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PRINCETON, NJ, June 4, 2019. On June 2nd, graduate alumnus George Will ‘68 gave a speech at Princeton 
University’s interfaith Baccalaureate service. During Will’s speech, over 150 students from the class of 2019 wore 
purple, stood up, and/or turned their backs to protest Will’s denial and minimization of sexual assault on college 
campuses. The speech, prepared with knowledge of these protest plans, accused the students involved of being 
immature, “addicted to anger,” and unable to give praise. Throughout the talk, as Will made tasteless jokes about 
incarcerated people, compared anger to heroin, mocked those who experience triggers, and made light of the KKK, 
even more students stood. 
 
The protests come in the wake of a month of activism surrounding sexual and interpersonal violence at Princeton. In 
May, a coalition of students calling themselves “Princeton IX Now” (PIXN) staged a peaceful 200 hour sit-in in 
front of Nassau Hall to pressure the University to reform its handling of interpersonal violence. While University 
President Christopher Eisgruber is a vocal champion of free speech, the activists were subjected to blatant 
censorship, including being denied access to a public event at which members of the administration were present. In 
his June 4th Commencement speech, Eisgruber called upon graduates to “engage constructively across even very 
heated disagreements.” However, during the sit-in, President Eisgruber refused to meet with or acknowledge any 
student protesters until the sit-in’s 199th hour. In that meeting, which included six students, President Eisgruber 
committed to nothing except further inaction.  
 
Earlier this week, students engaged with alumni over issues of interpersonal violence at Princeton during the 
University’s renowned three-day reunions. On Saturday, June 1, students and alumni walked out of a panel on the 
#MeToo movement on which Beth Wilkinson ‘84, an attorney for both Brett Kavanaugh and Justin Fairfax, had 
been selected to speak.  
 
Later that day, during the weekend’s signature retrospective parade, approximately 3,000 students and alumni wore 
purple buttons in support of survivors of interpersonal violence, which read “Listen & Act.” The buttons were 
designed and distributed by students affiliated with the Princeton IX Now movement. Many parade participants also 
wore purple instead of the customary orange and black, and held signs and banners protesting the mishandling of 
sexual assault on campus or highlighting the history of student activism at Princeton. One prominent supporter was 
Sally Frank ‘80, who filed a lawsuit against the Princeton Eating Clubs in 1979, which ultimately forced them to 
become co-ed.  
 
At the end of the parade, student protesters held hands in solidarity in front of the grandstand on which University 
President Eisgruber was standing. One student was roughly removed by three University Public Safety officers after 
the group refused to be displaced. In a video of the incident, the student can be seen respectfully asking what rule he 
had broken, and was told that he had been “blocking the [President’s] view.” The next day, the student learned that 
he was facing disciplinary action and that his diploma was being withheld. The case is still pending. This is but one 
of multiple instances of the University taking retributive action against student activists and campus organizations 
perceived as being affiliated with PIXN. Other students have been dismissed or reassigned from campus jobs in 
response to their participation in the protests. 
 
On June 3rd, at the University’s Class Day - a graduation ceremony traditionally run by students - tension was 
evident in nearly every presentation. When University President Eisgruber spoke positively of Will’s speech, 
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numerous students in the crowd booed. The livestream of the event - available on Facebook - is split up into two 
parts; Eisgruber’s praise of Will’s speech and the subsequent booing is conspicuously missing.  
 
Disappointment with Will’s remarks was not restricted to students who had previously been involved in the protest 
movement. Class of 2019 President Chris Umanzor, who took the stage on Class Day bearing a purple “Listen & 
Act” button, noted that he was “lowkey… miffed.” “Our class is the antithesis of these concerns,” Umanzor 
asserted. “We don’t need his advice.”  
 
Maya Aranoff, one of the two student-elected speakers at Class Day, used her address to critique the 
administration’s lack of response to the previous month’s protests. Despite Eisgruber’s repeated exhortations that 
students engage in respectful dialogue, Aranoff noted that her multiple emails reaching out to the University 
President for such a conversation had been “left… on read.” A purple button also blazed from her jacket. 
 
President Eisgruber repeated many of Mr. Will’s themes in his speech at Princeton’s Commencement ceremony on 
June 4th. The address, a thinly-veiled condemnation of student activists, prompted spontaneous protest. As President 
Eisgruber claimed that “our politics has become hostage to an angry and accusatory culture,” students stood and 
turned their backs once again. The speech also drew on perpetrator-centric rhetoric surrounding sexual assault, 
expressing sympathy for the “target[s] of unproven and hurtful accusations.”  
 
Valedictorian Kate Reed’s address was also evidently informed by the ongoing protests. She praised the activists, 
past and present, who have “fought… to make this place one that people of all genders and backgrounds can one day 
inhabit safely,” and described Princeton as a place that “perpetuates deep injustices.” 
 
Throughout the week, the University has attempted to ensure that no photos, videos, or accounts of student 
protestors be released to the public. During both Baccalaureate and Commencement, livestream cameras swiftly cut 
away as students stood, and parents watching the events over simulcast had no idea that protests were taking place. 
Cuts in the livestream also appear timed to minimize the prominence of imagery associated with the protest 
movement, avoiding depicting certain groups of students. This meant that students wearing purple “Listen & Act” 
buttons - which amounts to a large portion of the graduating class - were for the most part never pictured. We 
estimate that over 200 of the 1,282 members of the class of 2019 bore these buttons at Commencement. Photographs 
from the University’s press release on Baccalaureate also selectively depict those student speakers who were not 
wearing “Listen & Act” buttons, excluding three of the eight honorees, and the picture chosen of Mr. Umanzor from 
Class Day obscures his button. Ms. Aranoff was not shown at all. 
 
Despite the administration’s petty anger, retribution, and obfuscation, Princeton IX Now will continue to work for 
reform, both inside and outside the established frameworks of the University and directly in opposition to it when 
necessary. In the beautiful words of Ms. Reed, we hold hope that Princeton will one day truly be a place that even 
the most marginalized “can inhabit safely, joyously and in justice.” Until then, we will continue to organize, to 
uplift, to praise, and to fight. 
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