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Columbia was the first victim of the Trump administration’s wrath.
Harvard was not far behind.

Three weeks after President Donald Trump’s administration cut $400
million in federal funding to Columbia on March 7, 2025, it placed $8.7
billion in federal grants and $256 million in contracts for Harvard
University under review. By mid-May, additional cuts had brought the
value of Harvard’s frozen or terminated grants to about $3 billion, far
surpassing the scope of Columbia’s lost funding.

The cuts followed a March 10, 2025, letter to dozens of colleges and
universities, including Columbia and Harvard, that threatened funding
cuts if antisemitism concerns remained unaddressed. Nearly a year
later, the two universities remain in diametrically different
circumstances with the federal administration and with students,
faculty, and alumni of each school.

***

On March 8, 2025, Leo Terrell, senior counsel in the Department of
Justice, warned: “We’re gonna bankrupt these universities. We’re going
to take away every single federal dollar.”

Though she’d been wary of Trump’s reelection, Victoria Frye hadn’t
given much thought to how a second term could threaten the numerous
grants that funded her research. Frye, a professor at the School of
Social Work and co-director of Columbia’s Social Intervention Group,
does research that focuses on HIV prevention—more specifically, on
prevention among gay, bisexual, and “same-gender-loving” men who
have sex with men of color.
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Then, a notice of award, which announces the next year of funding for
multiyear grants, which she expected to receive on March 1, 2025
didn’t arrive. Concern set in. She grew worried that the entire
prepositional phrase of the study’s title explaining who the study was
for—same-gender-loving men—had been flagged.

Preemptively altering the language to release their funding was a
distinctly uncomfortable decision to make. The phrase “same-gender-
loving” was integral to the leadership team, helmed by Black gay men—
which was also the population of interest they hoped to recruit into the
study. Abandoning “same-gender-loving” felt like abandoning the
people the study was for.

And it coincided with a deep frustration toward University
administration. Frye’s team sent a message to then-interim University
President Katrina Armstrong. “Basically, we begged her not to make an
agreement with the federal government,” Frye said. “We begged her to
stand up for us, and the people that are enrolled in our studies.”

The University did not stand up. After the University finalized its
agreement with the Trump administration in July, Frye’s team met
again and weighed the trade-offs of cutting “same-gender-loving” from
the study.

Ultimately, her team came to the agreement that “the damage had
already been done,” she said. They begrudgingly removed it. The notice
of award came. Their work continued.

But post-deal, her team’s dynamics shifted. “Every team meeting
started with people crying,” Frye said. They were, in a word, distraught.

Seven months after the deal was signed, people are still crying. “When I
say there are tears in almost every meeting, I mean it,” Frye said.
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“Maintaining morale of the study team,” she said, “is a constant effort.
Students are weeping, faculty are weeping, and angry.”

If nothing else, she had hoped principle would make Columbia
reluctant to acquiesce to demands. When the list of 13 demands were
ultimately agreed upon, spirits dimmed: “There is a feeling of
tremendous abandonment, right?”

“I sort of—I guess, naïvely—thought that a place like Columbia would
pride itself on defending the role of the University as a public good,”
she said. She, as the July deal would prove, was wrong.

Daniel Malinsky, assistant professor in the department of biostatistics
at the Mailman School of Public Health saw his grants put in limbo,
too, after the initial March cuts. Like Frye, his grant renewal letters
simply did not come.

Malinsky threw himself into conversation with other faculty, trying to
strategize how to restore funding without supporting the University’s
acquiescence. As an uptown faculty member, he was especially
concerned about the growing stereotype that faculty—at the Columbia
University Irving Medical Center, in particular—wanted Columbia to
sign a deal with the federal government. He joined CUIMC Stands Up,
a grassroots group of faculty putting pressure on Armstrong. Frye
joined as well.

The group sought to make clear that they wanted “to preserve academic
freedom just as much as any humanities or social science professor
wants to preserve academic freedom,” Malinsky said. “And we care
about our students just as much as any humanities or social science
professor cares about their students.”
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As morale dipped on his campus, he held out a shred of hope that the
complaints lodged against Columbia would be formally investigated or
that the funding cuts would otherwise go through a traditional legal
process. He was shocked to see Columbia bypass that.

Despite Malinsky’s and Frye’s efforts—cosigned by thousands of
students, alumni and faculty—Columbia signed the deal. University
administration vowed it was the only possible solution.

“We carefully explored all options open to us. We might have achieved
short-term litigation victories, but not without incurring deeper long-
term damage—the likely loss of future federal funding, the possibility of
losing accreditation, and the potential revocation of visa status of
thousands of international students,” acting University President Claire
Shipman, CC ’86, SIPA ’94, wrote in a letter to the University
community shortly after the federal deal’s ink dried.

In Cambridge, Massachusetts, however, urgency had a different
timeline. Almost a year after first entering negotiations with the Trump
administration, it still has not reached a conclusion.

***

Evelyn Kim graduated from Harvard in 1995. Now, she’s based in
Europe, six hours ahead of Massachusetts. Kim found out that
Harvard’s funding had been slashed on March 31, 2025, while most of
her fellow alumni were asleep. “It was definitely a gut punch,” she said.
“It was like, ‘you have got to be kidding me.’”

The shock wore off quickly, though. The Trump administration was
“trying to litigate Harvard to death,” she said.

As she spoke to other alumni, a question started to circulate: “Oh my
god, what are we going to do?”
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The answer was, at least in part, mobilizing alumni across decades.
Crimson Courage, for which Kim now serves as the co-chair of
communications, is a group of 15,000 to 20,000 Harvard alumni
dedicated to defending academic freedom and higher education from
Trump’s attacks. Its numbers far trump the various efforts of Columbia
alumni to organize: Columbia Alumni for Academic Freedom, the
largest signature movement from Columbia alumni, listed 5,000
signatories on an April 2025 statement denouncing federal oversight.

Some Harvard alumni, including Kim herself, were not particularly
tapped into the Harvard community in the decades following their
graduation—that is, until worries over acquiescence appeared.

Kim had gone to class reunions and donated to financial aid funds over
the years, but is not one of the “gung-ho” Harvard alumni, she said.
Others, like Miles Rapoport, who attended Harvard in 1967 and later
served as Connecticut’s secretary of state, held positions at Harvard but
didn’t focus on the school internally.

Rapoport has spent the last five years as a senior practice fellow in
American Democracy at the Harvard Kennedy School, but looked
outward in his work. He, like the Columbia community, had been
unprepared for what the federal government’s attacks on higher
education would look like. “I would not have expected, not since the
bad old days of McCarthyism, this kind of an attack on higher
education,” he said.

But, when the moment arrived, he said, he “had an obligation to stand
up.” Initial Crimson Courage calls focused on making sure Harvard
didn’t cave to Trump. Then, Harvard President Alan Garber resisted a
list of demands the federal government set. The group “immediately
pivoted,” Rapoport said, to being supportive of Harvard because its
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alma mater was, “in fact, leading the fight against Trump’s attack on
higher education.”

Since the March cancellation of funding, many Harvard alumni have
grown prouder of their alma mater.

At the Harvard commencement ceremony in May, Garber received
numerous standing ovations during his address—especially after
making a point to welcome international students. At the same time,
Harvard’s attorneys were fighting the federal government in court over
their right to continue to enroll students relying on student visas to
attend.

In New York City, Shipman was booed throughout her address, pausing
numerous times and failing to be heard over chants of “Free
Mahmoud.”

Rapoport cites commencement as a turning point for Harvard. “I think
that demonstrated what the cost, what the enormous cost of
capitulating to the authoritarian Trump agenda would be,” he said.
“The loss of all of that admiration and appreciation and innovation
would go away completely. ... Is that worth more than $2.7 billion? I
think it absolutely was.”

When it came to the letter threatening academic freedom and funding,
he said, “I think Harvard had very little choice but to stand up and
fight.”

For Kim, whose niece is an undergraduate at Columbia, she recognizes
that trusting and liking college administrations is not a given at all
schools facing Trump’s threats. She hopes that Harvard can be a
beacon for other schools that, unlike Columbia, have yet to settle. “It’s
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not only that all of us have a great amount of loyalty to our alma mater,
it’s also the fact that we realize there’s an existential threat,” she said.

Harvard can do better, of course, she said. But, ultimately, “They’ve
done a pretty remarkable job. I’m impressed,” she said. “There are
things that I think Harvard could do better. But you know what? What
university doesn’t?”

***

The Harvard community’s pride in its university is not synonymous
with complete institutional loyalty nor blindness to Harvard’s
regressions. Diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives, specifically,
remain touchy subjects in light of Trump’s re-election.

Eli Johnson-Visio, a senior at Harvard, spent last summer doing
biomolecular research on campus for his senior thesis. When the
federal administration cut the college grant funding his work, the
principal investigator of his lab worked to ensure his research could
continue, which he was grateful for. But, he was less relieved to return
this fall to a campus that had shuttered its office for LGBTQ students
and reassigned the previously designated employees elsewhere.
Interestingly enough, at the end of the 2024-25 academic year, he met
with the director of the LGBTQ office out of preemptive concern about
how DEI offices would be affected. Johnson was told not to worry.

For Johnson, co-president of Harvard’s Queer Students Association,
those changes were devastating. During his first two and a half years at
Harvard, support for diverse groups was run primarily through and by
Harvard staff. Now, the brunt is on student organizers like himself.

When he was a first-year, “We had events that we could attend that
were entirely planned by the university, entirely planned by our office,
or entirely planned by our staff,” he told The Eye. “But now, all queer
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programming is planned by me and the other groups of students who
have incredibly busy schedules, incredibly busy lives and other
commitments and responsibilities.” The onus is on him to apply for
grants, plan events, and distribute funding and resources to students in
need.

At the fall 2026 student activities fair, he said, students approached the
Queer Students Association table confused. “They thought it was
against the rules to have a queer organization anymore,” he said.

In addition to closing the LGBTQ office, Harvard dissolved its offices
for minority students and women and stopped funding affinity group
graduation celebrations. Even if Harvard refuses to sign a deal with the
Trump administration, Rapoport said, the university has not acted
perfectly. “Harvard still needs to examine whether they had given away
too much in anticipation of the Trump attack,” Rapoport said.

Johnson hopes that—as Harvard continues working with the Trump
administration—the university resists acquiescence with more
transparency.

Students at Harvard, he said, are wondering, “What the hell is going
on? What is the future university going to look like? Could you please
tell us? And the response has mostly been silence.”

Rapoport stressed that now is not the time for Harvard to get cold feet.
“If you can bring the higher education system under the thumb of the
government,” he said, “that’s a very important part in being able to
impose authoritarianism.”

***

Frye and Malinsky have watched Harvard’s extended fight from an
institution that is no longer fighting. It brings up upsetting questions
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for the two that rallied valiantly against Columbia’s deal, but were told
by administration that signing the July 23 deal was the only path
forward for Columbia.

Harvard’s ongoing litigation proves that it’s “demonstrably false that
there was no other way for Columbia to behave at that moment,
because other universities and other institutions took other paths,”
Malinsky said. “And Columbia had those options available to it as well.”

“There’s a lot that the University could be doing and could have done.”
Frye agreed. “But they didn’t, and they’re not.”

Timeline of Harvard and Columbia under Trump administration

September 19, 2024

On the campaign trail, President Donald Trump pledges to
“deport the foreign Jihad sympathizers and Hamas

supporters from our midst.”

February 3, 2025

The Department of Health and Human Services’ Office for Civil Rights announces it is
investigating four medical schools, including the Vagelos College of Physicians and
Surgeons and Harvard Medical School, after “reported incidents of antisemitism and

displays of offensive symbols and messaging” during 2024 commencement celebrations.

HarvardColumbia

March 2025

March 3, 2025

The Federal Task Force to
Combat Antisemitism
announces it is
considering halting
working orders amounting
to $51.4 million in
contracts with Columbia.

March 7, 2025
Following through on a

previous threat made
by House Republicans,

the Trump
administration cuts

$400 million in federal
funding to Columbia.

Interim University
President Katrina March 10, 2025

Columbia and Harvard are two of 60
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Armstrong addressed
funding cuts at a

Senate plenary, but did
not make clear if the

University would make
a legal attempt at
restoring funding.

schools to receive a letter from the
Department of Education’s Office for Civil

Rights raising concerns about
antisemitism and threatening discipline if

not adequately addressed.

March 14, 2025
In a follow-up letter, the

Trump administration
lists nine requirements

Columbia must meet to
restore federal funding.

Abolishing the
University Judicial

Board, banning masks,
and granting Public

Safety officers full
arrest rights are among

the demands. All
demands must be met

by March 20.

March 19, 2025

A day before the
deadline, Armstrong
addresses the
demands in a
statement to the
University. “We will
never compromise our
values of pedagogical
independence, our
commitment to
academic freedom, or
our obligation to follow
the law.”

March 21, 2025

The University
capitulates to the nine

demands, banning some
masks on campus,

hiring 36 officers who
have the ability to arrest

students, and placing
the Middle Eastern,

South Asian, and African
Studies department and
the Center for Palestine

Studies under the
purview of a senior vice

provost, among other
things. The trustees

write in a statement to
the University

community that these
were “Columbia-driven

decisions made in
accordance with our

values and our mission.”

March 24, 2025

The Wall Street Journal
reports that, in a
closed-door meeting,
Armstrong downplayed
the acceptance of
demands to 75
concerned faculty
members. Specifically,
she assured faculty
that there was no mask
ban. There, in fact,
was.

March 25, 2025
Armstrong denies the

Journal’s report and
pledges her personal

support of the
changes. “Any

suggestion that these
measures are illusory,

or lack my personal
support, is

unequivocally false,”
Armstrong wrote in a

statement to the
University. “These

changes are real, and
they are right for

Columbia.”

March 28, 2025
In an unexpected
change of leadership,
Armstrong steps down
as interim president
and is replaced by
Claire Shipman, CC ’86,
SIPA ’94, who was
serving as co-chair of
the board of trustees.
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The Federal Task Force
to Combat
Antisemitism praises
the decision, calling it
an “important step” in
negotiations.

March 31, 2025
Multiyear federal

grants worth $8.7
billion and $256 million

in contracts for
Harvard are put under

review.

April 2025

April 1, 2025
According to a leaked
transcript, the federal
government deposes

Armstrong over
antisemitism on

campus days after she
steps down as
president. She

struggles to answer
questions about

funding cuts and
agreeing to implement

demands, saying she
“didn’t recall” at least

28 times.

April 4, 2025
In her first address as
acting president,
Shipman defends the
changes, telling
students at a Senate
plenary that “many of
them were already
underway, and we’re
not changing course
on that.”

April 10, 2025
The Trump

administration and
Department of

Education consider
enacting a consent
decree, making the
University liable if a
judge determined it

failed to alter its
practices to the

standards laid out by
the federal

government.

April 11, 2025
Trump sends a list of
demands to Harvard to
restore its funding: the
college must
restructure its student
disciplinary policy,
change admissions
and hiring practices,
allow extensive federal
oversight, and stop all
diversity, equity, and
inclusion initiatives.

April 12, 2025
Harvard’s chapter of

the American
Association of

University Professors
sues the Trump

administration over
withheld funding,

alleging it is a violation
of the First

Amendment.

April 14, 2025
In a late-night email,
Shipman assures the
University community
that Columbia would
reject “heavy-handed
orchestration from the
government.”

April 15, 2025
Dozens of faculty rally

against federal
oversight of Columbia,
calling the acceptance
of demands a violation

of the First
Amendment and

academic freedom.

April 16, 2025
Trump suggests the
IRS should remove
Harvard’s tax exempt
status on Truth Social.
Per CNN, which cites
sources “familiar with
the matter,” the IRS
begins efforts to
revoke Harvard’s tax-
exempt status.

April 18, 2025
Shipman announces
that the University is
reviewing the
University Senate.
Student leaders decry
the threatened
overhaul.

April 21, 2025April 21, 2025 Department of
Homeland Security
Secretary Kristi Noem
cancels an additional
$2.7 million in DHS

Harvard sues the
Trump administration

over frozen funding.

Faculty receive texts
from the Equal

Employment
Opportunity
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grants and threatens to
strip Harvard’s Student
and Exchange Visitor
Program unless
Harvard releases a
report by April 30 on all
crimes committed by
international students.

Commission asking if
they are Jewish or

Israeli and if they’ve
been victim to nine

types of
discrimination. A week

earlier, Columbia told
its faculty it’d release

their personal contact
information to the

federal government.

April 22, 2025
Shipman joins 200
university leaders in a
statement condemning
government
interference in higher
education. Notably, she
was not an original
signatory.

May 2025

May 6, 2025
Columbia announces

that nearly 180
researchers funded by

cancelled federal
grants will be notified

of their termination.

May 7, 2025
More than 100 pro-
Palestinian protesters
stage an “Emergency
Rally” in Butler Library,
calling for divestment
from Israel and
reinstatement of
previously expelled
student protesters.
Shipman authorizes
the New York Police
Department to sweep
the library, leading to
over 70 arrests and
marking the first
arrests under
Shipman’s leadership.

May 9, 2025
The Federal Task Force

to Combat
Antisemitism

commends Shipman
for her decision to call

the NYPD to Butler.

May 10, 2025
Following threats to
restructure the
University Senate,
Columbia hires an
outside consultant to
review the board of
trustees’ processes
and the University
Senate.

May 12, 2025May 12, 2025
Columbia places more

than 65 students on
interim suspension for

their alleged
involvement in the May

7 Butler protest.

Harvard rejects the
April 11 demands.
Harvard President Alan
Garber addresses
campus in an open
letter decrying
“unlawful” attempts to
stifle constitutional
rights.

May 13, 2025
Following a series of

probes into the
Harvard Law Review,
hiring programs, and
fellowship programs

designated for BIPOC
students, another $450

million in grants are
cut.

May 19, 2025
Trump cuts another
$60 million in grants to
Harvard, bringing the
college’s total of frozen
or terminated grants to
about $3 billion.

May 22, 2025
Noem orders the DHS

to revoke Harvard’s
Student and Exchange
Visitor Program Portal

certificate, barring
Harvard from admitting
international students.
Noem says all current
international students,

May 23, 2025 May 23, 2025
The Office for Civil
Rights finds Columbia
in violation of Title VI,
citing “deliberate
indifference” toward

Harvard sues the
Trump administration
over its stripped
Student and Exchange
Visitor Program
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who make up
approximately 20

percent of Harvard’s
total college

enrollment, must
transfer or lose legal

status.

antisemitism. Shipman
responds, affirming a
commitment to
combatting
antisemitism.

certificate. A federal
judge temporarily
blocks the ban.

June 2025

June 4, 2025
The Department of

Education announces
that Columbia has

failed to meet
accreditation

standards. Losing
accreditation would
strip Columbia of its

legitimacy as a
university.

June 6, 2025
The State Department

continues issuing visas
to Harvard students in

an apparent turn of
events.

June 9, 2025
12 thousand Harvard
alumni sign an amicus
brief in support of the
university ahead of its
litigation battle, thanks
to rallying efforts by
alumni group Crimson
Courage.

June 20, 2025
Ahead of the court

appearance, the White
House tries to

negotiate with Harvard.
Trump teases an
announcement is
coming soon. An

announcement never
comes.

July 2025

July 9, 2025
The U.S. Departments
of Education and
Health and Human
Services report
Harvard to its
accreditor.

July 13, 2025
A University official
says a deal between
Columbia and the
government has not
been finalized yet.

July 22, 2025
University Rules

Administrator Gregory
Wawro announces that
more than 70 students

who took part in the
May 7 Butler protest

July 23, 2025
Four months after the
initial funding cuts,
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have been issued one-,
two-, or three-year

suspensions, expelled,
or had their degrees

revoked. Later
investigation by

Spectator reveals that
Wawro recommended

to the University
Judicial Board that

more students be
expelled than

ultimately were.

Columbia agrees to
pay $221 million to the
federal government
over the course of
three years to settle its
civil rights
investigations and
restore terminated
federal grants. In
addition, the University
vows to release
admissions data of
rejected and admitted
students to the
government and
provide data
concerning all
disciplinary actions
resulting in expulsions
or suspensions tied to
student visa-holders.
The funding saga is
over.

August 2025

August 3, 2025
Harvard President Alan
Garber tells faculty that
the college will not pay

$500 million to the
federal government, as

the White House had
previously suggested.

August 8, 2025
The Trump
administration
demands that Harvard
turn over a list of all
patents created with
the help of federally
funded grants in an
apparent,
unprecedented attempt
to seize intellectual
property.

August 27, 2025
Trump continues to

harp on a $500 million
settlement. “We want

nothing less than $500
million from Harvard.

Don’t negotiate, Linda,”
Trump tells Education

Secretary Linda
McMahon. “They’ve
been very bad. Don’t

negotiate.”

September 2025
September 3, 2025
A federal judge rules
that funding can not be
withheld from Harvard
and rules that the
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University News Editor Spencer Davis contributed reporting.

Managing Editor of The Eye Maya Henry can be contacted at
maya.henry@columbiaspectator.com.

administration can not
cut further funding.

September 29, 2025
Harvard Corporation
senior fellow Penny

Pritzker tells the
Harvard Crimson she

has “no idea” how
ongoing negotiations

between the White
House and Harvard will

play out, but casts
doubt on Harvard

paying $500 million.

November 2025

November 22, 2025
McMahon affirms that
a deal with Harvard is
drawing closer.

February 2026

February 2, 2026
Trump ups demand to

$1 billion following a
New York Times report

that the Trump
administration had

dropped all demands
from the college. “We
are now seeking One

Billion Dollars in
damages, and want

nothing further to do,
into the future, with
Harvard University,”

Trump wrote on Truth
Social.

February 7, 2026
Defense Secretary Pete
Hegseth announces
that the Pentagon is
formally cutting ties
with Harvard, ending
its tradition of sending
top-ranking military
officials to the
university for academic
opportunities and
stopping all training,
fellowship and
certificate programs
with the college
starting fall 2026.

Source: Spectator reporting
Graphic by Wilson Zhen
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Senior Data Visualization Reporter Wilson Zhen can be contacted at
wilson.zhen@columbiaspectator.com. Follow Spectator on X
@ColumbiaSpec.

Want to keep up with breaking news? Subscribe to our email

newsletter and like Spectator on Facebook.

Produced with Spectate by Wilson Zhen.
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