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AGENDA ITEM 16 
 
 
ISSUE: ADOPTION OF THE CHICAGO STATEMENT – ALL  
 
 
ACTION PROPOSED: 
 
 President Harroz recommends the Board of Regents approve the proposed adoption 
of the Chicago Statement of Principles on Freedom of Speech at the University of Oklahoma. 
 
 
BACKGROUND AND/OR RATIONALE: 
 
 Following a recommendation from the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion and Freedom 
of Speech and Inquiry Committee, the President recommends that the University of Oklahoma 
adopt the Chicago Statement of Principles on Freedom of Speech – an overarching set of guiding 
principles that reinforce the importance of safeguarding freedom of expression on college 
campuses.  
 
 The Chicago Statement is the 2014 report of a committee charged by University of 
Chicago President Robert Zimmer and Provost Eric Isaacs to summarize the University’s 
“overarching commitment to free, robust, and uninhibited debate.” The committee, chaired by 
the distinguished legal scholar Geoffrey Stone, and populated by distinguished professors from 
across the campus, produced what has come to be known as the “gold standard” articulation of 
the importance of freedom of speech and inquiry in higher education. More than a legal 
requirement for public universities, freedom of speech and expression is central to the project of 
higher education.  
 

Since 2014, more than 80 universities have since adopted the statement or crafted 
similar statements. This list includes well-known private institutions such as Princeton, 
Vanderbilt, Washington University, Columbia, and Johns Hopkins. The adoptions also include 
14 public institutions in the exclusive Association of American Universities, including North 
Carolina, Kansas, Missouri, Maryland, Colorado, Virginia, Minnesota, Iowa, and Arizona. Also 
included are non-AAU state flagships, including Louisiana, Nebraska, South Dakota, Alabama, 
Maine, and Montana. 
 

The Chicago Statement is fully consistent with OU’s existing policies on free 
expression and academic freedom, and its adoption indicates the University’s continued 
commitment to upholding these constitutional rights while nurturing an inclusive campus 
community. Adopting the statement at OU will provide a touchstone for administration, faculty, 
staff, and students regarding inevitable controversies concerning freedom of speech and 
academic inquiry. Because over 80 universities have already adopted the statement, its adoption 
will also provide an important signal to external constituencies. 

 
Controversies around viewpoint differences will always be part of a university 

setting. Indeed, they grow out of the diversity of thought and background that we celebrate at the 
University of Oklahoma and out of our common interest in discovery and truth. But when these 
controversies emerge, members of the University community, on and off campus, will benefit 
from a clear statement articulating the principles that guide the University through good and bad 
times. 
 

 



Report of the Committee on Freedom of Expression 
 
The Committee on Freedom of Expression at the University of Chicago was appointed in July 2014 
E\�3UHVLGHQW�5REHUW�-��=LPPHU�DQG�3URYRVW�(ULF�'��,VDDFV�´LQ�OLJKW�RI�UHFHQW�HYHQWV�QDWLRQZLGH�WKDW�
have WHVWHG�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FRPPLWPHQWV�WR�IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�GLVFRXUVH�µ�7KH�&RPPLWWHH·V�FKDUJH�ZDV�WR�GUDIW�
D�VWDWHPHQW�´DUWLFXODWLQJ�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\·V�RYHUDUFKLQJ�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�IUHH��UREXVW��DQG�XQLQKLELWHG�
debate and deliberation among all members of the University·V�FRPPXQLW\�µ 
 

7KH�&RPPLWWHH�KDV�FDUHIXOO\�UHYLHZHG�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\·V�KLVWRU\��H[DPLQHG�HYHQWV�DW�RWKHU�LQVWLWXWLRQV��
and consulted a broad range of individuals both inside and outside the University. This statement 
reflects the long-standing and distinctive values of the University of Chicago and affirms the importance 
of maintaining and, indeed, celebrating those values for the future. 
 
From its very founding, the University of Chicago has dedicated itself to the 
preservation and celebration of the freedom of expression as an essential element of the 
8QLYHUVLW\·V culture. In 1902, in his address marking the 8QLYHUVLW\·V decennial, 
President William Rainey Harper declared that ´WKH principle of complete freedom of 
speech on all subjects has from the beginning been regarded as fundamental in the 
University of &KLFDJRµ and that ́ WKLV principle can neither now nor at any future time be 
called in TXHVWLRQ�µ 
Thirty years later, a student organization invited William Z. Foster, the Communist 
3DUW\·V candidate for President, to lecture on campus. This triggered a storm of protest 
from critics both on and off campus. To those who condemned the University for 
DOORZLQJ�WKH�HYHQW��3UHVLGHQW�5REHUW�0��+XWFKLQV�UHVSRQGHG�WKDW�´RXU�VWXGHQWV� �� �� ��
should have freedom to discuss any problem that presents LWVHOI�µ He insisted that the 
´FXUHµ� IRU� LGHDV� ZH� RSSRVH� ´OLHV� WKURXJK� RSHQ� GLVFXVVLRQ� UDWKHU� WKDQ� WKURXJK�
LQKLELWLRQ�µ On a later occasion, Hutchins added that ́ IUHH inquiry is indispensable to the 
good life, that universities exist for the sake of such inquiry, [and] that without it they 
cease to be XQLYHUVLWLHV�µ 
In 1968, at another time of great turmoil in universities, President Edward H. Levi, in his 
LQDXJXUDO�DGGUHVV��FHOHEUDWHG�´WKRVH�virtues which from the beginning and until now 
KDYH�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�RXU�LQVWLWXWLRQ�µ�&HQWUDO�WR�WKH�YDOXHV�RI�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&KLFDJR��
/HYL�H[SODLQHG��LV�D�SURIRXQG�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�´IUHHGRP�RI�LQTXLU\�µ�7KLV�IUHHGRP��KH�
SURFODLPHG��´LV�RXU LQKHULWDQFH�µ 
MorH�UHFHQWO\��3UHVLGHQW�+DQQD�+ROERUQ�*UD\�REVHUYHG�WKDW�´HGXFDWLRQ�VKRXOG�QRW�EH 
intended to make people comfortable, it is meant to make them think. Universities 
should be expected to provide the conditions within which hard thought, and therefore 
strong disagreement, independent judgment, and the questioning of stubborn 
assumptions, can flourish in an environment of the greatest IUHHGRP�µ 



The words of Harper, Hutchins, Levi, and Gray capture both the spirit and the promise 
of the University of Chicago. Because the University is committed to free and open inquiry 
in all matters, it guarantees all members of the University community the broadest possible 
latitude to speak, write, listen, challenge, and learn. Except insofar as limitations on that 
freedom are necessary to the functioning of the University, the University of Chicago 
fully respects and supports the freedom of all members of the University community 
´WR discuss any problem that presents LWVHOI�µ 
Of course, the ideas of different members of the University community will often and 
quite naturally conflict. But it is not the proper role of the University to attempt to 
shield individuals from ideas and opinions they find unwelcome, disagreeable, or even 
deeply offensive. Although the University greatly values civility, and although all 
members of the University community share in the responsibility for maintaining a 
climate of mutual respect, concerns about civility and mutual respect can never be used as 
a justification for closing off discussion of ideas, however offensive or disagreeable those 
ideas may be to some members of our community. 
The freedom to debate and discuss the merits of competing ideas does not, of course, 
mean that individuals may say whatever they wish, wherever they wish. The University may 
restrict expression that violates the law, that falsely defames a specific individual, that 
constitutes a genuine threat or harassment, that unjustifiably invades substantial privacy 
or confidentiality interests, or that is otherwise directly incompatible with the functioning 
of the University. In addition, the University may reasonably regulate the time, place, and 
manner of expression to ensure that it does not disrupt the ordinary activities of the 
University. But these are narrow exceptions to the general principle of freedom of 
expression, and it is vitally important that these exceptions never be used in a manner 
that is inconsistent with the 8QLYHUVLW\·V commitment to a completely free and open 
discussion of ideas. 
In a word, the 8QLYHUVLW\·V fundamental commitment is to the principle that debate or 
deliberation may not be suppressed because the ideas put forth are thought by some or 
even by most members of the University community to be offensive, unwise, immoral, or 
wrong-headed. It is for the individual members of the University community, not for 
the University as an institution, to make those judgments for themselves, and to act on 
those judgments not by seeking to suppress speech, but by openly and vigorously 
contesting the ideas that they oppose. Indeed, fostering the ability of members of the 
University community to engage in such debate and deliberation in an effective and 
responsible manner is an essential part of the 8QLYHUVLW\·V educational mission. 
As a corollary to the 8QLYHUVLW\·V commitment to protect and promote free expression, 
members of the University community must also act in conformity with the principle of 
free expression. Although members of the University community are free to criticize 
and contest the views expressed on campus, and to criticize and contest



speakers who are invited to express their views on campus, they may not obstruct or 
otherwise interfere with the freedom of others to express views they reject or even 
loathe. To this end, the University has a solemn responsibility not only to promote a 
lively and fearless freedom of debate and deliberation, but also to protect that freedom 
when others attempt to restrict it. 
As Robert M. Hutchins observed, without a vibrant commitment to free and open 
LQTXLU\��D�XQLYHUVLW\�FHDVHV�WR�EH�D�XQLYHUVLW\��7KH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&KLFDJR·V�ORQJ-standing 
commitment to this SULQFLSOH�OLHV�DW�WKH�YHU\�FRUH�RI�RXU�8QLYHUVLW\·V�JUHDWQHVV��7KDW�LV�
our inheritance, and it is our promise to the future. 

 
 
 

Geoffrey R. Stone, Edward H. Levi Distinguished Service Professor of Law, 
Chair 
Marianne Bertrand, Chris P. Dialynas Distinguished Service Professor of 
Economics, Booth School of Business 
Angela Olinto, Homer J. Livingston Professor, Department of Astronomy and 
Astrophysics, Enrico Fermi Institute, and the College 
Mark Siegler, Lindy Bergman Distinguished Service Professor of Medicine and 
Surgery 
David A. Strauss, Gerald Ratner Distinguished Service Professor of Law 
Kenneth W. Warren, Fairfax M. Cone Distinguished Service Professor, 
Department of English and the College 
Amanda Woodward, William S. Gray Professor, Department of Psychology 
and the College 


