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Oxford University Chancellorship: your position regarding free speech at UK universities

Name of candidate: Reverend Matthew Firth

We are writing to all candidates for the Chancellorship of Oxford University, to ask them about their views and position on free speech and academic freedom.  Our questions are set out below. 
For ease of comparison, we invite candidates to type their answers below each of our questions.  
We ask for your responses by the end of Wednesday 2nd October. Please reply to info@affs.uk.

QUESTIONS TO ALL CANDIDATES

1. 	Do you think there is currently a free speech and/and or academic freedom problem at UK universities? Please give reasons for your answer, if you wish.
Absolutely yes. The vast majority of UK universities seem to be controlled by academics and SUs that want to squash the free expression of ideas that don’t fit with the woke narrative. 

2.   
a. If an active politician (e.g. a Member of the House of Lords), did you support or oppose the Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Bill (now Act) (“HEFSA”) (or significant aspects of it) during its passage through Parliament? Please provide any further information you consider relevant to your stance.

I’m not an active politician.



b. Do you consider that the suspension of the coming into effects of the main provisions of HEFSA pending "review and possible repeal" by the new Labour Government in July 2024 was appropriate? Please give your reasons for your answer, if you wish.

No, it was totally inappropriate. The main provisions of HEFSA are perfectly reasonable measures to protect and strengthen free speech and free academic enquiry at UK universities, so it must therefore be assumed that the Labour Government wants to undermine those values. It is a disgrace.  
             
3. 	Please give examples of how you have actively supported free speech (including, but not limited to) in the Higher Education sector) and/or academic freedom in your public life.
I am standing for the position of Chancellor of the University of Oxford as the only truly free speech candidate, as far as I know. Throughout my 15-year ordained career I have consistently impressed upon the Church hierarchy the need to allow the highest level of free speech possible. On social media I have consistently spoken my mind and publicly opposed those who would seek to shut me and others down. During my time as Chaplain to the University of Cumbria (a Church of England foundation university) I fought Church officials, university officials, and SU officials in order to try to stop people shutting down the expression of view during the national debate on same sex marriage legislation. Recently, over against those who were seeking to shut me down, I publicly exposed, both in the press and at the Home Affairs Select Committee, the Church of England’s naivety and poor practice in relation to asylum baptisms. In summary, I am a free speech candidate with a history of speaking my mind, opposing those who try to shut me down, and opposing those who try to shut others down.

4. 	In your public life, have you done anything which could be construed (or was considered by some to be) actively hostile to free speech and/or academic freedom? For instance, have you ever made severe personal attacks on someone you disagreed with in relation to a matter of lawful public debate, or instigated or joined in an online pile-on against them? If you have, please give details and explain the reasons for your actions.
Never
           
5. 	If someone is expressing views which are unpopular or offensive to some, but which were not illegal, would you consider they should be free to hold and express them? Please give reasons for your views, including any qualifications, if you wish.
Absolutely, because free speech is a human right which is a prerequisite for a civilised democratic society which cares about getting to the truth.
          
[bookmark: _Hlk177898801]6. 	Do you think that institutional neutrality at UK universities is necessary for the protection of free speech and/or academic freedom, including in the review, approval of and/or support for research plans, topics, applications and/or projects and the grant or allocation of research funding? We would be interested to hear your reasoning.
A university should be institutionally neutral on all matters that are not fundamental to its own reason for being. For example, a university should be institutionally neutral on the merits of the British Empire, but should not be institutionally neutral on the merits of free speech. 
         
7. 	Do you think that the promotion and enforcement of programmes and policies relating to Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (“EDI”) can give rise to any free speech/academic freedom issues? We would be interested in hearing your views either way.
Yes, absolutely. Almost invariably, EDI programmes and policies are founded on highly suspect Critical Theories. They therefore have the effect of discriminating against those who hold and express what might be termed conservative and right-wing views. This is totally unacceptable.
         
8. 	Do you consider that there are any free speech implications in asking for evidence of support for EDI programmes or campaigns (such as Stonewall or Athena Swan) in job application and promotion processes, and in the review, approval of and/or support for research plans, topics, applications and/or projects and the grant or allocation of research funding? We would be interested in hearing your views either way.
Yes, absolutely. Asking for evidence of support for EDI programmes or campaigns in employment processes or research proposal processes is a form of discrimination against those who do not support the highly contested Critical Theories upon which most EDI programmes and campaigns are founded. 
          
9. 	Do you think that it is necessary for a healthy free speech environment that a university should have a senior, experienced, non-conflicted officer responsible for promoting free speech and academic freedom (including in the review, approval of and/or support for research plans, topics, applications and/or projects and the grant or allocation of research funding) and developing and enforcing policies and requirements for achieving this? We would be interested in hearing your views either way.
Yes, absolutely. A university’s reason for being is free speech and free academic enquiry, seeking truth. It is therefore entirely appropriate for a senior officer to be task with the responsibilities set out in this question. Moreover, it should be a requirement that all university staff are only recruited on the basis that they are supporters and champions of free speech and free academic enquiry. Maintaining these freedoms is everyone’s responsibility. It needs to be built into the culture of every university. 
          
10.	Do you think it is necessary and/or appropriate to require students and/or staff (whether in the context of matriculation in the case of students, appointment and/or promotion in the case of staff or otherwise) to be required and/or invited to undergo “training” on contested subjects such as gender ideology and/or aspects of Critical Race Theory? In relation to such “training”:
No, it is totally inappropriate.
a.	Should the contents of the “training” (including questions asked of participants) be publicly available?  Yes.
b.	Should students and/or staff be:
i.	 be required to “pass” such training? and/or Absolutely not.
ii.	entitled to decline to participate in such training? Yes.
iii.	be discriminated against and/or penalised for failing to “pass” or “participate”? Absolutely not.
		iv.	if so, how?
[bookmark: _Hlk178005779]	We would be interested in your views either way.
            
11. 	Will you actively advocate for and support free speech protection and academic freedom, within the limits of the role of Chancellor of Oxford University? Will you view such support as a material requirement for the appointment of senior officers to the University? Please give any information that you think is relevant to share.
I absolutely will.
I don’t think I could be clearer. I’m a free speech champion who is dismayed at the erosion of free speech in UK universities.
          
We welcome any other thoughts you may have on free speech at our universities, and at Oxford in particular. Please add them below.

I’m a member of the Free Speech Union.
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