
“How might we maintain civility on our campus without restricting free speech?” 

Per the Merriam-Webster, the legal definition of the freedom of speech is “the right to 

express information, ideas, and opinions free of government restrictions based on content and 

subject only to reasonable limitations (as the power of the government to avoid a clear and 

present danger) especially as guaranteed by the First and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. 

Constitution.” In a much more simply form, free speech is the legal right to express one’s 

opinion freely1. It is important to address that a tension exists on university campuses today 

across the nation. This tension draws from disagreements and concerns regarding how to teach 

liberal, rational open learning and celebrate a rigorous spirit of academic community and 

debate. The prompt addresses these concerns perfectly, in that there’s a conflict between how 

to exercise freedom of speech and the attempt to maintain civility.  

The only way to maintain civility on our campus without restricting free speech is to 

provide unlimited access to reliable information. Civility and respect is rooted in our ability to 

relate and understand one another and the way to increase this understanding without 

restricting free speech is to make sure people are educated on issues that could potentially 

create conflict. In this essay, I will discuss the current level of civility on our campus as well as 

the University’s current restriction of free speech. I will also emphasize the value of 

information, the significance of giving students access to all credible information and a place to 

feel comfortable speaking their minds without consequence.  

Current Campus Civility 

1 "Definition Of FREEDOM OF SPEECH". 2019. Merriam-Webster.Com. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/freedom%20of%20speech. 
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Civility on campus is dynamic and difficult to measure or compare against other 

universities across the nation. I would argue, and believe many would agree, that courtesy and 

respect on the UW-Madison campus can always develop further. The level of respect we hold 

as a population is dependent on the faculty and students of the university as well as the 

residents of the city itself, which makes controlling the behavior and level of curtesy that much 

more difficult. There are times I’m blown away by the pride and inclusion felt in this college 

town, on weekends such as Homecoming or favorable March Madness days. However, there 

are also instances a certain bias exists, from the students, residents or university itself that 

comes from being a population filled mostly with studying, young adults.   

With today’s technology, there are more platforms to express opinions and utilize the 

power of free speech on campus than there used to be available. Campus civility not only 

represents the actions and conversations of students or faculty on campus, it now consists of 

those who identify themselves as university or college students and how the participate in 

conversations online. Universities have a more difficult time controlling news than they used to, 

since stories can be posted immediately across the nation. In this way, I believe civility on 

campus has changed from simply acting respectful while physically located on campus, to 

identifying as a university student online as well.  

 
The University’s Participation 
 

 This new distinction is important in terms of how the university chooses to participate 

in the conversation. I feel that at times the university has been more inclined to protect the 

campus’s image of civility instead of worrying about free speech or the status of respect on 

campus. What makes this a difficult issue, is that any attempt to shut down or restrict free 



speech is met with intense backlash, but when people exercise their right, it’s usually results in 

negative consequences. For example, political science professor Kenneth Mayer’s syllabus was 

met with backlash from a Republican Assembly leader after a UW-Madison student shared the 

syllabus on a social media platform citing the course as biased2. In this situation, UW-Madison 

faculty came at the aid of the professor and defended his right to teach his course. However, 

the problem with university in regards to situations of free speech and civility is their reactive, 

instead of proactive, strategy when it comes to issues of hate speech and violence.  

Approaching these complex issues around respect on campus as well as encouraging 

opinionated students to participate in current events and societal issues with a proactive 

strategy is something the university should focus extensively on. Coming in at the end of a 

problem to save face will ultimately weaken the entire civility on campus. Students, faculty and 

anyone participating in the system needs to be held to the same standards and given the same 

level of freedom of speech. The only way to truly change the strategy is to foster a deeper 

understanding of the diversity of opinions and arguments across campus. This can only be done 

by providing residents and students with accurate information. 

 
The Solution 
 

The best way to maintain civility on our campus without restricting free speech is to 

provide unlimited access to reliable information to help residents and students formulate 

educated arguments and opinions founded on fact. Mutual respect for others is developed 

                                                      
2 Meyerhofer, Kelly. 2019. "Teaching About Trump: Republican Lawmaker Criticizes UW-Madison 
Professor's Syllabus". Wisconsin State Journal. 
https://madison.com/wsj/news/local/education/university/teaching-about-trump-republican-lawmaker-
criticizes-uw-madison-professor-s/article_6d767048-009e-599a-a57a-50c9517bc114.html. 



through understanding and we cannot understand others opinions or beliefs until we 

communicate or have a conversation with them.  

Ultimately, humans are fallible. Humans no longer accept information with the same 

intensity of skepticism and with the overwhelming amount of media today it’s difficult for 

anyone to determine truth in the information we are given. Hannah Ardent describes an issue 

reflective of the problem with society now in her first major work, The Origins of 

Totalitarianism:  

In an ever-changing, incomprehensible world the masses had reached the point where they 
would, at the same time, believe everything and nothing, think that everything was possible and 
that nothing was true. ... mass leaders based their propaganda on the correct psychological 
assumption that, under such conditions, one could make people believe the most fantastic 
statements one day, and trust that if the next day they were given irrefutable proof of their 
falsehood, they would take refuge in cynicism; instead of deserting the leaders who had lied to 
them, they would protest that they had known all along that the statement was a lie and would 
admire the leaders for their superior tactical cleverness.3 

 

We are currently in the chaotic cycle of believing both “everything and nothing.” The danger no 

longer comes from the viability of the information itself, but also from the source we access it 

on. The main issue of our confusion lies in the unbelievable access we have to every and any 

type of information on multiple platforms. This is something Ardent could only ever theorize, 

and the most dangerous potential to this misunderstanding lies in the confusion over online 

stages and social media platforms themselves. Those without immediate access to technology 

or who fail to understand these platforms are stages for conversation and opinion, not simply 

                                                      
3 Arendt, Hannah. 1951. The Origins Of Totalitarianism. Schocken Books, 382.  



facts or statements of verified truth have the potential to become tangibly dangerous to 

society.  An example of this is the decisions of the mother of Ethan Lindenberger, a young man 

who made the decision to vaccinate himself upon adulthood because his mother refused to do 

so his entire life based on the ‘research’ she gathered from Facebook4.  

Providing those on campus with unlimited, accurate information that explores every 

perspective and angle of a situation or argument is the only way we can increase civility on 

campus without restricting free speech because it will increase understanding and respect for 

others.  Judgement and conflict result from misunderstanding or a lack of education. At this 

university, we have the means necessary combat this, though it requires effort from 

organizations and individuals.  

Access to credible information creates and understanding that is the basis of humility 

and respect for others. It is impossible to completely understand a situation or issue unless we 

have access to all sides of the story. In this “ever-changing, incomprehensible world,” people 

have a responsibility to question the information media presents to determine truth. We 

cannot allow ourselves to be idle. We cannot allow ourselves to assume the news and media 

platforms are presenting audiences with authentic information and we cannot develop 

arguments and opinions based strictly off judgements and what we are being told. Having the 

ability to access information and using education to understand others creates mutual respect 

that can transform campus society.  

                                                      
4 Roberts, Jane. 2019. "Unvaccinated Children Are Coming Of Age–And They Want Protection". Quartz. 
https://qz.com/1547365/unvaccinated-children-are-coming-of-age-and-they-want-protection/. 


