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L 
ike so many of her classmates, Anna Landre (SFS 
‘21) enrolled at the School of Foreign Service because 
she wants to change the world for the better. She knew 
she’d face some unique obstacles. 

Shortly after arriving on campus in 2017, Landre—
who gets around campus in a motorized wheelchair—wrote an op-
ed in The Hoya, calling for improvements in accessibility across 
campus buildings. A disability rights activist since high school, 
she is now chair of Georgetown’s student accessibility policy team 
where she continues to advocate on behalf of the disabled. 

 “Academia is seen as incompatible with disability because his-
toric campuses are often inaccessible to students with physical 
disabilities, ” she says, noting that one in four Americans have a 
disability, and if more voices like hers were in leadership positions, 
campuses would change. More disabled students would enroll. 
And their visibility would challenge the notion that people with 
disabilities don’t belong on campus—or elsewhere in the country. 

Recently, Landre was inspired to step up her own visibility 
and expand her activism to D.C. politics. In November, she won 
an uncontested seat on one of the city’s 40 Advisory Neighbor-
hood Commissions (ANC) where she will represent the interests 
of the Georgetown student body to an eight-member ANC and 
ultimately to the District of Columbia. She is enthusiastic about 

building coalitions with students from other underrepresented 
communities and hopes to further common goals, such as cam-
pus reform, sustainability and access to transportation. 

 “The current political climate makes me braver to take on 
issues and fight for structural change,” she says, referencing dis-
criminatory health care policies in her home state of New Jersey 
and at the national level. “There’s something about blatant in-
justice sitting right in front of you that makes it easier to be bold 
and unapologetic about fighting for what you deserve.” Landre 
says she is also inspired by the record number of women who 
ran for office in 2018.

Since the 2016 election, college students across the country 
have become more politically engaged than at other any time in 
recent decades. As contentious battles over immigration, health-
care, gun laws, reproductive rights, nationalism and climate 
change have played across the global political landscape, SFS 
students are seeking ways to respond, be heard, and take action. 

Dean Joel Hellman is not surprised.  “SFS has always attract-
ed students who are passionate about global affairs and commit-
ted to service. I expect to see them on the front lines of debate 
and activism on the issues that most impact our world,” he says. 
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During a turbulent political era, students seek ways to respond,  

be heard and take action.  by  V ICTOR I A M A R IN

Hunter Estes (SFS’19) 
addresses the crowd 
at the 2018 Cardinal 

O’Connor Conference 
on Life, at Gaston Hall. 
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“Our school was formed in an era of unprecedented global 
uncertainty. And now, we find ourselves in a time when many 
of the foundations of the post-war global order as well as our 
national political consensus are being challenged,” says Hellman. 
“We expect our students to throw themselves passionately into 
the most difficult, but consequential, conversations. These con-
versations may sometimes test our comfort levels, but they are 
central to the SFS education. We want SFS students to live out 
the very lessons and values they are discussing in the classroom.”

Being Heard
When President Trump moved to end the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, as well as when he 
imposed a country-based ban on travel to the U.S., Georgetown 
President John J. DeGioia and the university voiced strong sup-
port for the rights of undocumented and foreign-born students. 

Georgetown, along with 18 other universities, submitted a brief 
to the Supreme Court, arguing in favor of DACA.

The brief included individual stories of student experienc-
es. One of those stories belonged to Juan Martinez Guevara 
(SFS’20). Guevara also went to Capitol Hill to speak with sena-
tors about his immigration experiences to pressure lawmakers 
on votes that impact undocumented people. He believes that by 
sharing their stories and increasing their visibility on campus, 
undocumented students are correcting false narratives that, too 
often, inform national discourse and public policy.

He has since become president of the Georgetown Univer-
sity Student Association (GUSA). One of the first actions he 
took was to create a Department of Student Activism. While in 
office, he is committed to reaching and maintaining representa-
tive diversity in the student senate. He also wants to prioritize 
student wellbeing and mental health. According to Guevara, 
nationalist rhetoric and uncertainty are taking an emotional 
toll on students across campus, especially immigrant students. 
“It creates a lot of fear for students to not know whether their 
family will be there the next time they go back or not.” 

“The 2016 election completely impacted my life and it continues 
to impact it. I personally saw that as a chance to get into activism,” 
says Guevara who began working with United We Dream, an immi-
grant youth-led organization, the day before the 2017 inauguration.

Juan Moreno (SFS’19), who was raised 
in the Bronx by “a hard working immigrant 
mother who sacrificed everything to give 
me a better life,” participated in protests 
against child-family separations at the 
Mexican border because he felt it was nec-
essary to fight for what he felt passionate 
about. “Being that the Bronx has been a his-
torically neglected and discriminated com-
munity in the U.S., I feel that the immense 
privilege of becoming a Georgetown stu-
dent is an opportunity to remind my peers 

that the world is not the bubble in which many of them grew up,” he 
says. “This has inspired me to become socially active in issues con-
cerning the human rights violations of undocumented immigrants.” 

International student Toya Silva (SFS‘19) notes that George-
town’s commitment to making students feel like they belong on 
campus, and have an active role in civic society, is apparent in all 
aspects of campus life—including in the classroom. In January 
2017, during the first iteration of the travel ban, she recalls that 
in her Islamic Thought and Practice class, the professor encour-
aged Arabic-speaking students to go to local airports and use 
their skills as translators, if they were so inclined.

For Silva, this is a reflection of the university’s Jesuit value 
of serving others at work. “I feel like Georgetown, not only 
through events and through student action, but also through 
classes and the incredible professors we have, is always engag-
ing a form of activism where we’re questioning—What is right? 

What are the actions being taken? And we’re 
being given the platform to do so and to call 
attention to issues of humanity.” 

“The university is listening more to what 
students have to say, and taking it into ac-
count, especially minority students’ views 
on topics, which I think is really important 
so that every student on this campus feels 
like they belong here,” said Julia Friedmann 
(SFS’19). Ricardo Mondolfi (SFS‘19) noted that the school’s 
LGBTQ Resource Center—which was founded in 2008, a first 
for a Catholic university—is a reflection of Georgetown’s com-
mitment to making all students feel welcome on campus.

Protest
On a few high-profile occasions over the past two years, 
SFS students have taken issue with controversial public fig-
ures who were invited to campus (usually by student groups) 
to speak at events. Coalitions of Muslim, Jewish and LGBTQIA 
students protested the events and demanded that the universi-
ty rescind invitations. Despite their protests, Georgetown and 
SFS maintain that letting a wide range of voices be heard and 
allowing peaceful protest in the spirit of civil discourse reflects 
the Jesuit value of assuming the good intentions of others.

Student organizations behind the events defended them on 
the basis of free speech. But protestor Aly Panjwani (SFS‘19) 

says that the debate over free speech stops when the speaker 
ventures into hate speech—using language or supporting causes 
that make people feel unsafe and unwelcome. Panjwani believes 
that line was crossed when Georgetown’s College Republicans 
invited the Egyptian born Nonie Darwish to speak on campus in 
March 2017. Darwish, the founder of Former Muslims United, 
is frequently criticized for her anti-Islam activism.

“When a Georgetown student group invites speakers like her 
to come present ideas like ‘Islam must be destroyed,’ they are in 
a way legitimizing the fact that’s a point to contend with—that 
we can have an academic and moral argument about whether or 
not Muslims can practice their faith without discrimination,” he 
says. “There just aren’t two sides to this question.”

In an effort to share facts and real stories about Muslim life in 
America, Panjwani helped organize an event called Muslim Re-
sponses to Islamophobia, featuring Wajahat Ali, an influential jour-
nalist and lawyer who helped launched Al Jazeera America. The 
event took place during Darwish’s visit. Since then, Panjwani and 
other SFS students have worked with the Bridge Initiative, an on-
going Islamophobia research program sponsored by Georgetown’s 
Prince Alwaleed bin Talal Center for Muslim-Christian Under-

standing, on projects like “My Bridge Stories,” 
a collection of first-person narratives convey-
ing how Islamophobia affects real people.

Julia Friedmann, who is majoring in re-
gional and comparative studies and pursuing 
a certificate in Jewish civilization, feels sim-
ilarly about the university’s decision to allow 
Sebastian Gorka—a former deputy assistant to 
President Trump—to speak on a Georgetown 
cybersecurity panel in April 2017. Gorka has 
expressed strong anti-Islam views and is re-
portedly a member of the Order of Vitéz, a 
Hungarian group accused of allying with Na-
zis during World War II. Friedmann (whose 

ancestors were killed in the Holocaust) and a group of Jewish 
and Muslim students organized a meeting with Georgetown ad-
ministration to push back on the invitation. In a statement, Dean 
Hellman clarified that “the invitation of any speaker to the campus 
does not reflect an endorsement by Georgetown or the School of 
Foreign Service of their views,” but also expressed the school’s ob-
ligation to foster dialogue, even if unpleasant, rather than censor-
ship. The students organized a peaceful protest outside the event, 
which was scheduled on Holocaust Remembrance Day, a point 
that Friedmann pressed in an op-ed she later wrote in The Hoya.

During Gorka’s cybersecurity panel, students repeatedly chal-
lenged Gorka’s ideas, asking him tough questions. While Fried-
mann was unhappy with the university’s decision to stand by the 
invitations to these controversial speakers, she appreciated the 
support she felt in freely protesting them. 

CONTINUED  •

Left: Anna Landre 
is fighting for 
structural change. 
Aly Panjwani 
joined The Bridge 
Initiatve to convey 
how Islamophobia 
affects real people. 
Right: Juan Martinez 
Guevara felt he 
had to share his 
immigration story. 

“We expect 
our students 

to throw 
themselves 
passionately 
into the most 
difficult, but 

consequential 
conversations.”
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According to Jesus Rodriguez (SFS‘19), the principal research 
assistant on Georgetown’s Free Speech Project, an organization that 
researches and analyzes the condition of First Amendment values, 
it’s important to consider the intentions of invited speakers to under-
stand whether their presence is truly reflective of free speech. “The 
majority of students are just not going to want to engage with [Islam-
ophobia and anti-LGBTQ views], or with personal attacks,” he says.

Rodriguez says it is not about wanting to suppress conserva-
tive thought, pointing to a recent visit from Senator Marco Rubio 
that packed Lohrfink Auditorium. “The fact that the event was 
standing room only showed that people were really interested in 
his perspective. He’s a traditional conservative, and even if there 
is a liberal bias on campus, there is space here, and even a desire, 
to engage with conservative thinking.”

 Dean Hellman agrees. “If SFS is to play its role as a genuine 
forum for debate on global issues in the country’s most important 
global city, we must maintain an environment where all ends of 
the political spectrum can be heard.” He notes that the SFS faculty 
draws from Republican administrations as well as Democratic ad-
ministrations. Speakers come from across the political spectrum.

“The college campus is a truly unique space,” says Dean Hellman. 
“It is a veritable cauldron of discovery, engagement and commit-
ment. Yes, sometimes it boils over, and that’s natural as students test 
the borders and boundaries of their own ap-
proaches and those with whom they disagree. 
But I believe that this is part of an SFS educa-
tion and helps students test their own strategies 
of how they can effectively impact the world.”

Hellman says he has had to make tough 
calls, and at times people from all ends of the 
political spectrum have been angry with him.

“I welcome that. If both sides are having 
issues, then I must be doing something right.”

Social Media Raises the Stakes
But that’s not to say students are pro-
tected from the consequences of the current 
era. Aly Panjwani’s activism against Dar-
wish’s event was covered by outside media, which, he says, dis-
torted his intentions. “They said that we were trying to keep 
[Nonie Darwish] from speaking to her true personal experiences 
…that we were just more liberals trying to limit free speech and 
that Nonie was going to need security guards because we were 
going to do something violent. In reality, the most confrontation-
al thing we did was hand out fact sheets dismantling her talking 
points to people that were going into the event.”

Tanner Larkin (SFS’20) also faced social media name-calling 
and attacks after his involvement in the Gorka event protest. A 
photo of him at the event dressed in his tallis, a Jewish prayer 
scarf, circulated on Twitter, along with bitter accusations of 
him using it as a prop. In an interview with the Jewish publica-
tion The Forward, Larkin explained. [I] “wore my tallis because 
as a Jew it is incumbent on me not only to fight anti-Semitism, 

but to do so as a Jew. Another Jewish stu-
dent (who preferred to remain unnamed) 
saw his image circulated on social media 
along with attacks for “dress[ing] up as an 
Orthodox Jew (yellow Star of David!).” This 
student told The Forward that he is, in fact, 
Orthodox and normally wears religious garb.

Presuming Good Intentions
Some feel that the current political climate is making 
it difficult to engage in civil discourse on campus. Erica Lizza 
(SFS‘19), the president of Catholic Women at Georgetown, re-
called one debate in her Religion and American Politics class 
when one student “launched into a tirade about Republican op-
position to abortion and religiosity being inherently anti-woman.” 
Another student agreed, saying that he had no obligation to even 
consider the anti-abortion perspective because it was harmful. 

Lizza, who identifies as pro-life and believes in many conser-
vative principles, finds this instinct to disengage with different 
perspectives frustrating. “Without substantive engagement in 
terms of listening and talking with people who think different-
ly—I don’t think that bodes well for our development as students 
or really as people who are going to go out in the world and try 

and embody the spirit of being women and men for others,” says 
Lizza. “I don’t think we can be women and men for others if we 
assume that others who think differently than us are bad peo-
ple.” The key to overcoming this divide, Lizza says, is to be found 
in the Jesuit value of presuming that the people you disagree 
with have good intentions. “We as a university pride ourselves 
on being a community of politically engaged and intellectually 
curious people, so I think we have to cultivate a healthier way 
to exchange ideas and actually listen to others expressing them.”

Daniel Byman, professor and vice dean at the School of For-
eign Service, sees this kind of willingness to engage with multiple 
perspectives as being vital to not only discourse on campus, but 
to civil society beyond. “Service is more important than ever in 
a time when America is this divided and the world is turning 
inward. I want our students to be part of this mission.”

Rethinking the Future
With continuing global turmoil ahead, graduating seniors  
are facing a future nothing like what they expected. As a result, 
some are rethinking their plans. 

“There is a deep sense that we should take our Georgetown 
education forward in order to aid the development of solutions. 
Many students arrive at Georgetown and SFS interested in gov-
ernment and politics, yet personally, I think the last two years 
have made me less interested,” says Hunter Estes (SFS’19), who 
describes the current vitriol in politics as “a real turnoff.”

“As I approach graduation, I find myself intrigued by other ways 
of serving my community and my nation.” Estes recently applied 
for Teach for America and is also considering the Peace Corps or 
military service. He believes that other students on campus feel the 
same way and also are turning to models outside of government. 

Some feel pulled toward home. When Toya Silva first enrolled 
in the School of Foreign Service, she focused on the Middle East, 
taking Arabic classes and visiting Jordan on a spring break. But over 
the last two years, as nationalism and far-right politics have gained 
popularity around the world, Silva’s plans have changed. Most re-
cently she’s watched the rise of Jair Bolsonaro in her native Brazil, 
and this worries her. Bolsanaro, who has said that Brazil should 
return to a dictatorship, won the presidency in an election runoff at 
the end of October. Silva says she now plans 
to go home to Brazil and get to work. “SFS 
has equipped me with the tools to under-
stand both what’s happening on the ground 
as an activist and what’s required to effect 
change on a constitutional level, too.”

Jesus Rodriguez, the Free Speech Proj-
ect research assistant who has also worked 
as an editor for The Hoya, says he has been 
deeply influenced by the current era, which 
continues to push him toward journalism.

He believes he can contribute a needed 
voice. “As a reporter, it’s expected of me 

that I will separate myself from [current affairs] and sort of take 
a step back and see the shifting global order as something that’s 
interesting, but without a personal stake.” However, he sees his 
own experiences as vital to telling many of these stories, because 
he understands them from the inside. “My background gives me a 
unique perspective in that I can see the damage these shifts can do 
to certain communities. I think that of course the 2016 presidential 
election changed a lot of things. And it made me want to tell stories 
of people who are being affected by these changes.” 

School of Foreign Service students are indeed on the frontlines 
of a critical time in history—simultaneously on campus, in the 
country and on the world stage. Reflecting on her upcoming new 
role on the Advisory Neighborhood Commission early next year, 
Anna Landre says, “It’s important to know how to change our insti-
tutions for the better from the inside. And if I don’t do it, who will?”

Julia Friedmann 
(left) peacefully 

protested at a 
campus event. 

Jesus Rodriguez 
plans to contribute 

“a needed voice,” 
through journalism. 
Erica Lizza (center) 

wants her class-
mates to cultivate 

respectful civil 
discourse on cam-

pus, assuming good 
intentions of others.

“If SFS is to play its 
role as a genuine 
forum for debate 
on global issues... 
we must maintain 
an environment 
where all ends 
of the political 
spectrum can 

be heard.” 


