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STUDENTS PROTEST WVU FREE SPEECH ZONES 

February 13, 2002 

MICHAEL A. FUOCO, 

The band of West Virginia University demonstrators moved toward Stewart Hall in virtual silence, a 
strange tableau during a demonstration promoting the concept that free speech reigns anywhere and not 
just in two university-designated "free speech zones." 

The peculiar tranquillity was jarred when a passing young man screwed up his face in scorn and yelled, 
"Get a job, you lazy bastards." 

A second or two passed. And then one of the female protesters became downright exultant. "See, you're 
exercising your right to free speech. You rock!" 

Seizing the moment, the others enthusiastically cheered the man's right to verbally express his utter 
disdain for them. 

Speechless at the turnabout, the heckler hurried away. 

It was that kind of protest yesterday, indicating both how much campus demonstrations have changed 
since the 1960s and how one thing -- the three-decade-old university policy that precipitated it -- has 
remained. 

Unlike the Vietnam-era protests that rocked WVU and other campuses, there was no anger, raised fists, 
disruption or violence by the 40 or so demonstrators yesterday. Instead, smiles, back slaps, politeness and 
a contagious calm were the order of the day. So organized and centered was this demonstration that the 
protesters made certain they ended the hourlong protest precisely at 1 p.m. as planned. 

Indeed this civil disobedience was both civil and obedient. 

And that was exactly the point. The protesters wanted to show that a holdover from the '60s protest days -- 
the university policy designating two small areas outside the student union building as free speech zones -- 
was not only unconstitutional but absurd, that they could exercise their right to free speech anywhere on 
campus without being disruptive or worse. 

The controversy over the free speech zones began in 1996 when a group of concerned faculty formed the 
West Virginia Association of Scholars to deal with what they perceived as political correctness stifling 
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intellectual diversity. The group subsequently uncovered the long-standing policy for the speech zones. 

In October 2000, students protesting outside a Disney recruiting seminar were told by campus police they 
could not hold signs outside the free speech zone. And in November 2001 a student who had passed out 
fliers decrying Disney's international labor record and then attended Disney's recruiting seminar was 
ejected by police on grounds he had violated the free speech zone policy. 

The students and professors had had enough. The West Virginia University Free Speech Consortium was 
formed. After that, the university appointed an ad hoc committee of faculty and students to study the 
issue. 

"Our main point is to show that free speech can happen without disruption and without any kind of 
violence," said Nathan Moore, 21, a senior anthropology major who dressed for the protest as Abraham 
Lincoln, honoring both the 16th president's ideals and his birthday yesterday. "We want a policy that 
makes clear free speech is a good thing." 

"We just want them to go by the Constitution," said WVU associate professor David Shapiro, who formed 
the scholars group and attended yesterday's protest. 

Even before the demonstration, university President David Hardesty offered to meet with representatives. 
And the protesters learned that the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education Inc., a Philadelphia-
based civil rights organization, had taken up their cause and was faxing a three-page letter to Hardesty 
protesting the university's position. 

Bathed by sun but chilled by a stiff breeze, the group moved around campus, stopping several times to 
promote free speech with impromptu comments from the group. For the most part, other students went on 
with their daily business. Some stopped to watch for a moment or two, like the 20-year-old sophomore 
who, when asked if he supported the issue, replied: "I guess if I really had something to say I would." 

Student Becky Thompson, 22, of Elkins, W.Va., didn't know what the protest was about but when she 
learned, she was shocked: "Free speech is allowed anywhere. I don't see how the university can regulate 
it." 

As it turned out, that sentiment, and those of the protesters, was shared by Hardesty. After meeting with 
them for a half-hour, he said he agreed "that the university can do better. If we needed to be speeded up, 
and [the protest] helped, I'm happy about it. It was a positive day." 

Hardesty said the protesters' issues would be conveyed to the ad hoc committee studying the issue. A 
report expected by month's end will be given to the protesters for their input, he promised. 

"I feel the concept of the zone should be replaced by ideas about conduct, about interfering with other 
people, about disruption, about hurting property or individuals... I don't think we have to limit individuals' 
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free speech to a small area of the campus. 

"There is no issue about what can be said here. The question is a reasonable time, manner and place 
respecting the rights of everyone who holds a different opinion," Hardesty said. 

Student Matthew Poe, one of the group's leaders, said he was optimistic following the meeting and that 
Hardesty and the protesters seem to be on the same page. 

"I hope the intentions we discussed today to liberalize the policy significantly will come to fruition," Poe 
said. 

http://www.thefire.org/offsite/gazette_021402.html (3 of 3) [7/23/2004 11:14:46 AM]


	thefire.org
	Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 


