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Campus award under attack

By MATT DEES, STAFF WRITER

CHAPEL HILL -- Yonni Chapman wants the university to acknowledge that the namesake of the Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award espoused racist views, but the activist and doctoral candidate in history stopped short of calling for the honor to be named for someone else.

UNC Chancellor James Moeser said he wants a campus dialogue on the matter, but he didn't see fit to impose a moratorium on the name of the award, given since 1994 to women who have made major contributions to UNC.

This year's recipient of the Bell Award, Madeline Levine, Kenan professor of Slavic literatures, recognized in her acceptance speech the difficult contradictions posed by the legacy of Southern historical figures.

"So it is with a certain sense of historical irony that I receive this award, named after a woman who was at once an ardent proponent of a woman's right to be educated, a devoted supporter of the University that I, too, have come to love in a not uncritical way, but who was also--there is no other way to put it -- a racist," Levine said.

"How do I make sense of Cornelia Phillips Spencer, this woman who complicates our desire for a neat divide between right and wrong, good and evil?"

It is a difficult question for everyone at the university, people on all sides of the issue said Monday, when Levine received the award.

Chapman said Spencer played a key role in closing the university in 1871, ending a Reconstruction effort by a "biracial coalition" to open the university to black students.

In 1875, Spencer climbed to the top of South Building and rang the bell to commemorate the university's re-opening, a tale said to symbolize Spencer's love for UNC.

But Chapman said part of what she was celebrating was the "white supremacist" Democrats' return to power.

"It just doesn't strike me as right, in this day and age, to not deal with these problems of remembering and honoring a white supremacist," said Chapman, who also has led protests of Saunders Hall, which was named for a former Ku Klux Klan leader. "To pretend it doesn't make any difference, that, to me, just isn't moral leadership."

Moeser said he consulted several history professors, and they said the issue was worth researching and discussing.

He said the focus would be whether Spencer truly spearheaded efforts to perpetuate racism and segregation, or whether she simply personally accepted the social mores of the day.

"The fact is I don't know the answer, and that's why it seems inappropriate for me to declare a moratorium now on the Bell Award," Moeser said in his remarks before handing Levine her award. "But I am quite convinced it's worth discussing those questions. If we value knowledge and understanding, we should always be willing to look at the documentary evidence of our past, whether we think it may be painful or not."

The discussion was particularly painful for Spencie Love, Spencer's great-granddaughter, who attended the award's ceremony.

"Anytime you hear a family member attacked, you want to know if it's fair," Love said.

A historian herself, Love pointed out that she highlighted her great-grandmother's checkered racial past in a speech before the first Bell Award was given.

"By the standards of the day, she was a racist," Love said. "She made racist statements. But I have felt, in some ways, she was the wrong target. Not because she wasn't a racist, but because she did do a ton for the university at a time when she was discriminated against by the university."

Spencer was a champion for women's education and implored state leaders for years to open the university's doors to women.

But Chapman is quick to note that she only sought admission for white women.

He and Clayton Perry, a UNC sophomore and member of the Stone Center for Black Culture and History, said the frustration is the university's failure to mention the negative while seeing nothing wrong with repeating the "woman who rang the bell" story.

"It's kind of like this whole puzzle, but there are several pieces missing," Perry said. "I'm just trying to make sure we have all the pieces and the whole puzzle's represented."

Chapman was gratified Moeser called for a campus discussion of the issue, something Chapman has sought for two years with no response from UNC officials until recently.

A frequent argument against Chapman's efforts is historical figures shouldn't be held to the social and moral standards of the present day.

Chapman dismissed that.

"That's a racist argument to begin with because it assumes that one-third of the population at the time didn't count," he said. "Another thing is it doesn't recognize the many white people who didn't hold white supremacist beliefs."

The Spencer family produced a fitting case in point.

Cornelia Spencer's own brother, Samuel Field Phillips, prosecuted KKK members and ran for N.C. attorney general before Democrats ran him out of the state, Chapman and Love both said.

They had different reactions, however,

"People like Spencer sided with the Ku Klux Klan and the white supremacist elite," Chapman said. "But it's not like the South didn't have people who were opposed to racism and white supremacy."

Love said there never was a rift between Spencer and Phillips, despite their differences.

She noted that he had the option of moving, whereas Spencer, as a war widow, was more or less stuck in Chapel Hill until she moved to Massachusetts late in life.

"She was, like, abandoned here," Love said. "She saw her world crumble, and, like a lot of people in her circumstance, she tried to put her world back together. Again, it doesn't excuse racism. But there was a personal aspect to this as well."

All of it points to how challenging the forthcoming discussion on the issue will be, Levine said.

She drew an analogy between Spencer and Zofia Kossak-Szczucka, who Levine called " a rabid anti-Semite."

Kossak-Szczucka denounced Jews and advocated for Polish Jews to be deported to Madagascar.

But when Nazi Germany began systematically exterminating Jews, Kossak-Szczucka joined a group to rescue Jews from the Holocaust, risking her own life.

Did she have a complete moral awakening?

Not really, Levine said.

She believed, as a Catholic, all life was sacred, and that "it was wrong to murder Jews, however much one might despise them," Levine said.

"I do not know how to judge her," she continued.

"I can only try to understand her within the context of her time, to condemn her views that I find abhorrent, and to marvel at her courage. I imagine that those who study the life of Cornelia Phillips Spencer will eventually arrive at a similarly complex view."

Contact Matt Dees at 932-8760 or at mdees@nando.com
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