Advocates for Columbia ROTC statement on ROTC at Columbia and “don’t ask, don’t tell” (DADT)

The truth is, before the movement to restore ROTC at Columbia, the "don't ask don't tell" federal law was not a topic in Columbia's campus discourse. Our proposal to restore ROTC on campus has brought to the forefront a strong debate over the policy of “don’t ask don’t tell” (DADT), applicable to military service by homosexuals, currently required by congressional legislation. Because of the ROTC movement, many students have become more aware of this discriminatory policy. We who want to restore ROTC at Columbia want to reform this policy. We believe that it is not enough for us to ignore the issue or push it outside of Columbia’s gated entrances. We must face this gap between military and civil society and fight for change from within the military itself.

To many, the vote on ROTC has been framed as a choice for or against the non-discrimination policy  -- but we can and should both oppose discrimination and support ROTC.

Restoring ROTC on campus will not suspend the university’s non-discrimination policy. DADT will NEVER be a university policy, with or without ROTC. The law applies only to uniformed military personnel who are obligated to abide by the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ). Does Princeton discriminate against homosexuals or other groups? Does UC Berkeley? Was Columbia President Lee Bollinger discriminatory while he championed Diversity as president of the University of Michigan? Each of these institutions has ROTC. Columbia would not be the first university to enforce a non-discrimination policy while affiliating with ROTC. Other schools with ROTC and similar non-discrimination policies, like MIT, Dartmouth and Johns Hopkins, clearly note the inconsistency of DADT, as a government policy, with their own non-discrimination policy. As other schools have done, Columbia can also establish contingency plans and financial protection for students who may be affected by DADT. This cannot currently be done for Columbia students who must attend ROTC at other schools.

The claim that Columbia can be a stronger force for change by refusing to participate in the ROTC program only reinforces a DADT policy that prevents gay citizens from honorably serving their country in the military. Real change is born from education and asserting rights inside the system, facing it head-on. Denying ROTC a place on campus makes a statement that seems righteous but accomplishes little.

As Prof. Allan Silver of Columbia’s Sociology Department observes, “military service has played a key symbolic and substantive role in struggles for equal citizenship and civic dignity, but they must be conducted from within as well as without. . . . Every group’s experience is profoundly different, and homosexuals have unique difficulties, but all express the struggle for equal citizenship and social dignity”.

The struggle for equal citizenship and social dignity is the great American endeavor, and Columbia should join it.
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