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Religion and education clash at Hamline University (A)
Academic freedom vs diversity and inclusion

Jamie Lynn Black

Yago De la Cierva

A student feels offended

In October 2022', Dr. Fayneese Miller was the very first African American and only the second
woman to serve as president of Minnesota’s oldest university, Hamline University. Under her
leadership, the small private school in St. Paul had just welcomed a racially diverse freshman
class, in which 44% of the incoming students identified as Black, Indigenous, or Persons of Color.*

In her position at the helm, Miller had already navigated a few campus controversies relating to
race and religious practice on campus." However, in early October, Miller was faced with a
student complaint that would set the university’s commitment to student care at odds with its
principle of academic freedom.

A Muslim student, who was the president of Hamline’s Muslim Students Association (MSA), was
disturbed by an adjunct art history professor using an image of the Prophet Muhammad in her
class. To handle this type of complaint, Miller worked with a team of administrators that included
an assistant director of social justice programs and strategic relations and an associate vice
president of inclusive excellence.

'We have only considered in this case facts that took place before November 2023.

MIn 2019, the student community was alarmed by a video of classmates using a racial epithet: Kelly Holm, “Incidents of
Racial Prejudice and Poor Representation Unfold on Campus,” The Oracle, October 14, 2019. In 2022, Muslim students
highlighted the school’s lack of Halal options in the dining halls: Anika Duckwall, “Plates of Ignorance: Hamline University
Dining Services Fails to Provide Halal Meals,” The Oracle, May 4, 2022.

This case was prepared by Jamie Lynn Black, external collaborator, under the supervision of Professor Yago De la Cierva.
February 2024.

IESE cases are designed to promote class discussion rather than to illustrate effective or ineffective management of a given
situation.
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Despite her team’s initial efforts to resolve the conflict, Miller found herself facing criticism from
national Muslim activist groups, scrutiny in The New York Times, and even a lawsuit.

Minnesota’s first university

Founded in 1854, Hamline University in St. Paul was Minnesota’s first university. It was
established as a small private school affiliated with the United Methodist Church, a mainline
Christian Protestant denomination that represents 3.6% of all Americans.?

In 2022, Hamline had an undergraduate enrollment of 1,825 students. Its most popular courses of
study included psychology, legal studies, and criminology. While the annual tuition of $47,134 was
higher than average in the United States, the university’s financial aid programs reduced that cost
for most students.?

Fayneese Miller joined Hamline in 2015. Her experience included roughly two decades of work at
Brown University, one of the most prestigious universities in the United States, where she served
as the director of the Center for the Study of Race and Ethnicity in America. In an interview held
at the time of her appointment, Miller explained her attraction to the campus culture:

| always feel as though | have a responsibility to pay attention to what’s happening to our
young people, to try and speak out against injustice. One of the things | like about Hamline is
the focus on social justice.*

The incident

In June 2022, Hamline University hired Erika Loépez Prater, PhD as an undergraduate adjunct
professor in its College of Liberal Arts. Lopez Prater was assigned to teach a world art course
within the Art and Digital Media Department in the fall 2022 term.>

In preparation for the course, Lopez Prater submitted her course syllabus to the university and
to Allison Baker, the chair of the Art and Digital Media Department. As the course content would
cover art as an expression of culture, including its relationship to religion, Lépez Prater included
the following note in-her syllabus:

| aim to_affirm students of all religious observances and beliefs in the content of the course.
Additionally, this course will introduce students to several religious traditions and the visual cultures
they have produced historically. This includes showing and discussing both representational and
non-representational depictions of holy figures (for example, the Prophet Muhammad, Jesus Christ,
and the Buddha). If you have any questions or concerns about either missing class for a religious
observance or the visual content that will be presented, please do not hesitate to contact me.®

Baker did not make any changes to the statement or express any concern about Lépez Prater’s
stated intention to show depictions of the Prophet Muhammad.”’

Several weeks into the fall semester, Lopez Prater’s teaching was satisfactory to the extent that
the chair of her department invited her by mail to teach a contemporary art class in the following
semester: “My students in your class tell me nothing but wonderful things, so we'd really love
to have you back in the spring!”®

According to the syllabus, a discussion of Islamic art was planned for Thursday, October 6, 2022.
While the classes were normally held in person, the session that day was held online. To illustrate
her teachings, the professor showed two historical images depicting the Prophet Muhammad.
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The images were of two Persian miniatures from the 14th century that are considered true
works of art: “The prophet Muhammad receiving revelation from the angel Gabriel”"" and
“Muhammad, shown with a veiled face and halo, on Mount Hira.”"

Since she was aware that most Muslims consider visual depictions of the Prophet to be
blasphemous," Lépez Prater had inserted a written warning about the content in the course’s
syllabus. She also provided a verbal warning prior to displaying the artwork in her online slide
presentation:

The next two slides I'm going to show contain figurative depictions of the Prophet
Muhammad. I'll let you know in advance in case it’s something you don’t want to see, and Ill
let you know when the slides have passed.?

However, as Lopez Prater was delivering the warning, a thumbnail image of a painting of the
Prophet was already visible in the corner of her shared Google Meet screen.

One of the students, 23-year-old Aram Wedatalla, was deeply shocked. At a news conference held
weeks later, she tearfully shared, “It was the first time | saw an image of the Prophet.”° Wedatalla,
a senior who served as president of Hamline’s MSA, confronted Lopez Prater after class.

Anticipating trouble, Lépez Prater emailed Allison Baker, her direct supervisor and chair of
Hamline’s Art and Digital Media Department, to inform her of Wedatalla’s complaint. Baker was
supportive of Lopez Prater and assured Lopez Prater of her belief in academic freedom.*!

Wedatalla was unsatisfied with Lépez Prater’s response. The following day (Friday, October 7),
Wedatalla emailed MSA leadership and members of the university’s administration to make
them aware of the incident. At this time, the administration launched a response. Wedatalla also
made a comment to the campus newspaper, The Oracle:

As a Muslim and a Black woman, I'don’t feel like | belong, and | don’t think I'll ever belong to
a community where they don’t value me as a member, and they don’t show the same respect
that | show them.*?

' This image was a miniature illustration from the book Universal History or History of the World by Rashid al-Din, which
was published in 1307 and is now in the collection of the library of the University of Edinburgh, Scotland.

V' This Turkish miniature from the late 16th century was a copy from an original manuscript from the year 1368. It is part
of an extensive six-volume biography of the Prophet that contains more than 800 representations of him from birth to
death (available on Wikipedia Commons).

V“Many (though not all) Muslims reject visual representations (e.g., sculpted images and figures) of religious figures, or even visual
representations of living things, seeing it as a form of idolatry (worship of physical objects), which is inconsistent with their
monotheism.” “Why Are Images of Muhammad Generally Prohibited in Islam?” Britannica, n.d. This prohibition is not universal,
and many Islamic communities have used such representations at various times. This issue has become more acute in recent
decades, as violent events have occurred following the public dissemination of caricatures offensive to the Prophet. According to
Professor Akbar Ahmed, the director of the Center for Islamic Studies at the University of Washington, “In Islam, the notion of
God versus any representation of God or any sacred personage is very strong.” The Prophet was aware that if people saw his face
portrayed, they would soon begin to worship him. Therefore, he objected to those images, stating, “I'm just a man.” Quoted by
Alvaro Valderrama, “Why Does Islam Forbid Images of Muhammad?,” CNN en Espafiol, January 8, 2015.
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