Session date: April 30, 2024

Overview

Participants from Cornell’s Class of 1971 introduce themselves, share where they live, describe
their majors and freshman housing, and then launch into a reflective discussion about diversity,
campus culture, student activism, and contrasts between their Cornell years and today’s
campus climate. The conversation centers around experiences with racial diversity, the takeover
of Willard Straight Hall in 1969, Vietnam War protests, media influence, and changes in DEI,
political tensions, and student behavior across decades.

1. Introductions & Backgrounds

Each participant briefly states who they are, where they currently live, and their Cornell history.
1.1 Common Themes

1. Majors and Colleges Represented
o Many were in Human Ecology, Biology, Engineering, Psychology, Child
Development, Economics, etc.
2. Freshman Housing Memories
o Mentions of South Baker, Dickson, and fraternity/sorority affiliations.
3. Post-Cornell Paths
o Careers in education, healthcare, engineering, public service, etc.
4. Geographic Diversity
o Participants now live in Colorado, New Jersey, North Carolina, Maryland,
Massachusetts, New York, and elsewhere.

2. Initial Diversity Experiences at Cornell
(Late 1960s)

2.1 First Encounters with Diversity

Participants describe coming from small or homogeneous towns and being suddenly immersed
in:

Jewish/Christian religious diversity
Meeting Black students for the first time
Encountering international students
Exposure to early gay visibility
Expanding social and cultural awareness
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2.2 Emotional and Social Impact

« Many describe feeling open, curious, and eager to learn.

e Cornell served as a “training ground” for understanding different cultures.

o Some recall early struggles with understanding Black students’ experiences, particularly
around racial trauma.

3. The Willard Straight Hall Takeover (1969)

A major portion of the conversation reflects on this pivotal historic event.

3.1 How Participants Remember It

1. Motivations
o Black students sought:
= Better representation
= Academic programs in Black studies
= Protection after feeling physically threatened
2. Presence of Weapons
o Guns were brought in after Black students felt unsafe due to attempts (or rumored
attempts) by white fraternity members to enter forcibly.
o Most participants never believed the weapons would be used.

3.2 The Barton Hall Protest
o White students’ support varied; not universally supportive.
o Some attended the peaceful sit-in in Barton Hall after the university reneged on

agreements.
o Media reports were wildly inaccurate (e.g., claims of chaos, fabricated details).

3.3 Key Observations

o Large discrepancies between actual events and media portrayals.
« Participants recall it as a political protest, not a personal attack on other students.

4. Then vs. Now: Changes in Campus
Activism

The group contrasts activism in the late 1960s/early 1970s with activism today.
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4.1 Major Differences Identified

A. Nature of the Issues

e Then:
(@]
(@]

o Now:
(@]
(@]

@)

Vietnam War (political, anti-government)
Civil rights and representation

Israel-Gaza war
Identity politics, anti-Semitism, and DEI debates
Feelings of personal threat or hatred among student groups

B. Media Environment

e Then:
o Now:

o O

@)

o

Limited news channels, slower reporting.

24-hour news cycles

Smartphones and social media

Sensationalism and misrepresentation

Pressure to “find a headline” amplifies extreme voices

C. Student Behavior

o Participants perceive:

o O O

o

Greater polarization

Less tolerance of opposing viewpoints

Increased readiness for confrontational or even violent behavior

A more fragile emotional climate tied to trigger warnings, microaggressions, and
DEI messaging

5. Discussion on DEI and Academic Culture

5.1 Opinions Shared

« Some feel DEI expanded so much that academic rigor or traditional core curricula (e.g.,
Western Civilization courses) have been diminished.

o Others argue DEI fostered needed representation and awareness but may have
inadvertently heightened tension.

e Some cite examples of universities (e.g., Syracuse) fostering healthier climates through
open communication rather than ideological rigidity.
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6. Observations About Broader Cultural
Change

6.1 Political and Cultural Polarization

e America is more siloed geographically and ideologically.
e Previously diverse or moderate towns have become politically homogeneous.

6.2 Openness to Hostility
Participants feel:

o Culture has grown more accepting of hate speech and aggression.
e Younger students may join protests without deep understanding.
o Conflict around identity is stronger today than ideological conflict was in the 60s.

7. Personal Reflections on Moral Issues

Several note that the core of student protest—then and now—centers on a moral wrong:

e Vietnam War — unjust war
e Gaza conflict — humanitarian crisis
e And today’s conflicts feel more personal and divisive.

Conclusion (Concise Summary)

This transcript captures a thoughtful group of Cornell alumni reflecting on their undergraduate
experiences with diversity, activism, and social change. They recall entering Cornell as young
adults eager to engage with people different from themselves, living through the defining events
of the Straight takeover and Vietnam protests, and learning from both the solidarity and the
tensions of that era. They contrast their mostly politically focused activism with today’s more
identity-driven and emotionally charged campus climate, emphasizing how media, DEI
initiatives, polarization, and changing cultural norms have reshaped the nature of student protest
and intergroup relations.
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