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American Association of University Professors
Academic Freedom for a Free Society

September 1, 2007

Dear President,

The American Association of University Professors is deeply concerned that the
current national election cycle will once again be accompanied by public resistance to
speakers invited by campus groups. We realize that you face special challenges when
speakers prove controversial.

We are enclosing two documents designed to help you confront this problem
proactively:

1. an accessible statement--headed "An Open Letter on Outside Speakers and Academic
Freedom"--that we invite you to consider distributing to key stakeholders--parents,
students, state and local legislators and politicians, candidates for public office, reporters,
current and potential donors, your Board of Trustees or Regents, and others who may
become involved. You may certainly need to distribute the statement again once a crisis
develops, but people may be more likely to listen before positions become hardened. We
will be distributing this letter to faculty by email shortly, but we.wanted you to have it
first. '

2. the AAUP policy statement on outside speakers, approved by our Committee A on
Academic Freedom and Tenure, and published in Academe, our journal of record, in
2005. We are enclosing this document to give you more background information to help
you deal with any inquiries that may arise.

We believe you can be confident that the 5 key points listed in the "open letter” ’
represent a high degree of consensus among higher education leaders. Representatives of
the Association of American Colleges and Universities, the American Association of
State Colleges and Universities, the Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities,
the American Coun011 on Education, the Association of Governing Boards of Universities
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AN OPEN LETTER ON OUTSIDE SPEAKERS AND ACADEMIC FREEDOM FROM THE
AAUP PRESIDENT CARY NELSON

In 2005--after several colleges and universities wnhdrew valid invitations to speakers during the
2004 election cycle--the American Association of University Professors publisheéd a statement on
"Academic Freedom and Quiside Speakers.” Now that another. election cycle is upon us, it is
important o reiterate our pohcy s key pornts :

1. Many colleges and universities perm1t student and faculty groups to issue their own invitations to
outside speakers. That practlce is an zmportant part of academic freedom and institutions should
respect it.

2. When an authorized faculty or student group invites an outside speaker, this does not mean the
institut-ion approves or disapproves of the spe"aker or what the speaker says, has said or will say.

3. Colleges are free to announce that they do not officially endorse a speaker or the views a speaker
expresses, but they should not cancel a speech because people on campus or in the eommunlty elther
dxsagree with its content or dlsapprove of the speaker

4, Institutions should ensure that all legltlmately 1nv1ted speakers can express their views and that
open dlscussmn can take place. : :

5 Only n extreme and extraordlnary cases may invitations be canceled out of concern for safety

We believe education is best served by the free pursult of all ideas, including controversial ones.
Yet this commitment to academic freedom can be severely tested when campus or community
members are offended by the views an invited speaker is-expected to express. How should we
respond whien some claim an invitation amounts'to an endorsement of a politician, a religion, or¢ven
an outlandish conspiracy theory? Should a university pre51dent a board of trustees, or a -group of

: eoncerned citizens or donors have the rlght to demand that an invitation to'a speaker be \mthdrawn‘?

If the College Republicans invite Dick Cheney to speak about the "war on terror" the talk may be
controversial, but if the College Republicans is a valid student organization, neither the Board'of
Trustees ‘nor the -administration. shiould cancel the talk.. Although administrators- ‘have somietimes
cited fear of violating section 501 (¢) (3) of the Internal Revenue Code as a reason for canceling
invitations to politically controversml speakers such invitations  do not constitute the type of
prohibited political campaign intervention or participation that would endanger the university's tax
exempt status. The university does not endorse a particular speaker's views any more than it
endorses the content of a particular book in its library.













