
Introduction

2020 was a turbulent year, with police brutality and social unrest compounded by a public health crisis and the inequities 
both events exposed. There has been considerable social reckoning and critical examination of the nation’s past. While the 
events of 2020 were catalysts for reflection and action, organizations with long histories dating back to before the Civil 
War have been examining their pasts since before the events of the past tumultuous year. 

The ties between benefactors, founders, and public servants and systems of racial inequality, racism, and even slavery have 
led to tarnished reputations of some institutions of higher education. Instead of hiding or denying accusations the best 
course of action is to confront and address problematic history. Learning about your organization’s past can help mend 
historical wrongs and allow institutions to make changes that create opportunities for discourse and inclusion.

Connections to slavery, racist ideology, and controversy are not unique to higher education, but can pose challenges to the 
integrity and reputations of colleges and universities. Across the United States, buildings, plaques, statues, and other 
imagery on college and university campuses commemorate historical figures with racist ideologies and dealings. Often, 
these people were benefactors of the school or institution in question and played key roles in founding or financing it.

Why would you come to HAI for assistance with your research question? 

HAI is a leading professional services firm offering research, discovery, and narrative-building services to various sectors, 
including education and non-profit association clients. We have over 40 years of experience conducting research into 
historical questions, including ones on slavery, racist ideology, and controversy. We specialize in making our unbiased, 
fact-based findings accessible to a variety of audiences. From adding source notes to collected materials to preparing 
detailed annotated bibliographies, we will tailor our findings to ensure that they are clear for their intended audience and 
any future researcher would be able to replicate the process.  We have worked with many different departments within 
colleges and universities – from the President’s Office to public relations, and student affairs to the special counsel’s office – 
to support their fact-finding tasks.
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Investigating the histories of an institution’s benefactors, founders, and public servants allows the institution to reckon with 
its ties to slavery and racism, including direct or indirect profiting from white supremacy. An institution may not only make 
a statement acknowledging and condemning those connections, but also might divest from those individuals and rename 
buildings and programs and pursue other actions that show a commitment to equity and social justice within and beyond 
the institution.

How do we do this type of research and reporting?

Each institution has individual needs, and we work to tailor our work product to the individual or group of individuals who 
will be reviewing our findings and whether they will be publicly released. The topic may also warrant sensitivity depending
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on its campus history. An institution may have already performed limited past research, which we can incorporate into our 
own research methodology, or it may be examining its past for the first time. We work with institutional leaders to 
determine if they have a clear list of research topics or require a broader and more extensive historical investigation to 
ascertain the extent of the institution’s ties to slavery and white supremacy. 

In most cases, we begin by casting a wide net. As an initial phase of research, we conduct a thorough search of online 
databases for biographical information in secondary sources, newspaper articles, scholarly articles, dissertations, and 
personal writings to get a sense of an institution or specific individual’s history. 

We then identify specific archives and collections that may hold materials of interest and conduct in-person research or 
request records remotely. At this stage, depending on the number of names we are researching, we can often prioritize 
which histories and collections are most worth pursuing for the set goals of the institution. We may consider guiding 
questions from our initial research including: Which individuals tied to the history of this institution raise red flags? Who do 
we have serious concerns about? What is the current feasibility of accessing their records? That last question has been 
most pressing during the pandemic, but occasionally holding repositories may require written permission or place other 
restrictions on collection access. 

At the conclusion of our research, we will prepare a deliverable for institutional reviewers. Typically, this will include a 
report that details our research methodology and findings, as well as a transmittal of all documents collected and cited in 
the report. In each case, we analyze source material and distill our most critical findings, highlighting explicit ties to slavery 
or broader racist dealings and ideologies.

While we can expedite some findings, anticipate that this kind of investigation will take time and dedicated effort. The 
process outlined above is not quick work. While the timeline depends on the number of individuals or topics to be 
researched and the precise scope of work, anticipate the effort taking roughly four to six months at a minimum.

Who else has done this kind of work?

• Brown University, 2003-2007* – Brown University established a steering committee and issued a report on slavery and justice at the
 institution. The committee’s report detailed how some of Brown’s founders and benefactors participated in slavery, as well as “the
 benefits the University derived from these activities.” It recommended several equitable actions, including the establishment of a
 Center for Slavery and Justice and the creation of a slave trade memorial, both of which the university followed through with. The
 committee also suggested the university commit to ongoing “educational engagements with the local community” and “maintain
 high ethical standards in regard to investments and gifts.” 

 https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/institutional-diversity/resources-initiatives/slavery-justice-report 

• Yale University, 2015-2017* – Over the course of several years, Yale formed the Committee to Establish Principles on Renaming, 
 sparked by a larger dialogue in the university’s community. The committee issued a report to “guide the university’s decisions on
 proposals to remove a historical name from a building or similarly prominent structure or space on campus.” One outcome was the
 renaming of Calhoun College to honor Yale graduate and software development and computing trailblazer Grace Murray Hopper
 instead of John C. Calhoun, a storied advocate of slavery. 

 https://president.yale.edu/decision-name-calhoun-college 

• Johns Hopkins University, c. 2013-present* – Since 2013, Johns Hopkins has been investigating its founder’s connections to slavery,
 with debates ongoing over the accuracy of census records and what they reveal about the institution’s founder. 

 https://president.jhu.edu/meet-president-daniels/speeches-articles-and-media/reexamining-the-history-of-our-founder/
 https://www.baltimoresun.com/education/bs-md-johns-hopkins-monument-20210802-20210802-676p4ptky5fn3o57fzrae6yjvq-story.html 

• University of Maryland – Baltimore (UMB), c. 2020-present** – UMB partnered with HAI to investigate the history of its own
 founders and benefactors. The university has established a commission called the 1807 Commission, which is currently reviewing our
 confidential research report on 14 individuals and will make recommendations on possible name changes and other actions to the
 university president. 
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