Preview to the Ward Churchill / David Horowitz debate – Hawaiian Style

By Grant Crowell

As I write this article from Washington D.C., on assignment for tonight’s main political draw at the First National Academic Freedom Conference, is the David Horowitz-Ward Churchill debate in downtown Washington DC – billed as a clash between American’s most militant academic leftist (and the inspiration for Horowitz’s latest book, “The Pro[F]essors,” and the political right’s most well-known academic reformist. To get a preview of what this even might offer as a contrast of debate styles, I recently conducted an interview with one of the attendees of David Horowitz’s speech at the University of Hawaii at Manoa last year – Pablo Wegesend. 

To recap the series of events leading up to tonight’s scenario: Several professors at the University of Hawaii-Manoa early last year became the first group at any university to invite the ultra-left Professor of Ethnic Studies at Boulder Colorado, Ward Churchill, to speak at their campus after he gained international notoriety on his statements of the 9/11 World Trade Center bombings and comparing the murdered civilians to Nazi war criminals. Republican groups on campus and around Hawaii reacted by bringing in David Horowitz – the conservative/right-wing speaker fiercely critical of both Ward Churchill and a perceived overwhelming left-wing bias in academia today – to speak at the same auditorium on UH Campus that Churchill spoke at just a few weeks earlier. 

Pablo Wegesend was an attendee of David Horowitz’s speech given in Hawaii, along with closely following Ward Churchill’s speech in Hawaii the week before. Pablo is someone I know on somewhat of a very limited personal basis, as what I would perhaps fall in the same classification of myself as a moderate Libertarian (or maybe a “Jesse Ventura”-style Libertarian, take your pic) – heavy on the importance of free speech and individual rights regardless of political content or background. Pablo is  a member of the Hawaii Pacific University Reason Club, formerly a 4-year editorial page columnist for the University of Hawaii Newspaper, Ka Leo o Hawai’i, a contributing writer to Hawaii Reporter, and works in the field of education.

Out of all the people I know who closely followed (and attended at least one of) the Churchill and Horowitz speeches in Hawaii last year, Pablo was my consideration for someone who could provide the best even-handed account of the events. Pablo, like myself, is admittedly biased towards of Horowitz over Churchill, yet shares some sobering candid criticisms of where Horowitz lacks in perspective, style, demeanor, and even raw nerve. It makes this author think that tonight’s debate will certainly be anything but a cakewalk, especially if Horowitz hasn’t learned from his past mistakes in Hawaii.

The following is our interview conducted on April 5, 2006:

Crowell:
What subject material did Horowitz speak on when he gave his speech in Hawaii?

Wegesend:
Horowitz went on to say that the Left was full of hate. He said that the leftists who refused to fight in Vietnam stayed in college and became tenured radicals who care more about indoctrination than education.


Horowitz mentioned the analogy that you don’t go to the doctor to get political rants, and neither do you go to English class to get a political rant. I clapped at the statement (considering my run in with Dr Foltz) but then Horowitz suggest we not interrupt his speech with applause. What an ingrate.

 
Horowitz mentioned that the head of UH Political Science dept. had an anti-war poster, which Horowitz says intimidates students who might be pro-war. 


Horowitz accused the Left of protecting Saddam Hussein (which provoked an audience member to mention that Donald Rumsfield shook Saddam's hand in 1983), supporting Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran (who killed more people than the overthrown shah) and of ruining the education system of many inner cities.

 
Horowitz told the audience to be proud of the US, that it liberated Iraq & Afghanistan, and that it put non-whites in positions of power (ie Condi Rice)


Horowitz mentioned that California public universities once had free tuition to every California resident who qualified. Now, the tuition is rising! Horowitz blames this on "overpaid and under-worked professors.” 


Horowitz also mentioned that left-wing Democrats dominate BOEs (Board of Educations) in major urban areas, and that they ruined the education of many inner city students

Crowell:
What comments, if any, did he make on Ward Churhchill? 

Wegesend:
I don’t remember the exact words, but he did describe Churchill as being typical of left wing professors. He spent more time ranting against leftists in general, instead of just focusing on Churchill.

Crowell:
How would you characterize Horowitz’s speaking style and demeanor? 

Wegesend:
Medium volume, a bit cranky.

Crowell:
How receptive was he of the audience? 

Wegesend:
When I clapped, he said he rather not be interrupted by applause. That is so stupid. In fact, applause can be useful to any speaker so that he/she knows what really resonates with the audience. The speaker can look back and figure out 1) what to leave out in the next speech [stuff the audience ignored/didn't applaud/didn't understand,etc] and 2) what to say again to the next speech [what got the standing ovations]


Let's look at an example of Horowitz's hero President George W. Bush. When President Bush says something that gets a standing ovation, he pauses and admires the applause. Whatever got the loudest applause is what he'll say again in his next speech.

Crowell:
How receptive was the audience of him?

Wegesend:
The leftist protesters were constantly interrupting him, and didn't even bother to let him, or even his supporters asking questions, finish what they say. The conservative audience got pissed off at the leftists and yelled at them to "SHUT UP!”

Crowell:
How familiar would you say Horowitz was of the local culture? (I.e., was his style of speaking and presentation a good match, or was it at odds sometimes with what Hawaiian culture might perceive as friendly and open?) 


When he was being introduced, a woman offered a lei. He took it but didn't wear the lei. That’s a very bad first impression to leave with a Hawaii audience. In Hawaii, when offered a lei, you wear it. The audience thought that was rude. In the Q&A session, Horowitz said he was surprised by the offer of a lei and didn't wear it because it would make him uncomfortable. (To note, Churchill wore his leis for part of his speech in Hawaii.)


Horowitz made a bad 1st impression. People can see that action as a sign of rude-ness and prejudice. This is why you have to be aware of cultural practices when you're in unfamiliar territory. This is especially true when you have very controversial opinions. Horowitz may have good points on academic freedom, but his 1st impression at the speech (not wearing the lei) distracts from any good points he might've raised. It gave others the impression that he was a bigot.

Crowell:
How would you describe the backlash/protest to Horowitz’s speaking engagement, both prior to the event and during?
Wegesend:
At the auditorium, there was a lot of security. Several large guys were in front to protect Horowitz. There were about 10-20 hippie leftists outside. Some were saying conservative rhetoric in a very sarcastic manner. One leftist passed out a poster with Monica Lewinsky's photo with the caption "left wing cocksucker" and of Dubya with the caption "right wing cocksucker.”


During the Q&A session, the hippie leftists were intentionally rude. They interrupted Horowitz and those asking questions. This one crazy old lady in the back kept ranting, prompting older conservative attendees to tell her to shut up. This went on and on.


This one old guy in the front was going to ask a question. He was supposed to be the last questioner of the night. Yet the same old lady from the back kept screaming. A security guard went to the old lady but the hippie leftists kept blocking the guard.


It ended with Horowitz saying he was leaving and walked out. That was a bad move. He should've just let the old man in the front ask his question.

Pablo Wegesend’s blog is pablothemadtiger.blogspot.com, and may be reached at madtiger99@yahoo.com

