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following the election of President Trump. The 
appearance of speakers with incendiary racist or 
anti-immigrant views has led to violent clashes 
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The Breitbart editor and paid provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos 
spoke in January 2017 at the U. of Washington on the 
theme “Cyberbullying isn’t real.” His appearance roiled the 
Seattle campus and left one protester hospitalized with a 
bullet in the abdomen.

EMMA ARENDS, UW DAILY



Fear and Loathing in the 
Campaign’s Wake

By STEVE KOLOWICH
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O
n the day Donald J. Trump was in-
augurated as president of the United 
States, Jessica Gamble, the head of her 
university’s chapter of the College Re-
publicans, stood on an auditorium stage 

and addressed her fellow conservatives.
“The University of Washington is a bastion of 

academic excellence,” she said. “You got into this 
school for a reason. When your voice and your ideas 
are not heard, discourse suffers.”

The day was a victory for Ms. Gamble, too. She 
had arrived at the Seattle campus four years earlier 
from a town whose total population would fit in this 
auditorium. She loved the university but had grown 
frustrated by a liberal atmosphere that she found 
stifling.

After Mr. Trump’s election, in November, it had 
felt openly hostile. Somebody had made a flier call-
ing Ms. Gamble a racist. It listed her cellphone 
number along with her father’s. But things were 
changing. Republicans were back on top. The new 
president had promised to crack down on political 
correctness on college campuses. Ms. Gamble’s lib-
eral classmates hated the Republicans more than 
ever, but they had been powerless to stop her from 
inviting an ally of the new president to speak on 
campus. And for every creepy message left on her 
cellphone as a result of the flier, there were dozens 
of notes from conservatives around the world laud-
ing her for her courage.

“Thank you for those messages,” she said now, 
standing at the corner of the stage and reading from 
her notes in a crisp monotone, “because you kept 
me going.”

She then introduced the Republicans’ guest of 
honor. A man wearing oversized sunglasses, copious 
jewelry, and a puffy green shawl strode theatrically 
across the stage. The crowd cheered.

“Hello, faggots,” said Milo Yiannopoulos.

That was in January. In the weeks since, Mr. 
Yiannopoulos, an editor at the pro-Trump 
media outlet Breitbart, has seen his star rise 

as a free-speech martyr after a violent protest at the 

University of California at Berkeley — instigated 
not by students but outside groups, according to of-
ficials — prompted the police to cancel his sched-
uled talk. The protest drew condemnation from 
many corners, including the West Wing, where 
President Trump fired off a tweet threatening to 
withhold Berkeley’s federal funding.

But it was his appearance at the University of 
Washington, a week and a half earlier, that revealed 
how the incursion of Mr. Yiannopoulos’s brand of 
politics can leave a public university smoldering 
even if no campus property is set to flame. Whether 
it exposed existing fault lines or created new ones, 
Mr. Yiannopoulos’s tour forced administrators and 
students to confront the fact that campus culture is 
now bitterly contested territory — a space in which 
free speech and safety can seem like conflicting val-
ues.

Mr. Trump’s election has been deeply discom-
fiting to colleges, not only because of the president 
but because of the various figures who have risen to 
power on his coattails. Among them is Mr. Yian-
nopoulos, the Breitbart editor famous for encourag-
ing online abuse campaigns against people, usually 
women, whom he has deemed worthy of scorn.

The 33-year-old provocateur began taking his 
act to college campuses in 2015, hoping to cut into 
the young, conservative body politic and connect its 
brain to its spleen. In regularly protested (and oc-
casionally canceled) talks, he denied the existence 
of campus rape culture and the gender wage gap, 
mocked feminists and transgender people, high-
lighted cases in which hate crimes had been exposed 
as hoaxes, and explained that the biggest threat to 
black lives in America is other black people.

“I have never been offended,” he told Bloomberg 
Businessweek. “I don’t know what it means.”

Mr. Yiannopoulos, who is gay, branded his string 
of campus appearances the “Dangerous Faggot 
Tour,” and took to calling Mr. Trump “daddy.” Mr. 
Yiannopoulos speaks in the vexing dialect of online 
imageboard sites, a patois of pseudo-ironic vicious-
ness and inside jokes that the so-called alt-right has 
used to wage an asymmetrical war against respect-
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ability politics. But he is also capable of sounding 
erudite, which, combined with a suit and tie and his 
British accent, can make him appear at home on a 
university stage.

Yet he is just as likely to arrive wearing a hot-cop 
outfit, border-patrol gear, or gold chains and black 
lipstick. At Louisiana State University, he appeared 
onstage wearing a giant blonde wig, a full-length 
white dress, and heels and calling himself “Ivana 
Wall.”

“The only natural response to outrage culture,” 
he told students at the University of Pittsburgh, “is 
to be outrageous.”

Among young conservatives it would be hard 
to find a less-likely ally of Mr. Yiannopoulos 
than the student who championed his ap-

pearance at Washington.
Ms. Gamble, who is 22, grew up in Carbonado, 

a former coal-mining town near Mt. Rainier with 
600 residents and no traffic lights. Her parents were 
fiscal conservatives who did not have college de-

grees. Her father built and installed cabinets before 
the recession forced him to take a job as a purchas-
ing manager for a company that sold machine parts. 
Her mother kept the books for a local chain of tire 
retailers. Their daughter cultivated solitary hobbies 
like hunting and fishing.

At age 10, Ms. Gamble was transfixed by a tele-
vised debate in which Dino Rossi, the Republican 
candidate for governor, parried questions from 
the moderator and his Democratic opponent with 
charm and precision. “He didn’t mumble over his 
words, he didn’t think about it too long,” she re-
members, “He just knew the answer.” Mr. Rossi 
went on to lose his election by 133 votes, the nar-
rowest gubernatorial margin in the history of mod-
ern elections.

It was proof that every single vote mattered, 
even in a smudge of a town like Carbonado. Maybe 
Ms. Gamble could make a difference. She became 
hooked on politics, confounding her parents by 
keeping the family television perpetually tuned to 
C-Span. She resolved to enroll at the University of 

JEREMY PAPASSO, DAILY CAMERA VIA AP IMAGES

Milo Yiannopoulos at a stop on his campus tour. In an auditorium at the U. of Washington, he got a standing ovation when he 
announced that he would continue his speech after learning that a protester had been shot outside.
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Washington’s flagship campus, in Seattle, which sat 
just across Lake Washington from Bellevue, home 
of the state Republican Party headquarters.

Coming to Seattle gave Ms. Gamble culture 
shock. She had to get used to falling asleep to the 
sound of traffic and the glow of streetlights outside 
her window. And the political environment was just 
as disorienting.

She began to glimpse the uncharted depths of lib-
eral politics. She had never considered transgender 
people and the battle for more inclusive personal 
pronouns. Racial politics were practically brand new 
to her, and much thornier than they had seemed 
from afar.

Ms. Gamble now saw textures in the politi-
cal landscape that didn’t exist in Carbonado. She 
couldn’t pretend to know the answer to everyone’s 
problems. So she began to drift on the ideological 
spectrum — not from right to left, but from author-
itarian to libertarian. If you don’t understand some-
one else’s life, she figured, better just to stay out of it.

Alan-Michael Weatherford also came to the 
University of Washington from rural Ameri-
ca. His hometown was not a town but a “cen-

sus-designated place” in Virginia with fewer than 
200 residents. He grew up on a farm there with his 
mother and stepfather, who worked at a factory that 
made furniture. At age 10, after a custody battle, he 
went to live with his biological father in a suburb of 
Richmond. Near the end of high school he came out 
as gay, and was kicked out of the house.

He enrolled at Christopher Newport University, 
becoming the first in his family to go to college, and 
eventually went to Washington as a doctoral stu-
dent. He teaches a class, called “Queerin’ the Amer-
icas,” where he uses novels, films, and poetry to “de-
construct people’s commonsensical understandings 
about minoritized people” — those whose narra-
tives have been turned away by mainstream culture.

Mr. Weatherford has cultivated a keen sensitivity 
to the social dynamics that make others even more 
vulnerable than him. Yes, he is gay, but he is also 
white, cis, and able-bodied. “I have a lot of privi-
lege,” he says.

Mr. Weatherford belongs to a caucus within his 
academic labor union that focuses on accounting 
for the specific needs of its most vulnerable mem-
bers. He volunteers at a local prison, teaching 
Spanish to inmates. His syllabus includes a trigger 
warning.

He sees his work, inside the classroom and out, 
as part of a corrective to the biases against “minori-
tized” people that persist on campus, despite what 
Mr. Trump and his conservative allies say about 
higher education’s liberal hegemony. Mr. Weather-
ford had watched warily as Mr. Yiannopoulos’s col-
lege tour snaked its way around the country.

The doctoral student had a term for Mr. Yian-
nopoulos’s flamboyant embrace of Mr. Trump’s pol-

itics: “White homonationalism.”
The Breitbart editor had a term for Mr. Weath-

erford’s vigilant embrace of trigger warnings, safe 
spaces, and microaggressions: “Horseshit.”

In July, Mr. Trump accepted the Republican 
nomination. The political battle lines were drawn.

Around the same time, Mr. Weatherford learned 
that the Republicans at Washington had invited Mr. 
Yiannopoulos to speak on campus.

He hadn’t been Ms. Gamble’s first choice as a 
guest speaker. She had supported Rand Paul 
in the primaries. Very few of the Republican 

club members were fans of Mr. Trump.
But it was an election year, and most of the club 

members had watched a favorite candidate endure 
what they considered to be hyperbolic criticism 
from the left. They wanted a speaker who would 
embody a piercing counterpoint.

The university’s student government held its 
own presidential election in the spring, and Ms. 
Gamble and her conservative friends were irritat-
ed by the candidates’ attempts to “out-progressive 
one another.”

The university then was considering the creation 
of a temporary “tent city” on campus where up to 
100 homeless people could live and govern them-

selves. Ms. Gamble and her fellow conservatives 
thought it was a bad idea, but every student-govern-
ment candidate supported it.

Ms. Gamble says she rarely faced outward hos-

Ms. Gamble rarely 
faced outward  
hostility toward 
her political views 
in the classroom, 
but speaking up 
for moderate  
conservatism felt 
like whispering in 
a loud room.
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tility toward her political views in the classroom, 
but the small moments in which she felt unwelcome 
or invisible had added up over the years. Speaking 
up for moderate conservatism felt like whispering 
in a loud room. The frustration is hard to convey 
to an outsider, she says, but her fellow Republicans 
seemed to understand intuitively.

“You’re put into that position where either 
you’re quiet, or you fight back,” she says. And 
when you fight back, “it’s a bit more conservative 
than you intend to, and it’s a bit more rash than 
you intend to.”

Ann Coulter would have been a bold choice for 
a speaker, but nobody in the club liked her. There 
was a lot of support for Ben Shapiro, a young con-
servative pundit known, in part, for opposing Mr. 
Trump and telling Mr. Yiannopoulos to “grow up” 
— moves that had earned him a rolling wave of an-
ti-Semitic messages online. But Mr. Shapiro came 
with a $10,000 price tag. Mr. Yiannopoulos, whose 
college tour was being subsidized by Breitbart, did 
not charge a fee.

Mr. Yiannopoulos, says Ms. Gamble, was the 
fiscally conservative choice. Dino Rossi would be 
proud.

Not long after Mr. Yiannopoulos accepted 
Ms. Gamble’s invitation, a petition circulat-
ed online asking Ana Mari Cauce, the pres-

ident, to “stand up for student safety and tolerance” 
and ban him from campus.

Ms. Cauce was sympathetic. The president was a 
former professor of psychology and American eth-
nic studies who had dedicated her own research to 
illuminating the unique risks facing women, gays, 
immigrants, and people of color.

She was an immigrant herself, having fled Cuba 
with her family when she was 3 years old. Her 
brother, Cesar, a North Carolina union organizer, 
was shot and killed while protesting a rally of the 
Ku Klux Klan and the American Nazi Party in what 
came to be known as the “Greensboro Massacre.” 
Later, when Ms. Cauce came out as gay, her moth-
er told her, “Now both my children are dead.” (She 
eventually came to accept her daughter’s sexual ori-
entation.)

Political tensions on campus reached a new pitch 
after Mr. Trump’s election. In mid-November stu-
dents from LGBT and women-of-color advocacy 
groups led a walkout to protest Mr. Trump’s policy 
proposals. People waved signs that denounced the 
president-elect in blunt, vulgar terms. The next day, 
somebody hit a Muslim student in the face with a 
bottle, giving her a concussion.

Ms. Cauce reassured undocumented students that 
university police officers would not ask about their 
immigration status.

But she could not reassure them about Mr. Yian-
nopoulos.

In December the president released a statement 

expressing disgust for Mr. Yiannopoulos’s tactics. 
Without naming him, she addressed the Breitbart 
editor directly.

“If all you can do is attack and tear down those 
you disagree with, then I encourage you to level 
your attacks at me,” she wrote. “While some of the 
points you claim to be trying to make are worthy 
of discussion, I am proud to stand in opposition to 
those who are not only willing, but actively looking 
to stir up hate and fear, especially when it is target-
ed at those who are already the most vulnerable.”

By then, Ms. Cauce had consulted with the 
Washington attorney general’s office, which advises 
the university on legal matters, and decided not to 
intervene. She instead encouraged students to steer 
clear of the event and deny Mr. Yiannopoulos the 
attention he sought.

If the president had tried to block Mr. Yian-
nopoulos’s talk, the university would have faced a 
lawsuit that it would have lost, according to Ronald 
K.L. Collins, a professor at the law school who spe-
cializes in the First Amendment. Norman Arkans, a 
university spokesman, said the Ms. Cauce’s decision 
was based not just on the legal ramifications but also 
on the principle of free speech.

The power to revoke Mr. Yiannopoulos’s invita-
tion rested in the hands of the students who had ex-
tended it — in particular, a stiff-lipped libertarian 
from Carbonado who was eager to make her voice 
count.

The flier arrived in Ms. Gamble’s inbox from 
an anonymous email address just after New 
Year’s. “The Racist in Your Class,” read the 

header.
Below: two pictures of her from her Facebook 

profile, followed by a note about the scheduled talk 
by Mr. Yiannopoulos.

“Let Jessie know what you think about her close 
friendships with Neo-Nazis and white suprema-
cists,” it suggested. “Why don’t you tell her father 

When you fight back, 
“it’s a bit more  
conservative than you 
intend to, and it’s a bit 
more rash than you  
intend to.”
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too while you’re at it.”
The flier directed readers to Ms. Gamble’s email 

address and social-media accounts, and listed both 
her phone number and her father’s.

It took a friend only a few hours of sleuthing to 
trace the flier to the person Ms. Gamble believes 
to be its author, a graduate student at the universi-
ty whom she says she has never met. The flier soon 
disappeared from where it had been posted online, 
but its claims about the Republican club’s president 
were echoed on anarchist websites.

Maj. Steve Rittereiser, spokesman for the uni-
versity police, said the flier did not constitute ha-
rassment because it was not a threat. “To some de-
gree,” he told the student newspaper, “there’s a free-
speech piece to this thing.”

Changing her cellphone number turned out to 
be relatively easy, and Ms. Gamble kept a cool de-
meanor about the flier, but it frightened her. It also 
deepened her resolve.

“To be honest,” she says, “we were more com-
mitted to Milo as more and more obstacles were 
thrown our way.”

The university did not try to persuade the Re-
publican club to disinvite Mr. Yiannopoulos, but it 
did make the club pay for extra security during his 
visit. After all, the Breitbart editor would not be the 
only outsider able to claim free-speech rights on the 
Washington campus. Protesters would be allowed 
to assemble outside. And Mr. Yiannopoulos’s col-
lege tour was designed to attract attention well be-
yond the borders of campus.

The Republicans set up a page on the fund-rais-
ing website GoFundMe. Their campaign brought 
in more than $12,000, enough to pay all the costs of 
the event, which sold out.

In the weeks leading up to Inauguration Day the 
students began to thrill to the notion of defying the 
campus forces that were so determined to stymie 
their speaker and brand them as bigots by associ-
ation. “Even people that were more moderate got 
sick of being treated that way,” says Ms. Gamble, 
“and they wanted to come out and hear someone 
stick it to that kind of culture on campus.”

On the day Mr. Yiannopoulos arrived, Mr. 
Weatherford helped coordinate a peaceful 
takeover of the library adjacent to the build-

ing where the Breitbart editor was scheduled to 
speak. Uniting under the name “UW Resist,” the 
leaders of several student-advocacy groups held a 
teach-in, leading sessions on how to effectively or-
ganize and take political action.

Some people roamed around the library with 
phones. Mr. Weatherford knew some of Mr. Yian-
nopoulos’s admirers were fond of “doxxing” — 
posting personal information about their oppo-
nents online and encouraging the internet trolls to 
swarm. It was hard to know the intentions of the 
camera-wielding strangers, but he suspected they 

might be trying to out undocumented students.
He and the other student advocates had come 

prepared. “We had a whole safety team dedicated to 
making sure they were OK,” he says. “We escorted 
them in and out of the building, making sure they 
were covered up.”

Mr. Weatherford wanted to get off campus before 
Mr. Yiannopoulos arrived. After the teach-in, he 
walked with a group to join a protest in a different 
part of the city.

They carried anti-Trump signs. A few of them 
chanted, “No justice, no peace!” When a man walk-
ing in the other direction stopped and started film-
ing them, they used the signs to cover their faces.

The man with the camera walked alongside the 
group. He continued to film. “You’re invading my 
safe space,” he deadpanned when someone held a 
sign up to his lens.

Mr. Weatherford, dressed in black and carrying a 
bullhorn, walked over to the man. “Just cut it out,” 
said the doctoral student. “You’re trying to doxx 
people.”

The man argued that recording people in pub-
lic was not the same as “doxxing” them. “You guys 
have doxxed the organizer of this event already,” he 
said, referring to Ms. Gamble.

He kept trying to follow the protesters, and Mr. 
Weatherford kept getting in his way. “You wanna 
get away from me dude?” the man said, raising his 
voice.

Mr. Weatherford’s reply was matter-of-fact: “I 
don’t have to.”

As Mr. Yiannopoulos and protesters from 
around Seattle converged on campus, the 
peaceful protests of the afternoon gave way 

to a rowdy scene.
A human wall jammed in front of the building 

where Mr. Yiannopoulos’s talk was going to be held. 
Protesters tried to block ticket holders from enter-
ing the venue, while police officers tried to keep 
protesters from rushing the entrance. Bricks and 
other foreign objects flew through the air. “Who’s 
the real fascists?” someone yelled.

“To be honest, we 
were more committed 
to Milo as more and 
more obstacles were 
thrown our way.”
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Inside the auditorium, Ms. Gamble stood onstage 
and thanked her parents, who were in the audience. 
“I promise all the stress and worrying I put you 
through will one day be worth it.”

When Mr. Yiannopoulos appeared, just after 8 
p.m., the sparse crowd rose to its feet and cheered. 
“The monsters, the unpleasant monsters of the pro-
gressive left, I’m sorry to tell you, have left us half-
full this evening,” he said.

“There are apparently, I’m told, 1,500 more peo-
ple with weapons on their way over here,” he said. 
“God, it’s so, so sexually exciting!”

The first half-hour of the talk played like a stand-
up routine, as the Breitbart editor tested his au-
dience’s appetite for jokes about how women and 
gender-studies students are ugly, how protesters 
are unemployed losers, and how those upset by Mr. 
Trump’s election should simply kill themselves.

Ms. Gamble sat in the front row. She would never 
say some of the things Mr. Yiannopoulos was say-
ing, even if she supported his right to say them. He 
seemed more angry at campus political correctness 
than she was. At heart she was a wonk, not a culture 
warrior. “It was very hit-and-miss with me,” she 
says. But the Breitbart editor was nothing if not en-
tertaining.

Mr. Yiannopoulos had just delivered a punch-
line about “Latinx,” the gender-neutral pronoun for 
people of Latin-American descent, when somebody 
in the audience stood up and told him that some-
body outside the venue had been shot.

It took a few moments for Mr. Yiannopoulos to 
realize he was not being heckled. The playfulness 
drained from his voice.

“Is that real?” he said.

The 34-year-old victim was not a student. Ac-
cording to news reports, he is a computer-se-
curity engineer and a member of the Indus-

trial Workers of the World, a socialist labor group, 
who was there to protest Mr. Yiannopoulos’s talk.

Around 8:30 p.m., the man lay bleeding in the 
middle of the public square, shot in the abdomen.

Days after the incident, The Seattle Times report-
ed that the shooter was a former student at the uni-
versity who had expressed support on Facebook for 
Mr. Yiannopoulos and the National Rifle Associ-
ation, and had sent the Breitbart editor a message 
earlier in the evening seeking an autograph. (The 
campus police said this has not been confirmed, and 
the investigation remains open.)

The victim remains in the hospital. Sarah Lip-
pek, his lawyer, asked that The Chronicle not print 
her client’s name because his family is worried 
about harassment.

She added that her client does not want the per-
son who shot him to go to prison. He instead 
wants to sit down with the shooter and seek justice 
through dialogue.

Inside the auditorium, nobody knew anything. 

Mr. Yiannopoulos excused himself from the stage. 
The audience members murmured and took out 
their phones, trying to glean information from the 
initial news reports.

After a minute, Mr. Yiannopoulos returned and 
suggested that the show go on.

“If you think that is insensitive or inappropriate 
I completely understand, and please make yourself 
heard now,” he said in a sober tone. “But my view is 
that if we don’t continue, they have won.”

The crowd stood and applauded, then chanted his 
name.

When he resumed, Mr. Yiannopoulos started into 
the core theme of his talk: “Cyberbullying isn’t real.”

He explained that the goal of campus liberals was 
to blur the distinction between words and actions, 
so that they would be justified in retaliating against 

offensive humor and microaggressions with actu-
al violence. He encouraged the audience to picture 
hordes of armed “social-justice warriors” enraged 
by mere words, exacting vigilante justice.

“Now, we’ve just heard of something awful hap-
pen outside, and it strikes me that this is the per-
fect illustration of what I’m talking about,” said Mr. 
Yiannopoulos.

A stranger saying vicious things on the internet, 
he said, is different than a stranger attacking you on 
the street. Only the latter does real harm.

“If you don’t like words, you don’t reach for a pis-
tol,” he said. “You reach for an off switch.”

At 4 in the morning, Mr. Weatherford’s 
phone started to buzz.

Strangers were sending him messages on 
Twitter.

“We fouuuund youuuu.”

The students began 
to thrill to the notion of  
defying the campus 
forces that were so  
determined to stymie  
their speaker and 
brand them as bigots  
by association.



Protesters converged in the U. of Washington’s Red Square as 
the Breitbart editor Milo Yiannopoulos spoke in a nearby building 
in January 2017. His tour forced colleges to confront the fact that 
campus culture is now bitterly contested territory — a space in 
which free speech and safety can seem like conflicting values.

AURORA SAN MIGUEL, UW DAILY
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“Bend over they are coming.”
“You are done.”
A person whose Twitter avatar featured an illus-

tration of Pepe the Frog — a popular “alt-right” 
mascot — dressed as Mr. Trump sent the graduate 
student a still image of himself from a video shot 
the previous afternoon.

“Btw, this is a doxxing,” the person wrote.
The man Mr. Weatherford had confronted on the 

sidewalk films protests as a hobby. He had posted 
the video of their argument on YouTube.

One commenter had identified Mr. Weatherford 
as a university employee, Another pointed users to 
his RateMyProfessors.com page. New reviews soon 
appeared, claiming that Mr. Weatherford traded 
good grades for sexual favors and had once beaten a 
student with a baseball bat while screaming, “I hate 
white people!” (He reported the postings to the site, 
which has since removed them.)

On 4chan, the online imageboard site, anony-
mous commenters mused about getting him fired 
and splitting his head open. One user mentioned 
seeing him around campus and name-checked his 
Spanish class number and section.

“im gonna beat yout faggot ass bitch,” said an 
email sent to his university address. “youre done 
for.”

Frightened, Mr. Weatherford wrote to Ms. 
Cauce. He knew the president sometimes re-
sponded directly to students who came to her with 
problems.

“I recognize that I carry a lot of privilege, but 
provided that this extent of harassment is happen-
ing to me, I can’t even fathom what others that are 
more vulnerable are experiencing,” he told her. “We 
are not all equal; some of us need to be protected 
in an environment that actively seeks to destroy us. 
You can help to prevent that.”

“Doxxing” threats were new territory for Ms. 
Cauce. She forwarded his note to the campus police 
and the student-life office.

Mr. Weatherford felt that she had brushed him 
off. He later filed a report with the university po-
lice. A detective is investigating one particular 
threat against him. An officer now escorts him to 
class.

Through his union he has filed a grievance with 
the university, arguing that by allowing Mr. Yian-
nopoulos to speak on campus it had created a hostile 
work environment.

Free speech sounds simple in theory, says Mr. 
Weatherford. Legally speaking, it is an equalizer: 
everybody has the right. In practice, though, the 
benefits of free speech tend to accrue to the power-
ful, he says. And in this case, the university should 
have used its own power to stand up for its most 

vulnerable constituents, even if it meant risking a 
lawsuit.

“This is what happens to minoritized people,” he 
says. “We don’t get listened to.”

Ms. Gamble says she has no regrets. She feels 
bad that someone was shot, but she blames 
outside agitators and ineffective crowd 

control, not Mr. Yiannopoulos.
She liked what the Breitbart editor said about cy-

berbullying not being real. After the hell she caught 
for inviting him to campus, Ms. Gamble found it 
comforting to think that she didn’t have to let oth-
er people’s angry words change how she felt about 
herself.

“If you don’t dwell on it,” she says, “and you 
know who you are and where you stand in life and 
you know what your end goal is, it’s not something 
that’s meant to hurt you.”

Ms. Gamble, who expects to land a job with the 
King County Republican Party, knows what her 
end goal is.

It is the same goal she had in mind when she in-
vited Mr. Yiannopoulos to embolden the conserva-
tives on her liberal campus to speak their minds. It 
is the same goal she has had ever since Mr. Rossi’s 
articulate case for conservatism inspired her to go 
into politics.

She wants to amplify red voices in a blue state.
What will those voices be saying? That, she 

doesn’t know.
“‘Conservative’ is definitely a term that’s chang-

ing post-Trump,” she says.
“It’s kind of like, ‘Conserving what?’”

“ We are not all 
equal; some of 
us need to be  
protected in an 
environment that 
actively seeks to 
destroy us.”

Originally published on February 8, 2017
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west lafayette, ind.

T
he booming voice of Brother Max, a 
street preacher, rang out: “Women with 
short hair and those who wear slacks are 
all whores! And they’re bound to burn 
in hell!”

His words were clearly meant to provoke. How 
would the students passing by respond?

One female student was so hurt that she told 
her friend she wanted to return to her dorm room 

and not go to class. A male student suggested, 
“We should go beat his ass for spreading that hate 
speech!” He was restrained by his companions.

Others decided to engage the preacher in a con-
versation. “If we stand up to him and show up what 
we feel and how ridiculous his ideas are,” one stu-
dent said, “maybe we can bring attention to this 
campus’s true values.”

“Brother Max” was actually a character played by 
a student actor, who starred in the first skit of Pur-

The Free-Speech 
Stronghold

By SARAH BROWN

Student volunteers warm up the crowd 
during a freshman-orientation event on 
free speech at Purdue.

CHET STRANGE FOR THE CHRONICLE
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due University’s freshman orientation session on 
freedom of speech. But the scenario was based in 
reality.

At the start of each academic year, a wave of new 
students complains to Purdue administrators about 
street preachers like Brother Max who attack their 
appearance or identity. The skit is supposed to help 
explain to freshmen that, while university leaders 
don’t endorse the preachers’ point of view, they also 
won’t kick them off the campus.

Last year Purdue became what is believed to be 
the first institution to create an orientation program 
focused solely on the First Amendment. It’s part of 
a campaign of sorts that’s materialized here over the 
last three years that promotes an unfettered em-
brace of the vast majority of speech.

At a time when colleges have faced criticism for 
disinviting controversial speakers and allegedly 
shutting down constitutionally protected expres-
sion, Purdue has cast itself as an exemplar of institu-
tional support for open and robust debate.

“Our basic rule of thumb at Purdue is that we will 
consider punishing conduct but never mere words,” 
said Mitch Daniels, Purdue’s president, in a 2016 
interview with the George W. Bush Institute. “We 
may condemn or disassociate, but we won’t punish 
— let alone try to prevent — speech from occurring 
in the first place.”

Purdue’s free-speech push gained steam in 2015 
and 2016 as dozens of colleges faced student pro-
tests against racism and demands for “safe spaces,” 
and a letter to freshmen from a University of Chica-
go dean sparked further debate about trigger warn-
ings and students’ desire for safety.

Around that time, critics of how colleges were 
handling speech controversies sounded a common 
theme: Institutions were enabling coddled students 
to be sheltered from ideas they didn’t agree with. 
But recently, white supremacists and other members 
of the so-called alt-right have altered the nature of 
the debate. Some of them have appeared on cam-
puses. And things have gotten violent.

Just days before Purdue’s orientation last month, 
a white-supremacist rally rocked Charlottesville, 
where the University of Virginia is located. Sudden-
ly the consequences of allowing everyone to speak 
freely seem less like intellectual abstractions. Such 
a posture now carries more-urgent implications in-
volving safety and risk, life and death.

Purdue has secured a reputation as a free-speech 
stronghold. But in a climate where white suprema-
cists are targeting colleges, the university is being 
forced to wrestle with thorny questions about what 
that posture really means.

Three years ago, Purdue was no poster child 
for free speech. At least not in the eyes of the 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Educa-

tion, or FIRE.
The free-speech advocacy group annually rates 

hundreds of colleges as green, yellow, or red based 
on its interpretation of their speech policies. Pur-
due’s rating was yellow. That meant some of its pol-
icies were vague, according to FIRE, and “could too 
easily be used to restrict protected expression.”

Things might have stayed that way if it weren’t 
for an accidental free-speech activist named An-
drew K. Zeller, a Ph.D. student in mathematics.

In the spring of 2013, Mr. Zeller was pitching 
an idea for a debate club to members of a political 
student group on campus. After their meeting was 
over, a few of them planned to attend a lecture giv-
en by Greg Lukianoff, president of FIRE, and they 
invited Mr. Zeller to tag along. He hadn’t heard of 
Mr. Lukianoff, but he didn’t have much work to do 
that night, he reasoned. Why not?

During his talk, Mr. Lukianoff discussed what 
he saw as the discouraging speech trends on many 
campuses. He told the story of a student at Valdosta 
State University who was expelled after protesting 
the construction of two campus parking garages. 
(After the student filed suit, with FIRE’s support, 
the university reinstated him.)

Mr. Zeller hadn’t witnessed such problems at his 
institution. “The culture of Purdue is one that lends 
itself to respect the rights of people to speak,” he 
said in a recent interview. But the fact that a student 
anywhere could be severely punished for a peaceful 
demonstration shocked him.

The following year, when he was elected vice 
president of the graduate-student government, he 
knew he wanted to secure FIRE’s highest rating, 
a “green light,” and ensure that Purdue’s policies 
aligned with its culture. He contacted FIRE’s law-
yers, who explained which policies they found prob-
lematic and why.

Progress came swiftly at first. In the fall of 2014, 
both the undergraduate and graduate student gov-
ernments passed resolutions urging the university 
to revise the five policies FIRE had flagged, like one 
that the group thought defined threats too broad-
ly. But soon their efforts seemed to stall. Then, in 
April, Mr. Zeller was elected president of the grad-
uate-student body, and he had a conversation with 
Mr. Daniels.

When Mr. Daniels came to Purdue in January 
of 2013, he was already tuned into debates around 
campus free speech and perceived liberal bias in 
higher education. In his 2011 book, Keeping the Re-
public, he wrote: “There has been enough research 
done on the political slant on college campuses for 
us to conclude with confidence that many students 
are offered a one-sided view of the world when in 
college.” One of the first speakers he helped bring 
to Purdue was Mr. Lukianoff.

Mr. Daniels, a former governor of Indiana, is also 
a savvy politician. Getting off of FIRE’s naughty 
list and formally embracing the University of Chi-
cago’s landmark statement on free expression — 
something no public university had done at the time 
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— would put Purdue on the map.
“I think he saw an opportunity to get out in front 

of what was clearly a looming and difficult issue 
over the question of safe spaces and trigger warn-
ings,” said David C. Atkinson, an associate profes-
sor of history at Purdue.

Within weeks, the deed was done. With Mr. 
Daniels’s blessing, Purdue’s Board of Trustees 
signed off on the policy changes that student leaders 
had asked for. The board also endorsed the Chicago 
principles.

Since then, Purdue has received adulatory cov-
erage from conservative outlets like Fox News, the 
National Review, and The Weekly Standard that have 
seized onto the campus-culture-war narrative. They 
framed the story as a contrast: Purdue stands up for 
free expression, while other colleges, with their fo-
cus on diversity, inclusion, and political correctness, 
chill speech.

Mr. Daniels doesn’t seem to see it in such black-
and-white terms. He has made references to his sup-
port for diversity right alongside his emphasis on 
free speech. (He declined multiple requests to be in-
terviewed for this arti-
cle, referring all ques-
tions about Purdue’s 
stance on the First 
Amendment to Steven 
R. Schultz, Purdue’s 
legal counsel.)

Still, Mr. Daniels 
hasn’t hesitated to cast 
his institution as an 
outlier in higher ed-
ucation’s free-speech 
battles. Soon after the 
board endorsed the 
Chicago principles, 
he drew attention to 
that fact during his spring commencement speech. 
“If you absorbed anything of our Constitution, you 
know that it contains no right not to be offended,” 
he said. “If anything, by protecting speech of all 
kinds, it guarantees that you will be able to, as they 
say, ‘Deal with it.’”

Katie Sermersheim, dean of students, was inter-
viewing for her job at Purdue around that time and 
remembers being both perplexed and pleased by the 
university’s stance. “There’s question after question 
on free speech, and that Purdue has embraced the 
Chicago principles, and we’re a free-speech cam-
pus,” she said. “And I’m thinking, How could you 
not be before? What does that mean?”

“But all in all,” she continued, “it sent a very pos-
itive and powerful message to me that we welcome, 
we celebrate, we embrace free speech in all forms.”

Later that year, when protests by black students 
and demands for safe spaces were roiling other col-
leges nationwide, Mr. Daniels took the opportunity 
to tout his institution’s bona fides as a protector of 

free expression.
“What a proud contrast,” he wrote in an email to 

the campus community, “to the environments that 
appear to prevail at places like Missouri and Yale.” 
A glowing editorial in The Wall Street Journal called 
him “an adult on campus.” Some Purdue students 
called on him to apologize. One put it this way: “I 
felt like his letter reinforced the silence put upon 
the black experience at universities.”

On a Wednesday morning in late November, 
people at Purdue woke up to find striking 
posters scattered across campus.

“We have a right to exist,” read one, accompanied 
by a stylized drawing of the faces of a white woman 
and white man. Another featured an illustration of a 
man wielding his fists, the phrase “white guilt,” and 
an invitation to “free yourself from cultural Marx-
ism.” At the bottom of the fliers were an innocu-
ous sounding name — American Vanguard — and 
a URL directing passers-by to a website that ex-
plained how the group “fights for white America.”

Concerned students, professors, and staff mem-
bers quickly mobilized, 
calling and emailing 
Mr. Daniels’s office 
and demanding that 
he forcefully condemn 
the posters.

The faculty senate’s 
equity-and-diversity 
committee had tried 
to nudge him along on 
similar issues in the 
past; it had created an 
email template to use 
whenever its members 
felt the administration 
should speak up, said 

Heather L. Servaty-Seib, a professor of counseling 
psychology and member of the group.

Mr. Daniels responded to requests for a state-
ment with this: “Reading the dozen or so words on 
the posters in question, it’s not at all clear what they 
mean. But if one looks behind them, as I did, to the 
organization’s website, there are views expressed 
there that are obviously inconsistent with the values 
and principles we believe in here at Purdue.”

He added: “This is a transparent effort to bait 
people into overreacting, thereby giving a minus-
cule fringe group attention it does not deserve, and 
that we decline to do.”

Many professors and students argued that the 
white-supremacist message of the posters was very 
clear. While Mr. Daniels had seemed eager to use 
his presidential platform to comment on the nation-
al debate about safe spaces a year earlier, to critics, 
he seemed less interested in condemning a hateful 
incident unfolding on his own campus.

They asked him to try again.

Purdue “will 
consider punishing 
conduct but never 

mere words,” Mitch 
Daniels says.



“My condemnation of the apparent motives be-
hind the posters at issue wasn’t sufficiently stri-
dent for some, and that’s fair enough,” he wrote in 
a subsequent statement. “Each person can choose 
the language he or she thinks best meets an occa-
sion like this. But Purdue University’s opposition to 
racism in all its forms couldn’t be more clear, both 
from yesterday’s statement and a host of others that 
preceded it.”

Ms. Servaty-Seib still wasn’t satisfied. “I don’t 
think,” she said, “he would’ve responded at all to the 
fliers if we hadn’t said something.”

Some students were so angry about what they 
saw as Mr. Daniels’s complacence that they formed 
a coalition called Occupy Purdue, drew up a list of 
demands related to diversity, and staged a three-
month sit-in at the administration building this 
spring. The provost eventually agreed to some of 
their requests, but the students said Mr. Daniels re-
fused to work with them.

“There aren’t many universities where presidents 
have turned a blind eye to fascist posters,” said Bill 
V. Mullen, a professor of American studies. “There 
are still people who feel less secure and less safe be-
cause Daniels didn’t take a clear stand.” One of fas-
cism’s inherent goals is to do physical harm to one’s 
enemies, Mr. Mullen said. “Any attempt to mask 
that under a banner of free speech is extraordinarily 
dangerous.”

Faculty skepticism of Mr. Daniels is nothing 
new. When he arrived at Purdue, he spearheaded a 
$40-million budget reduction before figuring out 
where exactly those cuts would come from. His plan 
to purchase Kaplan University, a for-profit institu-
tion, and launch a separate online university under 
the Purdue banner has prompted faculty members 
to decry their lack of involvement in the process.

Mr. Daniels also bypassed the faculty when he 
went straight to the Board of Trustees with a re-
quest to endorse the Chicago principles, Ms. Ser-
vaty-Seib said. The board voted to do so after the 
spring semester had ended.

The faculty agreed with the content, she said. 
“The issue was really process.”

Members of the faculty’s equity-and-diversity 
committee eventually sat down and talked about 
how they could contribute to the new policy. A free-
speech session at freshman orientation was one of 
their recommendations. Mr. Daniels loved the idea.

“Students don’t learn about freedom of expression 
through osmosis — they need to be taught,” Ms. 
Servaty-Seib said. “If we’re going to have this state-
ment, then they need to understand what it really 
means.”

The recommendations also implored the univer-
sity’s administration to take a clear stand. Senior 
administrators “need to issue clear, strong, and di-
rect statements emphasizing the critical nature of 

Purdue administrators and faculty 
members take part in a panel 
discussion on free speech. The 
university’s stance sends “a very 
positive and powerful message,” 
says Katie Sermersheim (left),  
dean of students.

CHET STRANGE FOR THE CHRONICLE
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mutual respect and civility and speaking out against 
hateful, racist, sexist, and discriminatory expres-
sions.” The committee also initially recommended 
that the orientation program include “personal ap-
pearance by the president,” though that wasn’t part 
of the final document.

Mr. Daniels did not personally come to the ses-
sion last year or this year. Instead, a video of part 
of his 2015 commencement address was shown. It 
was a 45-second clip that includes him saying, “Deal 
with it.”

When the subject of speech is uncontrover-
sial, being told to “deal with it” sounds 
easy enough. It’s when the ideas trigger 

people’s emotions and imperil their sense of safety 
that it can become more difficult for them to detach.

It’s one thing to understand intellectually that ev-
eryone should be allowed to say just about anything. 
But what about when that language targets the vul-
nerable? Purdue’s free-speech orientation, perhaps 
unwittingly, reflects this tension.

Last year the session featured a mock protest of 
Laverne Cox, the transgender actress. The student 
actors imitated what had sometimes occurred when 
Ms. Cox traveled to campuses, said Dan Carpenter, 
executive director of student success. But the ori-
entation staff got a call from the LGBTQ Center. 
Some students complained that the skit targeted the 
LGBT community.

The redesigned scenario featured a controversial 
speaker from People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals, or PETA.

In the skit, two animal-science researchers de-
cided to engage with the PETA activists by talking 
about their scholarly work. A student organization, 
“The Collegiate Beef-Growers Alliance,” organized 
a protest against the group.

The last group, three concerned female students, 
wanted to target a particular aspect of PETA’s ac-
tivism: the “lettuce ladies,” women wearing string 
bikinis covered with lettuce leaves who try to pro-
mote the benefits of a vegan diet. One student 
pulled three heads of lettuce out of her backpack, 
one for each of them. “We can use these to protest 
the lettuce ladies,” she said, “and give them a piece 
of our minds.”

One of her peers was on board, but the third stu-
dent balked. “Whoa, wait, guys,” she said. “Didn’t 
we agree that we would keep this protest in bounds? 
You know, let them do their thing?”

The other two students brushed her off — and 
promptly threw the lettuce heads at the imaginary 
activists.

The audience laughed. It was the final skit of the 
session, and it was supposed to be funny. But the 
topic at hand was serious: the point at which speech 
becomes violence or a true threat, and how a uni-
versity should react when it does.

In this case, said Ms. Sermersheim, the dean of 

students, the two “lettuce launchers” would proba-
bly face discipline under the code of conduct. “The 
lettuce heads are projectiles, the projectiles are 
weapons, weapons are violence, and violence is not 
free speech,” she told the thousands of new students 
in attendance.

By having a freshman orientation session, Ms. 
Sermersheim said, Purdue officials hope to establish 
clear guidelines around free speech: Here’s what is 
allowed; here’s what isn’t. We will intervene only 
when the speech meets these rare conditions. When 
an outside speaker is invited to campus, don’t in-
fringe on his or her right to speak.

Administrators also hope to lay out the three ba-
sic options students have when they encounter ex-
pression they don’t agree with: ignore it, engage 
with the person or group, or organize a counterpro-
test.

Navigating ugly words can be difficult, Ms. Ser-
mersheim said, and some students might come to 
Purdue with “limited coping skills.” Purdue should 
help those students, Ms. Servaty-Seib said, and si-
multaneously make clear that free speech can’t be 
disassociated from values like civility, diversity, and 
inclusion. “We don’t want them to leave the session 
thinking, If I’m offended, something is wrong with 
me.”

When Mr. Daniels talks about free speech, his 
strong language sometimes carries less nuance. 
For instance, he has said that Purdue’s rule of 
thumb is to punish conduct, never speech. The let-
tuce-launcher scene at orientation portrayed clear-
cut violent actions — even if they were unlikely to 
cause harm — in which punishment was a relatively 
easy call to make.

But the line between speech and violence can be-
come blurry, like when extremist speakers come to 
campus advocating harassment and violence.

Universities are increasingly being forced to 
figure out whether to give a platform to fire-
brands and white supremacists, and whether 

their very rhetoric can be equivalent to harassment 
or violence. There’s no playbook for what colleges 
should do. Purdue’s “free speech over everything” 
stance appears to make that decision simple, but it 
might actually make things more complicated.

“When you adopt principles on free speech as 
Purdue did,” said Mr. Atkinson, the history profes-
sor, “you’ve established a context in which it’s very 
difficult to walk that back.”

Hate speech is undoubtedly legal, said Jonathan 
Zimmerman, a professor of educational history at 
the University of Pennsylvania. What isn’t legal, 
he wrote in an email, is threatening someone with 
direct and physical harm. “Some of the racist pro-
testers have surely done that; most haven’t; and the 
difference between the two is what we need to talk 
about,” he said.

The presence of extremists “certainly complicates 
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the conversation,” said Mr. Schultz, Purdue’s legal 
counsel.

Protecting free speech means that ideas that most 
people find abhorrent will appear on campus, he 
said. “The price of freedom of expression is that we 
have to be ready for that to occur in our midst,” he 
said, “and then we have to be prepared to respond.”

That perspective suggests that white supremacists 
and other members of the so-called alt-right are not 
materially different from other controversial speak-
ers. In February, Robert J. Zimmer, president of 
the University of Chicago, said as much. If Richard 
Spencer, a prominent white supremacist, was invit-
ed to his campus, Mr. Zimmer told The Wall Street 
Journal, “it would be fine if he came to speak, just 
like if anyone else came to speak.”

But after the pro-
tests and violence 
in Charlottesville, 
Mr. Zimmer issued a 
statement that drew 
new distinctions. 
“It is a travesty,” he 
wrote, “to label as free 
speech the combina-
tion of brandished 
weapons, the killing 
of an innocent person, 
threats, and the sym-
bols that represent de-
struction to so many.”

After Charlottes-
ville, several public 
universities received 
requests from Mr. 
Spencer to speak on 
campus. At least four 
institutions initially 
denied the requests, 
and some of these de-
cisions were followed by threatened or actual law-
suits. College leaders said that while they are com-
mitted to free speech, the likelihood of violence 
associated with such an event made allowing the 
speeches impossible. (The University of Florida 
has since cleared the way for Mr. Spencer to speak, 
though a date hasn’t been set.)

Mr. Schultz said that as far as he knew, Purdue 
hadn’t received a request from Mr. Spencer. But it 
might only be a matter of time. For white suprem-
acists, said Mr. Mullen, the American-studies pro-
fessor, the torchlit march across UVa’s campus last 
month “was the first day of school for them. They 
were announcing, We are here in fall 2017 to try to 
take over university spaces.”

The University of California at Berkeley, mean-
while, is hosting a “free speech week” this month 
featuring Milo Yiannopoulos, Steve Bannon, and 

other controversial speakers. In a letter, some pro-
fessors said they are so concerned about “the vio-
lence that their followers bring in response” that 
they’re calling for classes to be canceled and stu-
dents to stay off campus.

Mr. Daniels did discuss what happened in Char-
lottesville in a letter that many professors saw as an 
improvement from his response to the white-su-
premacist posters. “Ours is a community of respect 
in which we can all live, learn, work, and grow, and 
each of you is a valued member of that communi-
ty,” he and Jay Akridge, the interim provost, wrote. 
“Racism, anti-Semitism, bigotry, and violence like 
that demonstrated in Charlottes ville are the antith-
esis of those values and have no place on our cam-
pus.” Then they stressed the importance of “free 

and open inquiry in all 
matters.”

In the future, said 
David A. Sanders, an 
associate professor of 
biology, “I hope that he 
sees what is the conse-
quence of silence.”

But silence might 
also be the best pos-
sible response. Ignor-
ing the supremacists 
deprives them of the 
negative attention that 
fuels their cause. Then 
again, perhaps the only 
way to fight speech you 
abhor is with an alter-
native. Or maybe, as 
one Purdue professor 
argued, Mr. Spencer 
isn’t really engaging 
in free and open dia-
logue, and his efforts 

to deceive have no place on a college campus.
As long as a student organization was bring-

ing in the speaker in question, the students fol-
lowed university guidelines, and “violence isn’t 
presumed to be a part of it,” Purdue probably 
wouldn’t intervene, Ms. Sermersheim said. “It’s 
important to look at the totality of the situation,” 
she said, “but purely based on the speech, it’s un-
likely that there would be a reason why it wouldn’t 
be allowed to continue.”

If anything, said Mr. Zeller, the graduate stu-
dent, college campuses are the sorts of places where 
people like Mr. Spencer should speak. Members of 
the campus can come together to figure out how to 
create a world where less of that ideology exists. “If 
we’re going to combat people like Richard Spencer, 
we need to listen to him and understand his ideas,” 
he said. “Simply plugging our ears doesn’t help us.”

“Students don’t 
learn about  
freedom of  

expression through 
osmosis —  

they need to be 
taught.”

Originally published on September 17, 2017



A Free-Speech 
Divide
By BETH MCMURTRIE

At the U. of California at Berkeley in 2017, 
students and others protested an appearance by 
the conservative provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos.

BROOKE ANDERSON
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W
hen it comes to technology and 
pop culture, the gulf between 
professors and students can seem 
enormous. But is there also a gen-
erational divide on free speech?

Judging by an endless stream of op-eds in re-
sponse to student protests over controversial speak-
ers, the answer would seem to be yes: Young people 
today are overly sensitive and doctrinaire, the critics 
argue, demanding protection from viewpoints they 
find offensive. Contrast that with the free-speech 
movement of the 1960s, when students resisted au-
thority rather than demanding protection by it.

But free-speech advocates and student activists 
say those comparisons are unfair and inaccurate. 
Today’s students are not as intolerant, and yester-
day’s were not as open-minded, as it may appear. 
They agree, though, that the forces shaping this 
generation have influenced its members’ ideas on 
speech and censorship. And while some of those 
forces have had a positive effect, they’ve also led 
to an increased willingness to trade one perceived 
good — unfettered expression — for another — in-
clusivity.

A series of surveys backs up those views:

n    In a 2015 survey by the Pew Research Center, 
40 percent of millennials said the government 
should be able to prevent people from mak-
ing public statements offensive to minority 
groups, while only 27 percent of Generation X 
members agreed.

n    A 2015 report on college freshmen by the 
Higher Education Research Institute at the 
University of California at Los Angeles noted 
that 71 percent of those surveyed said colleges 
should prohibit racist and sexist speech on 
campuses, up from 60 percent a decade earlier. 
And 43 percent said that colleges had the right 
to ban extreme speakers.

n    In a 2016 Gallup survey of college students, 
72 percent said they did not think colleges 
should restrict speech that expresses political 
views upsetting or offensive to certain groups. 
Yet 69 percent favored restrictions on speech 
using slurs or other language that is intention-
ally offensive to some groups.

While some of those beliefs may seem contradic-
tory, free-speech advocates say they can be explained 
by several social trends. For one, many students 
come to college far more supervised than previous 
generations were. Authority is not their enemy.

Jonathan Zimmerman, a professor of the history 
of education at the University of Pennsylvania, re-
counts a hypothetical challenge he recently posed 
to some undergraduates as they discussed admin-
istrative interventions like bias-response teams. A 
Muslim student and a gay student get into an argu-
ment. The Muslim student tells the gay student his 

lifestyle is sinful; the gay student tells the Muslim 
student his religion is prejudiced. “My question 
wasn’t whether they insulted each other, it was why 
we’re asking a suit to rule in this,” Mr. Zimmerman 
recalls. “I think it diminishes people. It says you 
don’t have enough agency and independence to set-
tle this on your own.”

But the students disagreed. They had grown up 
under systems that are highly monitored, and such 
intervention seemed normal to them, he says: “Pri-
or generations wanted less authority. This genera-
tion wants more.”

The pervasiveness of social media and their ex-
periences in  elementary- and secondary-school 
classrooms have also profoundly shaped how to-
day’s students view free expression, free-speech ad-
vocates say. Given how quickly small debates can 
go viral, students are often wary of speaking their 
minds. And many schools implicitly teach students 
that controversy is best avoided, says Catherine J. 
Ross, a law professor at George Washington Uni-
versity who has written about school censorship. 
High schools routinely violate students’ free-
speech rights in the name of harmony, she argues. 
Pro-Trump or pro-Hillary slogans, arguments for 
or against LGBT rights, T-shirts in support of our 
armed forces or against the war in Iraq — all of 
those expressions have been censored at some point 
in school systems, she has found.

“We shouldn’t be pointing fingers at them and 
saying, Those millennials don’t get it,” she says. 
“How should they get it if they don’t experience it?”

The current generation of college students 
is also more diverse and less biased against 
minority groups, according to national sur-

veys. That means students in the majority are more 
attuned to prejudices and slights others may ex-
perience, free-speech advocates say, while minori-
ty students are increasingly comfortable speaking 
out when they encounter bias. That may explain a 
greater willingness to police hate speech.

Storm Ervin is a founding member of Concerned 
Student 1950 at the University of Missouri at Co-
lumbia, which has protested the treatment of black 
students on the campus. Speech that is clearly rac-
ist or homophobic should be policed because it has 
no value, she argues. “Legally I know language is 
protected under free speech, but morally it’s harm-
ful,” says Ms. Ervin, who is earning a master’s in 
public policy at Rutgers University. “I don’t think 
the First Amendment is under attack; what is under 
attack is people’s ability to be racist.”

Zachary R. Wood, a student at Williams Col-
lege, disagrees with Ms. Ervin on censoring 
speech. He started a program on his campus called 
Uncomfortable Learning, which invites speakers 
with controversial ideas. As a black student from 
a disadvantaged background, he says, he under-
stands how young people connect specific offenses 
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to broader social problems of prejudice and rac-
ism. But, he says, they can’t fight these problems 
without engaging their opponents. “Martin Luther 
King couldn’t achieve change by saying, ‘I’m not 
going to talk to people who don’t support the Vot-
ing Rights Act.’ The world is a rough, tough place. 
You’re going to have to deal with a lot of things.”

Geoffrey R. Stone, a law professor at the Uni-
versity of Chicago who speaks frequently about 
the importance of free speech on college campus-
es, says that sympathizing with students’ concerns 
about hateful speech while explaining the relevance 
of the First Amendment to earlier social move-
ments should be part of any conversation about free 
expression. “Make clear that we are taking seri-
ously the underlying issues,” he says. “Universities 
that say, ‘Get over it, you need to understand free 
speech, and then we’re done,’ that’s a mistake.”

The growth of the so-called alt-right and the 
election of Donald J. Trump have raised the 
stakes for free speech. The rally by white su-

premacists in Charlottesville, Va., this summer, 
which led to the death of a young protester and as-
saults on several others, will make students more 
likely to block influential “hate speakers” from 
coming to their campuses, says Ms. Ervin.

Mr. Zimmerman agrees, and says he and other 
“free-speech warriors” have their work cut out for 
them. He believes that the response to Charlot-
tesville — including rallies against hate in Boston 
and elsewhere — demonstrates that protections of 
free speech are made for such times. “Everyone did 
get their say, and the vast majority of it was aligned 
against white supremacy.” But he fears he’s in the 
minority in thinking that free speech proved its 
value in the aftermath of Charlottesville.

Robert Cohen, a professor of history and social 
studies at New York University who studies so-
cial-protest movements, says such events illustrate 
the trade-offs people are willing to make when 
they feel threatened. America today is not so differ-
ent from America of the late 1960s, he says, when 
the Free Speech Movement took a backseat to Viet-
nam War protests. Antiwar activists were more 
than willing to shut down pro-war speakers. Free 
expression is easy to support when nothing is at 
stake, Mr. Cohen says, but whenever there’s a clash 
of desirable aims, “people have to choose between 
free speech and the other good.”

Encouraging students to think deeply about our 
First Amendment rights and to debate the conflicts 
and trade-offs they present isn’t easy. For one, sup-
porting the right of people to express opinions you 
find hateful or harmful doesn’t come naturally.

Colleges can begin by teaching about the history 
of free expression in the United States, free-speech 
advocates say. That would both illustrate its critical 

connection to movements that advanced the rights 
of women and minority groups, and put the current 
debate, which often pits conservative voices against 
liberal activists, into context.

“When I think of free speech, I think of the civ-
il-rights movement and people being hosed down 
and thrown in jail for their speech,” says Steven 
Gerrard, a philosophy professor at Williams Col-
lege. “So many students and younger faculty con-
sider free speech as a dog whistle for the right.”

Mr. Gerrard is developing a course called “Free 
Speech and Its Enemies.” Too many academics, ad-
ministrators, and students today want to fight pow-
er with power, he worries, by keeping controversial 
speakers off-campus. “Our responsibility in the 
academic community is to resist power with argu-
ment, with reason,” he says. “And that’s what I’m 
trying to train my students to be able to do.”

Colleges can also bring in speakers who have 
been at the forefront of earlier social movements, 
to describe how important the right to free expres-
sion was to their cause. Mr. Zimmerman, the Penn 

professor, asked Mary Beth Tinker to speak to one 
of his classes this year. As a teenager, she was sus-
pended from school for wearing a black armband in 
protest of the Vietnam War, leading to a landmark 
Supreme Court decision, in 1969, that affirmed the 
First Amendment rights of public-school students.

When his students tried to make a distinction 
between what they viewed as her noteworthy cause 
and the racist or sexist speech they hear today, Ms. 
Tinker challenged them. What about families who 
had sons or brothers killed in Vietnam? Her speech 
had felt hateful to them, she told the students. It 
was an argument that both surprised and resonated 
with his class, Mr. Zimmerman says.

“I don’t think we have these arguments enough,” 
the professor says. “These students are adults, vot-
ers, citizens. They should be free to take any posi-
tion they want. But they do not have the right to go 
unchallenged. None of us do.”

“ Prior generations 
wanted less  
authority. This 
generation wants 
more.”

Originally published on September 17, 2017



In a Polarized 
Climate, Free-
Speech Warriors 
Seize the Spotlight
By  SARAH BROWN

Greg Lukianoff, president of FIRE: 
“It’s been a long process of sort of 
coming to terms with being stuck in 
the middle of the culture war.”

MARK MAKELA FOR THE CHRONICLE
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philadelphia

G
reg Lukianoff is a relentless cam-
paigner who has traveled to dozens of 
campuses in the past 16 years to decry 
threats he sees to free speech. More of-
ten than not, he’s also tuned into Twit-

ter. But on Christmas Eve, the president and chief 
executive of the Foundation for Individual Rights 
in Education was off the grid.

Meanwhile, George Ciccariello-Maher, an as-
sociate professor of politics and global studies at 
Drexel University, was sending a tweet. At 7:48 
p.m. on December 24, Mr. Ciccariello-Maher 
wrote, “All I Want for Christmas is White Geno-
cide.”

Even on a holiday, it didn’t take long for the pro-
fessor’s provocative words — which he intended as 
satire — to awaken the social-media outrage ma-
chine. Conservative news outlets pounced. As the 
controversy boiled, Drexel faced calls to fire Mr. 
Ciccariello-Maher. Meanwhile, the professor’s sup-
porters called on Mr. Lukianoff’s organization, 
known as FIRE, to come to his aid.

“Where are you on this Drexel shit Greg,” one 
Twitter user wrote on December 26.

Mr. Lukianoff, who was in New York with his 
family and trying to keep up with a rambunctious 
1-year-old son, sighed.

“Can you give us a couple days?” he recalled 
thinking.

Throughout its 18-year history, FIRE has 
prided itself on its ability to quickly come to 
the defense of students and professors en-

snared in free-speech and academic-freedom dis-
putes.

That fight looks a lot different than it used to. 
“We’re at a stage where so many people are inter-
ested in this topic,” Mr. Lukianoff says, “and the 
information moves so quickly.” First Amendment 
controversies play out in minutes, not days. Now 
FIRE’s staff members say even they can’t always 
gather facts and research fast enough.

Mr. Ciccariello-Maher wasn’t fired or disci-
plined, but he faced a public rebuke from Drexel 
officials for his choice of words. His case was one of 
several that recently propelled campus free-speech 
issues to the forefront of the national conscious-
ness.

Over the years, FIRE has drawn criticism from 
some college administrators for, in their view, 
blowing the scope of free-speech threats out of 
proportion. The organization tends to cherry-pick 
a handful of extreme examples, these critics say, 
and use them to make sweeping statements about 
the state of expression at all colleges. In the grand 
scheme of higher education, they say, the number 
of campus speakers disinvited in a given year is mi-
nuscule.

At the same time, though, new flashpoints are 

appearing on FIRE’s radar with increasing fre-
quency: professors who make provocative state-
ments, students who protest speakers, colleges that, 
in FIRE’s opinion, overreact to such situations by 
shutting down constitutionally protected speech. 
Last year FIRE received about 900 requests from 
students, professors, and others to intervene when 
they felt their rights had been violated, and Mr. 
Lukianoff says he expects more in 2017.

Those controversies have come to life in a cam-
pus climate that has grown ever more polarized 
since President Trump’s election. His victory has 
also emboldened people with extreme right-wing, 
racist, sexist, and anti-Semitic views, and on occa-
sion, they have spoken on college campuses.

When anarchist-driven violence marred stu-
dent protests of Milo Yiannopoulos’s scheduled ap-
pearance at the University of California at Berke-
ley, and when protesters at Middlebury College 
shouted down the controversial political scientist 
Charles Murray, whose work has often been criti-
cized as racist, FIRE faced a barrage of questions: 
Where do you stand on this? Why is this happen-
ing? How can you support the free-speech rights of 
bigoted speakers like Mr. Yiannopoulos?

FIRE has also faced questions about Mr. Trump. 
The president himself vowed during the presiden-
tial campaign to “end the political correctness and 
foster free and respectful debate,” and he threat-
ened to cut Berkeley’s federal funding if the cam-
pus “does not allow free speech and practices vio-
lence on innocent people with a different point of 
view.”

Asked about Mr. Trump’s apparent interest in is-
sues that are central to FIRE’s mission, Mr. Luki-
anoff pauses, choosing his words carefully. Mr. 
Trump is sending “dramatically mixed signals” 
to FIRE, he says finally. He found the president’s 
threat against Berkeley — which did not acknowl-
edge that the administration had in fact gone to 
great lengths to allow Mr. Yiannopoulos to speak 
— to be reprehensible.

For some, speech fights like those at Berkeley 
and Middlebury — not to mention academe’s re-
curring debates over trigger warnings, microag-
gressions, and safe spaces — reinforce the argu-
ment that FIRE has been promoting for nearly 
two decades: Free expression on campuses is under 
attack. That environment has opened the door for 
the organization to play a central role in shaping 
public discourse and standing up for free expres-
sion.

Yet FIRE has also found itself in the cross hairs 
of increasingly fraught campus free-speech dis-
putes.

On the one hand, when people like Mr. Yian-
nopoulos come to campus, some critics question 
whether they are creating the kinds of environ-
ments where speech and debate can flourish. But 
others say that, with campus tensions running 



high, it’s more important than ever for FIRE to de-
fend free speech for all, and encourage people to 
listen to one another.

When FIRE was founded, in 1999, Alan 
Charles Kors, a historian and a con-
servative, and Harvey A. Silverglate, a 

lawyer and a liberal, conceived of an organization 
that could “defend and sustain individual rights at 
America’s increasingly repressive and partisan col-
leges and universities.” The slogan: “Because your 
liberty is a precious thing.”

The group emerged as an ally to anti-abortion 
and Christian students who claimed that colleges 
wouldn’t recognize their organizations or allow 
them to bring in certain speakers. It also jumped 
into academic-freedom debates, challenging the 
American Association of University Professors, 
which for decades had owned the task of defending 
controversial faculty members.

The AAUP’s investigations into individual pro-
fessors’ cases could take months. The more-agile 
FIRE wrote letters to institutions and publicized 
them in the news media within days — and seemed 
to get results. One professor had this to say in 2004 
about FIRE and the AAUP: “One is a SWAT team, 
and the other is like the CIA.”

When Mr. Lukianoff joined FIRE, in 2001, he 

became the small shop’s fifth employee. Now it 
boasts 50 staff members and a dozen interns who 
join each summer, as well as revenue of more than 
$6 million.

Its funding is primarily made up of grants and 
donations, some of which come from nonprofit 
groups like the Sarah Scaife Foundation and the 
Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation, which have 
generously supported conservative causes. Some 
observers have questioned how that money influ-
ences FIRE’s work; Mr. Lukianoff says it doesn’t 
come with any strings attached.

FIRE has moved its Philadelphia headquarters 
four times since it was founded because the staff 
keeps growing. Its current home is a modern 12th-
floor space with First Amendment decor, overlook-
ing Independence Hall.

At one end of the office are boxes of FIRE swag 
and T-shirts strewn across a few tables, items the 
organization typically distributes free to students. 
Daniel Burnett, the communications manager, of-
fers this reporter a pair of FIRE sunglasses, which 
she politely declines.

Much of the group’s work force is young; Mr. 
Lukianoff is 42. It’s also politically diverse. While 
26-year-old Molly Nocheck, director of campus 
outreach, was a student at Ohio University, she was 
heavily involved in Students Defending Students, a 

Protesters at Middlebury College face away from 
the stage and chant during an appearance in March 
2017 by the political scientist Charles Murray.

LISA RATHKE, AP IMAGES
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campus organization that trains a network of stu-
dents to defend their peers in campus disciplinary 
hearings. A “Pennsylvania for Hillary” sticker is 
posted prominently above her desk.

Will Creeley, FIRE’s senior vice president for 
legal and public advocacy, was a student activist, 
founding a campus chapter of the Green Party and 
campaigning for Ralph Nader in the 2000 election. 
Since then, the 36-year-old has been a Democrat. 
Robert Shibley, executive director of FIRE, is Leb-
anese and identifies as a conservative and evangel-
ical Christian. Mr. Lukianoff, a first-generation 
American whose father was a refugee from Yugo-
slavia, is a lifelong Democrat and an atheist.

The chief executive — a sharp, thoughtful, hap-
py warrior of sorts — met this reporter in Wash-
ington at FIRE’s satellite office, where he’s based.

Mr. Lukianoff says his group’s work is especial-
ly important now, given the shifts he sees taking 
place in the battle lines of campus-free-speech 
fights.

“For my entire career, the best constituency on 
campus had been students” in terms of understand-
ing the importance of free speech, he says. FIRE’s 
focus had long been on targeting administrative 
censorship of those students. Four years ago, he 
says, he noticed a change.

In 2013, Ray Kelly, who spent 14 years as po-
lice commissioner of the City of New York, was 
scheduled to speak at Brown University. Stu-

dents tried, and failed, to get him disinvited, saying 
his support for the city’s widely criticized stop-and-
frisk policy made his presence an insult to minority 
students. When Mr. Kelly did show up, students 
shouted him down, and the speech was canceled af-
ter half an hour.

“It’s not like that’s unprecedented on campus-
es,” Mr. Lukianoff says. “But in this case, it was the 
pride with which the students continued to take the 
shutting down of Ray Kelly’s speech that was dif-
ferent to us.”

In 2015, Mr. Lukianoff and the New York Uni-
versity social psychologist Jonathan Haidt exam-
ined those dynamics in a widely discussed cover 
story in The Atlantic, titled “The Coddling of the 
American Mind.” The piece argued that as students 
increasingly demand protection from microaggres-
sions and ideas they don’t like, they are threatening 
free academic inquiry and harming their own men-
tal health.

As protests against racism and demands for safe 
spaces swelled at the University of Missouri, Yale 
University, and dozens of other campuses in the 
fall, the story proved popular. It raised FIRE’s pro-
file as a leading voice against a climate on campus-
es where, as Mr. Lukianoff and Mr. Haidt wrote, 
“everyone must think twice before speaking up, 
lest they face charges of insensitivity, aggression, 
or worse.” (The timing of its publication with the 

protests was a coincidence, Mr. Lukianoff says; he’d 
been thinking about writing such a piece for years.)

FIRE staff members say that many student activ-
ists that fall were rightly using their free speech to 
call attention to what they saw as racial injustice at 
their institutions, and that conversations about race 

and diversity that wouldn’t have occurred other-
wise took place on many campuses.

What distressed Mr. Lukianoff was the signifi-
cant number of students who were demanding, for 
instance, that publications be punished for running 
columns that took contentious stances, as was the 
case at Wesleyan University, or that people be fired 
for taking a stand on something, as was the case at 
Yale.

In the fall of 2015, Nicholas Christakis, a pro-
fessor of social and natural science at Yale and 
leader of a residential college, was confronted by a 
group of mostly black students in a campus court-
yard. At the time a heated debate was taking place 
over an email about Halloween costumes sent by 
his wife, Erika Christakis, who wrote, “Is there no 
room anymore for a child or young person to be a 
little bit obnoxious … a little bit inappropriate or 
provocative or, yes, offensive?” A group of student 
activists was demanding that the Christakises be 
removed from their residential-college positions.

During the encounter, one student in particular 
raised her voice for several minutes, accusing Mr. 
Christakis of not “creating a home” for students of 
color within the college and demanding to know, 
using an expletive, who had hired him.

Mr. Lukianoff — who happened to be at Yale 
because he was speaking at a conference there 
the next day — took videos of the confrontation, 
as did several other observers, and published 
them on FIRE’s YouTube account. He said he 
wanted to make sure there was evidence that Mr. 
Christakis had acted calmly. (Mr. Christakis kept 
his faculty position, but he and his wife eventu-
ally resigned from the residential college. She no 

“A lot of what they’re 
doing is feeding or 
having a symbiotic  
relationship with the 
sort of conservative 
outrage machine.”
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longer teaches at Yale.)
Conservative publications like The Daily Caller 

and the Washington Examiner seized on the con-
frontation, dubbing the student “shrieking girl” 
and linking to FIRE’s video, which eventually had 
more than 1.6 million views.

That fueled a perception among some student 
activists, professors, and others that FIRE had pur-
posely tried to make the video go viral and unfair-
ly spun the standoff so it would fit neatly into the 
group’s arguments about coddled students who de-
mand protection from offense. One Yale professor 
told The New York Times that FIRE’s framing the 
incident as a free-speech issue was “a complete mis-
construction of what happened.”

Mr. Lukianoff says he was critical only of 
the Yale students’ demand for the Chris-
takises to be fired, not of their activism. 

But it’s situations like the Yale protests that lead 
some people to question who FIRE is really de-
fending.

When Michael Roth, Wesleyan’s president, was 
dealing with a tense scuffle in 2015 over funding 
for the campus newspaper, The Wesleyan Argus, 
he recalls FIRE’s attacks on some Wesleyan stu-
dents for not respecting the newspaper’s editorial 
independence. The Argus had published a student 
column that was critical of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, which led students of color on the cam-
pus to demand that the newspaper lose its funding 
because it wasn’t creating a “safe space” for their 
voices.

FIRE’s reaction, Mr. Roth says, was “a knee-jerk 
absolutist response that ignored the free-speech 
rights of the protesters.” And in the end, he says, 
his administration strongly supported the Argus’s 
right to publish contentious viewpoints. “FIRE, 
in order to perhaps raise its own profile among the 
donor class that supports anything that’s anti-po-
litical-correctness, was making hay with a situa-
tion that, in the end, affirmed the value of the free 
press,” he says.

Gregory P. Magarian, a law professor at Wash-
ington University in St. Louis, doesn’t believe that 
FIRE limits its attention to right-leaning causes. 
But he has noticed a pattern: Its work tends to draw 
the attention of conservative news sites that try to 
capitalize on perceived liberal biases.

“It seems that a lot of what they’re doing is feed-
ing or having a symbiotic relationship with the sort 
of conservative outrage machine,” he says.

Concerns about who FIRE really defends can 
give some students and professors pause about 
turning to the group for help. Recently, Mr. Cree-
ley says, FIRE offered to defend a student who had 
been punished for his activism regarding Palestine. 
“The student didn’t want anything to do with us,” 
Mr. Creeley says. “He said, I’m not going to work 
with you, because you’re conservative.”

But Alice Dreger, formerly a clinical professor 
of medical humanities and bioethics at Northwest-
ern University, says that portrayal doesn’t fit her 
experience. Ms. Dreger, a self-described liberal, 
resigned in 2015 because, she said, Northwestern 
officials had interfered with an article she guest-ed-
ited in a campus journal about a nurse who helped 
the author regain his sexual function after he was 
paralyzed. FIRE had written a letter to Northwest-
ern asking it to “abandon any future plans to dic-
tate or censor” the journal’s content.

She admits that, when FIRE asked her to speak 
at its annual student conference last year, “I was 
expecting to find nothing but pasty-faced young 
white men,” many of whom “wanted to bash femi-
nism.” Instead, she says, “there were an astonishing 
number of people of color in that room.”

Ms. Dreger knows that some of FIRE’s donors 
are prominent conservative foundations. “There’s 
no question that they’re a well-funded organiza-
tion,” she says, noting that FIRE had paid her well 
to talk at its conference. But she’s also a FIRE do-
nor, and she knows other leftist academics who are, 
too.

Those who accuse FIRE of partisan bias haven’t 
done their research, Mr. Lukianoff says: “If you’re 
not going to bother to actually read our material, 
that’s not on me.”

In response to criticism, FIRE staff members 
deliver a practiced line that they are nonpartisan 
and uphold everyone’s right to free speech and due 
process. Mr. Lukianoff can rattle off a half-dozen 
recent FIRE cases that don’t involve conservative 
causes. It’s clear that he and his staff are well versed 
in defending their organization against attacks — 
and somewhat frustrated that they have to do it so 
often.

FIRE’s stances, however, have often positioned 
the group on one side of debates that have be-
come politicized — for instance, its attacks on the 
Obama administration’s guidance to colleges on 

“It’s incredibly  
important to have 
an institution like 
FIRE in the mix of 
the free-speech 
conversation.”
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how Title IX, the gender-equity law, applies to sex-
ual misconduct.

Bob Casey Jr., a Democratic U.S. senator from 
Pennsylvania, questioned then-nominee Betsy 
DeVos during her January confirmation hearing 
about how she would deal with campus sexual vio-
lence as education secretary. He cited as a concern 
her foundation’s $25,000 in donations to FIRE. 
The senator’s spokesman later wrote on Twitter 
that “we’ll gladly take on the far right groups de-
termined to roll back the progress we’ve made on 
campus sexual assault.”

FIRE also defends the right of sexual-assault vic-
tims to publicly criticize institutional policies, Mr. 
Lukianoff notes. The group did just that in 2013, 
he says, in the case of a student at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

One result of having a campus culture war, Mr. 
Lukianoff says, is that people tend to pay attention 
only to developments that fit their preconceived 
narratives about colleges, and to sort people and 
organizations into ideological boxes.

He points to a case at Northern Michigan Uni-
versity from last year, when a student who sought 
counseling after experiencing sexual assault was 
told not to discuss thoughts of self-harm with other 

students, or risk facing disciplinary action. FIRE 
sent the university a letter condemning the policy, 
but the case wasn’t widely covered in the national 
news media, he says. “Whose culture-war narrative 
does that fit? Nobody’s.”

FIRE’s stature has been bolstered by the in-
creased attention to campus culture, but the 
group’s staff members say they work independently 
of whatever is going on or being said around them. 
The only thing FIRE can control, Mr. Creeley 
says, is how its staff responds to cases.

“It’s been going on 11 years doing this work,” he 
says. He slowly lets out a breath. “I can’t control 
the reaction of third-party actors. We don’t send 
it to the College Fix like, Hey, check this one out. 
They’re going to find it regardless.”

“It’s been a long process of sort of coming to 
terms with being stuck in the middle of the culture 
war,” Mr. Lukianoff adds.

He recalls the first cases he helped handle at 
FIRE, many of which involved students and pro-
fessors being censored for talking about 9/11. The 
country was on edge, and FIRE received a lot of 
hate mail. “I never let it change what FIRE did,” 
Mr. Lukianoff says, “but it weighs on you after a 
while. It can become kind of exhausting.”

Alice Dreger is a  
self-described liberal 
and a FIRE supporter 
who resigned in 2015 
from Northwestern after 
a controversy over a 
journal article.

SUSAN TUSA FOR THE CHRONICLE
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FIRE has also taken a lot of heat for supporting 
the right of Milo Yiannopoulos to speak at col-
leges. The stance reflects the group’s emphasis on 
defending all constitutionally protected expression, 
even when that speech is racist, sexist, or bigoted.

“Prohibitions on hateful speech do nothing to 
stop hate,” Mr. Lukianoff wrote in his 2012 book, 
Unlearning Liberty: Campus Censorship and the End of 
American Debate. He also emphasizes that the First 
Amendment’s most crucial purpose is protecting 
minority viewpoints: “the weak, the unpopular, the 
oddballs, the misfits, and the underdogs.”

“If the only price that we have to pay for this 
freedom is that we sometimes hear words that we 
find offensive,” he says, “it is well worth it.”

But that broad approach is one that some people 
say doesn’t always make sense in the present cli-
mate, particularly now that white nationalists and 
other extremists who add questionable value to aca-
demic debates are doing a lot more talking.

Certain kinds of expression do qualify as assault 
and harassment, says Mr. Roth, the Wesleyan pres-
ident. His sense is that Mr. Lukianoff believes “the 
only way to defend free speech is to defend a free 
market of ideas.” In some cases, Mr. Roth says, 
“universities shouldn’t legitimate points of view 
that are abusive to members of the university com-
munity and other members of society.”

Mr. Ciccariello-Maher, the Drexel professor, 
doesn’t think colleges should give a platform to 
people like Mr. Yiannopoulos. Students should en-
gage in debate with people who don’t agree with 
them, the professor says, but they should be able 
to feel safe when doing so — and they shouldn’t be 
subjected to questions about their very existence on 
campus.

Also, when it comes to student activists, FIRE 
often rails against the so-called heckler’s veto, in 
which audience members shout down a speaker, 
Mr. Ciccariello-Maher says. “But the reality is, it’s 
very hard to protect speech and just say ‘it shouldn’t 
be too loud’ or ‘it shouldn’t be too deafening.’ “

Jon B. Gould, a professor of public affairs and 
law at American University, wants to see FIRE de-
fend more speakers and students who are Muslim, 
black, and the like — people who won’t necessarily 
feel welcome and safe on all campuses and in the 
current political climate. “Up until now, they have 
seemed to focus most of their attention on what 
they claim to be progressive restrictions against 
conservative speakers,” he says. “I think that’s more 
than just a coincidence.”

Mr. Gould has cast doubt on the rigor of FIRE’s 
methods for rating colleges based on their “speech 
codes,” and he questions what its agenda might be. 
But he admits that the organization is taking on an 
unenviable job at a challenging time. “They are in 
a tough spot right now where a lot of who they’re 

having to defend are the most vile speakers,” he 
says. “There’s a part of me that actually feels bad 
for them.”

Even those who find fault with FIRE’s positions 
at times say the explosive tensions characterizing 
the recent protests at Berkeley, Middlebury, and 
elsewhere make the presence of a civil-liberties or-
ganization especially valuable.

“It’s incredibly important to have an institution 
like FIRE in the mix of the free-speech conversa-
tion,” Mr. Roth says. He says that he’s less critical 
of the organization now than he was last year, and 
that he cares about what FIRE thinks on questions 
of free speech and academic freedom.

Most of the time, he says, he and other college 
leaders “know what to do” when a speech contro-
versy arises. In some cases, however, FIRE’s voice 
is welcome — as it was when Middlebury students 
shouted down Charles Murray. “They have a prin-
cipled stand that’s worth taking seriously,” Mr. 
Roth says.

For nearly two decades, FIRE has been a gad-
fly in higher education, leveraging public at-
tention to bring about change. Now some 

scholars see another potential niche for FIRE to 
fill: creating spaces for the kinds of difficult debates 
the organization holds up as essential on college 
campuses.

There is a need for “new creativity” to figure out 
how to talk across polarization, says Jonathan Zim-
merman, a professor of educational history at the 
University of Pennsylvania. In this era, “we’ve add-
ed to our list of people and ideas that need protec-
tion,” he says, noting that he’s had students “come 
out” in his office as supporters of Mr. Trump.

If people are actually muzzling their own speech 
because they’re afraid of conflict, he says, it’s essen-
tial “to create venues and mechanisms and systems 
where we can all use our speech to promote under-
standing, rather than just bitterness and misunder-
standing.” That’s incumbent on everyone, not just 
FIRE, he says — but FIRE can certainly help make 
that happen.

The group has experimented with such a role, 
hosting a pilot program of debates on campuses last 
academic year about issues like college athletes’ pay 
and the Second Amendment. Mr. Lukianoff says 
FIRE will very likely do that again in the future 
and plans to release a debate guide this spring so 
that students can organize their own.

In 1999, Mr. Kors, one of FIRE’s founders, said 
he hoped the organization would eventually be 
able to “extinguish itself” — the idea being that, if 
FIRE had its intended influence, it would no longer 
be needed. But as controversies around campus free 
speech burn ever brighter, it seems that FIRE will 
do the same.

Originally published on March 19, 2017
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Stop the Generational Moralizing 
About Free Speech

By LEON BOTSTEIN

KATHERINE STREETER FOR THE CHRONICLE

OPINION

W
hat is happening on the Ameri-
can campus?

One could paint a futuristic 
image of university life in the 
United States in which anything 

resembling academic freedom, civility, and the tol-
erance of reason and free expression would be ab-
sent. I project this nightmare as someone who is re-
sponsible for an academic institution in the United 
States and is worried every day that something ter-
rible might happen on campus.

The debate that rages now over free speech is not 
constructive. It is frightening. And I sense danger 
in the way the debate has transpired because the 
arguments mounted against the traditional defense 
of free speech do need to be reckoned with.

The critique of the principle and practice of free 
speech by often younger faculty and students goes 

as follows: Free speech is a dated “liberal” conceit 
espoused by powerful people, mostly white and 
older faculty, alumni, and trustees, to maintain 
their power and sustain the university as an in-
strument of control and domination. These critics 
see the university as allied with big business and 
with government, its primary sources of support. 
Free speech appears little more than a hypocritical, 
moralistic rhetorical shield, held by those in control 
of the status quo. It is seen, therefore, as a seem-
ingly neutral ideal that actually supports a playing 
field that isn’t level in terms of race and class.

Why would an intelligent, well-meaning young 
person believe these arguments? A few reasons 
come to mind.

Consider the radical inequality of wealth, the as-
tonishing visibility of obscene luxury in this coun-
try, the persistence of poverty, underemployment, 
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and racism, and the scandalously high cost of tui-
tion and limited access to university education. De-
spite all the progress made since the end of World 
War II, these realities are evident to anyone, par-
ticularly the post-Cold War generations. Add to 
that the vulgar, blatantly dismissive attitude toward 
women, immigrants, and citizens of color encour-
aged by our current president. And then add to that 
the controversy that surrounds the rights of people 
of differing sexual identities and orientations.

A cognitive dissonance persists between the rhet-
oric of free expression and the free play of ideas, on 
the one hand, and the seemingly recalcitrant reality 
of discrimination, intolerance, and inequity, on the 
other. Somehow the wrong ideas always win. Con-
sider the tax-reform bill in Congress, which, while 
widely and deservedly despised, receives serious 
consideration. Somehow nothing changes; there is 
little progress despite all the pious claims about the 
power of ideas to sort themselves out within a con-
dition of freedom on behalf of truth and justice.

The current challenge to free speech can also be 
traced to the distortion and appropriation of the 
anti-enlightenment academic discourse that flour-
ished in the 1970s and 1980s. Today’s activists who 
contest the traditions of free speech have absorbed 
somewhere, out of the ether, a reductive version 
of the post-positivist epistemological critique 
of knowledge. They believe there is actually no 
knowledge in the traditional sense and certainly no 
truth, and therefore no privileged standpoint that 
allows conclusions that approach certainty. Truth 
is subjective, and emanates from the perspective 
of the viewer, lending legitimacy and authority to 
subjectivity. Someone told them a distorted fairy 
tale about Einstein’s theory of relativity: that ev-
erything is ultimately contingent on perspective, 
and that there is no priority. Newton may have 
believed in the validation of hypotheses through 
proofs and evidence but modern science apparently 
has debunked that.

The bowdlerizing of modern physics, from 
Schrödinger’s cat and Heisenberg’s uncertainty 
principle to the frame of references in the special 
theory of relativity, ended up undermining the 
tools of reason, the principles of argument, and the 
rules of evidence. Somehow the word got out, in no 
small measure courtesy of French structural the-
orists, that all knowledge is a social construct, and 
that universal objective truths do not exist. The 
critics of free expression don’t believe that there 
are rational grounds on which to distinguish right 
from wrong.

For those of us in the social sciences and human-
ities, this notion that there is no legitimate basis 
for privileging one point of view over another now 
holds a good deal of sway. Hence, there is an ab-
sence of confidence within the university about the 
rules of argument or methods of analysis or even 
in the capacity of speech and language to create 

a common ground for disciplined argument. The 
ideal of a free forum for the unfettered exploration 
of ideas seems no longer a plausible shared goal for 
many of our contemporaries.

This privileging of subjectivity has taken 
hold at a time of radical displacement and 
anomie. Out there a powerful sense of lone-

liness and isolation prevails.
It is supplanted by and compensated by the so-

lace of membership in groups, frequently sustained 
in a virtual and abstract universe and not in real 
space and time. The ideal of the individual is sub-
ordinated to membership in standardized notions 
of coherent communities. I escape the existential 
terror of individuality by becoming a member of a 
group defined by essentialist constructs of sexual 
orientation, race, or religion. Those groups may be 
reductive in their definition but they function on a 
campus socially to lessen the anxiety that the soli-
tary experience of learning might deteriorate into 
isolation.

Being part of a campus can be a lonely expe-
rience. That’s why there are fraternities and so-
rorities, secret societies and clubs. Students le-
gitimately want to feel comfortable in a strange 
setting and they wish to be liked by their peers. 
The residential college is a particularly unnatural 
situation. It confines people in their teens and ear-
ly 20s quite randomly in a single institution and 
expects civility.

But there was never untarnished civility on the 
American campus. There was campus violence in 
the 18th and 19th centuries. It is a myth that, once 
upon a time, everybody was walking around as a 
kind of incipient scholar who readily replaced vio-
lence with speech. We are still more civilized than 
the Harvard and Yale of the first half of the 19th 
century, and we are probably ahead of the civility 
game in comparison to the age of the panty raids of 
the 1950s.

People seem unsatisfied to be seen merely as 
individuals, so they identify with groups. These 
groups happen now to generate their own sourc-
es of truth. Their perspective on the world is what 
seems to reign without question. And there is no 
appetite for criticism or empathy, revision, or re-
spectful dissent.

The subjective experience has deepened in 
this generation with the echo chambers created 
by modern technology. Modern communication 
through social networks is virtual; friendship has 
been redefined. Glued to their handheld devices, 
individuals are engaging at a distance in a world 
that is actually imaginary, independent of space, 
materiality, and time, and in which a technolog-
ical illusion of intimacy, sharing, and connection 
is fostered. There is no public space they must 
share with others — an agora or square in which 
they meet others with whom their ideas and val-
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ues might be contested. They connect online and 
form groups that are self-reinforcing. One does 
not emerge with the experience of how to defend a 
point of view against someone who differs but oc-
cupies the same neutral common ground, in real 
time and real space. The chance of a retreat into 
the new communities of like-minded social net-
works obliterates the context for face-to-face de-
bate, negotiation, and compromise.

There is something ultimately cowardly about 
blogging, posting updates on Facebook, and “lik-
ing” tweets. What I say to someone directly re-
quires a bit more courage than writing and sending 
an opinion through the vast digital space. I have 
colleagues who are very civilized in the presence 
of others and monstrous on email. They emulate 
road-rage; when they get behind the wheel, rigid-
ity and resistance to empathy prevail. I can always 
apologize to someone in a conversation and retract 
a verbal utterance: “Let’s forget what I said,” “I 
regret it,” or “You misunderstood me, actually; I 
didn’t mean that.”

Technology undermines forgetting and forgiv-
ing, both indispensable acts in a civilized world. 
Technology allows the perpetual retrieval of the 
past enshrined in texts well beyond our natural 
memory; it functions as a permanent reinforcer of 
differences. This makes self-criticism, alteration, 
and agreement very hard for generations that 
have not actually assumed and experienced tradi-
tional public space. You walk down any campus 
and it is amazing how few people are talking to 
one another. They are texting or they are listen-
ing to devices. That novel isolation is compen-
sated for by deep virtual allegiances to affinity 
groups. That is the campus echo chamber.

There is also today a growing moralizing 
intolerance with respect to any sort of ex-
ceptionalism. After all, a university, par-

ticularly its faculty, is in its own charming way a 
collection of deviants. There is no academic who 
has been hired by a university of any quality who 
is not deviant by some demographic comparative 
measure. To be interested in classical languages, 
to be interested in the fine points of poetry, quan-
tum physics, or any subject in the articles and 
books published by university presses, makes one 
by definition quite mad. Let’s call this reasonable 
and admirable deviancy as opposed to the unethical 
and exploitative deviancy of the Harvey Weinsteins 
of the world.

Faculty members are great as individuals be-
cause they can be different, original, and resist 
being pigeonholed. And the university needs to 
protect them. But to control what exception-
al individuals say, or even how they behave, cuts 
against the virtues of deviance. One cannot seg-
ment the range and scope of how one is different. 
Nadia Boulanger or Marie Curie did not act in all 

ways in life just as your average person. Deviance 
that may be cognitive is probably linked (though 
we do not know enough) to other forms of non-
standard behavior. Eccentricity, even bizarre be-
havior, is often aligned with talent and genius. 
Would Oscar Wilde, Ethel Smyth, or Virginia 
Woolf succeed as tenured professors? Those of us 
who are administrators at the university under-
stand that part of our job is to protect the freedom 
of thought and speech of the odd individual who 
has certain gifts from the rage and envy of oth-
ers. In my field, music, unconventional, impossi-
ble but memorable and inspired personalities are 
commonplace. The modern university communi-
ty now expects an increasing conformism as well 
as standardization of expressed thought. And that 
finally leads to a powerful but understandable at-
traction to self-censorship and passivity.

Allison Stanger, the Middlebury political scien-
tist who was injured during a protest of a lecture 
by Charles Murray in March, has said that the fac-
ulty and staff who signed on to a defense of aca-
demic freedom in the wake of the incident were by 
and large older. This suggests people with more of 
a historical memory of the period of the Vietnam 
War and World War II, or at least a conscious-
ness of those events. They are themselves proba-

bly more frightened of the consequences of intol-
erance. It is absolutely clear to them that what we 
face is a new version of old, doctrinal far-left and 
fascist views about free speech and the free press. 
(And we must not overlook the inherent conflict 
between commerce and the free press and the cor-
ruption that comes from needing to make a profit 
with the 24/7 news cycle — facts that damage the 
ideal of the role of the free press in democracy.)

We need to strengthen the belief that is still out 
there in the notion of truths, freedom, and rational 
judgment and the links that connect democracy, 
liberty, and social justice. The barriers to spread-

A disturbing  
hypocritical piety 
persists sometimes 
in the rhetoric of 
the defense of free 
speech.
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ing those convictions include liberal inadequacies, 
liberal conceits, and hypocrisy. I had to debate a re-
spected scholar this past year. He believed that the 
whole enterprise of the university is a mirror image 
of an oppressive society designed to prevent those 
who are disadvantaged from reaching a status of 
dignity and equality. In that view the ideologies of 
free expression in research and learning are in con-
flict with social justice. There is indeed some truth 
there. And this is not a new idea.

Now what should we do about it?

My own view is that one has to have a sym-
pathetic ear to why the younger genera-
tion, both faculty and students, don’t see 

what we see.
We — proponents of academic freedom and free 

speech — need to break out of our own echo cham-
ber and be quite clear that free expression and the 
habits of critique, skepticism, and rational self-ex-
amination are absolutely indispensable. I happen 
to believe in that deeply, in part because I have an 
Eastern European Jewish background and am an 
immigrant. It seems second nature to me.

But I also think one has to hear very carefully 
that cloaked in the periodic craziness in which the 
American universities are now embroiled, there 
is a severe reaction to a lot of undelivered claims 
in the American space. The disaffections go back 
to the election of Ronald Reagan and beyond. 
They concern claims about economic opportu-
nity, about social justice, freedom, the right to 
vote, and about confronting racism. We are taking 
down statues of Confederate generals, but will we 
erect memorials for all the black Americans and 
Native Americans who were lynched and killed af-
ter the Civil War?

A disturbing hypocritical piety persists some-
times in the rhetoric of the defense of free speech; 
that hypocrisy is what Trump exploits. There are 
burning questions surrounding medical care, ed-
ucation, employment, and social services in the 
United States. The university is viewed as in some 
way papering over or even implicitly defending in-
equities and injustices. We have to find a way to 
counter that claim and separate the idea of freedom 
of speech and academic freedom from any tacit alli-
ance with those injustices.

We also need to defend the importance of lan-
guage. One of the terrifying things about the 
American campus now is the intent to identify 
what you stand for by the jargon you use. Hannah 
Arendt argued that real thinking starts when you 
find a way to use words differently. We need to re-
sist identifying others using a reductive ideology 
marked by the use of certain vocabulary. A person 
on a university campus ought not be called to task 
for the use of vocabulary without any understand-

ing of personal usage, context, meaning or intent, 
let alone humor or irony. There is no way to be hu-
morous or satirical, even at the expense of oneself. 
This must be fought.

But to fight it there must be more than gener-
ational moralizing. We are in a situation that re-
minds me of the late ’60s, when the radicals of 
the ’30s could not understand why the radicals of 
’60s wouldn’t listen to them. All the veteran rad-
icals did was to moralize on the basis of “we were 
there” too. Pontification is not going to work. 
Take safe spaces: Critics ridicule the idea, even 
though the university in the past provided them 
— Cardinal Newman Society chapters for Catho-
lics and Hillel for Jews. Why object now to doing 
the same for others?

With empathy, there may be a way around the 
crisis, but finding that way takes a lot of patience. 
I am quite optimistic. But the university must be 
self-critical about the manner in which it cuts a 
path to defend what we need to defend: academic 
freedom and freedom of speech. Critical discourse 
cannot be compromised. But we must make the 
case with appropriate sensitivity to the perspec-
tive of the critics. We need to find the means to 
assemble allies on behalf of academic freedom and 
freedom of expression and realize a real commit-
ment to address the issues of equity and justice 
that seem to have fallen off the agenda, even for 
the liberals since the Clinton era. This is why the 
politics of Trump’s presidency is a moment of di-
alectical opportunity. It forces us to put an end to 
complacency.

Leon Botstein is the president of Bard College and  
chairman of the Board of Trustees at Central European  
University. This essay is adapted from a talk he gave at 
the university in June.

Critical discourse  
cannot be compromised. 
But we must make the 
case with appropriate 
sensitivity to the per-
spective of the critics.

Originally published on December 4, 2017
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Free Speech, Campus Safety, 
or Both

By MARK G. YUDOF and KENNETH WALTZER

C
oncrete barriers were erected and a 
security perimeter was created around 
six buildings, all reinforced by hun-
dreds of police officers. Weapons, 
backpacks, helmets, and masks were 

forbidden. This was not some distant capital in a 
war zone. This was the University of California at 
Berkeley last night.

The occasion? A speech by the conservative writ-
er Ben Shapiro, which attracted an audience esti-
mated by one source to be around 1,000. News-

papers reported a few hundred protesters, mostly 
peaceful, and nine arrests. On other parts of the 
campus, people went about their work.

Given prior outbreaks of violence with oth-
er right-wing speakers, the university was adept 
at handling a volatile situation. Chalk that up to 
the leadership of Chancellor Carol Christ, careful 
planning and execution, and the police presence. 
But, as Shapiro himself noted, free speech is not 
free. The university estimated that the entire exer-
cise cost over $600,000.

OPINION

GEOFFREY MOSS FOR THE CHRONICLE



34   c a m p u s  c l a s h e s  o v e r  f r e e  s p e e c h  t h e c h ron ic l e of h igh e r e duc at ion / j a n u a r y  2 0 1 8
 

Berkeley is not likely to be an isolated case. Oth-
er right-wing speakers will be going there and to 
other campuses this fall. Some universities have 
declined to allow such speakers to address cam-
pus groups, fearing an outbreak of violence. Some 
have denied access altogether, resulting in several 
lawsuits. And the specter of Charlottesville hovers 
over the academy. The issue: How to honor free 
speech rights amid the potential bedlam.

To answer this question, one should begin with 
the constitutional framework. The historic core of 
First Amendment jurisprudence, applied to regula-
tion of speakers on public-university campuses, is 
that the rules shaping access must be content-neu-
tral. Those rules should neither privilege nor limit 
speech because of disagreement with the views of 
the speakers — whether white supremacists or pro-
ponents of racial equality, advocates or opponents 
of boycotting Israel, or support or opposition to 
the immigration policies of the Trump administra-
tion. Even nonviolent hate speech, heinous words 
vilifying African-Americans, gays, or Jews, for ex-
ample, is protected under the prevailing view.

No doubt, hate speech is hurtful and distressing, 
but that alone does not justify censorship. There 
must be more for the government to act; abstract 
advocacy alone does not suffice. There must be an 
intention to incite immediate violence against spe-
cific individuals in a context that makes that out-
come likely. If the speakers do not cross the incite-
ment test, university administrators and the police 
are to use all reasonable efforts to control counter-
protesters who may be bent on silencing a speaker 
or engaging in violence.

To say that the First Amendment applies to pub-
lic-university campuses begins but does not end 
the discussion. As Robert C. Post, until recently 
the dean of Yale Law School, has shown, in much 
of their work universities routinely engage in as-
sessment of the content of speech. One student re-
ceives an A for her final examination and another a 
failing grade. Some professors are granted tenure 
and others denied it based on the quality of their 
work. There are disciplinary truths, though some-
times they are wrong or limited, and yet that is the 
appropriate framework for making decisions about 
the quality of research, teaching, and student per-
formance.

The complication occurs because the public  
areas of universities — Sproul Plaza at Berkeley, 
the West Mall at the University of Texas at Austin, 
the Lawn at the University of Virginia — have long 
been treated as limited public forums, differenti-
ated from classrooms, libraries, and laboratories. 
Limited public forums are those set aside for ex-
pressive activities in line with the educational mis-
sion of welcoming a variety of speakers, ideologies, 
and ways of thinking.

Some universities have designated free-speech 
areas, seeking to regulate the time, place, and man-

ner of speech. For example, it is desirable to limit 
the use of loudspeakers adjacent to buildings when 
classes are in session. But courts are increasing-
ly skeptical about such zones, and many universi-
ties have abandoned them. The resulting situation 
is precarious and dangerous, both to the physical 
safety of those on campus and to free-speech val-
ues. In the weeks since deadly violence erupted in 
Charlottesville, Va., five universities have refused 
access to the white-supremacist Richard Spencer to 
speak on campus.

Campus leaders in all of those cases are con-
fronted by the prospect of uncontrollable violence 
— sometimes because of the speakers, more of-
ten because of those antagonistic to the speakers. 
Universities may confront the agonizing choice of 
mounting a large and costly police presence, as at 
Berkeley, or else becoming vulnerable to lawsuits 
by those who are barred from access. Such a lawsuit 
had already been filed against Berkeley before last 

night’s speech, and at Michigan State University. 
The courts will examine whether security concerns 
serve as a pretext for content discrimination or rep-
resent good-faith efforts to ensure order in volatile 
situations.

There is plenty of blame to go around for the 
current situation. Elements of the left, which are 
present on many campuses, equate speech that they 
abhor with action. Their purpose is to protect the 
campus from such verbal assaults: Freedom of ex-
pression must yield to the righteousness of their 
cause. On the extreme right, with a more limited 
constituency on campus, agents provocateurs often 
come from outside, hoping to incite disarray and 
gain attention.

After the debacle in Charlottesville, the Univer-
sity of Virginia determined to undertake a review 
of campus rules and security resources to be bet-
ter prepared to respond. That is probably a notable 
prelude to what may be a general rethinking among 
campus leaders about the challenge of maintaining 

To say that the  
First Amendment  
applies to public- 
university campuses 
begins but does not 
end the discussion.
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open access. There are several possibilities, none 
wholly attractive:

n   Instead of allowing open access to speakers or 
renting space to external speakers and orga-
nizations, a university might require, in keep-
ing with its educational mission, that only the 
administration, appointed faculty members, 
and recognized student groups be permitted 
to issue invitations to speakers. Inevitably they 
would be making content-based decisions. 
They already do — whether the Hispanic-stu-
dent association invites an opponent of a bor-
der wall, the Young Republicans invite an 
opponent of the Affordable Care Act, or the 
environmental engineers invite a luminary on 
global warming. 

Most campus speakers address curriculum or 
research-related topics, and inevitably the line is 
fuzzy. One practical issue is that given the range of 
faculty and student-organization opinion, it is not 
clear that the array of speakers would change mark-
edly. The Supreme Court in Healy v. James laid 
down some strictures on the recognition of student 
organizations at public universities. The courts 
probably would apply some version of a good-faith 
test, drawing on prior cases.

n   Requirements that speakers and potentially 
hostile audiences not be armed (guns, knives, 
brass knuckles) and not conceal their identities 
by covering their faces are already in effect on 
many campuses. Berkeley, laudably, embraced 
that approach. These requirements should be 

strongly enforced, and could be ripe fodder 
for state legislatures to consider as they devise 
rules on the open carry of weapons.

n   Another approach is to embrace more-careful 
planning, gathering better intelligence, and 
enhancing coordination between the campus 
police and administrators. Many campuses, 
including Berkeley this week, are doing so. 
Where the likelihood of violence is high, uni-
versities might limit the venues that are avail-
able, to ensure the safety of the speakers; facil-
itate policing of the site; and, alas, make cer-
tain that an emergency exit is available if the 
speaker’s safety is threatened. It is not clear 
how the courts would respond to such moves; 
there is a difference between providing a more 
secure site and attempting deliberately to re-
duce the size of potential audiences.

Many university presidents and chancellors, in-
cluding Berkeley’s Carol Christ, proclaim their 
commitment to open discussion and the expression 
of sharply divergent views. We agree. But given the 
high stakes on campuses in turmoil, there also is an 
acute need for thoughtful re-evaluation, discussion, 
and improved planning to find reasonable ways to 
sustain free speech and also protect campus con-
stituencies.

Mark G. Yudof is president emeritus at the University 
of California and a professor emeritus at the Univer-
sity of California at Berkeley School of Law. Kenneth 
Waltzer is a professor emeritus at Michigan State  
University and executive director of the Academic  
Engagement Network.
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