
May 7, 2021 

Dr. Paul Alivisatos 
Executive Vice Chancellor and Provost 
University of California, Berkeley 
200 California Hall, #1500 
Berkeley, California 94720 

Sent via electronic mail (Paul.Alivisatos@Berkeley.edu) 

Dear Provost Alivisatos: 

Congratulations on your selection as the next President of the University of Chicago. We 
can only imagine your excitement as you return to lead the institution you knew as an 
undergraduate, and wish you the best of luck for this exciting next stage of your higher 
education career.  

I’m President and CEO of the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), which 
has advocated for the free speech, due process, and academic freedom rights of college 
students and faculty at institutions around the country since 1999. FIRE frequently carries 
out our mission by advocating directly on behalf of students and faculty who have been 
wronged by their institutions and reminding those institutions of the free speech rights 
they are legally and morally required to uphold. An increasingly significant amount of our 
work, however, is devoted to proactively working with institutions to improve their 
cultures of freedom of expression. It’s in your capacity as a higher education leader with the 
unique power to shape and influence this culture that I write to you today.  

In your message to the UChicago community following your selection, I was pleased to hear 
you pay tribute to the institution’s “fierce commitment to free speech and vigorous debate” 
among the institutional values “that anyone, anywhere, will recognize as UChicago.” I also 
appreciated your recollection of being an undergraduate student of Robert Zimmer, 
praising his way of teaching “not what to think, but how to think.”1 Your remarks to the 
UChicago community clearly convey an appreciation of the institution’s deeply 

1 Paul Alivisatos named next president of the University of Chicago (VIDEO), Univ. of Chicago (Feb. 26, 2021), 
https://news.uchicago.edu/story/paul-alivisatos-named-next-president-university-chicago. 
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rooted support of free expression. All the same, I hope that FIRE’s perspective on 
UChicago’s leadership in this area can be beneficial as you prepare for your arrival.  
 
You’re no doubt familiar with UChicago’s Report of the Committee on Freedom of 
Expression, which since its adoption in 2015 has come to be more colloquially known as the 
“Chicago Statement.” FIRE was a strong proponent of the Chicago Statement when it was 
first unveiled—strong enough, in fact, that we promoted its adoption at other institutions 
around the country, and continue to hold it out as the gold standard of statements of 
commitment to free expression. Today, more than 80 universities and university systems 
have adopted some version of the Chicago Statement, including Princeton, Georgetown, 
and Johns Hopkins, as well the University of Wisconsin System and State University 
System of Florida.2  
 
Importantly, the widespread adoption of the Chicago Statement points to UChicago’s 
critical role as a model to other universities. UChicago’s prestige as one of the foremost 
academic institutions in the world means that other universities look to it as a positive 
example. As UChicago has promoted free speech and added to its prestige as an elite 
institution in the search for truth, so other universities have followed.  
 
Among the reasons FIRE supported the Chicago Statement is that it puts in simple and 
clear terms the university’s opposition to a number of troubling trends in campus 
expression that have emerged over the past several years. These include the disinvitation of 
campus speakers due to their controversial views, and more generally the increased 
tendency of students to call on their administrations to censor expression that they find 
offensive.  
 
The years since the Chicago Statement’s passage have clarified other virtues of the 
statement that weren’t immediately clear at the outset. For one, it encourages greater 
fidelity to universities’ commitments to free expression on the whole. Each year, FIRE 
writes letters to dozens of institutions on behalf of students and faculty whose freedom of 
expression has been violated. The single greatest predictor we have found that the school 
will ultimately respect the rights of the student or faculty member is whether that school 
has adopted the Chicago Statement. 
 
The Chicago Statement can additionally act as a backstop when universities are faced with 
pressure campaigns to punish students or faculty for their expression, at a time when a 
viral social media post can result in thousands of people calling for an institution to expel or 
terminate an individual in violation of their rights and the institution’s promises. The 
presence of something like the Chicago Statement, and the willingness to clearly and 
unequivocally state that an institution will not bow to demands for mob censorship, can 
stop such censorious campaigns in their tracks.  
 

 
2 Chicago Statement: University and Faculty Body Support, FIRE,  https://www.thefire.org/chicago-
statement-university-and-faculty-body-support/. 
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There is evidence as well that strong, speech-protective policies like the Chicago Statement 
meaningfully contribute to an improved overall climate for free expression, especially 
when working in tandem with strong administrative support for free expression. In 2020, 
FIRE conducted the largest-ever survey of student attitudes on freedom of expression, 
collecting the opinions of nearly 20,000 students at 55 institutions, including UChicago. 
While we expected that UChicago might fare well compared to some of its peers in this 
study, we were nonetheless pleased to find it ranked first overall.3 To be clear, we did not 
design the survey so that an institution could receive a high score merely by having good 
existing speech policies. FIRE’s speech code rating accounted for a maximum four out of a 
possible 100 points in an institution’s overall score. Likewise, perceived administrative 
support for free expression only counted for a maximum of another four points. The vast 
majority of a university’s score rested on how students viewed others’ tolerance for 
opposing viewpoints and openness to discussing difficult topics.  
 
It cannot be a coincidence, however, that eight of the top ten ranked institutions in our 
survey, UChicago included, receive a “green light” rating from FIRE, meaning that they 
don’t have any policies that as written clearly and substantially limit student expression. 
Universities that refuse to indulge the impulse to censor in their policies and actively put 
their support behind the principles of free expression create resilience and foster 
independence. Few, if any, institutions have managed this with the success of UChicago.  
 
From our last several years observing UChicago and actively working with its 
administrators, faculty, and students on free expression issues, I offer two observations. 
First, the university has excellent fundamentals in place for fostering a positive climate of 
free expression. In addition to originating the Chicago Statement, it receives a green light 
rating from FIRE, one of very few institutions nationwide to have both distinctions. 
President Zimmer has worked tirelessly to imprint free expression as a fundamental 
university value, not only assembling the committee whose work resulted in the Chicago 
Statement, but also overseeing the establishment of the Parrhesia Program for Public 
Discourse, an undergraduate program, rooted in the principles of the Chicago Statement, 
which offers “courses and programming that aim to develop communicative competence 
and foster vigorous, inclusive, and productive public discourse within a wide variety of 
communities.”4  
 
Second, while UChicago has been a national leader on free expression, its climate for free 
expression can still be improved. Even with UChicago finishing the highest of the 55 
institutions whose students we surveyed last year, the institution’s score of 64.19 out of 100 
shows that the institution, like its peers, nonetheless contends with significant challenges 
to its free expression culture. Even with UChicago doing as much as it does to foster a 

 
3 Largest ever free speech survey of college students ranks top campuses for expression, FIRE (Sept. 29, 2020), 
https://www.thefire.org/largest-ever-free-speech-survey-of-college-students-ranks-top-campuses-for-
expression/. 
4 The College at the University of Chicago, Parrhesia Program for Public Discourse, 
https://college.uchicago.edu/academics/parrhesia-program-public-discourse. 
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positive climate for self-expression, students routinely self-censor and worry that the frank 
and uninhibited discussion of certain topics, whether in classrooms, among friends, or on 
their social media accounts, remains off-limits. 

In short, UChicago has made great gains in cultivating a culture of free expression in recent 
years, but the gains are incremental, and hard-won. What’s more, while those gains are the 
result of years of investment, they can be unmade with dizzying speed. 

As written in the Chicago Statement, your forebears William Rainey Harper, Robert M. 
Hutchins, Edward H. Levi, Hanna Holborn Gray, and Robert Zimmer have passionately and 
eloquently defended freedom of expression across diverse and difficult moments in our 
nation’s history. We hope, in light of your clear admiration for UChicago’s free speech 
traditions, that as president you will redouble the institution’s efforts at nurturing an 
appreciation of free expression in the UChicago community. FIRE is happy to be of 
whatever assistance we can in this. The last several years have given us a deep investment 
in UChicago’s success, both on its own terms and as an example to peer institutions. We 
have a great interest in its continued success, as we know you do as well. 

Again, congratulations on your selection as the University of Chicago’s next president. If 
you would like to speak at any point during your preparations, I am more than happy to 
make the time to do so. 

Sincerely, 

Greg Lukianoff 
President and CEO 




