Add Your Name!
Send an  email to ychapman@earthlink.net with your name and identifying information.
Call for a Moratorium and Dialogue on the Bell Award**

UNC established the Cornelia Phillips Spencer Bell Award in 1994 as part of its Bicentennial celebration.  It’s purpose is to honor outstanding contributions of women to the University. 


The name of the award raises serious issues. Taken at face value as a celebration of women,  the Bell Award, in fact, honors a woman who was a prime mover in the forced closing of the University by white supremacists in 1871.  Spencer helped lead and organize the white supremacy campaign to close UNC and overthrow the biracial coalition that briefly controlled North Carolina during Radical Reconstruction.  The University has ignored this aspect of her history.  Since 1994, this history has not been mentioned in either official remarks at the award ceremonies or in the University’s press releases about the award.


Spencer’s history has been subjected to critical scrutiny by Dr. Annette C. Wright who was associate director of the UNC Center for the Study of the American South at the time of her study.  In July, 1997 she published an article in the North Carolina Historical Review detailing Spencer’s white supremacist views and her efforts to force the closure of the University.  


These issues were raised in relationship to the Bell Award in 2002.  Based on my own extensive research,  UNC students and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom organized a protest at the Bell Award ceremony that gained statewide publicity.  However, this protest was not successful in stimulating a public dialogue to reconsider the award. 


The myth of “the woman who rang the bell” distorts both the life of Cornelia Phillips Spencer and the history of the University.  It shrouds UNC’s role in the maintenance of white supremacy.  Perpetuating this myth undermines the leadership of the University by setting an example of intellectual dishonesty and moral indifference.  


Spencer did champion the cause of white women’s education and the reopening of the University under the racist stewardship of the Democrats in 1875.  That does not change the fact that the Bell Award honors a woman who forced the closing of the University in 1871 because she opposed the racial justice reforms we cherish today.  For this reason, the naming of the award for her is problematic.


We ask you to join us in initiating a campus wide dialogue about the true history of Cornelia Phillips Spencer and the implications of giving an award to honor women in her name.  We encourage you to create institutional support for such a conversation, including a moratorium on giving the award to allow for a full discussion with input from all segments of the Carolina community. We would like to present these concerns at a meeting of the Bell Award Selection Committee.  Finally, we call on you to work with us to formulate a definite process leading to more appropriate ways to celebrate the contributions of all women.


Opening a dialogue about the Bell Award would be a good beginning for the University to look at its history and how that history affects present day students, faculty, and employees.  At a time when the University’s mission is under intense scrutiny, we believe that it is important for UNC to strive for civic leadership as well as excellence in other areas. 

 
In consideration of the above, as well as growing awareness of this issue in the community, would you be willing to meet to discuss our concerns?  


Those listed below are the initial signers of this appeal.  Our letter will be circulated widely to gain additional signatures and inform the community of the issues. Attached to this letter you will find a historical guide and a selection of relevant quotes from Cornelia Phillips Spencer and others.  If you would like further documentation of the history in question, a copy of Dr. Wright’s study, or information about the protest two years ago, I can provide material on request.

Sincerely,


Yonni Chapman, UNC doctoral candidate in US history

In solidarity*,










Fred Battle, President of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro NAACP*


Karen Booth, Associate Professor of Women’s Studies*


Altha Cravey, Associate Professor of Geography*


William Darity, Director of the Institute of African American Research, 
Boshamer Professor of Economics*







(over)


Erin Davis, President of the UNC Black Student Movement*

Barbara Harris, Chair of Women’s Studies, Professor of History*


Gerald Horne, Professor of Communications Studies, former Director of the 
Sonja Haynes Stone 
Black Cultural Center*


Lori Hoyt, Co-chair of Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom*

Jerma Jackson, Assistant Professor of History*

Valerie Kaalund, Assistant Professor of African and African American Studies*

Kara Keeling, Assistant Professor of Media and Cultural Studies*

Sherryl Kleinman, Professor of Sociology*


Michelle Laws, First Vice-chair of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro NAACP*


Christina Lee, Co-Chair of the Black Student Movement Political Action 
Committee*


Soyini Madison, Associate Professor of Communications Studies*

Genna Rae McNeil, Professor of History*

Al McSurely, attorney for the UNC Housekeepers Movement lawsuit and 1996 
settlement with the University


Barbara Prear, leader of the Housekeepers and UE150*

Sharon Ringwalt, Clinical Assistant Professor of Speech and Hearing*

UNC Chapter of the NAACP


Kelly White, Co-chair of Feminist Students United*

*affiliations are listed for identification purposes only

**The signatories submitted this letter to Chancellor Moeser on February 24, 2004.  Two weeks later, the Chancellor asked for additional information, saying he was studying the issue and would be back in touch.  We have supplied the additional documentation requested by the Chancellor.   As noted in our letter, we are continuing to solicit additional signatures to make the seriousness of our concerns clear and to raise public awareness.  Now that the Chancellor is listening, a groundswell of support is needed.  Please add your endorsement of this call for a moratorium and dialogue on the Bell Award.  

Endorse this letter by sending an email with your name and identifying information to ychapman@earthlink.net
We ask you to join us in initiating a campus wide dialogue about the true history of Cornelia Phillips Spencer and the implications of giving an award to honor women in her name.

