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Muzzles on campus 
The 15th Annual Muzzle Awards, student edition 

By HARVEY SILVERGLATE  |  July 11, 2012 
 

Sticks and stones might break your bones, but on college campuses in the Northeast, 

words can get you expelled. Our three academic Muzzle Award winners this year differ in 

size, but one thing they share is a chilling atmosphere for free speech. 

 

BOSTON COLLEGE 

Boston College may claim devotion to academic freedom, but this campus is no safe enclave for 

scholars or journalists. 

 

BC agreed back in 2001 to house the Belfast Project, a collaborative undertaking by former IRA 

member Anthony McIntyre and journalist Ed Moloney. The project is an attempt to capture the 

oral history of the Irish Troubles from the mouths of those who participated in the fighting. This 

historically vital attempt to record firsthand accounts hinged on a lifetime promise of 

confidentiality conferred on the interviewees, who were, after all, talking about their 

involvement in a violent uprising — and didn't want to be pegged as either informants or 

conspirators. So McIntyre and Moloney assured participants that the tapes would be sealed 

until they had died. 

 

But the Police Service of Northern Ireland had other plans, and in May 2011 it requested 

through the US-UK Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty that the Department of Justice subpoena the 

tapes as part of a reopened investigation into the 1972 murder of suspected informant Jean 

McConville. While BC initially supported Moloney and McIntyre by arguing that the subpoena 

violated their academic freedom, the administration quickly folded in the face of federal District 

Judge William Young's ruling enforcing the government's subpoena, leaving Moloney and 

McIntyre to appeal the ruling themselves before the First Circuit Court of Appeals. According to 

the Boston Globe, court records show that Moloney did indeed sign a contract with BC saying 

he would only promise his sources confidentiality "to the extent American law allows" — but he 

omitted this caveat in the actual agreement his sources signed. Of course, this did not relieve 

BC of its obligation to fight for confidentiality and to protect its academic researchers' rights.  
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Young did concede that, in theory, scholars have a privilege of confidentiality similar to that 

enjoyed by reporters. BC could and should have fought tooth and nail before the Court of 

Appeals to ensure that scholars in its own employ could conduct vital, confidential research 

without fear of being enlisted to assist law enforcement authorities. Instead, the BC 

administration effectively excommunicated the researchers. 

 

BRIDGEWATER STATE 

Bridgewater State has recently joined in the "We're all for free speech but. . ." chorus. 

 

Student newspaper the Comment came under fire in April for publishing the name of an alleged 

student rape victim, as well as additional publicly available information about her. While it's 

standard journalistic practice to withhold the names of victims in most circumstances, in this 

case the alleged victim had already gone public: she had told her story, amplified by a 

megaphone, to roughly 200 attendees at the school's open-to-all "Take Back the Night" event. 

Her name had also appeared on publicity documents for the event, which according to 

takebackthenight.org is dedicated to "break[ing] the silence" surrounding sexual assault. 

 

Rather than respecting the Comment's journalistic freedom and its choice to report already-

public information accurately, BSU President Dana Mohler-Faria summoned Comment Editor 

Mary Polleys and its faculty advisor, Dave Copeland, to a meeting where, according to 

the Comment, Mohler-Faria threatened the newspaper's existence. Enterprise News said that 

University spokesman Bryan Baldwin, speaking for Mohler-Faria's office, "would not say what 

the meeting accomplished and whether the administration threatened to take action against 

the newspaper. But both Copeland, a part-time english [sic] and journalism professor, and 

Polleys say it did." According to the Boston Globe, spokesman Baldwin said that "Mohler-Faria 

'certainly encouraged' Polleys to remove the article to protect the student's privacy," but 

"denied that Mohler-Faria threatened to shut down the paper." 

 

Even if no further action is taken by BSU administrators, the perception of a presidential threat 

alone likely will chill controversial reporting in the future. For such threats to freedom of the 

speech, Bridgewater State University has earned its first Muzzle Award. 

 

HARVARD 

Once again, Harvard sweeps the competition for Worst Free Speech Abusers on Campus, this 

year responsible for a whopping three of the most egregious violations in New England. 
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Last summer, Harvard's Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) effectively fired economics professor 

Subramanian Swamy after he published a controversial opinion piece in the Indian 

newspaper Daily News & Analysis in the wake of Mumbai's July 13 terrorist bombing. Swamy, a 

prominent politician in India, suggested numerous ways to counteract "the political goals of 

Islamic terrorism." Suggestions included removing mosques built at temple sites and 

disenfranchising non-Hindus. The op-ed understandably offended many members of the 

Harvard community, and a group of students signed a petition asking for Swamy's removal from 

Harvard. 

 

In a glimmering moment of hope for the marketplace of ideas — even bad ideas — Harvard's 

administration released a statement emphasizing protection of free speech as "central to the 

mission of a university." But this was hardly the end of the matter. The Faculty of Arts and 

Sciences, led by Professor Diana Eck, charged ahead and voted to remove Swamy's courses 

from the summer schedule, effectively firing him. "There is a distinction between unpopular 

and unwelcome political views," Eck told the Harvard Crimson. At Harvard, perhaps, but not in 

the United States: the First Amendment requires evidence of incitement to imminent lawless 

action before speech may be banned (Supreme Court,Brandenburg v. Ohio, 1969), a standard 

to which Swamy's op-ed clearly falls short. As it is ruefully said, speech lawful in Harvard Square 

is banned in Harvard Yard. 

 

HARVARD AGAIN 

For the first time in its 375 years, Harvard's freshman dean, Thomas Dingman, asked this year's 

freshmen to sign a pledge which included the axiom — remarkable for a major academic 

institution — that "the exercise of kindness holds a place on par with intellectual attainment." 

The "voluntary" pledge was initially to be posted near dormitory entrances with signatures 

visibly affixed, making it clear who had signed, and who had not. 

 

Universities have historically been places dedicated to intellectual rigor and, as an extension, to 

protecting the often harsh and sometimes disturbing debates that accompany the exploration 

of new ideas. True intellectual pursuits are obviously irreconcilable with this kindness pledge. 

One is reminded of an elementary-school report card, with a box for the teacher to check for 

"works and plays well with others." 

 

But regardless of the content of the pledge, having students commit themselves to the political 

and ideological values of an institution, whatever those values are claimed to be under one or 

another administration, runs counter to freedom of conscience. As  Supreme Court Justice 

Robert Jackson put it In West Virginia Board of Education v. Barnette, writing for the majority in 

this 1943 case upholding the First Amendment right of a Jehovah's Witness student to refuse to 
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pledge allegiance to the flag (seen by Witnesses as a form of idolatry): "If there is any fixed star 

in our constitutional constellation, it is that no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be 

orthodox in politics, nationalism, religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens  to 

confess by word or act their faith therein. If there are any circumstances which permit an 

exception, they do not now occur to us." A pledge to kindness is hardly that exception, 

particularly on a liberal arts college campus. 

 

Dingman caved under outside pressure and agreed to take down the signature lists. (Disclosure: 

some of that pressure was exerted by FIRE.) But the pledge itself remained on dorm entryways 

— a powerful scepter in the hands of those who would allow for an education only so far as it 

can be reconciled with the teachings of charm school. 

 

AND HARVARD YET AGAIN 

Beginning in November 2011, Harvard locked the gates to its campus for almost six weeks, with 

entrance permitted only for Harvard ID-holders. The university says it turned away countless 

tourists and passers-through in order to "protect" a group of students, who were camped out in 

Harvard Yard as part of the Occupy movement. 

Occupy Harvard students objected to the university's so-called protection, and understandably 

so. The closure clearly was directed not at protecting the students, but, rather, at keeping the 

outside world from witnessing a political demonstration by students enrolled in what many 

deem a college by, of and for the one-percenters. Free speech and academic freedom played 

second fiddle to the demands of PR. 

 

For this, Harvard gets its third Muzzle Award for the year, demonstrating that, at least in some 

areas, Harvard really ranks number one. 

 

The assistance of Juliana DeVries is gratefully acknowledged in the preparation of this piece.  

 

 

 

 


