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UA's free speech policy worthy of highest 
praise

By Stephen Haycox

(Published April 6, 2001) 

University of Alaska President Mark Hamilton last month issued a system-
wide memorandum clarifying the university's policy on free speech on 
campus. If Hamilton did nothing else in his tenure as president of the 
state's university, he could hardly do more to advance the best interests of 
all Alaskans. 

In a forceful, unambiguous declaration of principle, Hamilton said 
constitutionally guaranteed free speech, CANNOT BE QUALIFIED. However 
offended a person might be by what they hear, he insisted, free speech 
need be neither polite nor politic. It must be, in other words, free. 

A university is much more than a place to train people to get jobs. And 
though supported by the state, its mission is not to inculcate a set of 
culturally, politically or socially prescribed notions and behaviors. It is first 
and foremost a place for inquiry, and the free expression and exchange of 
ideas. 

It is, in this regard, a unique institution in society. Virtually nowhere else 
can one expect the freedom to say virtually anything -- anything -- that 
does not violate the Constitution, and be allowed to continue saying it. 
Such political considerations as team unity and organizational loyalty 
normally intimidate criticism and dissent in society. Thus, we speak of 
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academic freedom, the freedom in the university of professors, and by 
extension, students, to express and argue for unconventional, unpopular 
and challenging ideas that may be fundamentally contradictory to society's 
normative values and expectations. 

It is essential that there be such an institution in society, one where people 
are free to speak their minds, for even though most people believe they 
are open-minded, John Stuart Mill pointed out long ago that everyone 
draws his or her own boundaries at what they consider obviously worthless, 
dangerous, and wrong. 

Albert Einstein reminded that "every new idea was initially rejected." 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning was even more pointed; she asked, "Since 
when was genius found respectable?" 

If we have no protected place to utter new ideas, how will we mutually 
investigate, debate, and perhaps reject them? More important, if all ideas 
and images need the sanction of the state, or society's leadership cadre, no 
one is free and the state's power is unlimited. 

Free speech, either in the university or abroad in society, is not absolute. It 
is limited legally and morally. Hamilton was careful to say that what the 
university insists be unfettered is constitutionally guaranteed free speech. 
Thus, dangerous words in the wrong circumstances, such as "fire," and lies, 
among other statements, are not protected. But words and ideas that 
cause offense must be allowed, for if nothing else, when debated they force 
us to think about what we mean and what we believe. 

In 1615, Galileo defended Copernican heliocentric theory, which held that 
the earth was not the center of the universe. In doing so Galileo offended 
both the Inquisition and the state. But he was right in defending a new idea 
now regarded as one of the fundamental advances in human 
understanding. 

In 1965, Mario Savio's defense of free speech at UC Berkeley offended both 
the university and the state. But he helped unleash and articulate a pent-
up cultural demand that the powerless non-elite in society, especially 
women and minorities, be taken seriously. 

Free speech is predicated on two basic precepts, that human beings have 
the capacity to understand reality, and that they all have a self-evident 
right to express that understanding freely. Of course, neither all opinions 
nor all ideas, once expressed, are equally credible, as any teacher can 
testify. Some will violate our sense of value, security and truth. But Mill 
urged that their expression, at least, should be tolerated, for they might, 
after all, be right, or partially right. In addition, he said, prevailing ideas 
left untested become ineffectual, and maintained as a matter of prejudice 
rather than reason. 

At the start of World War II Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill 
agreed that the Allies' aims in fighting totalitarianism were freedom of 
expression, freedom of religion, freedom from want and freedom from 
oppression. They understood why speech must be protected. So does Mark 
Hamilton. 
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Stephen Haycox is a professor of history at the University of Alaska 
Anchorage. 

Please tell us your thoughts about this topic.
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