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There are many ways to inhibit free speech short of passing new laws. You can ask a person to shut up. 
You can drown him out, boo him off a stage, place a reprimand in his personnel file, restrict the times 
and places where he is allowed to speak. 

Such pressures on free speech have been growing on college campuses in the view of some professors, 
and especially since the events of Sept. 11. 

The terrorist attacks have sharply heightened political tensions, made criticism of government less 
palatable to many, and also made Muslim students more sensitive to their professor's words. A handful of 
faculty or staff members who have espoused unpopular views, or been linked to questionable causes, 
have been disciplined, even dismissed. An American Civil Liberties Union official in Washington is even 
talking of a "new McCarthyism," in which "political dissent is being equated to treason." 

Some professors say a chill has been cast on some campuses, traditional cradles of open debate. Others 
say they simply recognize the need to be more sensible, thoughtful or tactful in what they say. Times of 
crisis or tension -- the "red scare" in the 1950s or the Vietnam War are prime examples -- have always 
meant heightened pressure for those advocating unpopular views. 

Criticism of the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan is particularly unpopular on American campuses, 
according to a recent poll by Harvard University's Kennedy School of Government, which found that 79 
percent of college students supported U.S. action there. 

Intolerance of anti-government dissent appears to have reinforced an existing popular notion, dismissed 
as "political correctness" by its critics, that, as the Chronicle of Higher Education put it, "No one should 
have to listen to ideas or even acts that upset them." 

That seemed to have been the case at California State University in Sacramento when, in the aftermath of 
Sept. 11, a commencement speaker was booed and heckled off the stage five minutes into her speech 
after she asked rhetorically whether the fight against terrorism would require compromising Americans' 
civil liberties. 

The speaker, Janis Besler Heaphy, publisher of the Sacramento Bee newspaper, was showing "total 
insensitivity," one parent complained. Of the more than 300 letters and emails the poured into the Bee 
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offices, two-thirds attacked Heaphy's views, not the suppression of her freedom to speak. 

At the University of New Mexico, meanwhile, a history professor, Richard Berthold, sparked a firestorm 
by telling his class on Sept. 11, "Anyone who can blow up the Pentagon has my vote." State legislators 
demanded his resignation and threatened to reduce the university's funding unless he was dismissed. 
Instead, Berthold apologized."I was a jerk," he said, while adding that the U.S. Constitution "protects my 
right to be a jerk." The university reprimanded him. 

But trouble has come from all sides. Kenneth Hearlson, a professor at Orange Coast College in Costa 
Mesa, California, was suspended for 11 weeks after four Muslim students charged that he had equated 
them to terrorists. 

He was exonerated, though a letter of reprimand was placed in his personnel file, he said. 

Professors have also faced off-campus fire. In a report issued late last year, a group called the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni cited 100 instances of speech or writing by college professors of what it 
said was a "blame America first" sentiment pervading campuses. 

A spokesman for the group, which was founded by Lynne Cheney, wife of the U.S. vice president, said 
that "at a time when we are defending our civilization" it was necessary "to alert university trustees that it 
is incumbent upon them to make sure U.S. history and the heritage of Western civilization is fairly 
transmitted on their campuses." But some of those targeted said the list had the feel of a McCarthyist 
blacklist. It could cast a chilling pall, they said, and seriously interfere with a need to help students 
explore the political, cultural and religious reasons for the hatred behind terrorist attacks on the United 
States. David Barash, a psychology professor at the University of Washington, was among those named. 
Shortly after Sept. 11, he had written an article for an education journal in which he reacted to President 
George W. Bush's warning that the United States would not distinguish between terrorists and those who 
harbor them. To take that approach, he wrote, put the United States on the same plane as those terrorists 
who attacked U.S. civilians, failing to distinguish between them and the U.S. government that was their 
real target. 

The report cited one line from his article: that "many people consider the United States to be a terrorist 
state," and Barash felt there was an attempt to make him look disloyal. He found this odd. While he had 
long been antiwar, he said, "I'm not sure that I am opposed to this war." 

Barash had no difficulty with his university administration, but an assistant provost telephoned him, 
sounding "very supportive" but asking how to respond to the "phone calls and emails objecting to me." 

The phone call seemed proper, he said, but as a long-time tenured professor, he felt secure in his job. 
"Had I been more junior, I might have felt more intimidated." Intimidation, he believes, is the point of 
the report. The group says that its mission is to promote academic freedom but also accountability; 
notably, it defended Berthold, the New Mexico professor. 
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Alan Charles Kors, a free-speech specialist who teaches history at the University of Pennsylvania, 
believes that universities have been giving in to pressure groups for 15 years, and that Sept. 11 simply 
accelerated the trend. 

"After Sept. 11, the abyss that universities themselves had created -- the idea that one person's freedom of 
speech ended where another's sense of offense or outrage began -- now got applied across the board," he 
said. 

His free-speech advocacy group, the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, defends "people who 
are critics of the war, people who believe the U.S. brought on what it got, and -- the largest number of 
cases -- people whose support of the war has led them to be accused of creating a hostile environment for 
Muslims or Arab-Americans." 

Kors likes to quote from the former Supreme Court Justice Robert Jackson, who wrote: "Freedom to 
differ is not limited to things that do not matter much. That would be a mere shadow of freedom. The test 
of its substance is the right to differ as to things that touch the heart of the existing order." 

Thus, he said, Professor Berthold's comment was "a terrible thing to say, and people can protest, call him 
a fool, break off social relations, but what you can't do is trash the Constitution of the United States." He 
added, "That's the voice of liberty, and it's binding on public universities." 

The case that now most angers him is that of Sami Al-Arian, a University of South Florida professor. Al-
Arian was placed on indefinite leave and ultimately fired -- a rarity in higher education -- after a 
television report suggested he had ties to two suspected terrorists. Al-Arian said he knew the men as 
academics only, and he has never been charged with anything. 

The university president, Judy Genshaft, said that the firing was based not on Al-Arian's views but on 
insubordination and breach of contract, because he had failed to make clear that his comments on a 
television talk show represented only his personal views, not those of the university. 

The firing, however, was highly unusual in higher education. Some critics of the university believe it was 
acting after threats from donors that they would cut off their gifts to the school. "It seems to me," said 
Robert O'Neil, a professor of law at the University of Virginia and the school's former president, "that all 
he's done is to express an extremely unpopular viewpoint." O'Neil, the founding director of the Thomas 
Jefferson Center for the Protection of Free Speech, said that he would argue with those who believe free 
speech has eroded on campuses. "Most institutions have really made a very conscientious effort to keep 
the channels open," he said. At the Sacramento campus where Heaphy was shouted down, he said, "the 
president did everything humanly possible to keep the event going, and when that was not possible, made 
sure her speech was posted both on the university's Web site and the newspaper's." However, O'Neil 
conceded: "I probably do feel a little less free in my classes each year. But that seems to me an 
appropriate acknowledgment both of the increasing diversity of our society and the likelihood that I will 
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have more and more people of different faiths and different backgrounds in my classes." "I would today 
approach a class on polygamy, once a part of the Mormon religion, or faith-healing in Christian Science 
more sensitively than I suspect I would have done 20 years ago. Is that censorship? It isn't even self-
censorship, it seems to me. It is sensitivity." 
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