
Some Observations About Academic Freedom 

I am honored to be asked to speak to you. But I am not altogether 

certain that our roles should not be reversed. Perhaps you should be the 

speakers and I the audience. For you are professionals, and I am a rank amateur 

when it comes to the serious business of academic freedom. 

Still, I hold your organization in high regard. You keep watch, and 

you protect .che rights of teachers and learners. Higher education in North Carolina 

is better because you exist. So, I have persuaded myself that the observations of 

an amateur will be worthwhile even if they do nothing more than bring you to the 

stage of refuting those observations. 

Last June I told the national meeting of the AAUP that on no future 

day would I be more proud to be an alumnus and trustee of Wake Forest University. 

That ·statement still holds true. To be applaudea because one's university has 

done well in the defense of freedom is immensely satisfying. 

As is often the case, the trustees of Wake Forest had been through some 

uneasy times. We understood and endorsed the principle of the open platform, but 

we wished fervently that the platform had been occupied by someone other than 

Larry Flynt. We also understood and endorsed the principle of church-state 

separation, and we were intensely sorry that our adversaries for the moment were 

persons in the Baptist State Convention who felt that we were violating that principle. 

We had vigorous support within the University conununity and from our 

alumni. But it was sweet balm to our battle-scarred souls to be given the Alexander 

Meiklejohn Award for Academic Freedom. If I wore suspenders, surely my pride would 

have popped them as I strode to the podium on that sunny June day in New Haven. How 

sweet it stilr is~ 

But there is always the worm of uncertainty. I asked myself later: "Did 

we really deserve it?" I think so, although I do not recall the phrase "academic 

freedom" being used in any of our deliberations. 
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We had decided not to pu~ish a small student group for inviting an 

unattractive character to the campus, and we had decided not to return a portion 

of a Federal grant that the Baptist State Convention thought should be returned. Put so 

simply, I wonder at the hours of dialogue and the reams of paper devoted to thse two 

issues. It is not at all realistic, but I like to think that the Meiklejohn Award was 

given to Wake Forest because for- almost a century and a half this small institution 

has exhibited considerable truculence whenever freedom of thought and expression has 

been threatened. Perhaps we remembered that the ghosts of former teachers and 

administrators and trustees were watching us. 

William Van Alstyne, a former national president of the AAUP and a 

distinguished professor of law at Duke University, spoke at Wake Forest earlier this 

month. He said we deserved the award. He rightly called the Flynt incident trivial, 

and he talked about the growing interest in protecting the rights of students. 

Trivialities have a way of cascading into major issues, and what was 

essentially a student prank led us into what was far more than a border skirmish. 

Be that as it may, I see the Flynt issue as being more obviously concerned with the 

principle of academic freedom. In accepting the contested portion of a Federal 

grant, we simply made it clear that we were not relinguishing our trusteeship and 

that the University must make its own decisions. 

President Scales was a great help to us. He is patient and courageous. 

When we lamented the poor taste shown in inviting Mr. Flynt, he reminded us that Wake 

Forest and the State of North Carolina hve been hospitable for years to speakers of 

all persuasions and that every so often a group of students will push to the limit 

the University's devotion fo the First Amendment. 

Devotion to freedom has a wondrous Fourth-of-July sound when one talks 

about it in theory. Or when one supports it vigorously because one's most cherished 

beliefs are under attack. It is less attractive when that same principle of freedom is 

applied so that a scoundrel may speak or so that principles we despise may be 
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espoused. It is somewhat like clutching a viper to one's bosom. 

That is the lesson I am beginning to learn. Freedom's special advantages 

must be free for all. As a country lawyer, I'm still wrestling with that angel. 

And I urge you to continue wrestling with that angel, too. 

My companions on the board of trustees are lawyers, ministers, businessmen 

and women of high capability. I would characterize them as mildly conservative. 

It is not always easy for us to accept that, because of academic freedom, a professor 

may severely criticize the institution that payshis salary and go without reprimand. 

It is not done so easily in those parts of the world where we earn ~ur daily bread. 

This does not mean that we oppose that kind of freedom in the academic 

community. It does mean that sometimes it makes us uncomfortable. And we become 

incredulous when some members of the academic community seek to restrict the freedom 

of others in that same community. 

It is obviously important that persons of varying persuasions inhabit the 

campus of any genuine educational institution. What is equally important--but perhaps 

not so obvious--is that no one of these persons and no one of these persuasions have 

any right to special treatment insofar as freedom is concerned. Our uses of freedom 

should be as democratic as death. As I see it, therein lies the road to true education. 

Sometimes I think of the AAUP as being a sleeping sentry, wakened only when 

an individual's right in research or teaching has been abridged. I do not think that 

you have done your homework when it comes to educating people outside the academic 

community about the importance of academic freedom. I am not suggesting some massive 

public relations campaign. On the other hand, you might begin on your own campuses to 

educate students about the philosophy behind the existence of AAUP. The.se people will 

soon become taxpayers and potential donors, and it would be nice to have their 

understanding. 



Finally, I would remind you that if your institution is a good one, it is 

an intensely exciting place. And although it cannot be a service station ministering to 

all the needs of the world, it may in the long run make our civilization a little more 

sensible. 
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Thank you for inviting me here. May all of us guard our own freedoms and 

those of others. 


