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Welcome to the March meeting of the UNC Faculty Council. I usually begin these 

meetings by noting important University events that have happened recently or will be 

happening in the near future. But all events have been cancelled, so I’ll just focus on this 

meeting. Council members are participating via Zoom, but the usual livestream is available for 

everyone. I want to thank the great team at the Office of Faculty Governance for the work 

they’ve done to organize this event:  Thanks to Helena Knego, Lisa-Jean Michienzi, Kadejah 

Murray and Vin Steponaitis. 

I’m sure that there has never been a Faculty Council meeting in an almost empty room or 

on Zoom or in the kind of context in which we’re now living. I began our February meeting with 

references to Franklin Roosevelt’s speech about moving beyond Fear and recognizing that “All 

we have to fear is fear itself.” But new fears have multiplied beyond what we could possibly 

have imagined last month, and we’re struggling with the medical, economic, political, and 

educational crises of COVID-19. Roosevelt’s speech from 1933 now seems even more 

optimistic. 

Our University work nevertheless remains essential, even though much of our on-line 

teaching can’t possibly be the same as our normal classroom interactions with students. Our 

usual research and service have also been completely altered, and we feel as if we’re in a 

collective free fall because we don’t know when normal activities will resume. Uncertainty 

pervades everyone’s life right now, and yet we’re still convening our March Faculty Council 

meeting—a small continuity! 

Like elections and the public institutions in a democratic society, the institutions of 

faculty governance and faculty discussion must be sustained in times of crisis, because the 

University’s mission continues. We now have to conduct our meetings online, and we know that 

this format reduces the usual interactions of faculty conversations. 

Faculty exchanges like many other conversations lose important qualities when they take 

place entirely over the internet. We’re likely to emerge from this crisis with major changes in our 

society and in the ways we do our work at Universities.  Our world is changing in unpredictable 

ways. 

Meanwhile, however, we have an important agenda for today’s meeting, which will 

include brief presentations by the candidates for the next Chair of the Faculty, Mimi Chapman 

and Joy Renner.  Our faculty elections are going forward in April, like the US political elections 

in 2020.  We’ll move from our Chair candidates to discussions with Kevin Guskiewicz and Bob 

Blouin, who will summarize the evolving policies and plans for coping with the Coronavirus and 

its effects. 

We’ve received several questions in advance for the Chancellor and Provost, but Council 

members will also be able to ask questions over Zoom and others can send questions via text 

messages.  After our discussion with the Chancellor and Provost, we’ll have a panel conversation 

with experts who are deeply involved with campus responses to COVID-19; the panel will be 
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introduced by Vice-Chancellor George Battle, who is leading our risk management team. We 

have some pre-submitted questions for the panel, but you may propose other questions as well. 

Following the panel discussion, we’ll receive an update from University Librarian Elaine 

Westbrooks, who will offer important information on recent negotiations with the Elsevier 

publishing company. We spend millions of dollars each year on Elsevier journals and other 

resources, but these expenditures can’t be sustained. So Elaine will explain how the Library is 

planning to change these huge costs in the future. 

We’ll conclude today’s meeting with a brief closed session to discuss future Honorary 

Degree recipients.  The full agenda is on the Faculty Council website, and the agenda includes a 

link to directions for how to send web or text messages. You can text Council 320 to 22333 and 

text in your message. 

The great resources of UNC are being mobilized to address the crisis of COVID-19; and 

some of the world’s best epidemiologists and medical researchers are working on our campus to 

analyze the disease and find a vaccine for this virus. We need our Health Affairs colleagues and 

public health experts to continue this essential work and to help those who may become ill. 

We’re also going to need the best insights of our economists, social scientists, legal 

experts and many others to help our state through the long, difficult recovery that will follow the 

coming economic crash. Our University’s service to the state will become even more important 

during every phase of this vast upheaval. 

I want to emphasize that we’ll also need our artists, musicians, poets, and writers to help 

carry us through these disorienting times. And as a historian, I would also stress the value of the 

wide-ranging perspectives that come from all of the humanistic traditions. 

I’ve regularly drawn on humanistic texts to find perspectives on complex problems such 

as the Confederate monument conflicts; and now I’m using history to find the past experiences 

and insights we need to remember as we struggle to make sense of the current crisis.  Everyone 

has to find their own perspectives to cope with this upheaval, but some of my own solace has 

come from going back to the 14th-century Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio, who described the 

plague that swept through Italy in 1348. 

I’ve also returned to Albert Camus, the 20th-century French writer whose novel The 

Plague tells a story about how people responded to a modern plague in North Africa. Camus’ 

novel was published in 1947 as a kind of metaphor for the awful Nazi virus that had recently 

afflicted and killed millions of Europeans; and it describes different reactions to the great crisis 

of a disease.  So I’ll conclude with brief quotations from Boccaccio and Camus to remind us that 

other human beings have dealt with much greater calamities than we face, and they’ve gone on 

to flourish. 

In 1348 the plague came into Florence and other parts of Italy, killing between 1/3 and ½ 

of the entire population. This Plague caused terrible swellings and death within three days.  And 

here’s how Boccaccio described Florentine responses to the disease in his book The Decameron 

(written in 1353): 

“Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and all the power of 

medicine were profitless and unavailing…. [The disease] caused various fears and fantasies to 
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take root in the minds of those who were still alive and well.  And almost without exception, they 

took a single… precaution, namely to avoid or run away from the sick… 

Some people were of the opinion that a sober… mode of living considerably reduced the 

risk of infection.  They therefore … lived in isolation from everyone else….  They refrained from 

speaking to outsiders… and entertained themselves with music and… other amusements they 

were able to devise. 

  Others… maintained that an infallible way of warding off this appalling evil was to drink 

heavily, enjoy life to the full, go round singing… and shrug the whole thing off as one enormous 

joke. 

Many other people… steered a middle course…. Instead of incarcerating themselves [or 

drinking], these people moved about freely, holding in their hands a bouquet of flowers or 

fragrant herbs…. 

In the face of so much affliction and misery, all respect for the laws of God and man had 

virtually broken down… in our city. 

Large numbers of men and women [simply] abandoned…  their homes, their relatives, 

their estates and their belongings, and headed for the countryside. 

Yet out of this terrible disaster, the people of Florence gradually revived their economy, 

maintained their republic, and went on to create many of the greatest works of Renaissance art, 

literature, and philosophy. Boccaccio’s account of 14th-century Florence helps us connect our 

own challenges with the dangerous, disorienting experiences of human beings in past times.  And 

like Boccaccio, we’ll somehow find creative ways to move forward from the current crisis. 

Finally, I want to note Albert Camus’ description of Dr. Rieux, the doctor in his novel 

The Plague. This doctor works night and day to help patients who are dying of the disease; and 

his comments to a friend evoke for me the work of our own medical colleagues here at UNC: 

“I have no idea what’s awaiting me,” Dr. Rieux says, “or what will happen when all this 

ends.  For the moment I know this; there are sick people and they need curing….  I defend them 

as best I can, that’s all.” 

The doctor’s existential determination to keep working gives him his only certainty amid 

the great uncertainties in his city. “There lay certitude,” the narrator explains; “there, in the 

daily rounds [of his medical work].  All the rest hung on mere threads and trivial contingencies.  

You couldn’t waste your time on it.  The thing was to do your job as it should be done.” 

I hope that amid our current upheavals, we’ll find new ways to keep doing “our jobs as 

they should be done.”  And although I’ve referred to great writers from the past, I now want to 

turn this meeting entirely toward the present and the future. 

I ask our two candidates to come forward with social distance and briefly explain how they 

envision the work and challenges for the Faculty Chair in coming years.  Our two highly 

qualified candidates are Mimi Chapman, a Professor in the School of Social Work, and Joy 

Renner, a Professor of Radiologic Science in the School of Medicine—and I very much 

appreciate their willingness to serve in this position. 

 


