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Today	the	academy	finds	itself	at	a	crossroads,	attempting	to	
balance	two	ideals	that	sometimes	conflict.	The	first	is	the	
commitment	to	freedom	of	speech	–	to	the	open	expression	of	
ideas	without	fear	of	censorship.	The	second	ideal	is	the	effort	
to	ensure	that	all	voices	are	welcomed	and	have	the	
opportunity	to	be	heard.		
	
Although	these	ideals	need	not	necessarily	conflict,	as	a	
practical	matter	they	often	do.	The	commitment	to	total	and	
unfettered	freedom	of	expression	runs	the	risk	of	favoring	
those	with	the	loudest	voices	and	the	tallest	soap	boxes.	On	the	
other	hand,	any	effort	at	censorship	–	no	matter	how	well	
intentioned	or	how	restrained	--	runs	the	risk	of	favoring	one	
perspective	over	another,	and	begs	the	question	of	whose	
perspective	will	be	privileged,	and	by	who	gets	to	make	that	
decision.	
	
Over	the	past	three	years,	in	an	effort	to	ensure	that	their	
perspective	is	heard,	some	students	are	demanding	that	others	
with	whom	they	disagree	be	silenced.	With	the	most	noble	of	
intentions,	these	students	argue	for	“safe	spaces”	in	which	
ideas	with	which	they	disagree,	or	even	that	merely	make	them	
uncomfortable,	are	prohibited.	Indeed,	some	insist	that	such	a	
“safe	space”	should	encompass	the	entire	campus.	For	
example,	at	universities	across	the	country,	including	the	
University	of	Minnesota	and	the	University	of	Pennsylvania	just	
to	give	just	two	recent	examples,	public	forums	with	visiting	
dignitaries	have	been	disrupted	to	the	point	of	being	shut	down	
by	student	protesters.	At	Haverford	College	and	elsewhere,	
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concluded,	the	student	had	already	emailed	the	professor’s	
dean	to	loge	an	official	complaint.	Upon	learning	of	the	
student’s	concern	my	colleague	reached	out	to	her,	recognizing	
that
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As	recipients	of	the	highest	degrees	within	the	academy,	you,	
the	doctoral	graduates	of	Drexel	University,	represent	the	
intellectual	leaders	of	the	future.	Whether	working	as	part	of	a	
university	faculty,	or	in	industry,	government,	or	the	nonprofit	
sector,	you	will	play	a	key	role	in	determining	how	these	
tensions	play	out.	This	is	a	heavy	burden,	but	an	extraordinarily	
important	one.	After	getting	to	know	many	of	you	personally,	it	
is	a	task	that	I	know	you	are	prepared	to	assume.		
	
So	what	do	we	do?	
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Most	importantly,	we	must	model	how	to	have	constructive	
conversations	about	difficult	issues,	without	pulling	punches	or	
whitewashing,	and	always	in	a	spirit	of	mutual	respect.	You	are	
now	in	a	position	to	model	the	kind	of	open	discourse	that	is	at	
the	heart	of	the	academy,	and	that	is	vital	to	a	well-functioning	
democracy.	My	generation	has	largely	neglected	teaching	
young	people	how	to	have	such	hard	conversations.	With	the	
best	of	intentions,	we	overly	emphasized	a	particular	
ideological	position	at	the	expense	of	others.	Our	progressive	
self-righteousness	backfired,	encouraging	a	narrow	
interpretation	of	virtue.	You,	as	the	new	generation	of	teachers	
and	leaders,	are	in	a	position	to	correct	for	this	bias	by	
promoting	fewer	virtuous-
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Doing	these	things	


