
CRITICAL THINKING AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Does preventing people from saying offensive things prevent them from thinking offensive 
things? What do you think?

Does it surprise you to learn that “hate speech” is protected by the First Amendment? 

University of Pennsylvania Professor Alan Charles Kors has stated that, “Freedom is the 
ultimate safe space and safe zone on a university campus.” What do you think he meant 
by that? Do you agree? 

Have you ever felt unwilling or unable to say what you really believed because you felt 
that certain types of views were unwelcome? How did that make you feel? Did you change 
your views because of that experience of being “silenced” or “suppressed?” 

Geoffrey Stone of the University of Chicago says that,  “To believe in free speech doesn’t 
mean that you believe the ideas that others espouse are good. They may be, in fact, 
loathsome and ugly and hateful or stupid. But to believe in free speech is to say, OK, I’m 
going to tell you they’re loathsome and stupid and why and why you should reject them 
yourself and why others should reject them, as opposed to trying to silence them. But it’s 
important to separate the notion of a belief in free speech and a belief that all ideas are 
equal. They’re not. There are good ideas and there are bad ideas. It’s just that we don’t all 
agree on what the good ideas and bad ideas are. And no one should make that judgment 
for us.” Do you agree or disagree with Professor Stone? Why or why not? 

Why is the free and open exchange of ideas important on a college campus? 

Why did Yale write its famous Free Speech Report in 1974? (Answer: they were responding 
to several high-profile, disruptive demonstrations on campus)

The Yale Free Speech Report states that, “The history of intellectual growth and discovery 
clearly demonstrates the need for unfettered freedom, the right to think the unthinkable, 
discuss the unmentionable, and challenge the unchallengeable. To curtail free expression 
strikes twice at intellectual freedom, for whoever deprives another of the right to state 
unpopular views necessarily also deprives others of the right to listen to those views.” 
Discuss your thoughts on this statement. 
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The Yale Free Speech Report states that, “We value freedom of expression precisely 
because it provides a forum for the new, the provocative, the disturbing, and the unorth-
odox. Free speech is a barrier to the tyranny of authoritarian or even majority opinion as 
to the rightness or wrongness of particular doctrines or thoughts.” Discuss your thoughts 
on this statement. 

The Yale Free Speech Report states that, “The conclusions we draw, then, are these: even 
when some members of the university community fail to meet their social and ethical 
responsibilities, the paramount obligation of the university is to protect their right to 
free expression.” To what social and ethical responsibilities are they referring? (Answer: 
civility, sensitivity)

Purdue University has stated that it supports the freedom of all members of the Univer-
sity community to discuss “any problem that presents itself.” Do you think this is a good 
policy? 

The University of Chicago has stated that, “Of course, the ideas of different members of 
the University community will often and quite naturally conflict. But it is not the proper 
role of the University to attempt to shield individuals from ideas and opinions they find 
unwelcome, disagreeable, or even deeply offensive.” Do you agree that this is not the 
proper role of a university? Why or why not? 

In his extremely popular bestseller How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Car-
negie made the following statement: “A man convinced against his will is of the same 
opinion still.” What do you think he meant by that? Do you agree or disagree? 

How can you find a college that supports free speech? 

If you want to go to a college that restricts speech, how can you do that? (Answer: A pri-
vate college is more likely to restrict free speech—particularly one with a strong ideological 
inclination. Religious institutions may choose to restrict speech.) 

Why is the free and open exchange of ideas important in academia? 

What would happen if the government controlled what could be studied in college? 

CURRENT FREE SPEECH ISSUES: ASSIGNMENT



How do you feel about the idea of providing trigger warnings before professors cover 
sensitive material? 

Would you want to go to a college that has a restrictive speech code? 

What would you do if you were accused of violating your school’s speech code? 

How would you feel if you were trying to listen to a speaker and a group of protesting 
students were shouting him/her down? 

What should be done if a group of students will not allow an invited speaker to speak? 

Why is it important to allow people with unpopular views to speak? 

Should colleges provide safe spaces for students who do not want to hear views that they 
dislike? 

The University of Chicago sent a letter to incoming freshmen stating that they do not sup-
port trigger warnings, do not cancel invited speakers if their views are controversial, and 
do not condone safe spaces where individuals can retreat from ideas and perspectives at 
odds with their own. Would you want to attend the University of Chicago? 

Some campuses have established small free speech zones. Do you think that free speech 
should be restricted to a specific zone of campus? 

Why do you think that “hate speech” is protected under the First Amendment? How can a 
student handle hearing speech that seems “hateful?” 

What is meant by the phrase “You may censure, but not censor?”   
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At a graduate ceremony at Howard University, President Obama warned against disinvit-
ing speakers with unpopular views. He said, ““There’s been a trend around the country 
of trying to get colleges to disinvite speakers with a different point of view or to disrupt a 
politician’s rally. Don’t do that. No matter how ridiculous or offensive you might find the 
things that come out of their mouths, because as my grandmother used to tell me, every 
time a fool speaks, they are just advertising their own ignorance. Let them talk. If you 
don’t, you just make them a victim, and then they can avoid accountability.” Do you agree 
or disagree?
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