Dear Alumni for Free Speech,
Thank you for contacting me about freedom of speech at the University of Oxford.
You are right that there are significant risks to free speech and academic freedom at universities around the country, and this risks fundamentally undermining our democracy. Analysis by Jon Haidt and Greg Lukianoff in The Coddling of the American Mind also convincingly argues that cancel culture could be contributing to higher rates of mental illness, by failing to equip young people for life after university where people openly disagree with their views and values 
 
Oxford should be a place of open debate – as it was for me in the Union – based on learning from the arguments of others. Oxford minds should be ready for the great debating chamber of the world, not the echo chambers of the like-minded. I applaud Chris Patten’s clear statements on this vital matter.
 
With regard to the Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act, I have been on leave of absence from the House of Lords since 2021, in order to chair the Royal Foundation of the Prince and Princess of Wales. I therefore was unable to vote on the issue, but I would have supported the Act had I been an active peer at the time. 
 
I disagree with the new Government’s decision to abandon the Act. There have been some legitimate concerns about the Act. For example, I understand that some Jewish students are concerned the Act could make it easier for antisemitic extremists to harass them on campus, and the statutory tort could further undermine university finances. But the decision to abandon the Act altogether, rather than seeking to amend and work through these issues, is a significant mistake.
 
I have a long track record of supporting free speech, starting at the Oxford Union and continuing in my career in parliament. As Foreign Secretary between 2010 and 2014, I was responsible for the UK’s efforts in promoting human rights overseas and regularly raised freedom of speech issues with countries around the world, including repressive regimes in Syria, Belarus, and Iran. I do not believe I have done anything in my public life that could be construed as actively hostile to free speech or academic freedom.
 
You are right that if someone is expressing views which are unpopular or offensive to some, but which are not illegal, they should be free to hold and express them. Extremism and prejudice should be countered through the rigour of reason, not the comfort blanket of cancellation. 
 
I agree that institutional neutrality at British universities is necessary for the protection of free speech and academic freedom. The review, approval, and allocation of grant funding for research must be made on the merits of the research.  
 
I recognise that the promotion and enforcement of certain programmes and policies relating to Equality, Diversity and Inclusion can give rise to free speech issues. I do not agree with asking for evidence of support for EDI programmes and campaigns in personnel and funding processes, and believe my fellow Times contributor Trevor Phillips summarised the dangers of doing so well in a recent article. 
 
However, this is not to say I do not agree with EDI programmes. As the first person in my family to go to university and a former Disability Minister, I strongly support programmes designed to help students from disadvantaged backgrounds and those struggling with disabilities to attend Oxford.
 
I agree that having a senior officer responsible for promoting free speech and academic freedom could help universities to better promote these values. That said, in my experience  of government and advising large organisations, change is only delivered when it is driven from the very top of an organisation. 
 
I do not agree with requiring students or staff to undergo training in gender ideology or critical race theory, both of which are highly contested concepts as you say. Publishing the contents of such training could be a valuable exercise in transparency.
 
If I am fortunate enough to be elected by my fellow Oxford graduates to serve our university as Chancellor, I will be a forthright defender of free speech and academic freedom. Together, we can protect the values of free speech and academic freedom for future generations of Oxford students to enjoy.
 
Thank you again for taking the time to contact me.
 
Yours sincerely,
William Hague (Lord Hague of Richmond).

