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places aheavyburdenon them—Kirk’s
apparent killer was not a Utah Valley
University student.But thecampuspro-
tests sparked by Israel’s response to
Hamas’s invasion on October 7, 2023
have triggeredaperiodof intensereflec-
tion inthehighereducationsector.
The latest cohortof studentsaccepted
to Wellesley was asked to include on
their applications a description of how
they had worked alongside people of
“differentbackgroundsand/orperspec-
tives”. “Civility” pledges and honour
codes around tolerance and respectful
discussionhavespreadacross theUS.
At Princeton, Christopher Eisgruber,
the president, addressed the incoming
class this month with a defence of free
speech, and is holding informal talks
linked to his newbookTerms of Respect,
onthesametheme.
Caroline Mehl, executive director of
the Constructive Dialogue Institute, a
non-profit group with programmes on
120campusesacross theUS, said: “More
andmore academic leaders are looking
to stand behind initiatives for free
expression, open dialogue and con-
structiveengagement.”

It advises “letting go of winning” in
polariseddebates, in favourof“focusing
on understanding” by building empa-
thywiththosewithdifferentviews.
Rajiv Vinnakota, president of the
Institute for Citizens & Scholars, said
“well over” 120 college presidents had
signedup tohisnetwork to tacklepolar-
isation, with more than 40 involved in
programmes it is helping support. He
saiduniversitiesneededto focuson“not
just the opt-in crowd”but studentswho
are lessengagedinpoliticaldebate.
Like others, he emphasised informal
“lowstakes”approachestobringingstu-
dents with different views together.
Johnson at Wellesley said she had
increased the activities of its residential
advisers, who knock on dormitory
doors and invite students to come
together for joint activities. “Youdonot
choosewho iswithyou, so theyarecriti-
cally important learning grounds. It is a
low-stakeswayofbuildingcommunity.”
But colleges face broader pressures.
The first has been managing a genera-
tion of students confronted by mental
health issues due to fears about, among
other things, climate change and an

uncertain job market. They also
endured a period of enforced social iso-
lation during pandemic lockdowns
when they turned to social media with
its emphasise on performative outrage
anddivisiveness.
Sunjay Muralitharan, president of
College Democrats of America, who
issueda joint statementwithhisRepub-
lican counterpart after Kirk’s killing
calling for “respectful dialogue”, said:
“Socialmedia is definitely conducive to
echochambers.Wecanblame it a lot for
radicalisation. We need to spend more
timevaluing the strugglesof youngmen
incontemporaryAmerica.”
Aseconddifficulty forcolleges is tack-
ling the wider attitudes of US society,
not least fromitspolitical leaders.
“We still need to address thenewper-
mission structure that has been created
for vitriolic rhetoric and violent reac-
tions in response topolitical, social, and
cultural disagreement,” said Lynn Pas-
querella, president of theAssociationof
AmericanCollegesandUniversities.
“Civil discourse needs to bemodelled
not only in the academy but across all
sectorsofsociety.”
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Just hours after the president of Dart-
mouth College made the case for more
open debate on US campuses, the con-
servative activist Charlie Kirk was
assassinated at an event at Utah Valley
University.
Explaining her “Dartmouth Dia-
logues” programme to foster empa-
thetic discussion on controversial
issues, Sian Leah Beilock said last
Wednesday: “It is not a secret that
higher education has a trust problem.
Ourresponsibility is toshowwecanpro-
duce studentswho can think across dif-
ference.”
Since then, her Ivy League university
andothersacross thecountryhavebeen
forced to review security measures as
they seek to promote free speech
againstabackdropof intensifyingpoliti-
calpolarisationandviolence intheUS.
The student-run Dartmouth Political
Union,which swiftly issueda statement
condemning themurder, is considering
how to proceed with a “Politics of
Youth” debate it had scheduled for this
monthbetweenKirkand leftwing social
media influencerHasanPiker.
Elsewhere, therewere calls for tighter
scrutiny of guests, but student organis-
ers, speakers and universities alike
stressed their continued commitment
to free speech, including events on con-
tentioustopics.
Robert Shibley, special counsel at the
Foundation for Individual Rights and
Expression, which has criticised col-
leges for leftwing “cancel culture” but

supported themagainst PresidentDon-
ald Trump’s clampdown on alleged
antisemitism on campuses, said: “We
will see a greater emphasis on security,
with events indoors, almost always in
smallervenues.”
JT Marshburn, chair of the College
Republican National Committee and a
student at the University of Georgia,
said: “I am hearing some security con-
cernsbut Ihave toldourmembership to
not be afraid of hosting these speakers.
We cannot kowtow to themob. I call on
universities to look out for their stu-
dents’best interestsandworkwith local
publicsafetyofficials.”
Ben Shapiro, the rightwing commen-
tator, posted on X: “We will never stop
debating and discussing.” Shapiro’s edi-
tor denied reports hehad cancelled stu-
dent events, saying he “still plans to
attendcollegecampusesthisyear”.
Riley Gaines, a former collegiate
swimmer and campaigner against trans
womenparticipating inwomen’s sports,
said she would attend the first meeting
of a planned launch of a chapter of
Kirk’s Turning Point USA organisation
atVanderbiltUniversity inNashville.
At Wellesley College in Massachu-
setts, Paula Johnson, the president,
stressed she had long placed focus on
campus security, including scrutiny of
social media posts ahead of sensitive
events. The Kirk assassination “makes
ever more urgent the work we are
engaged in to advance pluralism and
viewpoint to give our students the skills
toactuallyhaveconstructivedialogue”.
The open nature of US campuses
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