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UT should l<eep its six Confederate 
statues, add context with plaques 

The Task Force on His· 
torical Representation of 
Statuary presented Uni· 
versity of Texas President 
Gregory Fenves this week 
with five options for the 
controversial statues of 
Confederate leaders. 

One option is to keep 
the statues but to add 
"explanatory plaques that 
would enhance the educa· 
tional value of the six stat· 
ues and provide historical 
context." We think this is 
the best option. But it can 
be improved. 

"Educational value" 
and "historical context" 
are too vague and eva· 
sive. An objection to that 
option is that it is "difficult 
to provide contextualizing 
statements that are strong 
enough to counteract the 
powerful message sent 
by bronze statues on high 
pedestals on our Main 
Mall, while not so strong 
or intemperate as to be 
simply inflammatory." We 
think otherwise. 

What if all six statues 
had a plaque with the 
same unequivocal mes· 
sage: "The University of 
Texas condemns slavery 
and regrets that its histo· 
ry is closely tied with slave 
owners who never recog· 
nized the equality of Afri· 
can-Americans .and His· 
panics." Would this mes· 
sage be weak or inflamma· 
tory? No, it would forth· 
rightly declare the true 
values of the university 
and the state of Texas. 

In addition to the 
plaques, chains should 
be added at the ankles of 
the statues. The meaning 
would be clear and con· 
spicuous. If anyone should 
be enslaved, even symbol· 
ically after the fact, slave 
owners should be. Slav· 
ery shackled the ideal of 
developing a society that 
treated all people equally. 

The report also objects 
that adding plaques 
"would be like engag· 

ing in vigorous self-criti­
cism on the university's 
homepage." Yes indeed! 
.i\nd all for the good! This 
is no objection. It is a 
strong reason to do so. No 
human institution is per­
fect, as the statues them· 
selves show. Self-criticism 
is crucial for a healthy 
democracy. • 

Universities, especial· 
ly public universities · 
like UT Austin, are spe· 
cial places. The values of 
the university should be 
expressed clearly and dis· 
cussed. UT's core values 
are generally cited as mar· · 
keting tools that establish 
what in the present discus­
sion is historically iron-
ic, a "brand" that distin­
guishes UT Austin from · 
other universities compet· 
ing for students. The core 
values are learned by rote 
like the Ten Command­
ments: Once learned, they 
are rarely consciously 
put into practice. The val· 
ues should be examined 
again and again in the con­
text of what has happened 
in our society over time, 
what is happening now 
and what is likely to hap­
pen under the guidance of 
those few graduates who 
become our future leaders 
- and the many, many oth­
er students who become 
the day·to·day doers and 
the heart and soul of our 
country. 

We have long been 
preoccupied at the Uni· 
versity of Texas at Aus· 
tin with maintaining a 
facade of high achieve· 
ment. We focus on those 
who attain high distinc· 
tion in the classrooms, out 
in service to the commu­
nity and on athletic fields. 
We forget that oufuniver­
sity, like our society as a 
whole, is made up of strug­
gling human beings with 
varying talents and abili­
ties. To have all passersby, 
students, their friends and 
families, and other outside 

visitors be reminded on . 
a regular basis of the furi· 
damental questions - his, 
torical and contemporary 
- posed by race, ethnicity 
and other behaviors within 
society as whoie will work 
to strengthen our democ­
racy. 

Socrates in 399 B.C. 
accepted a death sen· 
tence rather than go on liv­
ing without questioning 
the moral and ethical val· 
ues of his society. The one 
core value of our univer· 
sity that should trump all 
should be that the unex· 
amined life is truly not 
worth living. It was a lack 
of strong commitment 
to imaginative self-criti· 
cism in Texas that enabled 
slavery and later promot· 
ed racial discrimination. 
Imagine yourself and your 
children as slaves. Feel 
the chains around your 
ankles. Would you support 
slavery? 

The other four options 
presented to our presi­
dent involve removing 
one or more of the statues 
to some other location. 
Keeping any of the stat­
ues unaltered is offensive: 
Removing all of the stat· 
ues is a way of suppress­
ing our history and miss· 
ing an ongoiqg teaching 
opportunity. . 

Once more: No human 
institution is perfect. 
Self-criticism is crucial 
for a healthy democra-
cy. Universities are spe· 
•cial places where the val­
ues of our culture need to 
be discussed in the future 
much more than they have 
been. Let the Confeder· 
ate statues lead the charge 
in what is always an uphill 

. battle against human igno­
rance and prejudice and 
toward examined lives of 
dignity and respect for all 
of us and all our children. 
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