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this policy. All complaints will be investigated 
and should allegations of such a relationship be 
substantiated, the College will take appropriate 
disciplinary action against the involved faculty 
or staff member, up to and including termination 
of employment.

FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND THE LIMITS 
OF DISSENT
Bryn Mawr College currently has in place 
various policies addressing issues related to 
freedom of speech and the expression of ideas. 
Chief among these are the hazing policy (page 
62) and the policy on solicitation on campus, 
available from College Communications. The 
Honor Code (page 6) establishes procedures 
that can be used to address issues of free speech 
and dissent when they arise from interactions 
between undergraduate students. The College 
also has a statement governing the conduct of 
religious groups, advisers, and representatives 
on campus, which can be found at the Pensby 
Center. The policy outlined here assumes the 
framework created by these other policies 
and procedures and addresses particularly the 
conduct of both curricular and extracurricular 
gatherings that feature speakers, films, 
performances, exhibits, or any other forms of 
artistic expression, whether these gatherings are 
open or closed. For the purposes of this policy, 
the term “speakers” should be understood 
to mean performers, exhibitors, presenters 
of films, and others involved in any form of 
artistic expression as well as those delivering, 
introducing, or responding to speeches, talks or 
lectures.

As an educational institution Bryn Mawr is 
committed to the free expression of ideas. In 
practice, this commitment means that speakers 
who conduct themselves within the guidelines 
of the policies mentioned above are entitled 
to express their ideas without hindrance, no 
matter how unpopular or controversial their 
ideas might be. Students and other persons who 
choose to attend events on campus are entitled 
to hear and see speakers without interference 
or intimidation. Bryn Mawr’s commitment 
to the free expression of ideas extends to the 
expression of dissenting ideas; the College 
recognizes that the free representation of 
dissenting points of view is necessary to the 
climate of open and vigorous debate essential 
to its educational mission. Those who wish to 
dissent from or protest the views of others are 

entitled to do so, within the limits set forth here, 
without interference or intimidation.

Essentially, while the College recognizes the 
rights of both speakers and dissenters to the 
civil expression of their ideas, it also recognizes 
that these rights cannot always be exercised 
at the same time and in the same space and 
therefore sets forth the guidelines below.

Finally, the College takes seriously its 
obligation to ensure the physical safety of its 
students, faculty, staff, and invited guests. 
This policy is intended to reflect these three 
commitments and protect the rights and safety 
of speakers, dissenters, and audiences alike.

Guidelines for the Conduct of Meetings

Before the event: It will not always be possible 
for the organizers or sponsors of events to 
recognize potential controversies. However, 
anticipating and planning for the possibility of 
dissent or protest is among the responsibilities 
of an organizer or sponsor of a campus 
event. Organizers or sponsors who fail to 
conscientiously assume this responsibility may 
be subject to administrative sanctions, including 
the loss of the privilege of organizing future 
events and liability for losses or damages.

When any member of the community expects 
that a scheduled event may give rise to 
protest, she or he should notify the Dean of 
the Undergraduate College or, in the case 
of events intended primarily for graduate 
students or events held at the Graduate School 
of Social Work and Social Research, the Dean 
of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 
or the Dean of the Graduate School of Social 
Work and Social Research. This notification 
would most likely come from a member of 
the sponsoring organization, from a person 
involved in planning to protest, or a staff 
member assisting in planning or organizing 
the event. This notification is requested so that 
the Dean can take responsibility for seeing 
that the rights of dissenters and speakers alike 
are respected and that appropriate safety and 
security measures are taken.

The Dean will determine whether the protection 
of free speech and safety for all involved 
requires any special measures. Should she 
determine that this is the case, she may consult 
with other College officials, including the other 
deans of the College and the director of Campus 
Safety, Communications or Conferences 
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and Events, to decide what measures will be 
appropriate. Among the possible courses of 
action they may take are:

•  Appointing a faculty or administrative 
moderator for the event who will be 
responsible for reminding participants of 
the guidelines contained in this policy, 
for making sure that the rights of all are 
respected during the event itself, and for 
directing response in case the guidelines are 
violated;

•  Making sure that the event is scheduled for a 
physical space which will allow for freedom 
of movement and security measures adequate 
to the size and nature of the gathering;

•  Arranging for special Campus Safety 
measures, which may include but are not 
limited to making sure that officers are 
available during the event, requiring those 
attending the event to check their bags 
and outerwear before entering, restricting 
admission to the event to members of the 
College community, or establishing limits 
to the number of persons who may attend an 
event. In cases where it might be appropriate, 
for example, if a highly controversial 
speaker were to speak in Goodhart and 
many members of the general public were 
expected, the Director of Campus Safety 
may consult with the Lower Merion Police 
on appropriate traffic, crowd control and 
security measures. 

During an event: If, during an event, the 
appointed moderator believes that the conduct 
of persons present poses a threat to the rights 
or safety of other members of the community 
or of guests, she or he will ask such persons to 
cooperate in restoring order and remind them of 
their responsibilities under this policy. Should 
she or he be unable to restore order by so doing, 
she or he may

•  Ask Campus Safety to remove any persons 
who are posing a threat to the public order.

•  Decide to move the event to another 
physical space.

•  Decide to end the event and disperse the 
gathering.

In the event that protests disrupt an event at 
which there is no appointed moderator, any 
faculty member, administrator or Campus 
Safety officer present may assume the role of 
moderator. If an event at which only students 
are present is disrupted, and the students feel 

that they need assistance to restore order, they 
should call on the Dean’s Office or the Office of 
Campus Safety for support.

Guidelines for Dissent and Protest

These guidelines are meant to suggest the 
principles governing appropriate dissent or 
protest and the limits protesters or dissenters 
are expected to respect.

1.  Distributing literature in advance of or 
outside a meeting is acceptable and must 
not be hindered when those distributing 
the literature are members of the College 
community. Those distributing literature 
must not impede access to the meeting and 
must not harass people wishing to attend. 
Distributing literature inside a meeting 
before the meeting is called to order and 
after it is adjourned is also acceptable and 
must not be hindered. Persons who are not 
members of the community are allowed to 
distribute literature under the terms of the 
Policy for Visitors to Campus, available 
from College Communications.

2. Silent protests such as the displaying of 
signs or symbols, the wearing of expressive 
clothing or insignia, standing, gesturing or 
otherwise protesting noiselessly is acceptable 
and will not be hindered unless the ability 
of others in the audience to see or hear is 
impeded. For this reason, such protests as 
the display of large signs or banners should 
be confined to the back of the meeting space. 
For safety reasons, signs and banners should 
not be affixed to sticks or other sharp or hard 
objects.

3. Noise that expresses spontaneous and 
temporary response to particular statements 
will be acceptable; for example, cheering 
or booing a particular remark, applauding 
or hissing, and so on. Sustained or repeated 
noises that substantially interfere with the 
audience’s ability to hear the speaker will 
not be acceptable, whether the noises are 
produced inside or outside the meeting; 
examples of this would be chanting, 
sustained booing, foot-stamping, singing, 
and so on.

4. Force or the threat of force is never an 
acceptable form of protest. “Force” is meant 
to include assault on any individual, whether 
speaker, audience member, dissenter, or 
staff member; physical interference with the 
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freedom of movement of another person; 
defacing of signs; tampering with audio-
visual equipment; throwing objects; and 
other gestures that threaten physical harm to 
persons or property.

Sanctions

A variety of sanctions could follow from 
protests that violate these guidelines. At the 
time, such protesters can be expelled from a 
meeting or event, and if their protest involves 
illegal or violent activity, they may be subject 
to arrest.

After the event, individual undergraduate 
students who feel that the conduct of other 
undergraduates has been inconsistent with the 
values of the Honor Code may confront their 

fellow students and initiate proceedings under 
the Social Honor Code. Undergraduate students 
may also be subject to administrative sanctions 
imposed by a Dean’s Panel; any student or 
member of the faculty or staff can consult the 
Dean of the Undergraduate College about 
the appropriateness of initiating this process. 
Haverford students will be subject to the same 
procedures and sanctions as Bryn Mawr students.

Cases involving members of the College 
community who are not undergraduate students 
will be referred to the appropriate faculty or 
staff committees or College officers. Disruptive 
persons who are not members of the Bryn 
Mawr community may be banned from future 
events or from the campus generally.
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