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The case of when the Nazis came to Skokie is one of the most significant episodes in American legal

history, illustrating the complex and often contentious relationship between free speech and societal

values. This incident not only showcased the extremes of First Amendment rights but also sparked a

national conversation about the limits of tolerance and the protection of hateful speech. By examining

this landmark case, we can better understand the implications of free speech in American society and

the legal precedents that emerged from it.

Background of the Skokie Incident

In the late 1970s, Skokie, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago, became the focus of a national debate over

free speech when a small group of American Nazis sought to hold a demonstration in the

predominantly Jewish community. The organizers of the march were members of the National Socialist

Party of America (NSPA), which sought to promote its anti-Semitic and racist ideology.

The Demographics of Skokie

Skokie was home to a significant population of Holocaust survivors and their descendants. The

presence of this community made the proposed Nazi demonstration especially provocative. The local

Jewish community was understandably outraged, fearing that the march would bring back painful

memories of the Holocaust and further spread hate.



The Legal Battle

The push to prevent the Nazi march led to a series of legal battles that culminated in a landmark

Supreme Court case. The conflict centered around the First Amendment, which protects free speech,

even when that speech is deeply offensive.

Initial Reactions

1. Local Government Response: Skokie officials attempted to prohibit the march through various legal

means. They argued that the demonstration would incite violence and violate local ordinances.

2. Jewish Community's Actions: The Jewish community sought to block the march, fearing that it would

lead to increased anti-Semitism and violence in the area.

Legal Proceedings

The NSPA, represented by attorney David Goldberger, fought back against the city's efforts to stop the

demonstration. The legal proceedings unfolded as follows:

1. District Court Ruling: Initially, a district court ruled in favor of the NSPA, stating that the march was

a protected form of free speech under the First Amendment.

2. Appeals: The case moved through various levels of the judicial system, with Chicago's ACLU taking

a strong stance in support of the NSPA's right to demonstrate.

The Supreme Court Decision

In 1977, the Illinois Supreme Court ruled in favor of the Nazis, affirming their right to march in Skokie.

This decision was pivotal as it underscored the principle that free speech cannot be selectively applied



based on the content or the audience's reaction.

Implications of the Case

The case had far-reaching implications for American society and the interpretation of the First

Amendment.

Free Speech vs. Hate Speech

1. Legal Precedent: The Skokie case set a precedent for how courts would handle cases involving

hate speech. It established that even the most abhorrent expressions of speech are entitled to

protection under the First Amendment.

2. Public Discourse: The case ignited debates about the limits of free speech, particularly concerning

hate speech. It raised questions about whether society should tolerate expressions of hate, even when

they are protected by law.

The Role of the ACLU

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) played a crucial role in the Skokie case. Their defense of

the NSPA demonstrated a commitment to protecting civil liberties even for those whose views are

widely reviled. This stance has led to both praise and criticism of the organization over the years.

Cultural Reactions

The Skokie incident provoked various reactions across the country, reflecting the deep divisions within

American society regarding free speech.



Support for Free Speech

1. First Amendment Defenders: Many civil liberties advocates hailed the decision as a triumph for free

speech, asserting that the First Amendment must protect even the most unpopular speech.

2. Intellectual Discourse: The case prompted discussions in academic circles about the philosophical

underpinnings of free speech and its role in a democratic society.

Opposition to Hate Speech

1. Community Outrage: Many members of the Jewish community and their allies expressed outrage,

arguing that allowing the march to proceed was tantamount to endorsing Nazi ideology.

2. Calls for Regulation: Some advocates called for laws that would limit hate speech and protect

marginalized communities from harassment and violence.

Legacy of the Skokie Case

The legacy of the Skokie case endures in contemporary discussions about free speech, hate speech,

and the balance between civil liberties and social responsibility.

Ongoing Debates

1. Modern Hate Speech: The rise of online hate speech and extremist groups has reignited debates

about the limits of free speech in the digital age.

2. Legislative Responses: Lawmakers continue to grapple with how to address hate speech while

upholding First Amendment protections.



Educational Impact

The Skokie case is often taught in law schools and discussed in classrooms as a critical example of

the challenges surrounding free speech. It serves as a reminder of the delicate balance between

protecting individual rights and maintaining social harmony.

Conclusion

The incident of when the Nazis came to Skokie represents a complex intersection of free speech,

societal values, and legal principles. It illustrates that the protection of speech, even that which is

deeply offensive, is a cornerstone of American democracy. The Skokie case is a poignant reminder

that the principles of free expression must be upheld, even when the speech in question is profoundly

distasteful. As society continues to navigate the evolving landscape of free speech, the lessons

learned from Skokie remain relevant, prompting ongoing discussions about tolerance, civil liberties,

and the responsibilities that accompany freedom.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of the Nazi march in Skokie?

The Nazi march in Skokie, Illinois, in 1977 was significant because it tested the limits of free speech in

America, particularly the right to express hate speech under the First Amendment.

How did the Skokie case influence American legal standards on free

speech?

The Skokie case reinforced the principle that the government cannot censor speech based on its

content, even if that speech is widely despised, thus solidifying protections for hate speech in the



context of the First Amendment.

What was the response of the Skokie community to the planned Nazi

march?

The Skokie community, which had a significant population of Holocaust survivors, expressed outrage

and organized protests against the planned Nazi march, highlighting the emotional and historical

weight of allowing such a demonstration.

What legal arguments were made against the Nazi march in Skokie?

Opponents of the march argued that allowing the Nazis to march would incite violence and create a

public safety risk, and that it was deeply offensive to the local Jewish community, particularly survivors

of the Holocaust.

What was the outcome of the Skokie Nazi march case?

The U.S. Supreme Court ultimately ruled in favor of the Nazis' right to march, affirming that the First

Amendment protects even the most hateful speech, leading to the march occurring as planned in

Skokie.

How does the Skokie case continue to resonate in contemporary

discussions about free speech?

The Skokie case is often cited in contemporary debates about free speech, especially regarding the

balance between protecting hateful speech and maintaining public order, reminding society of the

complexities involved in upholding constitutional rights.
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