
The following is a letter from members of the Council on Academic Freedom at Harvard 

responding to Dean Bobo’s op-ed calling for punishment of some faculty speech critical of the 

university. The CAFH letter was published in the Harvard Crimson on Wednesday, June 19, 

2024 with a partial list of signatories. The full list is below. 

In an unprecedented repudiation of the principle of academic freedom, Dean of Social Science 

Lawrence D. Bobo argued in a recent op-ed that it is “outside the bounds of acceptable 

professional conduct” and sometimes even a “sanctionable violation” for a “faculty member to 

excoriate University leadership, faculty, staff, or students with the intent to arouse external 

intervention into University business.” He goes on to question whether a faculty member’s right 

to free speech does not protect behaviors that “invite external interference and encourage 

student misconduct.” 

It is downright alarming that such a stunning argument would come from a dean who currently 

wields power over hundreds of professors — without indicating that he would refrain from 

implementing his views by punishing the faculty he oversees. 

We strongly reject Dean Bobo’s arguments. He does not invoke generally agreed-upon 

exceptions to the right to free speech, such as inherently verbal crimes like libel, or justifiable 

restrictions on time, place, and manner. Instead, he references an analogy from former Supreme 

court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Class of 1861, arguing that shouting fire in a crowded 

theater is sanctionable. 

The analogy is inapplicable for many reasons. Holmes alluded to falsely crying “fire,” whereas 

the speech that Dean Bobo would sanction is reasoned opinion, not known falsehood. The 

analogy pertains to a reflexive and predictable mob reaction; faculty opinions may be evaluated 

and deliberated over time. And the actual legal decision Holmes justified, which convicted 

people who criticized the draft during World War I, was later effectively overturned in a 

judgment that limited suppression of speech to incitement of “imminent lawless action.” 

Analogies aside, Dean Bobo’s assertion that faculty who criticized Harvard’s leadership should 

be sanctioned because of an “intent to arouse external intervention” is troubling. He has no 

https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2024/6/15/bobo-faculty-speech-limits/


grounds for imputing such intent, nor for asserting that outside attention “impedes the 

University’s function.” 

No institution is above criticism, and one might argue that the voice of external stakeholders 

should be heard as a counterweight to insularity and complacency. Agree or disagree, such 

questions underscore why academic freedom must be subject to only the narrowest of 

exceptions. Censors always say that the ideas they want to punish are harmful. But no one is 

infallible, and only when ideas are expressed and debated can we know their implications. 

Finally, Dean Bobo is also prepared to sanction those who encourage students to engage in civil 

disobedience that violates University policies. This, too, is deeply concerning. If a professor or 

administrator says to student protesters that their actions are legitimate civil disobedience, then 

such advice — whatever one thinks of its merits — is fully protected by academic freedom. Even 

encouraging students to break rules must be given wide leeway. Criminal law sets a high bar for 

charging incitement, solicitation, or aiding and abetting, precisely because of concerns for 

freedom of speech. 

We strongly reject Dean Bobo’s arguments as clear infringements on academic freedom, and call 

upon Dean Bobo and Dean Hopi E. Hoekstra to clarify that Dean Bobo’s prescriptions are not 

Division policy and that he is committed to not implementing them. 

Sincerely, 

Eric Maskin Adams University Professor, Economics and Mathematics 

Jeffrey Flier 

CAFH Co-President; Harvard University Distinguished 

Service Professor (Medical School) 

Steven Pinker 

CAFH Co-President; Johnstone Family Professor of 

Psychology 

 

Additional CAFH 

Signatories:  



Adi Sunderam 

Willard Prescott Smith Professor of Corporate Finance 

(Business School) 

Alan Dershowitz Professor Emeritus Law 

Alan Raul Lecturer, Harvard Law School 

Allen Ferrell Professor, Harvard Law School 

Anthony Letai Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School 

Benjamin M. Friedman William Joseph Maier Professor of Political Economy 

Bertha Madras Professor of Psychobiology, Dept of Psychiatry 

Boaz Barak Gordon McKay Professor of Computer Science 

C. Ronald Kahn, MD Mary K. Iacocca Professor of Medicine 

Carole Hooven Associate in Psychology 

Christine Smith 

Robert C. and Marion K. Weinberg Professor of Architectural 

History 

Christopher Winship Diker-Tishman Professor of Sociology 

Daniel Gilbert 

Edgar Pierce Professor of Psychology, Department of 

Psychology 

Daniel Schrag 

Sturgis Hooper Professor of Geology, Department of Earth 

and Planetary Sciences 

David Scadden 

Professor, Department of Stem Cell and Regenerative 

Biology 

David Wolpe Former Visiting Scholar, Harvard Divinity School 

Eleftheria Maratos-Flier Professor Emerita, Department of Medicine 



Elhanan Helpman Galen L. Stone Professor of International Trade 

Eliot Gelwan MD Instructor in Psychiatry 

Elizabeth Bartholet 

Morris Wasserstein Prof. Of Law emeritus, Harvard Law 

School 

Elliot Chaikof 

Johnson and Johnson Professor of Surgery, Harvard Medical 

School 

Eric Mazur Balkanski Professor of Physics and Applied Physics 

Eric Nelson 

Robert M. Beren Professor of Government, Department of 

Government 

Fernando Reimers 

Ford Foundation Professor of the Practice of International 

Education 

Flynn J. Cratty 

Executive Director, Council on Academic Freedom at 

Harvard 

Frank H. Laukien 

Visiting Scholar, Dept. Chemistry & Chemical Biology, 

Harvard Origins of Life Initiative 

Frederic Preffer Professor of Pathology HMS 

Garrett Fitzmaurice Professor of Psychiatry (Biostatistics) 

Gary Ruvkun Professor of Genetics, Harvard Medical School Dept Genetics 

Harry Lewis 

CAFH Co-President; Gordon McKay Professor of Computer 

Science, Emeritus 

Harvey Mansfield Research Professor of Government 

Isaac Kohane 

Professor of Biomedical Informatics, Harvard Medical 

School 

J. Mark Ramseyer Mitsubishi professor of Japanese legal studies 



James Engell 

Gurney Professor of English and Professor of Comparative 

Literature, English, FAS 

James Hankins Professor, Department of History 

Janet Halley Eli Goldston Professor of Law 

Jason Jones Instructor 

Jeannie Suk Gersen CAFH Co-President; John H. Watson, Jr. Professor of Law 

Jeffrey Frankel 

James W. Harpel Professor of Capital Formation and 

Growth, Harvard Kennedy School 

Jeffrey Fredberg Professor of Bioengineering and Physiology, Emeritus 

Jeffrey Saffitz, MD, PhD 

Mallinckrodt Professor of Pathology, Harvard Medical 

School 

Jennifer Hochschild 

Henry LaBarre Jayne Professor of Government, Department 

of Government 

Jesse M. Fried Professor, Harvard Law School 

John Kovac Professor of Astronomy and of Physics 

Jon D. Levenson List Professor of Jewish Studies, Harvard Divinity School 

Kenneth Shepsle Markham Research Professor of Government 

Kit Parker Tarr Family Professor of Bioengineering and Applied Physics 

Lachlan Forrow Senior Fellow, Harvard Medical School Center for Bioethics 

Lawrence Lessig Roy L. Furman Professor of Law and Leadership 

Luis M. Viceira George E. Bates Professor, Harvard University 

Mark Ramseyer Mitsubishi Professor of Japanese Legal Studies 



Matthew Meyerson 

Professor of Genetics, Department of Genetics, Harvard 

Medical School 

Michael Rogers 

Assistant Professor, Department of Surgery, Harvard 

Medical School 

Mouhsin Shafi 

Associate Professor of Neurology, Harvard Medical School. 

Department of Neurology, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical 

Center 

Ned Hall 

CAFH Co-President; Norman E. Vuilleumier Professor of 

Philosophy 

Omar Sultan Haque, 

MD, PhD Lecturer, Harvard Medical School 

Paul Gompers Eugene Holman Professor of Business Administration 

Peter Park 

Professor of Biomedical Informatics, Harvard Medical 

School 

Phillip Pearl Professor of Neurology, Harvard Medical School 

Raghu Chivukula Assistant Professor of Medicine and Surgery 

Randall Kennedy Professor of Law 

Richard Born Professor of Neurobiology 

Richard D Parker Williams Professor of Criminal Justice 

Richard J. McNally, 

Ph.D. 

Professor and Director of Clinical Training, Department of 

Psychology 

Richard Losick 

Maria Moors Cabot Professor, Department of Molecular and 

Cellular Biology 

Robert H. Sitkoff 

Austin Wakeman Scott Professor of Law, John L. Gray 

Professor of Law, HLS 



Robert N. Stavins 

A.J. Meyer Professor of Energy and Economic Development, 

Harvard Kennedy School 

Robert S Kaplan Professor Emeritus, Harvard Business School 

Roger B. Porter IBM Professor of Business and Government 

Rohit Deshpande Baker Foundation Professor, Harvard Business School 

Ronald S. Sullivan Jr. Jesse Climenko Clinical Professor of Law 

Santiago Romero-Brufau Adjunct Assistant Professor, Department of Biostatistics 

Steven Shavell Samuel Rosenthal Professor of Law and Economics 

Steven Shoelson, MD, 

PhD 

Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School, Joslin 

Diabetes Center 

Stuart Shieber 

Welch Professor of Computer Science, Paulson School of 

Engineering and Applied Sciences 

Tarek Masoud Ford Foundation Professor of Democracy and Governance 

Tyler VanderWeele 

John L. Loeb and Frances Lehman Loeb Professor of 

Epidemiology 

William Simpson 

Donald P. and Katherine B. Loker Research Professor of 

English 

William Hogan Research Professor, Harvard Kennedy School 

Woodward Yang 

Gordon McKay Professor of Electrical Engineering and 

Computer Science 

Elizabeth Gaufberg Associate Professor of Medicine and Psychiatry 

Kenneth Froot 

André R. Jakurski Professor of Business Administration, 

Emeritus 



Allen Ferrell Harvey Greenfield Professor of Securities Law 

Philipp Taussky Associate Professor, Harvard Medical School 

Miguel Hernan Kolokotrones Professor of Biostatistics and Epidemiology 

Jill Hooley 

John Lindsley Professor of Psychology in Memory of William 

James 

Manja Klemenčič Associate Senior Lecturer on Sociology 
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