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In Free Speech on Campus, Sigal R. Ben-Porath outlines her focus at the outset: “I offer a
framework for thinking about free speech controversies both inside and outside the classroom,
shifting the  focus  away from disputes  about  legality  and harm and toward the  practical
considerations linked to education and inclusion. I attempt to provide readers with strategies
to de-escalate tensions and negotiate highly charged debates surrounding trigger warnings,
safe spaces, and speech that verges on hate” (3).

In order to accomplish her task Ben-Porath uses the first four chapters of her book to describe
the “current tools” used to protect free speech and the “common myths” that cloud leaders’
understanding of the problem (7-28). She offers a “framework for inclusive freedom” (29-46)
and notes the ways in which that framework can be used to respond to “intellectual and
dignitary harms. . . without suppressing speech” (47-84), and then she describes the ways in
which the same approach can be deployed in the classroom (85-102). In the conclusion to her
book she then shows how conflicts that she has cited elsewhere could have been resolved by
relying on “inclusive freedom” (103-128). The concrete illustrations include the debate over
Halloween costumes and safe spaces at Yale (13); racial equality in Missouri (13-14); trigger
warnings in Chicago (14); and controversial speakers at Berkeley and Middlebury (15-17).

Ben-Porath depicts three tools that have been used by colleges and universities to respond to
such conflicts: Some have appealed to the First Amendment and the freedom of speech; others
have appealed to academic freedom; and still  others have used “speech codes” to control
dialogue on campus (18-20). These tools “pull in different directions” and Ben-Porath notes
that there are subtleties on campus that often escape notice (21). Academic freedom, not
freedom of speech, is the “core value” of America’s campuses – that commitment conditions
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the right to free speech, prohibiting things like plagiarism and the misrepresentation of the
results of research, even if the First Amendment protects such conversation (20).

“Inclusive freedom” offers a different approach. It is based upon a commitment to two key
principles: “First, a commitment to teaching and research can only be fulfilled in the context of
an open-minded and intellectually honest environment” (74); and “Second, all members of the
campus community must know that they are invited to participate in this pursuit” (74).

Readers of Ben-Porath’s work will have questions: (1) Is there a bright line between society’s
concern with the freedom of speech and academic freedom on its campuses? If, as the author
notes, university campuses are “both the mirror of American democracy and the window into
its future” (8), can universities and society be so easily isolated? (2) Could issues of plagiarism
and the misrepresentation of research results be ethical matters and, therefore, unrelated to
the question of how freedom of speech and academic freedom differ and overlap? (3) More
importantly, can Ben-Porath be so sure that the strife on America’s campuses can be avoided
or defused? Those who perceive themselves as the architects of a new social order or who see
societal battles as a zero-sum game will not be easily dissuaded. (4) Readers will also wonder if
Ben-Porath undermines her project by presupposing that the categories of harm and violence
are appropriately applied to academic discourse. As long as one assumes that language can be
violent,  then opening discourse to  contributions from diverse perspectives will  always be
constricted by the possibility that one will be charged with acting immorally. (5) Finally, on a
practical note, readers will find that the author’s method is not as clearly outlined as it should
be in such a brief treatment of the subject.

Questions aside, those who teach in North America will recognize some of the debates that
Ben-Porath describes. The conflict that abruptly ended the deanship of Professor Elaine Heath
at Duke Divinity School illustrates how intractable and bitter debates can be about these
issues. For those who teach on seminary campuses, there are added layers of complexity. To
one degree or another, issues of Christian community, formation, and participation in the life
of the church are concerns unique to theological education. In addition, notions of belonging
and academic freedom are conditioned in seminaries by centuries of debate over what makes
for  sound theology and authentic  Christian  community.  For  that  reason,  in  the  world  of
theological education, a solution to the volatility of conversation in the classroom and among
its faculty is an even more urgent priority.
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