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RobeRt Mugabe is a hoRRible dictatoR with an honoRaRy degRee fRoM uMass. soMe kids want to take it away.

Jack Wilson has been called a lot of 
nasty names in the past couple weeks: 
a conniving strongman, a petty tyrant, 
an aloof leader without the confidence 
of his charges. If he’s not careful, the 
University of Massachusetts president 
may get another dubious line added to 
his résumé: dictator coddler.

For months, students at UMass 
Boston have been agitating to revoke an 
honorary doctorate that the university’s 
Amherst campus awarded Zimbabwean 
President Robert Mugabe in 1986. At the 
time, Mugabe was viewed as an anti-
apartheid revolutionary; his regime has 
since evolved into one of Africa’s most 
brutal, corrupt and un-democratic.

Looking back, the praise UMass 
heaped on Mugabe 20 years ago sounds 
cruelly farcical: “Your gentle firmness in 
the face of anger, and your intellectual 
approach to matters which inflame the 
emotions of others, are hallmarks of your 
quiet integrity. We salute you for your 
enduring and effective translation of a 
moral ethic into a strong, popular voice 
for freedom.”

Mugabe reciprocated: ‘’Our country 
has similar values to those of your found-
ing fathers: freedom, independence and 
self-determination.”

“I’m not saying that the university 
made a mistake in awarding it in 1986. 
It was awarded for good things,” says 
Alex Kulenovic, UMass Boston’s student 
trustee. “But since that time, he’s come to 
represent the exact opposite of what the 
degree was awarded for. Now, in 2007, if 
you look at the list of people who’ve got-
ten honorary degrees from the university 
and you see Mugabe’s name, it’s the 
opposite of the kind of message that you 
want to be sending.”

In April, UMass Boston’s undergradu-
ate student senate approved a student 
petition calling for the revocation of 
Mugabe’s degree. Last week, Kulenovic 
brought that petition to the quarterly 
meeting of the UMass trustees’ com-
mittee on academic and student affairs, 

where Wilson and the trustees quietly, if 
politely, declined to strip the dictator of 
his laurels.

The committee bandied about the re-
quest in a closed-door executive session, 
decided it was too hot and deferred any 
concrete action; they did, however, wipe 
the student petition of its degree-strip-
ping action item and pass the remaining 
verbiage as a strongly worded resolution 
condemning the Zimbabwean leader.

Later that same day, Edinburgh Uni-
versity in Scotland revoked an honorary 
degree it had given Mugabe in 1984. The 
school had British Prime Minister Tony 
Blair’s full backing.

Our university system, however, has 
never taken back an honorary doctorate. 
Part of the problem, says UMass spokes-
man Bill Wright, is that even if it wanted 
to, the school wouldn’t know how.

“There is no provision for revoking 
a degree,” Wright explains. “It’s not 
something people ever envisioned doing. 
These decisions are made in light of what 
information’s available and known at 
that point. We can’t forecast the future.”

“I get the sense they’re concerned 
about precedent,” says Kulenovic. “I don’t 
think that’s a valid concern—Mugabe 
stands so far away from anybody else 
they’ve given a degree to that the slip-
pery slope argument doesn’t hold. This is 
a question of human rights abuses.”

The movement isn’t done for, 
however. When the university’s trustees 
meet in Amherst next week, Kulenovic 
hopes to begin the process of drafting 
an official university policy for revoking 
university degrees—one that, when 
finished, would set a high standard 
for revoking degrees, allowing the 

school to wipe Mugabe’s honor from its 
books without having each university 
honoree become the subject of a nasty 
political fight. (In the past two years, 
UMass Amherst and Boston College 
students have protested honorary doc-
torates awarded to Andrew Card and 
Condoleezza Rice.)

“I’m pretty hopeful about this getting 
done, if we do set the bar high enough,” 
Kulenovic says. “It’s in everybody’s best 
interests to set a policy, because they will 
get other requests, whether they like it 
or not. It’s going to come up again and 
again, and not having a policy will cause 
more problems, not less.”

So, when the school does draft its 
policy and rebuke Mugabe, the strong-
man will fall, right? Not so, says a spokes-
man at the Zimbabwean embassy in 
Washington.

“We’ve heard about this, and we’re 
not concerned,” he says. “This is an 
unsolicited honor that was bestowed 
upon the president. To take it back, 
what difference does that have for the 
president? This is a losing game. There 

is no point to losing an honorary degree 
that was conferred 20 years back. The 
international organizations are very 
much behind Mugabe. It is only the US, 
UK and EU pushing this agenda. These 
are undeniable facts.”

The spokesman adds, “These students 
have not contacted us. We would like to 
talk to them and enlighten them. They 
seem to not understand. They’re just 
obsessed. Their opinions are shaped by 
the media; they should access credible 
information. If they can’t glean credible 
information, I don’t see them as very 
competent students.”
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“We Would like to enlighten them”
UMass students, African dictator do battle

by paul McMoRRow | paul@weeklydig.com

news to us

“I’m not saying that the university made a 
mistake in awarding it in 1986. But since that 
time, he’s come to represent the exact opposite 
of what the degree was awarded for.”


