Committing Philosophy

Robert Frodeman

I missed the call.! But the fact that it came on a Saturday morning—
September 29, 2018—was cause for concern. Why was the dean, who
never phoned me, calling on a weekend? When I rang back his voice was
tense. I was being removed from my classes “effective immediately.” I
was no longer allowed on campus, nor was I permitted to contact any
faculty member, staff, or student “on pain of termination.”

I was given no explanation for any of this. I only knew this much: 12
days earlier I had received a letter from the University stating that I was
the subject of a Title IX investigation. The letter said that an inquiry had
begun three months earlier, in June of 2018, prompted by an anonymous
complaint about two departments on campus, one of which was mine. That
inquiry uncovered an allegation that I had sexually harassed a graduate
student in 2006, some 12 years earlier. No information was given about
the source or content of this allegation. The letter, dated September 17th,
2018, had also said nothing about disciplinary action. What had changed
between then and my removal on the 29th? The emailed notice that arrived
after the phone call provided no clarification.

I’ve never discovered what prompted my sudden expulsion from
campus. There was, however, a notable intervening event: on September
27th, 2018, Brett Kavanaugh and Christine Blasey Ford testified before
the Senate Judiciary Committee. The country was in an uproar about
sexual assault. I later learned that the chair of my department had been
pulled out of a bar on the afternoon of Friday the 28th for an emergency
meeting to sign the paperwork for my removal.

Yanked from my classes, barred from campus, and disallowed from
contacting anyone at my university except the dean—who would not talk
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to me. All I knew was that at some point I would be contacted by a law
firm that had been retained to investigate me. Until then, silence. I was
told that the investigation would take 40 days. Instead, I found myself in
the midst of a 14-month odyssey. In the end, I—a tenured full professor, a
former departmental chair, and the founding director of a million-dollar
university center on campus—was forced to resign under threat of
termination. Even though I was cleared of the sexual harassment charges.

Given no real opportunity to defend myself throughout these
proceedings, I resolved to write up an account of my experience. The result
was ‘Ordeal by Title IX,” published in Quillette in August of 2020. It
described a process that was dishonest, shambolic, and without
accountability, with rules applied without explanation and changed
without warning. Every step of those proceedings—including that letter of
September 17th—was filled with distortions. I was kept in the dark about
the nature of the charges for months, even as these allegations changed
over time to fit a predetermined result. The safeguards that should have
protected me, of due process and tenure, were swept away.

The Quillette piece was written in the aftermath of a searing
experience. With time, however, I’ve realized that the essay missed part
of the picture. I had been too close to the events. For now it is clear that it
is not only the story of someone caught up in the contradictions of Title
IX at a time of heightened cultural tensions. It is also a chronicle of the
power of the oil and gas industry and its interference in higher education.
Finally, it is also a case of score settling, where a colleague used the tools
at hand to strike out at someone who had uncovered their own misdeeds.
Certainly, there were people motivated by Title IX concerns. But the
sexual tensions of the Age of Trump also provided a powerful means for
others to pursue personal and political ends.

In retrospect, there were warning signs of what was to come. A year
before my troubles began, my department met to discuss the two new
faculty positions we were filling. Our new chair opened the meeting by
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announcing that “we will be in deep shit if we don’t hire two women.” |
replied:

We agree on the goal, but this can’t be our sole criteria. Only 27
percent of new PhDs in philosophy are women, and many places
want to hire them. If two candidates are close in our evaluation,
let’s hire the woman — or person of color. But our central goal has
to be to hire the best candidates.

The looks around the room made it clear that these remarks were not
well received. Other attempts to introduce dissenting viewpoints drew a
similar response. For instance, it was announced that an upcoming
departmental workshop on feminism would only be open to female faculty
and students. Was this desirable? I asked. Or even legal? Would it be
acceptable to hold a workshop that was limited to men?

Inconvenient inquiries have traditionally been central to the
philosopher’s trade. I put pointed questions to liberals and conservatives,
believers and atheists. My colleagues, however, now viewed matters
differently. A growing number of issues were now closed to debate. Rather
than embodying a philosophical attitude, my questions stamped me as the
defender of repudiated points of view.

Departmental life was becoming less congenial. But professors largely
operate on their own, and I had a sabbatical coming up. The department
met as a group on only a couple of occasions in the fall of 2017, and |
would be out of town for nine months beginning in December. Perhaps
things would be better by the fall of 2018.

It turned out that other plans were afoot. Seven months into my
sabbatical, in June of 2018, I was contacted by the University Office of
Equal Opportunity (OEO). Someone in the department had filed a sexual
harassment complaint against me. Since I was out of town the interview
would be conducted over the phone. I wasn’t allowed to see the complaint,
but I was expected to answer a series of questions.

The interviewer began by asking if two years before | had invited a
newly hired departmental lecturer to a local coffee shop. Yes, I had. Why?
To welcome her to the department, as senior people are supposed to do
with new colleagues. The interviewer then asked if we had discussed why
she had been hired in the department, and if I had replied “I have no idea.”
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Correct on both accounts. What had I meant by my statement? 1 was
perplexed: I told the interviewer what I had told her—that I hadn’t been
on the search committee, or looked at the candidate’s files, and was not
part of any of the deliberations. But my comment had been seen as being
dismissive of the candidate’s qualifications rather than a simple statement
of fact.

The questions continued. Some months later, had I asked this same
lecturer for recommendations for readings on feminist approaches to film
noir? Yes I had: I was teaching aesthetics and wanted feminist perspectives
on movies like Double Indemnity. She had recommended a couple of
essays and I had used one in class. The interviewer somehow saw this
interaction as nefarious. The interviewer had nine such questions: in each
case, innocuous interactions were interpreted suspiciously.

I spent the summer waiting for the result of the investigation. It arrived
in August—the OEO had reached a determination of “no violation.” Good
news! Except an allegation of sexual harassment was now a permanent
part of my record. I would eventually learn that three such charges were
on my record, all of which had been filed within days of one another in
late May, 2018 while I was out of town. I had not been contacted about the
two other complaints. I only learned about them months later, after the law
firm’s investigation was complete.

These other complaints involved another of our new faculty members,
who claimed that I had made her feel “potentially unsafe.” This was
curious, since we had only met a couple of times, at faculty meetings and
at her job interview. Her complaint was that a year and a half earlier,
during the faculty dinner for her on-campus job interview, I had asked
what her husband did for a living and how her parents were employed. The
third complaint had been filed by a male colleague, after another faculty
member claimed that she had seen inappropriate conduct 12 years earlier,
in March of 2006. He told me later that he felt compelled to turn in a report
lest /e be fired for overlooking an allegation of sexual harassment.

Even though all of these cases were dismissed, they implied a pattern
of harassment. The other possible interpretation that the investigators
could have drawn—that this was an organized campaign to damage my
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reputation for reasons that had nothing to do with sexual harassment—was
not considered.

In the meantime, matters were also proceeding on another timeline. In
2008 the university approved my proposal to create the nation’s first center
for the study of interdisciplinarity. The provost declared the center to be
her top new priority, and as director I was given a three year budget of
over a million dollars to identify best practices in inter- and
transdisciplinarity. For the first few years the work went well. In 2010
much of the administration attended the celebration of our publishing the
Oxford Handbook of Interdisciplinarity. We funded workshops and
conferences at home and abroad, and there were discussions about hiring
faculty to be housed in the center.

The center’s focus on concrete outcomes meant that most of our
research was done via interdisciplinary projects and case studies. Thus
when a local town councilman came to us in 2011 with concerns about
fracking we embraced the idea of a local case study. The community was
troubled by the 250 fracking wells sited within city limits, many of which
were near playgrounds and schools. Positioning ourselves as honest
brokers, I and a colleague convened a series of public meetings where all
parties (industry, environmentalists, politicians, citizen groups) could
come together to discuss the challenges of fracking within city limits.

Here is where our troubles began. My colleague and I took no position
on fracking. Nonetheless, the meetings soon became an occasion where
scientists and environmentalists exposed the misrepresentations of the
fracking industry. Other presentations by parents described the health
problems of their children—unexplained nose bleeds and other illnesses,
seemingly caused by proximity to fracking sites.

I soon received a call from a vice provost. She suggested that the
center and university logos be taken off the posters advertising these public
meetings. Treating these as suggestions made in good faith, rather than as
a warning, I argued the opposite: this was precisely the role that the center
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and the university should play in the community. We kept the center and
university logos on the poster.

Over the next few months the troubles mounted. The local Republican
Party posted a letter on its website accusing us of being communists and
followers of the radical activist Saul Alinsky. And the vice provost was
now questioning the relevance of our center. Why do we need to study
interdisciplinarity? Doesn’t everyone already know how to do it? The
center was put through a program review, after which its budget was cut.
We were also moved out of our spacious offices to a smaller location
across campus.

A few months later I received a call from the provost on Friday
afternoon. I was asked to attend a meeting with the university president at
nine a.m. the next Monday morning. The president had just come from his
semi-annual meeting with the university board of regents. That hour-long
meeting was mostly taken up with complaints concerning the center’s
work on fracking in Denton. Some of the regents demanded that my
untenured colleague be fired. We were assured by the president that no
such thing would occur, but we were asked to be more sensitive to the
political dimensions of our work.

At this point, however, the local fracking debate had taken on a life of
its own. A referendum to ban fracking within cities limits was placed on
the ballot. Despite being outspent 10-1 by industry groups the ban passed
in November 2014 by a 59-41% margin.” The victory, however, was short-
lived: the very next day the Texas State legislature introduced House Bill
40, which gave the state government sole jurisdiction over the oil and gas
industry. In other words, the State was instituting preemption legislation,
a ban upon local bans. Shortly thereafter I ran into the university president
in the student commons. His comment concerning these happening was
quite striking: “in [Texas capital] Austin, [my untenured colleague’s]
reputation is lower than whale shit.” It was dawning on me that the same
was true for my own reputation.

Things continued to go downhill with the center. Our funding was cut
again, and then eliminated entirely. We still had support coming from
federal grants that allowed us to keep the center open. But this was not
enough to sustain us: the university initiated another review, the result of
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which was the decision to close the center as of September 1, 2014. In my
last posting on our soon-to-be defunct website, I speculated on the possible
reasons for its elimination. I mentioned our work on fracking as one
possible cause. In retrospect, I should have named this as the primary
cause.

The OEO investigation into the charge of sexual harassment was
completed in August of 2018. I thus had only a one-month respite before
the September 17th Notice of Investigation. The Notice described “an
anonymous complaint of sexual harassment by faculty members in the
Department of Biological Sciences and the Department of Philosophy and
Religion. Based on the investigation to date, you have been identified as a
Respondent based upon an alleged inappropriate relationship with former
graduate student beginning in approximately 2006.”

The Notice was incorrect. The next spring I received the original
complaint, heavily redacted, after the investigation was over. It’s clear that
it was a complaint against an individual, not two departments. The
redacted names are short, only allowing for a person’s name or pronoun
(e.g., “he”) rather than the name of a department. And the details that were
legible matched details of my career.

The challenge I faced was to prove a negative, demonstrating that [
hadn’t done something 12 years earlier, when I did not even know the
specifics of the charges. I would have no information about the allegations
until being interviewed by the university’s lawyers. During the six weeks
until that interview I was unable to contact or reply to colleagues and
students—Ileaving projects hanging, student questions ignored, and letters
of recommendation unwritten. [ was forbidden to even tell people that I
could not communicate with them under threat of being fired.

I spent this time learning about Title IX. I found that I had no right to
see the specifics of the allegations against me. Nor would I be allowed to
confront my accusers. I would walk into the October 30th interview blind,
to be asked questions on unknown subjects for an unknown amount of
time. I would not have access to files in my office to check dates or refresh
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memories, opening myself to charges that [ had lied. Finally, the university
ombudsman position was empty and requests to the faculty senate for
help—I dared that much contact—went unanswered.

I learned that my experiences were far from unique. Laura Kipnis,
Nick Wolfinger, and later Sarah Viren had detailed how faculty across the
nation have been swept up in arbitrary investigations that were ruining
careers.’ I sought legal representation. Even a city as large as mine had no
attorneys specializing in Title IX law, so I hired a New York firm that had
made the front cover of the New York Times Magazine, and who had
represented both students and faculty. The firm estimated that their
representation would cost me $10,000. This was a significant amount, but
I thought of it as insurance: the one thing I couldn’t afford was to lose my
job. The bill eventually came to $27,000.

The October 30th interview with the university-hired law firm began
with the two lawyers stating that they were simply seeking the truth. But
their neutrality did not last through the first question: had I ever been
charged with sexual misconduct in my time at previous universities? I had
not, but how was this relevant to allegations concerning my time at this
University? I was asked questions about my marriage: did your wife know
about your relationship with a graduate student? This was a complex
question that assumed something that had not yet been established. I was
interrogated about my entire professional life—relationships with
colleagues, undergraduates, graduates, and staff, from the beginning of my
career to that morning. This was not an interview. It was an inquisition.

Eventually the lawyers focused on my relationship with a particular
graduate student. The outlines of the charges became apparent as they
zeroed in on events in March of 2006 in New Orleans. I was there to run a
National Science Foundation-funded workshop that examined the
Hurricane Katrina disaster from an interdisciplinary point of view. Thirty
researchers from around the world came for three days of work, with our
meetings running from morning into the evening.

The federal grant supporting this work included money for a research
assistant. The lawyers asked whether I had shared a hotel room with my
assistant (no), and whether I had held hands with her during the meeting
(no; in the midst of a professional meeting?). I was asked whether I’d had
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a sexual relationship with the student during the meeting. All these
allegations were false. But because I had not been informed of the
allegations ahead of time, [ wasn’t able to call upon workshop participants
to attest to the fact that there had been no improper behavior on anyone’s
part during the workshop.

The questioning then moved from the March 2006 workshop into 2007
and beyond, after the student had graduated. They continued up through
2018. The interview lasted nearly two hours. I returned home to wait for
the results of the investigation.

On October 21st, 2018, nine days prior to my interview, I had written
the Title IX officer asking for the details of the allegations against me. I
received no reply. I sent follow-up requests on October 24th and 29th,
November 27th, 28th, and 29th. No reply. On December 3rd, my attorney
contacted the University’s General Counsel demanding a response. On
December 6th, I finally received an answer: The University now claimed
there was no complainant:

The current investigation in which you are a Respondent was
initiated by the University in response to information collected
during the investigation of a separate matter. As such, there is no
complainant, nor is there a specific person who identified you as
a Respondent. Title IX requires postsecondary institutions to
promptly investigate incidences of suspected sexual
harassment. The University therefore initiated this investigation
without a complainant.

Set to one side that this is an inaccurate account of the original
(redacted) September 17th Notice of Investigation, which I would later
discover had made specific claims about me. I was charged with sexual
harassment, but no one was doing the charging, for there was no one
claiming that they had been harassed. The investigation was generated by
hearsay: someone was claiming that someone else had been harassed by
me /2 years earlier. 1 was removed from the classroom and campus and
suffered grave professional harm based on an anonymous surmise made
about someone else’s experience more than a decade before.
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In September I had been told that the investigation would take
approximately 40 days, but it took that long just to be interviewed by the
University’s hired lawyers. | heard nothing in November. On December
6th, 75 days in — or 160 days, counting from the June OEO interview — |
was interviewed again. The investigation would not be completed until the
end of February, 265 days from its inception the previous June. The final
resolution—my resignation—occurred in August of 2019, 14 months from
the beginning of the investigations.

In the second interview (conducted over the phone), the lawyers broke
little new ground. But I changed my approach. I now acknowledged a
relationship with the graduate student, which had begun in the fall of 2007
— a year and a half after the March 2006 workshop, and several months
after she had finished her thesis, left the area, and had begun a PhD
program in another state.

I revealed this now because in the meantime I had uncovered an email
the 33-year-old former student had written to her parents years later, in
2009, which she had shared with me. It described the history of our
relationship, which had begun at a conference in Canada in October of
2007. Her letter emphasized that there had been no romantic involvement
with me during her time at the University, and that she had initiated the
relationship. I sent the letter to the law firm, hoping that it would settle
matters. They contacted the former student, and she confirmed the
contents of the letter.

My lawyers expected the investigation to conclude by the end of the
fall semester. Instead, in mid-December the dean wrote that the
investigation was ongoing, and I would not be teaching in the spring. The
taxpayers of the state were now paying me to stay out of the classroom for
nearly an entire year on the basis of an anonymous rumor contradicted by
the alleged victim.

It was by chance that I looked at my campus email account on the
night of December 30th. That’s the least likely time to get an email from
a university, since universities shut down between Christmas and New
Year’s. Nevertheless, at Spm that evening an email arrived from the Title
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IX officer. The law firm had completed a draft report; I had until end of
business on January 2nd, 2019 to say if I wanted to respond. The timing
seemed chosen in the hope that [ would miss the deadline.

Yes, I wanted to respond. The Title IX officer said that I would have
to come to her office to see the draft. I was out of town for the break. She
refused to send me the draft, but after some haggling, she said that the
report would be made available to me on a secured website for 24 hours. I
asked why I was not being given a copy of the draft, and why I had only a
limited amount of time to review it. I was told that I was being belligerent.
When I asked if university officials would also be similarly constrained in
their viewing, the Title IX officer hung up on me.

In mid-January I was given access to the draft report. It was nine
single-spaced pages. I used my phone to snap pictures of the document.
Now I had access to, if not the original charges, at least some of the
evidence and a summary of the conclusions being drawn. This was when
I learned of the two other complaints of May 2018.

The draft report hid identities by using locutions (e.g., “Faculty 10”),
but I was able to identify the source of some of the allegations. I had
invited only one of my departmental colleagues to the New Orleans
workshop, someone with whom 1 had difficult relations. In fact, the
invitation was an attempt at rapprochement. My efforts were unsuccessful,
and over the years the relationship had been strained. Matters had gotten
worse two years earlier when I was on the departmental committee
evaluating her possible promotion to full professor. Reading her file, I
found that she listed the same book as “in press” that she had listed ten
years earlier when she had first come up for tenure. I raised the point with
the other committee members, but they refused to discuss the matter. I
have little doubt that my comments got back to her.

I eventually learned more about this person’s role in my case. In
March, at the conclusion of the Title IX investigation, I was sent a batch
of documents concerning my case. One was seemingly sent in error—a
video of her testifying about alleged Title IX violations in our department.
Time-stamped August of 2018 and fourteen minutes in length, it was
mostly concerned with faculty other than me. Providing no evidence, she
accused the male members of the department of sexual harassment,
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comparing them to abusive Catholic priests. The audience for this
testimony wasn’t visible, and of course no one had the chance to respond
to these allegations. I was also told by a colleague that this individual had
organized the three sexual harassment charges of 2018, and had brought
those individuals to the provost’s office to complain about me.

In my response to the draft report, I complained that it buried the
central outcome of the investigation—that I had been exonerated. No
evidence was found to support the allegations against me, and the
supposed victim had testified that I had always acted appropriately with
her. Instead, the draft slandered me. It claimed that “numerous individuals
raised concerns” about issues unrelated to the investigation, that [ was:

Combative, abusive, harassing, and generally difficult to work
with. Although these additional allegations do not rise to the level
of sexual harassment and are not the subject of this investigation,
we felt it important to communicate in this Report that many of
the Respondent’s colleagues share these concerns...

It was a classic case of poisoning the well. I had been asked to provide
the names of faculty and graduate students who could describe my
behavior. Three of them had reported to me that when interviewed they
had emphasized my collegiality, integrity, and propriety. None of these
comments made it into the report.

The law firm turned in their final report on February 25th, 2019. The
slanders remained, and while the report noted that I had been cleared of
sexual harassment, it did its best to bury the point in the middle of the
document. Rather, and to my perplexity, the document now shifted its
focus to events after the graduate student had left campus.

In early March I received a letter from the dean. He noted that the
outside investigation was now complete, and said nothing about me being
cleared. He then added that the University’s own internal investigation
“was only beginning.” This was news—there had been no prior mention
of another internal investigation. Up until now the law firm’s investigation
was the investigation. Attention would now concentrate on whether I had
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violated the University policy on consensual relations. This policy states
that relationships between faculty and students are not permitted. For cases
such as mine where there are no elements of sexual harassment three
remedies are listed:

A. Instruction to the parties to terminate the relationship;

B. Transfer of one of the parties to a new department or job
responsibility; or

C. Other disciplinary actions, including demotion or termination in
severe cases.

Since the graduate student had left campus six months before our
relationship had begun, and the entire matter was now 13 years in the past,
I was at a loss as to what there was to investigate.

On March 7th, I received a letter from my department chair. It stated
that he was considering recommending revocation of my tenure and
termination of employment. The reason: 1 had a relationship with a
graduate student while I “served as the student’s thesis advisor, including
submitting her degree plan and providing her a grade in her thesis course.”
The ostensible seriousness of this violation was compounded by the fact
that I was departmental chair at the time.

He was in error. The student’s degree plan (the final document
recording that all work had been completed for the Masters) had been
turned in months before the relationship began. But eventually the real
point became clear. Even though the former student had moved out of
town in May, only returning to defend the Masters in July, had
matriculated in a PhD program at another university in August—which
was only possible because she had completed her Masters—and had
turned in her revised thesis and degree plan to the graduate school in
September, the chair still considered her a University student because she
had not walked across the stage to receive her diploma. And this,
apparently, was the “violation,” and one that was worthy of termination.

The law firm’s own investigation had demonstrated that by the time
our relationship began in October 2007 there had been no supervision of
the student for some months. The chair focused on the fact that I had given
her a grade that fall for thesis hours. This was true, but he knew that this
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was merely an administrative requirement required by the graduate school
until a student “walked.” At my grievance hearing, the graduate school
confirmed that such grades were pro forma, involving no assignments, and
were simply the means for the University to keep the student’s file active
until they were handed their diploma.

When I made these points to my chair, I was told that I was not taking
my violation seriously, thereby compounding the gravity of the offense. I
now faced a dilemma: should I treat talk of my violation as sincere, and
address the details of documents and timelines in a logical manner? Or
should I call out this whole business for the absurdity that it was? For it
seemed clear that when the administration couldn’t find justification for
firing me via the Title IX process, they were now pursuing the point via
internal policy.

I met with my department chair on March 13th. I expressed remorse
for not being more attentive to policy guidelines in 2006 while pointing
out the marginal nature of my violation. To no avail—the chair’s March
19th letter to the dean and provost recommended my firing. The matter
now sat on the dean’s desk. On April 5th, [ received the dean’s letter saying
that he was considering his own set of penalties. He noted that my
violation did not merit firing. He called instead for a $5,000 reduction of
salary, no merit increase for a year, and no teaching graduate courses or
working with graduate students for three years. In my response I pointed
out that this penalized graduate students (some of whom had come to the
University to work with me) for something that had occurred more than
13 years before.

I thought that I had escaped the worst. But on April 25th, [ received a
letter from the provost in which she stated her intention to revoke my
tenure and terminate me. We met in her office on May 3rd. I brought
documents, charts, and timelines that showed that by the time the
relationship began neither I nor anyone else could have affected the
student’s Masters degree. The next day the provost sent me a letter saying
she was recommending to the president that I be fired.

Now only the faculty senate, the president, and the board of regents
could prevent me from losing my job. I asked for a senate grievance
hearing. I had been assured by the previous provost (who thought the
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whole business outrageous but was unwilling to say so publicly) that the
faculty senate was biased toward protecting the rights of faculty. I found a
professor to serve as my advocate at the hearing, and we met several times
to strategize.

The hearing was held in June 2019. 1 discovered that the provost
herself would be prosecuting my case. Members of the grievance
committee said this was unprecedented, and noted that it placed committee
members in the position of standing in judgment of their own supervisor.
I had also been told that both I and the provost would have to turn in our
presentations a week beforehand so that the arguments would be available
to all. I sent in my PowerPoint presentation, but when I asked for the
provost’s I was told that she had no prepared remarks. On the day of the
hearing she walked in with a printed document from which she read.

It became clear that the provost had studied my PowerPoint: her
argument was now different from the rationale for firing she had offered
in the letter of May 4. Rather than discussing the minutia of thesis hours,
she now focused on events in late May of 2008. This is when the former
student had gone to Chile to participate in a field class run by the
University. She transferred the credits back to her new university in
Arizona to count as work toward her PhD.

I was also in Chile at the time. [ was there to do my own research and
had no involvement in the class she was attending. And in any case, her
presence in the class was irrelevant to my case, for in the meantime she
had “walked,” ending her last association with the University that was in
any way connected to me. The provost, however, claimed that my presence
there was outrageous, for it had made other faculty uncomfortable
(although she produced no evidence of this). Nor did she explain how this
constituted a violation of any University policy.

At the first break a committee member pulled me aside. “This is a
bunch of bullshit. You’re being railroaded.” He was also angry about being
asked to stand in judgment of his superior the provost, even though he had
the protection of tenure. In the next session the provost called the lawyer
from the firm that had investigated me to attest to the seriousness of my
transgressions. After the lawyer had summarized his investigation, the
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provost asked: “Did you hear of any other rumors that you didn’t put in
the report?” The lawyer was happy to relate additional gossip.

When it was my turn, my advocate and I pointed out the marginal
nature of the allegation, and noted that the offense, 12 years ago, had not
been repeated. We also pointed out that there were faculty currently
employed at the University who had broken the consensual relations
policy. Finally, we noted that University disciplinary policy listed 13
levels of sanction, beginning with an oral reprimand, the loss of summer
teaching, etc. Only the last of the 13 called from revocation of tenure and
termination. We asked how this marginal violation merited firing.

I returned home that night shaken but believing that at least one person
on the committee would rebel at the proceedings. Two days later I received
the notice: the committee had supported the provost’s call for revocation
of tenure and termination.

The university president was well aware of the events of the previous
12 months. I had contacted him on a couple of occasions, asking if we
could meet. He had replied that we should hold off meeting until the entire
process was over. Now, however, he refused to meet with me, and simply
deferred to the recommendation of the provost.

I had a last opportunity of appeal—going to the next meeting of the
board of regents. They had final say on firing in the case of tenured faculty.
But at this point the writing was on the wall. After all, it was the board of
regents who had complained to the university president about the activities
of my center concerning fracking. Finally, even if I were successful in
keeping my position I would be persona non grata. And I hoped that by
resigning I might preserve some viability for future employment. It was
time to live another life.

Cleared of the Title IX charge of sexual harassment, | was driven from
my job because of a supposed violation of the university consensual
relations policy. But the fact that my violations were either minimal or
non-existent suggests that there was more going on.
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So did the prejudicial nature of the investigations. The university-
hired lawyers were obviously biased, and profited by their pursuit of me.
The administration refused to explain the details of the allegations and
denied me an opportunity for a timely response. My accusers were allowed
to remain anonymous, generating rumor and innuendo with no obligation
to defend their words. I was simply a bad actor who had to go.

Surely there were parties to this process who thought it correct to
pursue these allegations. 2018 was the height of the #MeToo movement,
itself an understandable response to the election of a president charged
with (and now convicted of) serial cases of sexual assault. But the
enormous gap in time, as well as between the nature of the possible
infractions and the severity of the punishment, makes it clear that more
was involved.

There are two additional explanations to add to this. One is the
personal animas shown by a senior member of my department. I was told
by a colleague that she had visited the provost’s office on several
occasions with younger female faculty during my investigation to press
the case against me. The other is the criticisms that the university
administration had received concerning my center from the board of
regents and from elected officials in the state capital. ‘Academic’ is often
used as a pejorative in order to emphasize the abstract and irrelevant nature
of faculty research. The fate of my center illustrates the dangers of trying
to make that research relevant to the wider world.

Five years on I have now reconstructed my life. I still have some
contact with academia, publish some, and receive invitations to speak. I
have also become a member of a vibrant community in the American
West. I use my background and training to help improve the quality of my
community. I still bear my scars, but in the end, things have worked out.

Endnotes

! This is a modified version of an essay published in Quillette, “Ordeal by Title
IX.” August 13, 2020, available at https:/quillette.com/2020/08/13/ordeal-
by-title-ix/ (accessed May 29, 2024).

2 See Adam Briggle, A Field Philosopher’s Guide to Fracking: How One Texas
Town Stood Up to Big Oil and Gas (W.W. Norton), 2015.
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