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COLUMBIA — An MU student filed a lawsuit Nov. 30 alleging that MU biology 
professor Michael Garcia directed a slew of sexual, bigoted and otherwise offensive 
comments at her in March. 
 
Garcia did not return multiple messages requesting comment. He has enlisted the legal 
counsel of Columbia lawyer Josh Oxenhandler. 
 
"My client vehemently denies these claims," Oxenhandler said Monday. 
 
The student, Fatma El-Walid, is an observant Muslim. The lawsuit alleges that during 
Garcia's office hours, Garcia asked El-Walid if her parents had waterboarded her "as a 
child in preparation for the future," wanted to know if her faith made her hate gay people 
and Jews, suggested she should pose as a suicide bomber and made sexually suggestive 
remarks, among other comments. 
 
The lawsuit included the qualification that all "quoted statements may not be exact quotes 
but are intended to reflect the essence of what Garcia said to Fatma." 
 
As a result of trauma from the exchange, the lawsuit says, El-Walid's grades dropped, 
causing her to lose a scholarship. El-Walid is seeking more than $25,000 in damages and 
wants MU to "punish" Garcia for conduct that "was willful, wanton, malicious, and 
undertaken with evil motive or reckless disregard." 
 
MU spokesperson Christian Basi said the university was aware of the lawsuit but 
declined to comment specifically about Garcia. He said when a student files a complaint, 
it is immediately referred to the relevant office, which in turn follows policies in MU's 
Collected Rules and Regulations. 
 
The lawsuit says a complaint was reported to MU's Equity Office by a student not named 
in the lawsuit. 
 
El-Walid declined to comment and directed questions to Azra Ahmad, a St. Louis lawyer 
who is representing her. 
 
Ahmad said El-Walid was referred to her through the Council on American–Islamic 
Relations, a Muslim advocacy group. She declined to say if she had spoken to other 
students who might have witnessed the exchange, citing attorney-client privilege. 
 



Garcia started working at MU in 2005, where he is still employed. He was the chair of 
MU's Minority Affairs Committee until last August and was serving on the committee on 
March 12 when El-Walid alleges the interaction between the two happened. 
 
Denice Adkins, an MU faculty member who served on the committee with Garcia, wrote 
in an email that she didn't know him well but said Garcia "was committed to making sure 
that students of color in the sciences were involved in a student mentoring program." 
 
Supervising editor is William Schmitt. 


