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Visiting Fellowships
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It all began with an announcement, made public on the website of the Kennedy School’s
Institute of Politics at Harvard University. Chelsea Manning would be joining a curious
array of Visiting Fellows, including Mr Disaster, Robby Mook, and Sean Bumbling Spicer.
(Manning, Spicer and Mook has a curious ring to it, the name, perhaps, of an error-prone
debt recovery agency.)

Mook will  have something to tell  members of the Kennedy School,  being credited with
directing  one  of  the  worst  electoral  campaigns  in  US  electoral  history.  His  fanatical
insistence on statistical determinations had its own role to play in sinking Hillary Clinton,
the person who hired him to get elected.

Spicer hardly needs an introduction, handed the task of being the first press secretary of the
Trump administration. (Remember, he explained, Hitler did not use chemical weapons.) In a
world supposedly hostile to facts, he wore his crown proudly and comically, before taking
leave.

Where, then, would the ire come against this rogues gallery of appointments? There was
potentially room for everyone to have a crack. Within hours, it became a shooting gallery
with one ultimate target: Chelsea Manning.

Apart from the usual blood lusting, chest-beating patriots who adore that fiction known as a
country, Manning’s appointment was bound to generate a few frowns. But what should have
been mere creases became full blown furrows, with the Central Intelligence Agency taking
the noisy lead.

Coercive blackmail on the decision makers was first exerted by a former employee of that
less than principled organisation. Michael Morell’s letter to Douglas Elmendorf, dean of
the Kennedy School, was hectoring, irate.[1] It did not even matter that his own fellowship
appointment (because former CIA employees are worth it) was in the Belfer Center, where
he would not necessarily be sharing beverages with the crew at the Institute of Politics.

The former deputy and acting director of the CIA insisted that the very fact of leaking
classified information – never mind of what nature – was a reprehensible, disqualifying act. It
was “my right, indeed my duty, to argue that the School’s decision is wholly inappropriate
and to protest it by resigning from the Kennedy School – in order to make the fundamental
point  that  leaking  classified  information  is  disgraceful  and  damaging  to  our  nation.”  (How
are nations ever damaged in that way has never been satisfactorily demonstrated by the
actuaries in the security establishment.)

Current CIA director Mike Pompeo also lobbed a bomb of indignation at Harvard’s Rolf
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Mowatt-Larssen after cancelling a scheduled appearance at the John F. Kennedy, Jr. Forum.
The rationale was predictable from a person who pretends to see the world in clearly
minted,  binary  terms,  where the warriors  of  light  will  vanquish  those of  the dark.  By
attending the event, he would be sending a large announcement of betrayal to the former,
while giving an incentive to the latter.[2]

Pompeo’s reasoning pans Manning as a felon “found guilty of 17 serious crimes for leaking
classified  information  to  WikiLeaks.”  He  then  reiterates  a  sentiment  trumpeted  from  the
start  of  his  tenure:

“WikiLeaks  is  an  enemy  of  the  United  States  akin  to  a  hostile  foreign
intelligence service.”

It is worth nothing that, for all the efforts made by the prosecution in the Manning case, the
charge  of  supplying  classified  information  to  a  foreign  enemy  failed  to  convince  Judge
Denise Lind. To have taken that step would have been tantamount to drawing a wide net
over the fourth estate, the security state’s ultimate vengeance.

Who, then, should be Fellows, visiting or otherwise? Bill Delahunt, acting director of the
IOP, was clear:

“We welcome the breath of thought-provoking viewpoints on race, gender,
politics and media.”[3]

Such enlightenment, such maturity.

It was not a point shared by Pompeo:

“Harvard’s actions implicitly tell its students that you too can be a fellow at
Harvard and a felon under United States law.”

This position is hard to entertain in any credible, intellectual sense, especially coming from
the director of an organisation trained in the dark arts of destabilisation, interrogation and
extra-judicial killings.

Morell, of course, was singled out by Pompeo as the exemplar of public service.

“You have traded a respected individual who served his country with dignity
for one who served it with disgrace and who violated the warrior ethos she
promoted to  uphold  when she voluntarily  chose to  join  the United States
Army.”

Contradiction be damned.

The upshot of this was a whimpering victory for the CIA, a crude one won by the invocations
of bullying. The Kennedy School duly rescinded Manning’s title, and did so in the most
mealy-mouthed of ways.
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“We invited Chelsea Manning,” came the statement from dean Elmendorf,
“because the Kennedy School’s longstanding approach to visiting speakers is
to  invite  some  people  who  have  significantly  influenced  events  in  the  world
even if they do not share our values and even if their actions or words are
abhorrent to some members of our community.”[4]

Debate was not justification; discussion did not entail approval.

What Elmendorf then does, after patting the institutional back for intellectual tolerance, is to
empty the term “Fellow” of any clear meaning. Don’t presume, we are told, that it has any
distinguishing merit to it. A Visiting Fellow, he suggests, is merely a visitor.

“In general, across the School, we do not view the title of ‘Fellow’ as conveying
a special honour; rather, it is a way to describe some people who spend more
than a few hours at the School.”

Manning  had  only  been  invited,  we  are  informed,  to  spend  one  day  at  the  School,
specifically  to  “meet  with  students  and  others  who are  interested  in  talking  with  her,  and
then to give remarks in the Forum where the audience would have ample opportunity – as
with all of our speakers – to ask hard questions and challenge what she had said and done.”

The  dean  then  moves  into  a  mode  of  apology.  “Visiting  Fellow”  could  be  construed,
mistakenly,  as  “honorific”,  a  point  that  should  have  been  considered.  A  weighing  should
have also taken place between educating the Kennedy School community and “the extent
to  which  the  person’s  conduct  fulfills  the  values  of  public  service  to  which  we aspire.”  On
this basis, inviting Manning “was wrong.” The term “Visiting Fellow” would duly be stripped
from Manning, even though the invitation to still spend a day at the School and speak to the
forum would stand.

This entire charming episode shows, regrettably, how spines go on sudden holiday in the
academy when political forces knock at the door. Academics tend to be the first to fold when
matters of courage are concerned, and often do so in graceless dissimulating prose. The
Kennedy School of Government has not just been made safe for the CIA, but for academic
hypocrisy.

Dr. Binoy Kampmark was a Commonwealth Scholar at Selwyn College, Cambridge. He
lectures at RMIT University, Melbourne. Email: bkampmark@gmail.com
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[3] https://www.hks.harvard.edu/announcements/institute-politics-harvard-kennedy-school-announces-a
dditional-visiting-fellows
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