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No, college students aren’t obsessed with free speech. Here’s what they do worry about. - The Boston Globe

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/02/17/magazine/no-college-students-arent-obsessed-with-free-speech-heres-what-they-do-worry-about/


• Free speech issues

• Political correctness

• Cancelling 

• Mental health challenges esp anxiety

• Feelings that they don’t belong 

• Alienation from peers, the academic agenda, 
and the ethos of their institution.

College concerns



• Anxiety as a fear response to a perceived threat. 
Students become anxious about education when they 
view it or the environment as a threat to them.
• That may be stimulated by social and cultural experiences, 

which, for instance, leave students feeling marginalised, 
ostracised or humiliated.

• Alternatively, it may arise from a fear of failure or the 
perceived consequences of failure.

• The Diversity paradox
• Deeper acceptance of and commitment to diversity than ever 

before.

• But spending less time with people “not like them” than ever 
before

Anxiety



• Late 1920s, NUS and AUT work on future of 
universities

• In the context of Mussolini’s attack on Abyssinia and 
amid propaganda for pacifism, widespread concern 
about student activism on both sides.

• A joint NUS/AUT position was that SUs should not take 
a position but that their clubs should for maximum 
debate, and AUT would defend any student’s right to 
take part in that kind of debate.

• Students’ unions as position takers or clearing houses.

• Debate about “platforms”…

Where to begin?



• NUS “No Platform” policy for fascists in late 70s

• Some SUs widen and seek to include Conservative and 
Jewish groups 

• Early 80s: Lots of local incidents- ie John Carlisle MP, 
Tory apologist for apartheid visited various campuses 
prompting NUS President Phil Woolas to claim that he 
and others were deliberately trying to “provoke 
incidents”

• Demonstrations and boycotts resulted in negative 
headlines for NUS and students’ unions and demands 
for action by the press

Free speech: 70s and 80s



• Shortly after a protest against Leon Brittan at the University of 
Manchester, a Green paper listed freedom of speech at British 
universities under the government's 'main concerns', stating:

All institutions, at all times have a responsibility to ensure that their affairs 
are conducted as befits a liberal institution. In particular, they have a 
responsibility to protect freedom of speech within the law, even for those 
with widely unpopular views: this is essential as part of a free society, for 
critical thought and the liberal education which it underpins.

• Said that if institutions took no action legislation would follow.
• Taxpayer's money should not be used “to fund unions that refuse a 

platform to speakers whose views are objectionable to some students 
although others wish to invite them”, or “to fund unions that prevent 
invited speakers from gaining a hearing, or that permit violence or the 
threat of violence to that end”.

1985



Boxing Day 2009



• Israel – Palestine a long running intractable

• Student groups on both sides of the conflict

• Manifested in political debate around 
platforms

• Converts into a risk assessment approach (PVE 
and antisemitism)

• Eventually adopted into law and adaption to 
EA 1986

Prevent



• Libertarian “Living Marxism” sect…

• Culture wars, snowflakes

• Frank Furedi

• Claire Fox 

• Brendan O Neill 

• Munira Mirza

Spiked!



Today



• Snowflakes

• Cancel culture

• Trigger Warnings

• No Platform

• Trans “debate”

• Greer, Tatchell, Rudd

• Adopted by Brexiteers and “the right”

• Wider society now having the debate?

• Different attitudes to freedom of 
speech?

Today



Politics













• Curriculum and institutional decolonisation

• Anti racism campaigns esp BLM

• Bystander initiatives 

• Anonymous harassment reporting 

Under threat…



• Threads: Classic libertarians, social 
conservatism, feminism 

• 15,000 words of analysis and proposals

• Based largely around 2 x Policy Exchange 
reports from 2019 and 2020

• “Students have been expelled from their 
courses, academics fired and others who have 
been forced to live under the threat of 
violence“

Feb 2021 Policy Paper



• Number of events where a speaker has been 
banned?

• Expelled students (2 “cases” – Sheffield and 
Nottingham)

• “Sacked” staff? 

Contested scale?



• Appointment of a freedom of 
speech/academic freedom champion with 
ombuds powers

• Strengthened free speech duty (actively 
promote)

• SUs within ambit of Education Act 1986

• Legal tort

DfE proposals



• Is it dead in this session?

• Will culture wars fade?

• See saw between EDI issues and free speech

• Duty of care of universities and unions re their 
members

• Handling complaints from students about 
students 

• Pressure on EDI work (chilling effect)

Free speech bill



• Sussex (Stock)

• Bristol (Miller)

• Edinburgh (Thin)

• Abertay (Keogh)

• Bristol (Ocasio-Cortez)
• Duty of care? Coverage over conduct?

Cases



• Safety and discomfort muddles

• The “trans debate” as utterly intractable

• The students’ association as a platform or position taker

• EDI complaints / Free speech complaints see-saw

• Conduct and views conflation

• Generational issues and values transmission

• Push to have authority handle complaints re other 
students 

• Complaints, EDI and process complexity

• Schools guidance…

Broader debates


