Dear Alumni for Free Speech
 
Thank you for your enquiry about freedom of speech in our universities. I agree that this is a very important issue. It is one I have been involved in for a long time – not least because I myself have been on the receiving end of attempts to suppress free speech. Being unable to speak at an event at the University of Cambridge was a low point during my time as Minister for Universities. There were occasions when security issues were cited as a reason for me not to speak but I was willing to go to events when there were such risks in order to establish the importance of freedom of speech at our universities.
 
I also experienced universities at their best. I always tried to speak to protesters. During a visit to the University of Southampton I went up to the protesters who were shouting out their messages with a loud-hailer. I tried to reply but they realised they could not hear me so they lent me their loud-hailer. After I had spoken I handed it back and they used it to reply. That incident stays with me as an example of how free speech can flourish even in the most unpropitious circumstances.
 
Akua Reindorf’s report on two shocking incidents in which free speech was not protected at the University of Essex is powerful evidence of what can go wrong and in particular the serious misunderstanding of equalities duties.  It was right that the Oxford Union ensured Kathleen Stock was able to speak there. Oxford with its rich diversity of institutions can play an important role in protecting freedom of speech.
 
I supported the last Government’s Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Bill. The 1986 legislation was not enough on its own without a mechanism to ensure freedom of speech was protected. My view was that the new role for the Office for Students was the best way to ensure proper protection of these rights. I welcomed the appointment of Professor Arif Ahmed as Director of Free Speech and do wish to see that activated. I was concerned that the Bill would however have the perverse effect of weakening freedom of speech in universities if at the same time civil litigation was promoted as well. There seemed to be a real danger that for example student unions would decide the safest route was not to invite any external speakers if they also risked a lawyer’s letter. This was not about China – it was about the most effective way of promoting free speech on campus. My speech in the Lords debate on the Bill on 2 March 2023 (cols 1697-8) set out my argument. That was the Government’s view and it moved amendments to the Bill in the Lords which were then rejected in the Commons.
 
The legislation was at one point also intended to cover academic freedom. There are very important issues here. Indeed the opposition by Magdalen to an attempt by King James II to impose a new President on the college in 1687 was an important moment in the development of academic autonomy in our universities of which Oxford can be proud. Oxford can and should be at the forefront of protecting this today. I strongly support academic autonomy and backed amendments to the 2017 Higher Education and Reform Bill to strengthen these protections. Universities should be strong autonomous institutions. A consistent theme in my interventions on higher education policy over the years is to warn of the dangers to their independence.
 
Best wishes
 
David Willetts
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