serve as
proxies of a book’s popularity and schol-
arly influence, or lack thereof.

For Hayden Moore, the class’s lone
freshman, the exercise crystallized how
blinkered his typical approach to re-
search had been. “Searching through the

argument I had chosen.” Yet that mad
dash to cherry-pick sources often pro-
duced “confused” arguments.

Izzy Feinfeld was struck by the way the
Penn Museum’s library revealed a particu-
lar set of scholarly and institutional priori-
ties. The Jewish history section, he noticed,
documented some diaspora populations in
considerably more breadth and depth than
others. “It was interesting to see which
areas of Jewish history have these 50-part
collections, like on the Jews of Czechoslo-
vakia—which are really not present for non-
Ashkenazi Jews,” he said. “You can’t see that
disparity when you're searching for spe-
cific subjects” in a digital library database.
Perusing physical shelves also fostered
serendipitous discoveries. “There was a big
book jutting out that turned out to be pho-
tos of European Jewry before the Holo-
caust,” he said. “I found it pretty moving.”

Several students commented on the
challenge of deciding how to allot their
time and attention. One spent the first
five or 10 minutes “trying to read every
word on every book,” which wasn’t sus-
tainable. Another took exquisitely de-
tailed notes by hand—but reckoned that
it might have been overkill. And even
students who found the exercise fun, as
many professed to, could only muster
their undivided attention for so long.
Which was part of the point.

“When you encounter a huge amount
of information, how do you decide
what’s important?” Farmer explained
retrospectively, as the semester wound
down. “Of course you can tell a machine



sl atineey, By

= after throe kours of ques.

to do it—but you don’t know what its
algorithm is. Really, the best way to do
this is the analog way, through browsing.

“But then you have to learn time-man-
agement skills,” he continued, “and de-
velop the skills of differentiation that are
critical to creating knowledge.” A lot of
archival research boils down to figuring
out how to go through a box of file folders
efficiently and without getting over-
whelmed. “Determining what I can ignore,
what I can skim, what I must scan, what I
must read carefully—that is such a great
skill to have in life, if you do any kind of
knowledge production or analysis. Or con-
sultancy—this is also the kind of work they
do. So it’s a really valuable skill for stu-

1991 letter from a graduate of the College (1980) and
Penn Law (1983) accusing Sheldon Hackney of taking
“the moral low road” in the matter of Mayor’s Scholar-
ships and admissions of Philadelphia residents.

dents, even if they don’t write a thesis.”
The class spent the first half of the semes-
ter wading deeper into the weeds. They
mined a collection of handwritten court-
ship letters for insights about the Great
Depression era. Farmer brought in Nikitas
Tampakis, the director of application de-
velopment at Penn Libraries, to teach them
about the back-end infrastructure of li-
brary databases and the algorithmic bi-
ases of proprietary search engines. Penn
Libraries digitalization specialist Jessie
Dummer C’05 shared how she helped build
the Daily Pennsylvanian archive. The class
conducted an oral history interview with
Joan Plonksi, a 40-year veteran of Penn’s
history department who joined as a recep-

“How can you claim to be a conscientious neighbor,”
she wrote, “when you refuse to educate as many
students as possible from the city to which you are
inextricably linked?”

tionist the year Hackney became president,
and who reflected on Hackney’s predilec-
tion for eating brown-bag lunches en plein
air and making himself accessible to stu-
dents. On March 3 assistant archivist J. M.
Duffin welcomed them to the University
Archives, acquainting them with the his-
tory, scope, purpose, and rules of the place
where they would spend most of their time
from there on out.

&6 I ven as a sophomore with adeclared
major in American History, I had
never performed archival research,”
Arianna Baptiste reflected at the end of
the semester. “I had not known that the
University Archives even existed.”
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1986 letter to Sheldon Hackney on behalf of the Black Students’ League,
Black Graduate and Professional Students’ Association, and three other
groups urging the Executive Board of the Trustees to approve a resolution
to divest from companies doing business in apartheid South Africa.

Jtent SheTdon lsckney
<00 College Hal
3417 Spruce Sk, Rear
Phila. PA 19104

Doar Presidont Hackeey:

stops and we acknowledoe them

work this semedter.

dopartments arc considering mARCTiTY
of-Dean Michsel Aikon in the School of
persons are in beRre
mmounts to rothing sore than a revolwirg door.

Purther, we unSorstand that the mamber

wo carmot rogand a throe pen reroase in

acceptances and actual matriculanta. By tha
jrerease in the mmber of applications may
decrease in the mmber of matriculants.

i do wish to acinoslodge the ef forts
Have heen taken are compromised and
Divestiture is also an isportant part ok
contimae mvesting in South A
to the black commanity o this coampus and in

1n esserce the Trustees votad to cont
and murder of spartheld for amother 18 month
In our view, apartheid
our view apartheid is the mrder
ment in South Africe ia investment
monts in South Africa the Univermity
African govermment and

Baptiste and her partner, Sophie Gala,
would be jumping into the deep end.
Farmer gave them a list of 138 numbered
folders spread across 35 boxes, from
which they were to distill the Mayor’s
Scholarship litigation against the back-
drop of contemporaneous disputes over
minority admissions and recruitment,
city taxes and tax exemptions, charitable
giving, and Penn’s relationships with
Philadelphia public schools.

Other groups were provided with sim-
ilar lists. Farmer didn’t ask them to write
a history of each event, which would
have required far more than three cred-
it hours’ worth of work. Instead he
charged them with creating a curated
digital archive encompassing scanned
documents from their boxes along with
supporting material from secondary
sources, accompanied by freshly created

34 THE PENNSYLVANIA GAZETTE Sep|Oct 2025

We are plexsod that Wharten Sendor Lecturer Murray Dolfman did not returh II':_ :
Joemnry 1986, and arc méare that the committes draftirg a policy statement on racla
harassseet has boon making progress. We do hope that the comittee will complete its

Further, we are aware that the Fontaine Pellowship for =irority
& to s:,:-;-,n 1§ stodents this year, has boen :_ru:mjm'l from i!lﬁ,ﬂﬂo in
,000 for 1986-57, We are also awore of the W.W, Saith Fund of
helps to sgport several minocity graduate students,

%o robe that thero ane three visiring black faculty
1985-86, and offorts aro undersay to secure a black far-ll
Engineering (for the first time in Parn's Mnmn'l.!-?n‘lm;z
the G Scho 2 have also boen tole
i et e m;?':utm. ard we are heartened by the efforts
Arta and Sciences. However, unless black Eaculty
track positions and recsive tenure the use of vi

Incroased three parcont sbove last year's ficuam

yiald enly a meqligibles incresss

i 0 ] oo £l

Jf the Awnistracion. fowmmr the steps th

A puarahadowod :: the Trustee decision of Jamary 17th.
£ tha black agerda. And we view the decision to

=a as racist and femoral. It i

i the City of Phila, as well.

Ay Lrvesting in the
ha, and for a “reasonabl

=igm and investment =
o of inrocent black mon, wWomen Grek &
in the purder of hlack poople. Thro
becomes an accessoty in the crime
an accorplice in the mrderous policies of

o 2-26-86

%' 5

gy of ehe vigtl gd 2
s 1
et 3
iz 1
g

gradunte stixlents,
1985~
44,000 which

porscta at the Untversity for
ty person for the School of
r the Paychology program in
the History and Sociolofy

siting faculty

af black undergraduate applicatiofd has

this is better than 8 decroase,

lications as highly significant. This

roase in the maber of eventual

v an ined
podest ncreass doos MOt in amy Wy guATARLeD lirg ey Tt the e s

or ewmn o

hat

a a flagrant provocation

dous racimm, slmvery

tha

timelines, glossaries, dramatis personae,
capsule biographies, and explanatory
summaries designed to serve as research
aids for future users.

He invited me to attend their final pre-
sentations, after which each group
shared its curated digital archive with
me. For their last assignment the stu-
dents wrote lengthy individual reflec-
tions about what they’d learned. These
ranged from assessments of Penn’s re-
sponses to the specific episodes under
review—and tentative comparisons to
some present-day challenges—to revela-
tions about how the process of historical
inquiry actually works.

“In all of the history classes I've taken at
Penn prior to this class, I studied history
and the historical content that was placed
in front of me by my professors,” Audrey
Kim observed. “This class was completely

different,” she continued, because “we were
the ones charged with the task of creating
new historical storylines and piecing to-
gether the pieces of Penn’s history.” The
experience gave her a “profound apprecia-
tion” for all the curated historical analysis
she has encountered in other courses.

That was a common refrain. “When I
was younger, I always thought history
was about learning the ‘facts’ about what
happened,’ reflected Arjun Kishore. But
this course exemplified what the disci-
pline of history is really about: “using
available information to make arguments
and create a stronger understanding of
what happened.” Sometimes the available
information is scarce. Other times it may
be overwhelming. Either way, eureka mo-
ments can be a long time coming. “His-
torical research involves concentrated,
concerted, and methodical searching,” as
Kim came to appreciate, “and more oc-
casional and sporadic finding.”

Archival research embeds intellectual
challenges within organizational ones.
Often the significance of any one docu-
ment doesn’t become clear until you've
reviewed hundreds of them, because only
then does the broader context snap into
focus. So you need to develop a system of
sorting information into categories you
may not know at the outset. Likewise, it’s
only by mastering an archive’s contents
that you can begin to sense its limits—all
the documents that weren’t saved, or
weren’t created to begin with, whose ab-
sence a conscientious historian must also
take into account.

Trying to distill a coherent historical
narrative from Penn’s archive and assort-
ed secondary sources forced Farmer’s stu-
dents to do something that turns out to be
as rare in high school as it is in contempo-
rary political punditry: truly proceed from
evidence to conclusion. No successful stu-
dent makes it through AP English without
mastering the art of the “persuasive essay.”
This staple of middle- and high-school
writing pedagogy requires them to defend
a position with evidence—which is pre-
cisely the order in which most students go



about it: choose a position, then Google
your way to facts that support it. But when
you don’t really know the story of a con-
troversy to begin with—and it has long
faded from editorial pages and airwaves—
sifting through the actual evidence is the
only sensible way to start. As Hayden
Moore reflected, “Working with archival
materials made me realize that arguments
arise out of source reading and interpreta-
tion,” not the other way around.

Not that it was all old-fashioned, ana-
log searching. “Professor Farmer also
helped me to unlock an entire world of
databases that apparently Penn pays a
lot of money” to access, remarked Ari-
anna Baptiste. “I used databases like
JSTOR and EBSCO but also HeinOnline,
ProQuest, and NexisUni.”

Farmer also emphasized to the class
that archival research involves conquer-
ing not just intellectual challenges but
emotional ones. “History can be tedious,”
he told them. “It can be boring. It can be
overwhelming. And you actually have to
manage these emotions. You have to do
the critical thinking and the analysis, and
you’ve got to be meticulous and all that—
but also you are dealing with feelings.”

Several students credited the class
with expanding their capacity for pa-
tience. Some others discovered that the
“emotional management” aspect of his-
torical inquiry can go beyond dealing
with tedium. For example, the Hackney
administration saved a prodigious quan-
tity of angry letters sent by alumni in
response to the Water Buffalo incident.
They can make for dispiriting reading.
Like others in his group, Christian Chun
found it “shocking” to discover how
many “Ivy League-educated people car-
ried a blind rage” against not only cam-
pus administrators who struggled to
navigate the tension between free ex-
pression and protection from racial ha-
rassment, but often against the Black
sorority sisters themselves for having
the temerity to object to poor treatment.

One correspondent likened Hackney
and his “sleazy” deputies to Hitler and

Undergraduate Admissions Office data table summarizing
admission and matriculation statistics by race from 1978 to
1987. A second table compared Penn’s minority admit and
yield rates to those of 29 other US colleges and universities.
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Stalin while asserting that precious few
of Penn’s “black minority” were “truly
eligible” to study at the University. A let-
ter addressed “Dear Water Buffalo” bade
the sorority sisters to “hide in the corner”
but lamented that they were likelier to
head to Washington, DC, to “wreck the
country.” Others relabeled the Black stu-
dents “hyenas,” “loud mouth rats,” and so
on. “If they were so offended by the ‘N’
word (and I have no doubt that’s what
was hurled at them from various floors),”
wrote one alumna, “then they shouldn’t
have been acting like the ‘N’ word.”
“Researching Penn’s history through
this project was both intellectually clarify-
ing and emotionally heavy,” reflected
Shannon Hodges, a Black sophomore for
whom the Water Buffalo incident was rife
with “failures,” not the least of which was
a “failure to recognize how Black students
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were feeling on campus” at the time. From
the vantage point of today’s “more inclu-
sive” campus culture, it felt tragic that the
Delta Sigma Theta sisters ultimately felt
just as demoralized by the “corruption of
the [University’s] judicial proceedings,”
as they put it, as by the verbal abuse they
had sustained to begin with.

Liam Tan was also struck by the “un-
expected amount of emotions” the proj-
ect elicited in him. As the son of parents
who’d endured “undue harassment for
being Chinese” as immigrants in both
the US and Peru, Tan empathized with
the sorority sisters—who ended up with-
drawing their complaint after Penn’s
poorly handled internal disciplinary
process broke into the editorial pages of
the Wall Street Journal and right-wing
talk radio, where it was tried in a decid-
edly one-sided court of public opinion.
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For Tan, who entered the semester
doubting whether history was the right
academic path for him, that emotional
engagement ended up reinforcing his
commitment to the major. “Something
this project has illuminated is that I am,
put simply, an emotional student,” he re-
flected. And “some of the most important
parts of history are the ones that you can
feel,” he continued, whether it’s “reading
angry letters from alumni” or contempo-
raneous accounts about “the experiences
of minority students at the time.”

he point of this article is not to reliti-

gate any of the incidents the students

studied in the archives. Nor, really,
was that the object of the class. Farmer
wanted to develop his students’ interpre-
tive and analytical skills. He wanted to
encourage them “to be more critical in
their use of search-based research in
digital formats and to be more aware of
the unique advantages of browsing-
based research in material formats.” And
he also hoped that immersion in the
archives would give them a “richer kind
of historical context for thinking about
the tumult of last year.”

The students’ final presentations and
curated digital archives varied in terms of
focal sharpness and comprehensiveness.
But the semester seemed to have served
as a constant spur to careful thinking.

“I've done secondary sources and aca-
demic articles before, but nothing beats
sifting through hundreds of actual docu-
ments in an Ivy League archive,’ reflected
Christian Chun. “We got to see confiden-
tial letters and emails that no one in the
public had ever laid eyes on. It made the
research more tangible, less of a class as-
signment and more of an actual historical
inquiry. I felt like I was peeking behind the
curtain, getting a glimpse of the rarefied
process of how decisions were made, how
administrators responded, and how quick-
ly events could snowball once publicized.”

Chun’s experience researching the
Water Buffalo incident also opened his
eyes to the perils of putting too much
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faith in a single perspective—or even in
your own moral sensibilities.

“My first instinct was to side with the
sorority sisters,” he wrote. “That reaction
was reflexive in me. I've been raised with
a good sense of political correctness and
an awareness of racial injustice. But as I
read actual primary sources, letters,
emails, and internal memos of the Uni-
versity, I realized the incident was far
more nuanced. The student who shouted
‘water buffalo’ was not simply being rac-
ist, and the incident was more compli-
cated than I had initially assumed. That
experience has instilled in me the value
of suspending judgment, of letting pri-
mary sources speak for themselves before
rushing to conclusions. I now read news
articles more carefully, cognizant of how
easily accounts can become distorted. In
fact, I saw firsthand how media coverage,
like that of the Wall Street Journal on the
Water Buffalo Case, can misrepresent key
facts and sensationalize campus life at
the cost of accuracy and fairness.”

And even as the students toiled in the
Penn Archives, they were meanwhile
watching a similar dynamic play out in
real time. Over the course of the spring,
the Trump administration revoked or
froze scientific research funding to Penn
and other universities under a variety of
pretexts, driven largely by partisan-media
portrayals of higher education as irre-
deemably “woke” [“Gazetteer,” May|Jun
2025]. Meanwhile Penn administrators
responded to the pressure in various ways,
including by scrubbing language about
Penn’s commitment to “diversity, equity,
and inclusion” from University websites.

“Some of the controversies we studied
in class are almost eerily applicable to the
political issues facing Penn’s campus re-
cently,” observed Arianna Baptiste. Bap-
tiste was also one of many students to
emerge from the class with a newfound
and unexpected sympathy for University
administrators, past and present.

“The research helped to humanize the
University’s administration even if I do not
necessarily agree with the stances they

take or the policies they pursue,’ she re-
flected. “Working with the Sheldon Hack-
ney Presidential Papers showed me that a
lot goes into the University’s creating a
stance on a controversy. There are so many
groups that want the University to take
specific stances—some student groups
might want the University to do one thing
while donors, the Board of Trustees, par-
ents, representatives and community lead-
ers all might want the University to do
something else, and the University is then
tasked with trying not to upset too many
people—or maybe even more importantly,
to upset the wrong people.”

“What is clear from my research and
other classmates’ research is that the
University tries extremely hard to avoid
controversy,” reflected Arjun Kishore.
“In both the past and current moment
the University prefers to move as little
as possible on any political issues.”

If you sense a whiff of criticism in those
comments, that’s no accident. Farmer’s
students emerged from the class with a
keen appreciation for how expediency can
shape administrative decision-making.

“Tunderstand that the [Penn] president
is just a person trying to make the best
that he can of the situation,” Baptiste con-
tinued. “On the other hand, however, I also
feel that it is upsetting that the University
seems to never take an actual enduring
stance on any area—it simply tries to not
step on anyone’s toes in the moment.”

And since political, economic, and other
kinds of pressures can shift substantially
from one moment to another, an institu-
tion’s responses serve as a reminder that
no matter how much a university may ven-
erate its own history or valorize a particu-
lar credo, it survives through constant
adaptation. That process is rarely as inspir-
ing as a lofty Latin motto, but it does serve
as a sign of changing times.

“Consideration of key events from the
1980s and 1990s explored by the class
prompt tentative conclusions about
Penn’s shift away from morals-based
rhetoric and towards proactive defensive
responses,’ noted Sophia Gala, who stud-



ied the Mayor’s Scholarship dispute. She
was struck by Hackney’s public state-
ment after Penn’s legal victory in that
case, in which he asserted that “our real
challenge is not winning a lawsuit, but
raising the community’s awareness of
the University’s commitment to Phila-
delphia, including the educational op-
portunities at Penn.”

‘Whether motived by a desire to appear
gracious in victory, or to reset town-gown
relations riven by suspicion and mistrust,
or to use the moment to build more mo-
mentum toward a perceived social im-
perative to diversify the student body, the
authors of this statement were responding
to circumstances that seemed to call for a
semblance of moral leadership. So they
“chose to include optional additional lan-
guage addressing the concerns of those
alleging harm by the university,” Gala ob-
served. “In contrast, the statements from
Penn’s administration in the spring of
2025 over rescinded federal funding ad-
dress the topic of legal compliance without
taking a stance on the underlying issue of
withdrawal of government funds based on
policies targeting LGBT Americans.”

As a Black undergraduate toggling be-
tween archival research and current
events, Baptiste marveled over how Penn’s
institutional tone could shift amid chang-
ing circumstances. “Even after it had been
ruled that their obligation as agreed upon
in the 1977 Ordinance was fulfilled,” she
observed about the Mayor’s Scholarship
litigation, “the University still threw itself
into making new programs to engage with
the West Philadelphia public schools com-
munity and the West Philadelphia com-
munity at large.” Meanwhile, in the pres-
ent day, “it was interesting for me to see
Penn go from publicizing how much it
cares about children of color in West Philly
to all but dismantling DEL.”

“Penn, whether it claims otherwise or
not, is part of the world and its political
and economic systems,’ reflected Hayden
Moore. “It does not have a neutral or
value-free presence. Choosing to divest
from South Africa in 1988 was a political

“That experience has
instilled in me the value

of suspending judgment,

of letting primary sources
speak for themselves before
rushing to conclusions.

I nowread news articles
more carefully, cognizant

of how easily accounts

can become distorted.”

statement. Choosing not to divest from
Israel today is a political statement. I do
not consider myself in a position to tell
the University how it should spend its
money, but I do find it frustrating that as
a student I cannot find out, and that the
University claims that it does not have
any stance on the world’s affairs.

“I find it a form of dishonesty that
Penn supports the advancement of a di-
verse student body yet changes the
meaning of diversity,” Moore added.
“Penn claims to be a world leader in
academics but is in many ways a fol-
lower of political trends.”

Of course many students recognized
that their assessments of present-day
administrative actions are hampered by
the opacity of closed-door decision-mak-
ing. A proper historical inquest may
await the unsealing of Magill’s and J.
Larry Jameson’s presidential papers 25
years from now.

Moore ended up feeling like his time
in the archives gave him a better under-
standing of “the nebulousness and
shortsightedness of people in power.”
But it also made Penn seem “like a more
real place ... more alive and dynamic.”

Shannon Hodges concurred. “It’s easy
to see Penn simply as a name,” she
mused in a summer interview. “But the
University is a breathing machine. We
met with a lot of people through this
class. Dr. Farmer brought in different
administrative officers, and talking with

them helped us realize that this is a
physical place that people are running
and putting their time and energy into.”

Insofar as Farmer’s twin aims were to
get students excited about archival re-
search and also “help them better under-
stand the recent and ongoing issues affect-
ing campus by examining controversies
from the past,” perhaps the final word
should go to Audrey Kim, who’d never
conducted research of this kind before.

“This was an amazing way for me to
better understand the present moment
where elite institutions, like Penn, are
being scrutinized by the government for
promoting DEI initiatives similar to those
of the 1970s and 1980s,” she reflected.
“With all of the drama regarding the en-
campments and administration changes
of last year and the current issues revolv-
ing around attacks on DEI initiatives, this
archival project made me more aware of
the way the Penn administration handles
these campus issues. Furthermore, our
research gave me insights into the limita-
tions of the administration and its power
to handle issues relating to race.

“I think I have more sympathy for the
annoying and tedious nuts and bolts of
administrative life,” she added. “My ar-
chival research also provided me with
insights into why the administration
chooses to handle certain situations the
way they do.”

She also voiced a regret that could
double as the best course review Farmer
could have hoped for.

“I feel like there are still so many doc-
uments I didn’t even get to scan
through,” she lamented. “While many of
these documents were probably unhelp-
ful to the general story we were piecing
together, I feel like the project is unfin-
ished because we did not get the fullest
scope of information that was available
to us. In some ways, I'm disappointed
that we didn’t completely close the circle
on this historical story.”

Or to put that another way: “I felt like
a true historian.”
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