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Critics of Leftist Assault on Campus Win over
Yale Audience in Free-Speech Debate
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Portrayed as ‘ignorant at best and immoral at worst,” non-leftist students self-censor

In recent weeks, speakers such as conservative Ben Shapiro and anti-feminist Milo Yiannopoulos have

faced angry crowds of progressive students who tried to shut down their campus speeches with
interruptions and physical confrontations.

Yetittook an eveningof civil debate between scholars and writers to convince adivided Yale University
audience that “free speechisthreatened on campus.”

The publicradio show and podcast Intelligence Squared U.S. hosted the Tuesday evening Oxford-style
debate at Yale, moderated by ABC News correspondentJohn Donvan.

Students taught that ‘shaming people and shutting them down’ is OK

“Speech policing of faculty, students and speakers has become routine,” though campus speech codes
go back decades, said writerand lawyer Wendy Kaminer, arguingin favor of the motion that free speech
isthreatened.

Despite President Barack Obama criticizing “the clampdown on student speech,” Kaminersaid, “his own
administrationisresponsibleforsome of it,” particularly through the guidance documentsissued by the
Department of Education. “Title IX has beenturnedinto anad hoc national speech code,” she added.

Since the race riotsin Ferguson, Mo., that followed the shooting death of black teenager Michael
Brown, the argument “has become higherpitched...in favor of a leftist position, and I’'m glad,” said John
McWhorter, a linguistics professorat Columbia University and Kaminer’s pro-motion partner.

“However, whatwe are too often beingtoldisthatthe leftist positionistruthincarnate” and that “there
can be nofurtherdebate,” McWhortersaid.

“I'm afraid what we are seeing on one campus afteranotheris an ideathat shaming people and shutting
them downviathe ample use of buzzwords, and slogans, and sonorous cadence is somehow OKwhen it
comesto espousingaleftistagenda,” he said. “It's as if we are at the end of ideas.”
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It’s actually ‘students of colorfinally exercising their freedom of speech’

Itis “actually the ones whocriticize these students for being crybullies who are the threats to free
speech,” retorted Jason Stanley, a philosophy professor at Yale, arguing against the motion. He said that
“free speechisalive and well in America’s universities,” and pitting “anti-racism” advocacy against free
speechisa “false dichotomy.”

Shaun Harper, executive director of the Centerforthe Study of Race and Equity in Education at the
University of Pennsylvania, said the protests that erupted on “predominantly white campuses” such as
the University of Missouri “were students of color finally exercising their freedom of speech.”

Such students are simply educating their peers about the consequences of their words, Harper said:
“Surely Johnand Wendy do not believe that we should not send college-educated persons outinto the
world without some understanding of how their speech and actions might unknowingly harm others.”

Seizingonthe presentation of the issue by Columbia’s McWhorter, Yale’s Stanley said that leftism is “the
underlyingissue” whenitcomesto speech debates.

“Thisisn’ta new point,” Stanley said: The renowned leftist “Noam Chomsky told me he has neverbeen
invited to a political science department to speak, despite his many, many books” on political theory.
Yet Stanley’s own conservative students are willing to confront him about his leftismin class, Stanley
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said, describing hisresponse: “‘I’'msorry, I’'m goingto try to notdo that agenda’” in class.

McWhorter responded that the new problemis “notthat the Leftis wrong,” but “whentheideaseems
to be that if you don’tagree with the leftist position,then you are ignorant at bestand immoral at
worst.”

Nothing wrong with criticizing affirmative action: ‘Don’t just withdraw’

Asked by an audience memberwhetherspeechina“social setting” can be legitimately censored
withoutitaffectingthe speech of “tenured professors...inan academicsetting,” Harpersaid he didn’t
want “anyone’s speech to be suppressedinanysetting.”

Usingthe example of afraternity party, Harpersaid: “If someone says something that sounds a bit off
color, | would want one of his fraternity brothers orsomeone at his party or whateverto engage himin
a conversation aboutit,” notfor the purpose of “shutting him down” butto furtherthe conversation.

“What | am sayingisthat if you have the perhaps seemingly unpopular view about affirmative action,
don’tshutyourself down, don’tjust withdraw from the conversation becauseyou’re scared that no one
isgoingto like your position,” he said. “Put your positionin there, continue to fiercely debateit.”
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Kaminerand McWhorter ended up winningoverthe audience. Asked before the debate if free speech
was beingthreatened, 49 percent of respondents agreed whilethe rest were closely divided between
“no” and “undecided.”

In a post-debate poll, the undecideds plummeted to 9 percent, the “no” respondents dropped a couple
percentage points, and the “yes” voters jumped to 66 percent.
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