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 About a year and a half ago our campus was treated to a lively example of what, 

apparently, free speech is supposed to look like. Katie Pavlich, an abrasive and unyielding 

supporter of gun rights entertained an audience of supporters by reiterating what they largely 

already believed in. Outside, an equally thoughtful group of students distributed dildos 

underneath banners reading “cocks, not glocks.” Such ostentatious uses of free speech rights 

must be permitted in a vibrant liberal polity, but the extravagant lack of thoughtfulness and 

civility is disheartening. Implementing restrictive policies to constrain and improve the exercise 

of speech is a tempting possibility (especially in this university setting) that is nevertheless 

precluded by legal and cultural realities as well as compelling moral arguments. Still, we may 

move towards civility while refraining from placing restrictions on free speech on campus if we 

renew education’s emphasis on cultivating virtuous students who recognize that true freedom is 

an opportunity to choose wisely and not a license to follow their passions. It is clear that 

universities, by and large, are no longer oriented towards forming students with these priorities. 

Still, I believe that a renewed emphasis on traditional liberal arts education can improve the 

campus climate through its more thoughtful and measured rhythms and purposes and through its 

placing of constraints on individual autonomy. 

 If the many varieties of possible restrictions on free speech are removed as options for 

creating a more civil campus culture, then we are left with one other category of potential 

solutions: we must, somehow, convince the people who participate in campus life to choose, on 

their own, to behave in a more civil manner. This is really quite appropriate for a liberal 



democratic context—having citizens who largely refrain from abusing their freedoms is essential 

for the success of democracy more broadly. Long ago, in the Republic, Plato described the 

democratic man as having a soul ruled by his unreasonable and appetitive passions. Modern 

democracy can really only be successful insofar as it is not like that. A person who uses their 

freedom to thoughtlessly indulge their political passions—for example, I would argue, by 

deploying the sex-toy-as-protest tactic—is not really free. Rather, as Plato, and hordes of other 

thoughtful people have suggested, they are slaves to their passions. Plato also recognized the 

fundamental importance of education in forming people to have the sorts of habits that push back 

against appetitive passions. We don’t need any help going with gut instincts, what we do need 

help with is stopping to thoughtfully and civilly engage. 

 But the university’s current orientation is in many respects not towards forming students 

who are interested in the freedom of acting with wisdom. Instead, in a multitude of ways, the 

university leans into empowering students to do what they feel they ought to do—an approach 

that is really quite novel. It is not a coincidence that most of the oldest and most prestigious 

educational institutions in the United States were founded as explicitly religious organizations. 

They were interested in a project of education which understood that forming students in the 

ways of virtue was essential. Young people have for thousands of years been recognized as being 

exceptionally poor at making decisions and exceptionally good at being unrestrainedly 

passionate, and modern science has provided empirical confirmation of this. So, it was 

appropriate for educational institutions to restrict student’s range of possible choices to pathways 

that had been thoughtfully laid out for them, so as to help in forming young people to be more 

virtuous. But now, particularly in the College of Letters & Science, students are afforded a 

staggering amount of autonomy. Rather than the rigorous and holistic training in classical texts 



and empirical sciences that was the ideal of a liberal arts education in days of yore, the university 

regularly graduates thousands of students with “liberal arts” degrees that are composed of an odd 

history class here, an ethnic studies class there, and that Plant Pathology class from freshman 

year you forgot all about.  

Certainly, forcing students to take a few literature classes is a remnant of the education-

as-formation model, but every corner of student life is dominated by messaging and cultural 

liturgies that reinforce a fundamental emphasis on individual autonomy and self-orientation. 

Cultural and traditional restraints on individual desires are prima facie invalid, subject only to 

the endlessly-repeated criteria so appropriate for a social context shaped by laissez-faire 

capitalism: mutual consent. Instead of asking students to turn outwards, to expand their temporal 

horizons into the past and into the future, to commit to their community even if it means 

sacrificing the symbols of success in modern life, the university is asking them to turn constantly 

to themselves. Being able to do what you love, having consent are all great, all valuable. But 

they are oriented towards yourself and your passions and appetites. No wonder students don’t 

use their freedom of speech wisely or well. No wonder discourse isn’t civil. If you do not look 

beyond yourself, why should you recognize the profoundly dignified humanity of the people you 

disagree with? 

A more traditional liberal arts education that is oriented towards the formation of virtue 

and the expansion of the mind is not a silver bullet. It would only be a tiny part of a culture that 

reifies again and again the modern orientation towards the appetites of the self. Yet, as Plato saw, 

education can have an enormous impact. An education that self-consciously rebuffs the 

instinctual desires of undergraduate students (not to be contrarian, but because it knows better 

than they do) could begin to replace the current liturgies of self with liturgies of the good, the 



true, and the beautiful. It need not be a stifling site of indoctrination—indeed it should not be. A 

truly excellent liberal arts education would not subversively enslave students but would instead 

teach them to be thoughtful inquirers as well as to have the most basic of virtues necessary for 

democratic life: among them, civility. Then there might be a few more students who, given the 

chance to speak freely, will engage in thoughtful debate, not obscene grandstanding. 


