Academic Freedom of Expression
(Effective August 17, 2016)
Vanderbilt University is dedicated to advancing knowledge and ideas, both of which may contain
inherently value-laden components. In pursuit of this goal, Vanderbilt is committed to providing
an environment for open inquiry and the vigorous exploration and free expression of ideas.
Academic freedom for faculty extends from the university campus (e.g., classrooms, lecture halls,
clubs, etc.) to outside its boundaries. As informed citizens and experts in their academic specialties
who can speak with accuracy and authority, faculty are often encouraged to express ideas and
opinions in the public domain. This activity, which is recognized as an important component of
academic endeavor, occurs through a variety of venues not limited to formal publications.
Vanderbilt encourages intellectual inquiry, discovery, and exchange of information, and, therefore,
fully recognizes and protects freedom of exploration, thought, and expression for its faculty in all
these activities.
Vanderbilt strives to promote a diverse community, and the views and ideas of its members will
inevitably conflict. As an institution committed to the advancement of knowledge, and as a training
ground for the intellectual, social, and ethical leaders of the future, the university is the arena where
difficult conversations and seemingly heretical thoughts deserve exploration and protection. It is
contrary to the principles of the university to limit the freedom of expression of individuals or to
protect individuals from the messages of others which may be deemed disagreeable or possibly
even offensive.
At the same time, the university deeply values inclusivity, civility, and mutual respect, and it is
incumbent upon all members of the Vanderbilt community to engage in civil and respectful dialog
and to resist discourse that aims to suppress the free expression of ideas. The university is and
should be a forum in which faculty and students engage the spectrum of ideas in a civil and
mutually respectful fashion, where faculty provide a role model for student engagement, and where
students hone their abilities to think about and explore diverse perspectives.
When an individual or group deems the ideas of others to be inimical to their own, the response
cannot be to suppress or obstruct the speech of others but rather the response should be to engage
in discussion, debate, and mutually respectful dialog. A core part of the university’s mission is to
provide opportunities for intellectual exchanges to take place. Our responsibility as a community
is to ensure that all members of the university community have freedom of expression.
Only in narrow circumstances should the university endeavor to limit freedom of expression.
Speech that violates the law, such as libel, slander, harassment, or threats; that infringes on legallyprotected privacy or confidentiality interests; that directly impedes university activities in a severe
and/or pervasive manner; or that intentionally promotes hate of individuals or groups is not
protected at Vanderbilt. Because the university is fully committed to the promotion and protection
of the free expression and exchange of ideas, these rare exceptions should be understood and
applied so as to support rather than undermine full and free expression.

