Trump demands $500 million from Harvard to end funding clash over antisemitism
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Donald Trump recently declared that his administration demands "nothing less than $500 million from Harvard" as a condition for restoring billions in federal funding to the Ivy League institution. Making the statement during a cabinet meeting, Trump urged his education secretary, Linda McMahon, not to negotiate with Harvard, which he characterised as "very bad." This strong stance comes amidst ongoing reports that the Trump administration and Harvard are nearing a potential settlement to resolve their prolonged conflict over accusations that the university failed to adequately address antisemitism associated with pro-Palestinian protests on campus.
The dispute began when the administration cut $2.6 billion in federal research funding to Harvard, asserting that the university had not complied with demands issued in an April letter from a federal antisemitism task force. These demands covered a range of issues, including campus protests, academic policies, and admissions practices. Harvard responded by suing the administration — the first university to take such legal action over the funding cuts, and later suing again concerning restrictions on enrolling international students. The Department of Justice, defending the government's position, claimed it had authority to revoke grants when institutions contravene presidential directives, referencing an executive order aimed at combating antisemitism as justification. A US district judge heard arguments from both sides in a hearing last month.
According to multiple reports, including from The New York Times and the Associated Press, Harvard and the White House have made significant progress toward a settlement. The proposed deal reportedly involves Harvard paying $500 million in exchange for the reinstatement of the frozen federal research funds. However, key terms remain unresolved, and negotiations continue. Harvard’s president, Alan Garber, has publicly disputed reports of an imminent settlement, telling faculty that such accounts are inaccurate and possibly leaked by White House officials. According to Garber, the university remains committed to resolving the matter through the courts, with academic freedom being a non-negotiable principle. Harvard’s student newspaper, The Harvard Crimson, also reported that the university has complied with federal demands to provide employment records for thousands of staff members as part of the ongoing negotiation process.
This battle fits into a broader pattern of the Trump administration's concerted efforts since the start of the year to reshape higher education policies by targeting elite universities. The administration has focused on their handling of pro-Palestinian protests related to the conflict in Gaza, as well as diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) programmes. Other prestigious institutions, such as Columbia University, Brown University, and the University of Pennsylvania, have faced similar federal funding cuts. Unlike Harvard, some of these universities have reached settlement agreements to restore their funding. For instance, Columbia agreed to pay over $220 million and undertake a series of reforms to address federal concerns about antisemitism on campus. However, such deals have sparked criticism from education advocates, who view them as potential threats to academic freedom.
The legal and political ramifications of this dispute extend beyond Harvard. The Department of Justice’s invocation of executive powers to influence university policies has ignited debates about the limits of federal authority in academic governance and the protection of free expression within higher education institutions. Harvard’s resistance highlights an ongoing national conversation about the balance between combating hate speech and preserving institutional autonomy. As negotiations persist, the outcome of this case may set a significant precedent for federal-university relations in the future.
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