
 

A FEW THOUGHTS FROM DR. HERB SENNETT 

DOES FREE SPEECH EXIST? 
FIRST IN A SERIES: COMMUNICATION IN RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Most American citizens believe they know what “freedom of speech” means. However, I wonder 

if maybe many people today do not fully understand the concept. Allow me a moment to give a 

general introduction to this basic of all American rights. 

The Second Amendment of The Constitution of the United States: 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting 

the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the 

right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 

redress of grievances. (Emphasis is mine!) 

In Franklin Roosevelt’s State of the Union Address, January 7, 1948, he stated, the “…freedom 

of speech and freedom of religion are an essential part of the very life of this Nation; and we 

hope that these blessings will be granted to all men everywhere.” (Emphasis is mine!) 

In his December 3, 1816, State of the Union Address, James Madison (the 4th President) said, “I 

shall read in the character of the American people, in their devotion to true liberty and to the 

Constitution which is its palladium, sure presages that the destined career of my country will 

exhibit a Government pursuing the public good as its sole object, and regulating its means by the 

great principles consecrated in its charger and by those moral principles to which they are so well 

allied; a Government which watches over the purity of elections, the freedom of speech and of 

the press, the trial by jury, and the equal interdict against encroachments and compacts between 

religion and the state.” (Emphasis is mine!) 

According to the online legal dictionary, freedom of speech refers to “The right, guaranteed by 

the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, to express beliefs and ideas without unwarranted 

government restriction.” (http://legal-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Freedom+of+Speech) As 

the article continues, the author explains that all democracies since the early Greeks have 

struggled with this idea. And most democracies have concluded that some limitations are 

required (i.e., yelling “fire” in a crowded theater”). 

Yet, people on all sides of the political spectrum seem to believe that freedom of speech is not so 

free anymore; that a sense of oppression exists that stifles free speech by some groups. This 
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concept is often called “political correctness.” Still others call this “suppression of opinions.” 

Still others believe that if you say the “wrong thing” that you’ll be ostracized.  

Recently in the news, avowed socialists who call for the overthrow of the U.S. Government 

speak freely on university campuses. Yet, when a “conservative” journalist was invited to speak, 

the rioting was so violent that a university president rescinded the invitation.  

This type of activity begs the question “Who decides what is free speech? The courts? The 

President? An unruly crowd? A political party? An appointed arbiter? A spokes-person of some 

type? 

With these thoughts in mind, please watch the clip from the upcoming film. Please note that the 

context is the classroom depiction is of 12th grade high school debate class. The teacher claims 

he fully believes in free speech. The student at the podium is a Christian. Her name is Grácia. 

Note the interchange. 

<INSERT CLIP 06 SO PREDICTABLE> 

Was Grácia acting appropriately in rebutting her teacher’s stance?  Was the teacher correct in his 

attempt to close the debate? Were the students out of place in their response to the teacher’s 

decision to close the debate? Should he have relented on his decision simply because students 

protested his decision? Does a teacher in a classroom have the right to restrict discussions? 

These questions (and many more, I’m sure) demand open discussions about what is appropriate 

in a public school classroom. I believe that Grácia was gracious in how she interacted with the 

teacher. She did not seem disrespectful. And given the situation, it seems that the teacher was 

correct in attempting to close the debate. As a former teacher, I believe that the teacher must 

maintain a civil and congenial atmosphere in the classroom. 

The students may have believed that the teacher was wrong, but at least they expressed their 

opinions without appearing to be disrespectful. The teacher made the decision to allow Grácia to 

finish her argument. That is always the teacher’s prerogative. 

As a student of effective communication techniques, this film clip offers a highly unusual display 

of respect on everyone’s part. Perhaps it is a bit unrealistic in today’s political climate. It seems 

to me that the teacher’s purpose was to show the students how difficult this issue has become. 

Fifty years ago, this problem was not an issue. Today?  

You decide. 


