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Asserting that cancel culture has put freedom of expression in crisis, a statement initially signed 

by 45 prominent individuals from universities, think tanks, and other organizations asserts that 

expressing “ideas we find offensive is not an act of ‘violence.’” 

Called the Philadelphia Statement, the 845-word document says in part: 

If we seek to change our country’s trajectory; if we desire unity rather than division; if we want 

a political life that is productive and inspiring; if we aspire to be a society that is pluralistic and 

free, one in which we can forge our own paths and live according to our own consciences, then 

we must renounce ideological blacklisting and recommit ourselves to steadfastly defending 

freedom of speech and passionately promoting robust civil discourse. 

The statement’s top signatories include Alan Sears, former president of Alliance Defending 

Freedom, a Christian legal aid group, and Adam J. White, a resident scholar at the American 

Enterprise Institute, a conservative think tank.   

Two regimes are fighting an ideological war in America today. But what side are you on? And 

how can you sharpen up on how to defend your position? Learn more now >> 

Organizers are inviting Americans to sign the document. 

They named the statement after Philadelphia, where men of strongly differing viewpoints came 

together in 1776 to declare America’s independence from England. 

The Philadelphia Statement underlines the freedom of Americans to openly disagree while 

respecting the viewpoints of others:  

Our liberty and our happiness depend upon the maintenance of a public culture in which 

freedom and civility coexist—where people can disagree robustly, even fiercely, yet treat each 

other as human beings—and, indeed, as fellow citizens—not mortal enemies. 

The Philadelphia Statement comes less than three weeks after a Cato Institute/YouGov poll 

found that 62% of Americans say they fear expressing their political opinions in the current 

political climate, up from 58% in 2017.  

https://thephillystatement.org/read/
https://www.dailysignal.com/2020/08/11/philadelphia-statement-defends-free-speech-from-cancel-culture/#dear_reader
https://thephillystatement.org/
https://www.dailysignal.com/2020/07/23/62-of-americans-afraid-to-express-political-views-survey-finds/


The same poll found that about one-third of liberals, moderates, and conservatives say that 

publicly stating their political views could get them fired or harm their career.  

A poll by Politico also found that a plurality of Americans say that cancel culture goes too far. 

Although the press, houses of worship, and academia are areas where the First Amendment 

traditionally has been expected to thrive, high-profile cases recently have surfaced of retaliation 

against a college professor, college students, and a church for expressing dissenting views. 

Opposition to other points of view also has arisen in newsrooms.  

“As Americans, we desire a flourishing, open marketplace of ideas, knowing that it is the fairest 

and most effective way to separate falsehood from truth,” the Philadelphia Statement says. 

“Accordingly, dissenting and unpopular voices—be they of the Left or the Right—must be 

afforded the opportunity to be heard.”                          

Among the other signers is the Rev. Dean Nelson, chairman of the Frederick Douglass 

Foundation. Douglass, a former slave-turned-abolitionist who became a civil rights leader after 

the Civil War, is twice quoted in the statement.  

Douglass once observed: “Liberty is meaningless where the right to utter one’s thoughts and 

opinions has ceased to exist.” He also said that freedom of speech is the “great moral renovator 

of society and government.” 

Signers of the statement from academica include Robert P. George, the McCormick professor of 

jurisprudence and director of the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions at 

Princeton University; Carol M. Swain, retired professor of political science and law at Vanderbilt 

University; Pete Peterson, a senior fellow at the Davenport Institute for Public Engagement and 

Civic Leadership at Pepperdine University; Peter Boghossian, assistant professor of philosophy 

at Portland State University; and Melissa Moschella, assistant professor of philosophy at 

Catholic University of America, who also is a visiting scholar at The Heritage Foundation’s 

Edwin J. Feulner Institute.  

Signers from the public policy arena include Michael P. Farris, president of Alliance Defending 

Freedom; Michael B. Poliakoff, president of the American Council of Trustees and Alumni; 

Mike Gonzalez, a former journalist with The Wall Street Journal who is a senior fellow for 

foreign policy at The Heritage Foundation; Lisa B. Nelson, CEO of the American Legislative 

Exchange Council; Roger Ream, president of the Fund for American Studies; Thomas F. Farr, 

president of the Religious Freedom Institute; and Victor Riches, president of the Goldwater 

Institute. 

The Philadelphia Statement affirms that signatories don’t support absolutist free speech that 

includes defamation, threats, and inciting violence.  

It also warns advocates of cancel culture that such a system will not always be on their side: 

What self-appointed speech arbiters, whether in the majority or in the minority, fail to grasp is 

that they will likely eventually become the targets. The winds inevitably shift, sometimes rapidly. 

The question is whether civility norms and free speech safeguards will remain in place to protect 

them, or whether they will become victims of the dangerous precedents they themselves have 

established and advanced. 

https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/22/americans-cancel-culture-377412
https://www.dailysignal.com/2020/07/20/im-a-law-professor-heres-what-happened-after-i-spoke-out-on-black-lives-matter/
https://www.dailysignal.com/2020/03/02/unserious-objections-to-bolstering-free-speech-on-campus/
https://www.dailysignal.com/2020/07/15/birmingham-officials-punish-pastor-for-speech-that-cant-stand/
https://www.dailysignal.com/2020/07/30/7-woke-rebellions-in-americas-newsrooms/


 


