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Community Council Minutes 11.30.15 

ccouncil@middlebury.edu 

On 11.30.15 in lieu of a more typical meeting Community Council attended the Town Hall Discussion on 

sombreros and cultural appropriation. 

 

Town Hall Discussion on cultural appropriation and community standards of communication facilitated 

by Miguel Fernandez and Roberto Lint Sagarena 

 

MF: I want to back up and remind us why we’re here: there was an incident a week ago where a latino 

student approached a female student in proctor wearing a sombrero and asked her why she was 

wearing it. The response was related to partying and how it made her feel. The interaction was 

problematic for the student-- one of a series of sombrero incidents this semester that were bothersome 

to latino students. What followed was a discussion on yik yak, an anonymous social media platform that 

just picks up local talk and often a way of expressing ideas. It got ugly on Saturday and Sunday with 

insensitive remarks related to the incident-- it turned racist and misogynistic and was pretty 

problematic. We responded and proposed these meetings to discuss what was going on-- cultural 

appropriation, appropriate ways of communicating. 

 

On Monday I like to think we had a pretty good discussion. Not easy but important and civil. We talked 

about how cultural appropriation is difficult for communities historically oppressed. We talked about 

this in a particular context-- series of these types of incidents in the semester as well as national context: 

Black lives matter, Ferguson, Baltimore, Chicago. Anti latino and  muslim rhetoric in the presidential race 

and so I think through that discussion, I hope many came to understand why our Black and Latino 

communities feel vulnerable and unsafe. This state of affairs led to many incidents of calling out issues 

of race, insensitivity, inclusivity, free speech, cultural appropriation, and  race at a number of 

institutions. President Patton wrote a letter outlining a number of steps Middlebury is taking to address 

these issues. As she mentioned, this is only a beginning. One of the main points is the need to talk and 

connect. We saw that last Monday--- there were many different voices and perspectives present and I 

believe that is very healthy. The need to voice the questions we are all wrestling with-- there were good 

challenges last week. It’s worth engaging in thoughtful dialogue to build a stronger community to ensure 

we have as President Patton said, “a community that everyone feels is equally their own.” 

 

Format for today is an open discussion so that you can ask the questions you have on your mind, you 

can ask for clarification and share perspectives. This is not to lecture but to facilitate community 

conversation. Many have felt marginalized and silenced. Others have been confused as to what the big 

deal is. This isn’t the end--this should just be one in a series of discussions so that’s what we would like 

to do.  

 

We have representatives of the entire community here: students, faculty, staff and maybe community 

members. I would like to let the students start off and keep this student centered, let them set the 

agenda in some way. Would anyone like to start with a question or comment?  
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Open discussion (each break is a new voice) 

I wasn’t here last Monday and I was hoping a student could give a brief summary of their thoughts 

 

I appreciated that there was a discussion but at times it felt like talking at a brick wall. We circled and it 

didn’t give the impression everyone was actively listening. We kept coming back to the same things like 

why a sombrero is inappropriate. It was a good start but things to keep in mind are being sensitive and 

respectful  because if this is a community, we are supposed to feel safe. Overall, I would say it was a 

rocky start. 

 

I’m curious on the school’s stance: is it wrong for a white girl to wear a sombrero in Proctor? 

 

MF: I don’t believe there is a college position on wearing sombreros but I think part of the discussion-- 

it’s hard to be a representative of the administration and where’s the line between that and my 

personal opinions. What I would say and what we tried to discuss Monday is one of the students on yik 

yak said there’s no protection in the law for your emotions but there is for my free speech. By law, that 

student is correct but we have community standards for respect and creating an environment that is 

welcoming and encompasses everyone. One of the discussions was about the symbolism of the 

sombrero throughout history and how it can be problematic. You can draw the line as to when and 

where and there was discussion back and forth. I think last week came down to if a group finds 

something offensive for a historical, cultural reason, you ought to be questioning why you are doing 

that-- where does freedom and the community good come into play 

 

RLS: We have the right to do all sorts of things but maybe we shouldn’t out of self respect and 

community respect. I want us to think about these things not just focused on this one incident and 

where we are and where the nation is but where we’re going. It would be great for us to engage what 

President Patton listed and what is missing for creating equity and inclusivity.  

 

As an international student, these conversations are foreign. I want to ask someone if they could 

highlight the points of why wearing a sombrero is really so bad. 

 

RLS: It’s a caricature of a nation. The fact that it involved alcohol spoke to a long tradition of stereotypes 

of Mexicans as drunken and lazy. These things get tied into meanings. The hat is no big deal but it’s what 

it symbolized. The situation we’re in: when the leading Republican candidate is calling for the building of 

a wall, deportation of undocumented Mexicans. These are triggers.  

 

I guess I’m wondering if there’s any way to write this into college policy. If it’s just emotions, it’s always 

going to be circular but is there any way the college can put this into policy. Is that what we want? Can 

we have a standard? 

 

I want to add to that. An important part of making this more official is recognizing that emotions have 

an impact on academics and life on campus. We can talk about going to counseling and that’s great but 
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it’s also not ok to say that’s just the way it is, you have to get counseling when emotional harm is hurting 

you in ways others aren’t being affected.  

 

I think any attempt to pretend to be a group, to stereotype a group of people is offensive to me. Friends 

went out as a Japanese school girl on halloween and I found that offensive even though my Japanese 

friends were ok with it. I think it’s only ok if you are a specific character and not a stereotype because I 

don’t think there can be a good stereotype. 

 

If you look at this from an administration perspective--if you think about it the reality is the constitution 

says you can’t take away free speech. Where is the line between your free speech and infringing on 

someone else’s? 

 

You don’t have freedom of speech on private college campuses 

 

You do ultimately have to choose someone’s perspective and it becomes much more nuanced and 

complex than policy can stand for and policy becomes more limiting and that would be determinantal to 

the point of the conversation 

 

A big part of the picture we’re not looking at is on private campuses you don’t have freedom of speech 

so the college has more say 

 

MF: Around campus you will see community standards posted. There are five. You can also look them 

up. 

 

I think it’s a patchwork system. Simply saying no doesn’t teach someone why and that’s the real bulk of 

this issue--understanding why something that hurts someone else is disrespectful. For me the specific 

incidence isn’t the sombrero but the answer to this makes me uncomfortable because it was a retort. 

You can’t expect everyone to know what offends everyone else but community standards would make 

us and open for conversations 

 

The problem is you’re asking minorities to educate you when you have gone to school to learn to 

educate yourself. It’s time to take responsibility for what comes out of our mouths and for not learning 

things and start learning 

 

I think what’s important with the community standards is many students haven’t heard them before. 

This is a great reaction but having done res life training, it was absurd to me there wasn’t something like 

that in orientation for first years. Moving forward we need to educate first years who come onto our 

campus 

 

We’re just talking about writing respect into something and that’s not that hard to understand. If 

someone calls me the n word which has happened here and I say hey I’m not comfortable, there’s 

always an argument here. It’s just about respecting people and if you can’t do that I don’t know how you 
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pride yourself on being on such a progressive campus. If you hurt someone, it’s not up to you to decide 

if you offended them. 

 

The issue I take with educating yourself is how people are reacting on yik yak isn’t humans reacting to 

humans. There needs to be an inherent level of education but by not allowing for someone to ask follow 

up questions or wanting them to educate themselves individually, that’s where the issue is. There’s no 

unified perspective you can solve from coming at the conversation two ways. I struggle with the idea of 

not giving the other party a chance to ask questions. I agree that the reaction was the issue here. If she 

had a different reaction would we be having this conversation? If she had said I don’t mean to offend 

you, will you talk to me rather than going to social media-- that’s where the problem is and I don’t think 

educating yourself is the answer 

 

To me, the idea that someone you have caused violence to then has the responsibility to educate you 

then seems to be ignorance. This is an educational institution that should be providing education that is 

not only academic. What is it about this institution that we can’t integrate these policies? It confuses me 

that we struggle so much with implementing this--- that something like justalks has to be pushed so 

hard by students. The institution needs to have this conversation independent of us.  

 

Institutionally there are issues but also focusing on this narrative of humans interacting. I think the 

problem is in the first place she didn’t notice wearing the sombrero was an issue-- by saying that’s not 

the main issue, you’re saying the pain of these students isn’t an issue. You know how to educate 

yourself. Bringing it down from the theoretical and institutional level and focusing on the reactions and 

that this happens here frequently is something we should focus on-- I don’t want to talk about theory. I 

want to focus on what we can do as people to change these things. 

 

I want to bring in there are problems within the institution that perpetuate these actions. I have had 

similar experiences with this and I think that Middlebury has this feeling that minorities need to cater to 

the majority and that angers me. Especially as a freshman, it permeated through FYC and CRA systems 

and they’re trying to contain problem instead of getting to the root. That needs to be recognized and we 

need to take an introspective look at systems allowing this to happen. We can talk about community 

standards but students take on that and you’re going to filter in new students who look and see what 

they do or don’t find important-- how much accountability needs to be placed on Carr hall which was  

just opened as a minority space. We need to think why these things are just now happening and aren’t 

first priority. 

 

Faculty member: I agree with minorities saying it isn’t my job to educate you but it’s really scary when 

students have to educate themselves and use google and it’s kind of scary. There are a lot of faculty 

here and we are resources. It’s about how we’re all a community and should be here willing to educate 

and it should be our responsibility and I want to call on my peers. For those of you who are scared to 

just google, you have educators around you.  
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I think there’s something to community education. It’s not the person who was offended who is 

responsible but all the people around them who work to set new standards. A lot of self educating but 

also working as a community by going out of our way.  

 

Being a student here for four years, I think there were probably students at Proctor shaking their head 

but none of them said anything. It’s about being brave and not the minorities responsibility. I could have 

told that person and a lot of us could have. I think you can write into policy or change interactions 

through social capital-- everyone educating each other. We know more than is being implied here. We 

have a collective knowledge greater than what might be implied. 

 

It’s really important to lean into discomfort and dive into that. Something that plagues this campus is 

moving away from discomfort especially when you don’t understand how you’re offending someone 

and we have the capacity to understand how we disrespect people-- not something that can be learned 

unless we lean into discomfort-- this experience being an example. A point where others could have 

spoken up but there was discomfort associated with that 

 

I’m a community member and I commend you all for being here and it’s respectful. I wanted to say that 

I’m a mom of two daughters of color and they’re young but this is a conversation I suspect I’ll have as 

they grow up when they encounter people who are not sensitive. I want to give them and learn the tools 

for them to respond to people when someone does something offensive--knowingly or unknowingly. I 

struggle with what a person could do in a situation where they have offended someone and someone 

has come to them. What could be the dialogue that would help that evolve into something productive? 

I’ve heard from other parents who have chinese daughters that they’ve had a hard time and I need to be 

ready so I feel that’s part of the issue-- we should all be smart enough but if not what’s the next step? 

 

I’m a faculty member and a week ago in class we talked about a play with race at the center that spurred 

discussion some were uncomfortable with so we had another where we are all uncomfortable and many 

thought that was hard and uncomfortable so we gotta keep doing it. I feel like this is progress it just 

doesn’t feel like it. I encourage us to think of other ways we can come together. Every year we celebrate 

MLK day in Mead and in the past one thing that got worse is less interest by people of color--- how are 

we blowing this? We’ve made an effort to make sure there are other voices. A number of oratory 

students help produce this: go/mlkchallenge--- if you have a text you would like spoken. I don’t want to 

curate. I want us to curate together 

 

You mentioned vulnerability but there’s also anger with emotions. I was walking through the hall and a 

friend pulled me aside and asked me my last name and said oh you’re Spanish can you help me with 

Spanish? I was angry so I walked away so I wouldn’t sound like an ignorant asshole. A friend of mine of 

color tried to educate someone in the grill about the sombrero and the person was drunk and it was 

almost a fight. I would have been encouraged to break it up but violence isn’t tolerated. We’re 

frustrated and angry and complexity changes depending on background-- if you’re gay, if you’re female 

it also matters. Just things to be conscious about.  
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One word I’m hearing a lot is “educate” and I think the point I want to get at is the process of education 

in this context isn’t a one way thing. Van Jones talks about blind spots on the privelege side and sore 

spots on the offended side. These are spots that can’t be reconciled. The nuances behind safety for 

minority students doesn’t apply to how I think about safety. Necessary to keep in mind that process of 

education should be cardinal focus. If I go on google and see racism, that won’t resonate with me the 

way it needs to to lean into discomfort and take ideological change from that. It’s not a one way thing. 

 

I agree but when I say educate I don’t mean how I feel but I mean to recognize that every time you 

generalize, you are refusing to see individuals. That has nothing to do with race, it’s any group you 

generalize and that’s the problem 

 

Saying that you are responsible for educating but when you do you can’t understand is not a good 

excuse for not comprehending what you’re reading.  

 

I don’t think that’s the issue. The word suggests you can go on google and get a clear cut answer and 

you can’t. I have googled cultural appropriation and it didn’t make it clear to me that it’s wrong in all 

cases. These are complicated questions and they don’t have answers. For that reason, the school 

shouldn’t set up their standard of right and wrong on me. 

 

What labels has society applied to us? Me being black I’m more sensitized to the n word or anywhere 

across this country that makes it difficult for me to process experiences. How do we take off labels and 

have empathy for a human being? This is a moment when we look at people and say that experience is 

valid. That person is seeking you understanding of where they’re coming from and ethics of 

responsibility for others. If you’re unable to manage yourself or those, you have to reconcile that and 

that’s not for anyone else and it is difficult but we are here as humans to struggle together-- relying on 

resources. There are people you can rely on. 

 

I think the whole education conversation goes farther from misinformation and gets at emotional 

misalignment and communication and lack of solidarity. It’s not the responsibility of the person 

offended to say anything. But we are put in situations where we have to try to inform and create 

solidarity. Problem with that is I’ve experienced unwillingness to try to understand and to form 

connections. 

 

I think a big thing now is there isn’t a setting for us to have these open discussions. You go on yik yak 

and so much is offensive and that’s the underlying sentiment and it’s not very welcoming for discussion 

 

A lot of offenders don’t have interest in understanding the culture they misrepresent. They dip out 

when it gets tough and students of color can’t do that. 

 

One thing I think we can move forward in a concrete way is expanding the AAL requirement--  

Middlebury making formal attempt to repress this problem 
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RLS: As an educator, it hurts me you would go to google. Difference between lived emotion and 

theoretical, I don’t think there opposed. Ethnic studies does this.  

 

I’m still thinking that empathy is the ideal but I’m frustrated and scared but the rest of campus that isn’t 

going to come here and engage with this-- how do we get them to engage? The bulk of the problem isn’t 

here-- we’re here. We want to talk about it. 

 

I’ve heard a lot about people going on google and looking up to educate themselves and I don’t think if 

we’re talking about emotions that researching is going to work. When people talk about facebook, they 

talk about it as don’t put pictures you wouldn’t want your grandparents to see and in this same way this 

applies-- when you go to put costumes on you should think is there anything I’m wearing that’s cultural 

and would I offend someone. If you think that’s going to be offensive, you can google that. We have to 

think before we talk, before we decide what we’re going to wear out. 

 

It comes from a privileged perspective, don’t come to google but many people don’t know and don’t 

have resources. Google might be the first step to find some information. You can google for history. It’s 

easy to see what’s been going on. As a POC, I’m seen as emotional and when I say what I want in class, 

I’m seen as emotional and the dichotomy of emotion and logic doesn’t make sense. Why does my 

emotion have to lack logic? 

 

Staff member: the incidences recalled here all have to do with drinking and I think that’s worthy of 

conversation. One thing is the notion that our behaviors change when inebriated. Maybe we should look 

at responsibility as drinkers who may not behave as we wish. 

 

Faculty member: There are alternative models of education to google. We have a tendency to over 

intellectualize. But community standards sound like jargon to me. We should add a sixth point that says 

don’t be racist-- we can’t we be explicit about this? 

 

Faculty member: IF yik yak is toxic, why don’t people just get off of it? 

 

Part of the issue is not everyone understands racism. The concept is that a marginalized group is further 

marginalized by majority and that isn’t understood 

 

Faculty: Faculty care deeply about students and want to engage but it’s important to think about 

diversifying the faculty-- the college in a serious way needs to step up its game. As white, sexual 

minority, this is a hard place to move to as a minority. The college needs to be much more sensitive to 

challenge faculty experience moving here. The college needs to help with that transition and is largely 

failing minority faculty 

 

and staff.  

 

Thankful for faculty that understand but there are a lot who don’t understand. 
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There’s this thing about yik yak and anonymity allowing you to say things you want to say and not own 

up to it. There’s a culture that allows students in power to be racist. This goes back to alcohol and I don’t 

think it’s the problem and blaming it on alcohol will take away from what’s at stake and that’s racism 

and alcohol isn’t the problem. 

 

Emotion has been a recurrent theme and I was hoping to delved in more. It’s very hard to say what I’m 

about to say-- the primary reasons are that when you become emotional, rationality and intelligence are 

compromised. I want to acknowledge I hope someone hears me that maybe that is the opposite. The 

other reason is being penned as this angry brown man and nothing else can be heard. I want to 

acknowledge some of the emotions I felt going up to the girl wearing the sombrero and her response 

was: “I just really like to get turnt” and that hurt and then to have me say it makes me uncomfortable 

and have her push back and say I got this for birthday in canada it’s fine. For me to say this is cultural 

appropriation and her to say you need to understand it’s fine, that infuriated me. This was someone that 

was racist and the comments afterward bringing her down and question of if she was drunk--- you also 

need to understand that complexity of using that to mask what she did. I then felt fear from this idea 

that she could have said I was aggressive or doing something wrong and there is fear in that especially 

given the semester I’ve had-- the 3rd or 4th experience of racism I’ve had this semester. I need you to 

understand this is one person who walked into this with so much baggage. A topic last meeting was why 

don’t you have a thicker skin? I need people to hear I’ve had my thicker skin and I’m tired. I don’t want 

to be here anymore and that’s because of these small incidents that have been eating away at me--- 

that pushed me to move off campus because I don’t feel safe anymore. This has serious, dire 

consequences. You need to understand that there’s a consequence to what you’re doing. I’m too afraid 

to tell anyone. there are consequences you don’t see that are destroying people of color on this campus.  

 

A couple weeks ago, I got to speak to student leaders of Amherst Uprising and a classmate asked as a 

white individual, what can I do? I hesitate to ask this next question but some leaders suggested going to 

BSU and other cultural groups so I ask would that be helpful? 

 

There is this feeling that if I’m not part of the group I can’t come and that’s the opposite. We need to 

support ourselves but we need the community to come in. I’ve heard this narrative that we have the 

same conversation over again and it’s difficult to bring more people in and that’s important. In general, I 

would second Nicholas about acknowledging emotions and pain and not dismissing that. Subconsciously 

you are carrying so much baggage. It’s very difficult to unlearn that in a second. You can’t just say I’m 

not going to be racist anymore. A starting point is acknowledging people as human and interacting that 

way 

 

I wanted to interject with class. Because race and gender and class are intertwined. I think moving 

forward as we talk about making this a safe space that will be really important. I’ve been on food stamps 

before. My parents are doing well now. I’m not sure where I stand but there’s a very stark divide and I 

think it’s indicative of something harder for people to talk about than race and gender becasue with 

those at least we think we can see it.  
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A lot of minority students grow up hypersensitive to white people’s feelings. If we upset white people, 

there are repercussions whereas when we are offended there isn’t a consequence. We can no longer be 

super sensitive to your feelings 

 

It can be great to educate to go to cultural orgs but also those meetings are healing places. I shouldn’t 

go into DMC and then project so make sure if you attend, you listen. 

 

MF: question to think about: What would an inclusive Middlebury look like to you? What can we do 

collectively to deepen our sense of community? President Patton announced formation of alliance for 

inclusive community and invited students to be part of that. Last week we were called out for organizing 

saying they would be better peer to peer. I don’t disagree but I think this was important. I would 

encourage you to find peer to peer meetings and continue discussions. There were rich, difficult 

discussions in the classroom. And think of other issues. This should not feel as if there’s a conclusion. 

These are difficult issues and we have to think about who are we, who do we want to be, how do we get 

there? Finding other venues to engage in all these issues.  

 

 


