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Support for First Amendment Eroding Among College
Students
“I do not agree with what you have to say,
but I’ll defend to the death your right to say
it,” Evelyn Beatrice Hall once wrote. Hall’s
pithy, concise quote is considered by many
to be the ultimate defense of free speech. It
was a truism; something we all, liberal and
conservative alike, agreed upon in America.
But on American college campuses in recent
years, it appears as if an unseen editor has
added the clause “unless what you say
offends me” to Hall’s quote.

A recent Gallup/Knight Foundation survey gives some interesting insights into how today’s college
students view our First Amendment-protected rights.

Twenty-nine percent of college students said it is acceptable for colleges to “promote a postive
environment” by prohibiting certain speech, up from 22 percent in 2016, while 70 percent said they
favored an “open learning environment” that allowed offensive speech, down from 78 percent in 2016.

Inclusion is apparently more important to today’s college students than free speech. When asked which
is more important, protecting free speech rights or promoting an inclusive environment, students chose
inclusion 53 percent to 46 percent. While being inclusive is certainly important, there’s no way it should
more important than a person’s right to speak their mind without fear of retribution.

And that retribution is not simply a matter of being shouted down by oversensitive fellow students or
marginalized by leftist professors. Many universities have now enacted speech codes, which prohibit
certain speech on campuses. Failing to comply with these speech codes often comes with real life
penalties, including fines, academic probation, and even expulsion. With America’s universities now
“abridging the freedom of speech” on campuses, are such restrictions on everyday Americans far
behind?

Thirty-seven percent of college students believe that it is sometimes acceptable to shout down speakers
with whom they disagree. More startling, 10 percent of students believe that it is acceptable to use
violence in order to shut down a speech. While 10 percent seems like a low number, if the poll is
correct, it means that more than two million American college students believe that it is ok to use
violence in order to shut down a speaker they disagree with. This is what happened last year when
Charles Murray attempted to speak at Middlebury College in Vermont.
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It’s easy to forget how good we’ve had it in America. While many places in the world claim to cherish
the concept of free speech, the United States is really the only place where it is codified in law that the
right exists. On that note, while the majority of college students surveyed did support the First
Amendment’s protections for freedom of speech, they feel those rights are becoming less secure in
America. Sixty-four percent of students believe that the right to free speech is secure, down from 73
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percent in 2016. Belief that the freedom of religion is secure is more stable, but still dropped from 68
percent in 2016 down to 64 percent. Belief that the freedom of the press is secure dropped radically,
from 81 percent in 2016 down to 60 percent today.

Canada offers a good example as to where free-speech rights in this country could be headed. In June of
2017, our neighbor to the north passed bill C-16, a law which compels Canadians to use the pronouns
that transgender people prefer under penalty of law. Misuse of such pronouns (including manufactured
pronouns such as ze, zir, hir, and mer) is considered a “hate crime” in Canada.

University of Toronto professor Jordan Peterson caused an internet firestorm with his video arguing
against the law. “I’m nervous about doing this lecture and I’ve also become nervous about some of the
things that I’m teaching,” Peterson said. “I think that some of the things that I say in my lectures now
might be illegal…. I think that they might even be sufficient for me to be brought before the Ontario
Human Rights Commission under their amended hate speech laws. And that scares me….”

Such laws may seem to be the problem of other countries. After all, in America we have the First
Amendment to protect our free speech. Maybe, but as far as our Bill of Rights goes, one need only look
to the Second Amendment to see how rights can be whittled away. “The right of the people to keep and
bear arms, shall not be infringed,” seems pretty clear. But that right has been infringed upon many
times in the form of restrictive purchasing laws. Now, groups such as March for our Lives look to
restrict gun ownership even further.

So, it’s prudent to keep a watchful eye on all assaults on our free speech, especially on college
campuses where, presumably, the leaders of our next generation are being groomed.

Evelyn Beatrice Hall’s quote remains the gold standard of words in defense of free speech. But Peterson
recently uttered another truism that deserves to go beside it. When asked by British talking head Cathy
Newman why his freedom of speech should trump a transgendered person’s right not to be offended, he
offered this zinger: “Because in order to be able to think, you have to risk being offensive.” 

https://openparliament.ca/bills/42-1/C-16/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fvPgjg201w0
https://thenewamerican.com/author/james-murphy/?utm_source=_pdf


Written by James Murphy on April 9, 2018

Page 3 of 3

Subscribe to the New American
Get exclusive digital access to the most informative,

non-partisan truthful news source for patriotic Americans!

Discover a refreshing blend of time-honored values, principles and insightful
perspectives within the pages of "The New American" magazine. Delve into a

world where tradition is the foundation, and exploration knows no bounds.

From politics and finance to foreign affairs, environment, culture,
and technology, we bring you an unparalleled array of topics that matter most.

Subscribe

What's Included?
24 Issues Per Year
Optional Print Edition
Digital Edition Access
Exclusive Subscriber Content
Audio provided for all articles
Unlimited access to past issues
Coming Soon! Ad FREE
60-Day money back guarantee!
Cancel anytime.

https://thenewamerican.com/subscribe?utm_source=_pdf
https://thenewamerican.com/subscribe?utm_source=_pdf
https://thenewamerican.com/author/james-murphy/?utm_source=_pdf

