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The Wisconsin Way 

Since the Romans first gathered in the forum to discuss the issues of their day, no 

democracy has succeeded without free speech. Free speech is ingrained in the very fabric of what 

it means to be American. However, the increasing polarization of our politics coupled with the 

spread of social media has led to the rise of fake news and online agitators that have made civil 

discourse more difficult than ever before. As these agitators and their polarizing messages face 

backlash on college campuses across the country, universities have struggled to find the line 

between permitting free speech and maintaining campus civility. The University of Wisconsin-

Madison should not limit free speech but focus instead on equipping students with the tools 

necessary to critically examine the issues, form their own opinions, and engage in civil discourse 

that will further the conversation on campus while maintaining civility. The University should 

also be unafraid to speak out in defense of the ideals that make up the Wisconsin Idea and protect 

the mission of the University. 

In a 1952 speech delivered in Madison, one of the great figures of American political 

history Adlai Stevenson described the Wisconsin Tradition as, “more than a simple belief in the 

people. It also meant a faith in the application of intelligence and reason to the problems of 

society. It meant a deep conviction that the role of government was not to stumble along like a 

drunkard in the dark, but to light its way by the best torches of knowledge and understanding it 

could find.”1 Now more than ever, it is worth looking back on this Wisconsin Tradition as the 

1

“State of Wisconsin 1995-1996 Blue Book.” State of Wisconsin 1995-1996 Blue Book, Wisconsin Legislative Reference 

Bureau, 1995, p. 101. 
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University looks to plot a course that maintains civility on campus without restricting free 

speech. The greatest contestation between free speech and civility is a lack of understanding. No 

matter what you say or teach, there will always be people who try to take advantage of free 

speech, to put people down or to spread hate and divisiveness. The breakdown in civility comes 

when students aren’t equipped with the ability to critically examine those messages and then 

push back on them with respectfulness and logic. The breakdown in civility that has occurred 

across the country is not the product of free speech, it is from our education system’s inability to 

educate students properly in the ways of civil discourse. 

Universities have a singular mission, to teach and mold the leaders of tomorrow in order 

to drive our country, and all of humanity, forward.  The University of Wisconsin mission 

statement reads, “The primary purpose of the University of Wisconsin–Madison is to provide a 

learning environment in which faculty, staff and students can discover, examine critically, 

preserve and transmit the knowledge, wisdom and values that will help ensure the survival of this 

and future generations and improve the quality of life for all. The university seeks to help 

students to develop an understanding and appreciation for the complex cultural and physical 

worlds in which they live and to realize their highest potential of intellectual, physical and 

human development.”2 I attended a Jesuit high school before I attended the UW and a key facet 

of Jesuit education is Cura Personalis, or care for the whole person. The idea is that students 

should be educated to care not just for themselves but also for the entire community. If we can 

understand that the person on the other side of the argument is a person just like us, with their 

own trials and tribulations, then we can understand that we don’t hate that person, we just 

                                                      
2 “Mission Statement.” Mission Statement – University of Wisconsin–Madison |, www.wisc.edu/about/mission/. 
 



 

 
 

McInerney 3 

disagree with their ideas. Just as Cura Personalis calls on educators to develop students that have 

a deep appreciation and care for the diversity of people and ideas on our planet, so does the 

Wisconsin mission statement. Our University must recommit itself to the principles laid out in its 

mission statement. This is not an easy concept to understand but a necessary one should we ever 

hope to decrease polarization and move the campus, and all of humanity, forward. 

The University also has a responsibility to protect its students from hatred and 

fearmongering. This does not mean that they must limit free speech in any way, short of obvious 

safety issues, but should instead be willing to vocally push back against those hateful messages. 

The university possesses a voice far louder than any single student and it should not be afraid to 

speak out against speech that contradicts their own mission statement. If an LGBTQ+ student 

hears a speaker is visiting campus who advocates an openly homophobic message they would 

understandably feel vulnerable and attacked. However, if that student hears that the University 

vehemently disagrees with that speaker and supports the rights of all of its students then they 

would hopefully feel welcome on campus as they are. Maintaining civility starts at the top, with 

the words and actions coming from the Chancellor’s office. It is not good enough to be silent; 

silence furthers the polarization. A large public university inevitably faces the legal challenge of 

appearing unbiased, something made even more difficult in the polarization of today; however, 

that’s why the University shouldn’t look around the current political landscape for a guide to 

what to say. Instead, they should look back at what this University was founded on. Sometimes 

you have to look backwards to move forwards. 

Maintaining civility while restricting free speech on college campuses today seems like a 

bigger challenge than it needs to be. The University of Wisconsin-Madison does not need to 

police free speech, but instead instill its students with the skills necessary to engage in civil 
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discourse that furthers the dialogue and in turn weeds out the voices of divisiveness and hate. 

The UW should look back on the Wisconsin values that this University was founded on and be 

unafraid to speak out when those values are trampled one. By protecting its values and educating 

its students to be well-rounded and understanding, the University of Wisconsin-Madison can 

ensure that free speech and campus civility coexist. In turn, the students and ideas of our great 

University will move forever forward. 

 

 


