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Real People. Real Stories.

Speech Topics





Nadine Strossen 
Former President of the American Civil Liberties Union 

Promoting Respectful Discourse and Dialogue Among All People On All Ideas
Surveys consistently show that most people in the United States deplore our polarized political debates and online echo chambers, while wishing that political and other leaders would more effectively bridge divides and find common ground – while not papering over key disagreements. Moreover, polls demonstrate that we hunger for the opportunity to engage in candid discussions with individuals who differ from us in their identities, experiences, and beliefs. These attitudes are prevalent in campus communities, as well as in our larger society.
Nadine Strossen – a prominent advocate of all civil liberties for all people, no matter who they are and no matter what they believe – has had unique experiences in debating against and also collaborating with many political and other leaders with whom she strongly disagrees on important issues, while agreeing on others. For almost two decades she served as the national President of the American Civil Liberties Union (on whose National Advisory Council she still serves), which is politically nonpartisan and effectively works with a broad array of individuals and groups – all across the ideological spectrum -- on particular issues of common concern despite strong disagreements on other important issues. Strossen has witnessed the power of such collaboration to advance human rights (as well as other causes), while also enriching our personal lives and relationships. Additionally, as a longtime law professor and speaker on the campus lecture circuit, Strossen has observed the essential educational value of grappling with a range of perspectives on all issues.
In her dynamic, interactive presentations, she shares her personal experiences, as well as the fruits of her research, including steps every one of us can take to tear down walls and instead build bridges, thus enhancing our own lives and strengthening our communities.
HATE: Why We Should Resist It with Free Speech, Not Censorship
Given the hyper-partisanship and deep divisions that have frayed our society, we constantly hear charges and counter-charges of “hate speech” hurled against countless communications, including statements about vital issues, ranging from “Black Lives Matter” to “All Lives Matter.” Since speech is powerful, and can cause great harm to individuals and society, why do all Supreme Court Justices protect freedom “even for the thought that we hate”? Why shouldn’t online companies deny platforms to haters and terrorists? Why does Nadine Strossen, the daughter of a Holocaust survivor, support freedom even for neo-Nazi ideas? Why do advocates of racial justice and human rights – not only in the US, but also around the world – maintain that censoring “hate speech” would actually do more harm than good in promoting the essential goals of equality, dignity, diversity, inclusivity, and societal harmony? 
Free Speech on Campus; What Limits Should There Be?
Surveys show declining student support for First Amendment protection for controversial speech and speakers whose ideas students find offensive or hateful, leading students to such measures as calling to disinvite provocative speakers, and asking professors to exclude such material from courses. While a staunch champion of the objective--to provide equal educational opportunities for all students--Strossen lays out the case that limiting even the most offensive, hateful, provocative speech will do more harm than good for the essential causes of equality and social justice. Accordingly, she recommends other measures that will effectively advance those goals, which are also consistent with free speech values.
*Prof. Strossen is available and eager for additional classroom interactions, seminars, and all types of campus engagement in addition to her main presentation. 

Current Challenges to Civil Liberties

Strossen addresses the “hot topics” of the moment. This speech is never the same twice, but is constantly updated to take account of both current developments and the particular interests of any sponsor.

Free Speech on Campus; What Limits Should There Be?

Surveys show declining student support for First Amendment protection for controversial speech and speakers whose ideas students find offensive or hateful, leading students to such measures as calling to disinvite provocative speakers, and asking professors to exclude such material from courses. While a staunch champion of the objective--to provide equal educational opportunities for all students--Strossen lays out the case that limiting even the most offensive, hateful, provocative speech will do more harm than good for the essential causes of equality and social justice. Accordingly, she recommends other measures that will effectively advance those goals, which are also consistent with free speech values.

Universities’ Approaches to Sexual Misconduct on Campus; The Worst of Both Worlds?

Campuses have not taken sufficiently vigorous action to prevent and punish sexual misconduct; however, we have recently seen the pendulum swing too far in the other direction, as campuses adopt measures that deprive accused assailants of fundamental fairness, while still insufficiently protecting victims. From policies such as “affirmative consent” for intimate contact, to distorted concepts of “sexual harassment”, Strossen delves into these flawed approaches and suggests alternative strategies that would better promote both safety and justice for all members of our campus communities.
Why shouldn’t we censor “hate speech”?   Why shouldn’t online companies deny platforms to haters and terrorists?
We must address these urgent questions, given our society’s increasing polarization, along with hateful rhetoric and actions.   Discussing the themes of her acclaimed 2018 book, HATE:  Why We Should Resist It with Free Speech, Not Censorship – which has earned praise from leaders across the ideological and political spectrum (with an updated paperback edition available in March 2019) – Strossen discusses the most recent evidence about the actual impacts of censorship and of a robust free-speech approach.  Strossen’s expertise, and her neutral, principled defense of free speech, equality, and other human rights for all individuals – no matter who they are, and no matter what they believe – have facilitated her constructive engagement with diverse audiences, and has resulted in her repeated invitations to testify before Congress on these crucial issues, at the behest of both Democrats and Republicans.  Her presentations are constantly updated to take account of the most recent “news hooks,” as well as the most recent information and evidence.

For those who seek more details:

Strossen consults in advance with invitors for each event to tailor her presentation as closely as possible to each particular audience and forum. The following are some of the important questions that she discusses:

· Why shouldn’t campuses shield students from controversial expression that causes psychic and emotional distress, with associated adverse physiological impacts?

· With the distressing upsurge in mass shootings and other hate crimes, and the associated hateful speech, online and off, why shouldn’t we suppress such speech, in order to prevent this horrific violence?

· What are our other options for reducing hateful attitudes and actions, other than censoring hateful ideas and expressions?

· How can we reduce the increasing distrust and dislike – and even “hate” – for people who are different from “us” in any way, including in terms of their ideas and beliefs?

· How can we constructively build bridges to other individuals and groups, despite our many differences in ideas and identities, to discover and further shared fundamental goals?

· How can we overcome the self-censorship that so many students, faculty members, and others report, fearing to say something that will inadvertently be viewed as “insensitive,” or even “offensive” or worse?  How can we promote vigorous but respectful dialogue in which all members of campus (and other) communities feel welcome to participate, including those who are marginalized because of their demographic group, and those who are marginalized because of their beliefs?

Format options

I am happy to give a conventional presentation, in which I make a solo presentation of substantial length (whatever the invitor requests – usually 45-60 minutes), followed by Q&A.  I am happy to have received enthusiastic positive comments from audience members for such presentations.

However, I have found that audiences tend to be even more engaged when an alternative, more interactive, format is used – notably, when my presentation is elicited through an interview or conversation with one or more others.  I can easily convey exactly the same information and points through this format, but an exchange between two people is inherently more dynamic than even a dynamic solo speaker.   For example, I could simply present an opening statement that summarizes my book and why I wrote it.  But that same information could also be conveyed in more conversational mode  by my answer to an opening question from the interviewer:  “Nadine, tell us in a nutshell what your book is about and why you wrote it.”   My observation is that audiences are becoming more and more accustomed to, and showing a preference for, more interactive, informal presentation modes as alternatives to a traditional lecture.  To be sure, I realize that TED-style solo talks are also very popular (and I love watching them!). However, those talks are much shorter than the traditional lecture, so they constitute another format alternative to the conventional 45-60-minute conventional lecture.
My book’s topics are so “hot” – constantly in the news and regularly debated – that just about everyone could no doubt come up with dozens of questions to ask me about these, just off the top of their heads, and just based on recent news.  Nonetheless, as at least a potential aid, I have prepared a list of potential challenging, interesting questions for an interviewer, which I’m forwarding.  While I have received many compliments for these questions from interviewers, interestingly, most of them have asked their own questions  anyway; they said that seeing my list was helpful, because it gave them a general sense of the parameters, and also functioned as a “safety net” or “back-up” for their own questions.  If the interviewer would like me to review the proposed questions in advance, I would be happy to do that.
The interview format has worked very well, and it has been extremely enthusiastically received, on many, diverse campuses and other forums.  Interviewers have also been very diverse, including:  university/college Presidents, Deans, and other administrators or staff members (including those who specialize in student affairs, diversity matters, and human resources); faculty members from many different departments and schools (within a university); journalists; human rights activists; political leaders or activists; members of the clergy; and student leaders, as well as other students.  In some situations, I have been interviewed by two people, including two students.  In some situations, the interviewer has in advance collected questions from other audience members, and poses the questions on their behalves.
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