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Protesters at a Columbia University speech on Oct. 4 by Jim Gilchrist of the Minuteman Project, which mounts armed patrols 
to curb illegal immigration.
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Lee C. Bollinger, the president of Columbia University, is a natural in 

the classroom, guiding undergraduates through the intricacies of the 

First Amendment. 

Here he is, pacing, jacketless, playing the

role of a politician who wants to ban

pornography: Would it be constitutional,

he asks his students? How would he

justify the limits on free speech? He

presses on, as a politician might, proclaiming, “I really

think we should eliminate certain viewpoints from

society.” Some students start to laugh. “Why don’t we do

that?” he asks.

There is probably no university chief in America more 

steeped in issues of free speech than Mr. Bollinger, 60, a 

First Amendment scholar. 

And yet, in just the last month, his campus has been

embroiled in four separate free-speech controversies: over

the language in an ice hockey recruiting flier; a rescinded

speaking invitation to the president of Iran; a Teachers

College policy on “social justice” that some see as an

ideological litmus test; and a brawl that broke out during a protest against a speech by the

founder of the Minuteman Project, a group that has mounted border patrols to fight

illegal immigration. 
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Critics including Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg and editorial writers at many newspapers 

across the country scolded the protesters at that speech and questioned why Mr. 

Bollinger, of all people, could not keep Columbia open to diverse voices. 

“Bollinger definitely knows how to say the right things about free speech, but the question

is whether he can walk the walk,” said Greg Lukianoff, president of the Foundation for

Individual Rights in Education, a group that presses for free speech in academia.

Since he took over as president four years ago, Mr. Bollinger has unfailingly defended free

speech at each new challenge. But some professors and others say his carefully wrought 

statements in favor of open discussion often come across as the work of a deliberative 

legal scholar more than a forceful leader. 

“It would help foster a culture of free speech at Columbia and similar institutions if

leading spokespersons could convey this point loudly and clearly,” said David C.

Johnston, a professor of political philosophy at Columbia. “But that has not happened at

Columbia recently.”

Others disagree. 

William V. Campbell, the chairman of the university’s board, said Mr. Bollinger “has

handled these things as firmly and directly as he possibly could.”

Eric R. Kandel, a professor and Nobel laureate in medicine, called Mr. Bollinger’s

approach “simply superb.”

And an editorial in the student newspaper, The Columbia Daily Spectator, said that in the

frenzy over the disruption of the speech by the Minuteman leader, Jim Gilchrist, “it

appears that the administration is the only party that has reacted thoughtfully.”

To some extent, the skirmishes over free speech illustrate the challenges facing any

university president — free-speech expert or not — trying to foster open discussion at a

large institution with many constituencies. This year, protesters at the New School in New

York City attracted attention when they jeered their commencement speaker, Senator

John McCain, the Arizona Republican and presidential prospect. 

In an interview, Mr. Bollinger said Columbia’s record of free speech incidents was just

“the nature of controversy in the world, playing out on a great university campus, which

happens to be one of the most covered by the media.”

Now one of the most selective colleges in the Ivy League, Columbia, under Mr. Bollinger’s

leadership, has embarked on an ambitious campus expansion and a $4 billion capital

campaign. This month it harvested two new Nobel prizes. It is almost a tradition for

Columbia, with its New York City setting and its defining student protest of 1968, to

attract both outspoken students and free-speech controversies.

In 2003, after a professor at an antiwar teach-in said he would like to see “a million

Mogadishus,” referring to the lethal 1993 “Black Hawk Down” firefight in Somalia, Mr.

Bollinger was swamped by calls to fire the professor. He said repeatedly that while he was

appalled by the sentiment, professors had a right to express their opinions.

Then came a bruising battle over whether Jewish students faced harassment from

pro-Palestinian faculty members, which led to a lengthy investigation of the charges and

of the university’s handling of complaints.

These days, debate over what constitutes legitimate speech and legitimate protest rages 

anew. Students recently faced off at a debate sponsored by the Columbia chapter of the 

American Civil Liberties Union on whether demonstrators had the right to rush the stage 

at the Gilchrist speech.

“There’s general agreement that the physical altercation was unacceptable, but it’s one of

these things where certain students feel it’s completely acceptable to walk on stage and
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others believe that it isn’t,” said Christopher Riano, one of the students who lead the

University Senate’s student affairs committee. “President Bollinger has done a very good

job of engaging students. The area of debate is where do we, as Columbia, feel the lines

should be drawn, and that debate is going to continue.”

Others say that despite Mr. Bollinger’s statements on the importance of free speech, he

and Columbia sometimes appear to be sending mixed messages.
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