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In a time of patriotic fervor following terrorist attacks on 
America, a flippant remark or criticism of U.S. 
government policy has turned a harsh light on some in 
academia.

But that kind of controversy has not surfaced on Long 
Island in recent weeks during numerous forums triggered 
by the attacks. Several college administrators voiced 
strong commitment to free speech.

"Free speech needs defense when what is said is 
unpopular," said Long Island University President David 
Steinberg. "There's no problem when there's relative 
consensus and harmony," Steinberg continued. "Now 
there's death, anger and rage and there is real encounter 
with evil, and it seems to me universities have to protect 
free speech because that is, in part, what is being 
attacked by fundamental orthodoxy," he said in alluding 
to the terrorist attacks on Sept. 11.

"You've got to allow the free exchange of views," said 
Adelphi University President Robert Scott, adding, "Free and open debate is what 
makes our democracy, our nation, unique."

At a teach-in at Hofstra University organized by faculty 10 days after the attacks, 
some faculty suggested it was crucial to examine U.S. foreign policy to try to 
understand the origin of the enmity directed toward the United States. Some also 
rejected war as the solution to terrorism.

The teach-in brought a handful of complaints, maybe 10 in all, said Hofstra Provost 
Herman Berliner. Some people "didn't like what they heard, but a university is a place 
where you sometimes hear things you don't like." But overall response to the teach-in 
was positive, he and several faculty members who participated said, so much so that 
the university is exploring ways to do more teach-ins with more emphasis on student 
participation.

Linda Longmire, a political science professor at Hofstra and one of the teach-in 
organizers, praised the "genuine commitment to not only free speech, but also a 
climate of free inquiry" at Hofstra.

Hofstra President Stuart Rabinowitz endorsed that tradition during his inaugural 
speech Oct. 19. "Since our inception, this community has been fully committed to 
academic freedom ... Of course, that must remain so, or we will forfeit our legitimacy 
as an institution of higher learning."
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At SUNY Stony Brook, the scene of a peace rally last month that proceeded largely 
without incident, save for a few hecklers, President Shirley Strum Kenny said free 
speech on campus is vital.

"I believe that universities must protect freedom of speech, no matter how 
reprehensible any individual, including the president, may find that speech," Kenny 
said. "If you do not have that kind of freedom on campus, we've lost the very thing 
we're fighting for."

"It's been pretty much a tradition here," agreed Bill Godfrey, immediate past president 
of Stony Brook's faculty senate. "She may not agree with people, but she does not 
hamper in any way their ability to express what they think is the truth," he said of 
Kenny.

But that approach apparently is not shared at other institutions in the nation, say 
education observers.

Thor Halvorssen, executive director of the Philadelphia-based Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education, charged that free speech has been under assault at 
college campuses for more than a decade. His group, which monitors such cases and 
tries to resolve the matter with colleges - and when necessary refers matters to legal 
groups - has chronicled about a dozen instances of faculty or students coming under 
fire for remarks or issues relating to the Sept. 11 attacks.

Among them, an Orange Coast Community College political science professor in 
California being placed on administrative leave after remarks Muslim students found 
offensive. 

Closer to home, comments at a teach-in at City College in New York, where some 
observers objected to comments they deemed anti-American, led the chancellor to 
repudiate the remarks.

"We believe in free speech for everyone on college campuses, regardless of their point 
of view," Halvorssen said. "You don't have freedom some of the time for some people."

Several administrators said free speech does not include hate speech. But discerning 
where to draw the line can be difficult.

"I cannot think of examples in which people would be punished for what they speak or 
what they write," Kenny said. But if someone issued a threat, she said that would have 
to be viewed in a different light because it becomes a safety issue. 

Steinberg noted, "There are long and distinguished books attempting to find the line 
you're asking me about." And in the end, he said, "You can't talk about it completely in 
the hypothetical. The actual incident has to be considered." What is clear, Steinberg 
said, is the "university's privileged role in society ... to allow all opinions to find a 
forum and for people with unpopular opinions not to be pilloried." 
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