Free and Open Academic Inquiry and Debate on Our Campuses is Essential
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Colleges and universities exist to examine complex issues, challenges, and ideas, and to
provide a forum in which issues and opinions can be explored and openly debated. In
our intensely politicized and divided country, with social media and societal silos
coarsening already heated conversations, this can be extraordinarily challenging. Yet,
fostering a rigorous and civil exchange of ideas has never been more important. To best
serve American society, higher education institutions are committed to transparent
intellectual inquiry and academic excellence, free speech, and civil discourse. It is
incumbent on our governmental institutions to share and support this commitment.

Efforts to suppress inquiry, curb discussion, and limit what can be studied violate the
basic principles of free speech and an open exchange of ideas, and undermine the very
purpose of higher education. Nonetheless, some elected officials have proposed
measures foreclosing evaluation of complex and challenging ideas.

The undersigned higher education associations and organizations—representing two-
and four-year, public and private colleges and universities—believe this development
threatens our civic health and the ability of the United States to compete globally. If
American higher education is to continue to support our economy and national security
as we always have done, an unshakable commitment to robust intellectual inquiry and
engagement is required.

Controversial and contentious topics deserve a place in the curriculum, but no matter
how vigorous the classroom discussion, it should be respectful. Some campus speech is
unacceptable, such as speech that violates the law, defames individuals, or threatens
violence. Outside a few narrow exceptions, proposals to ban speech based on the idea
expressed are not only constitutionally suspect but fundamentally at odds with the
values of a free and open society.

All members of the campus community must be able to speak their minds freely, even if
some hold opinions that others find objectionable, factually unsupportable, or
abhorrent. The answer to speech with which one disagrees is more speech, not enforced
silence. Open academic inquiry and vigorous debate are core values of higher education,
and America generally, and we must never waver in our commitment to these vital
principles.
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