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IT'S NO SECRET that the climate on America’s cangsufor fundamental rights such as freedom of speech
and religion can be grim. College students oftee fapposition to exercising their rights that most
Americans never encounter in their daily lives.

Consider two recent and well-publicized controvessn the Ocean State. While these incidents shoaudr
have happened, they certainly offered studentsjrastmators and the public valuable lessons in Acaer
liberty.

Brown University was home to one of the most myster cases that the Foundation for Individual Right
Education (FIRE) has ever seen — mysterious bedhesgniversity never explained why it decided to
trample on its students’ freedom of religion. BrésvReformed University Fellowship (RUF) was suspsahd
in September 2006 for “non-compliance” with univgrgolicy. When the RUF asked what it had failed t
comply with, the strange saga began.

First, Brown claimed that RUF’s off-campus spondaurch had withdrawn its sponsorship of the group —
an assertion denied only minutes later by e-maihfthe pastor of the church, who highly praisedgitoeip.
Brown ditched that explanation and next explaired the group had forgotten to fill out a form @0% and
was therefore not a recognized group. This madgenee since the group had been allowed to reserve
meeting space, which only recognized groups coald d

Those justifications gone, Brown finally asserteatthe RUF “had become possessed of a leadenslipec
of contempt and dishonesty that has rendered bdigtal relations . . . impossible.” RUF had noadehat
Brown was talking about, and contacted FIRE fophEIRE wrote to Brown, asking it to justify its
suspension of RUF and explain what it meant byla@iof contempt. Yet no explanation was forthcogni
Once FIRE exposed the case to the public, outasyeth and in February 2007 Brown reinstated RUF
without ever explaining what the group was suppdedthve done wrong.

Did RUF step on the wrong toes? Did Brown admiatsits have a religious problem with the group? What
would impel Brown to come up with so many easilgpdoved reasons for suspending RUF?

We’'ll probably never know. But what we do knowligt at a prominent private university that promises
religious freedom to students, in a state foundethe very principle that religious dissent shdgd
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tolerated, Brown'’s actions were inexcusable.

That Brown was forced to reverse a decision itmgdéel for months and refused to explain is a sighith
learned that violating its own promises and pumgheligious groups are things the public won'nsach.

Creative campus protests can also get you in tep@asl the College Republicans at the Universifglodde
Island found out in 2007. As a protest of affirnaatiaction policies, the College Republicans offeae
satirical $100 WHAM (white heterosexual Americanl@dscholarship” that one applied for through a
100-word essay and a quite silly application. Gml&epublicans President Ryan Bilodeau explainathie
point was to use satire to protest scholarshipsaadon the basis of race, gender or nationaliaer@0o
URI students applied for the “scholarship,” manirsitting equally satirical application essays.

The URI Student Senate committee in charge of stualganizations didn’t think it was funny. It denaked
that the College Republicans publish an apologhéncampus newspaper. Angered by the idea that they
could be forced to say something they didn’t beiehe group’s members refused. FIRE got involved,
informing the Student Senate in a letter that aggamnt of a state university (it exercises authaver
student groups that the administration would otlssvwexercise), it could not force people to sagghithey
don’t believe — just as, for instance, your stafgresentative cannot force you to apologize to meyyet
the Student Senate committee failed to get the aessepeatedly voting to violate the group’s righibe
free from coerced speech.

In early April, FIRE was joined by URI Presidentlif&ot Carothers, who also ordered the committeedp d
the apology demand. FIRE and Carothers were theaddy students, professors, the public and thdiane
in insisting that in America, no state authority¢arce people to say things they don'’t believet Yook
more than a month before the Student Senate fipatlgn end to the rogue committee’s unconstitation
crusade.

While painful for the College Republicans, the tesfor the Student Senate was clear — when it Ishsee
of state power, it is forbidden to do things thetesican’t do. And URI learned that it must guararthe
freedoms of all its students even when some stadete to take them away.

Here’s hoping that the lessons Brown and URI leiin€2007 will keep them from making the same
mistakes in 2008.

Robert L. Shibley, a lawyer, is vice presidenthsd Foundation for Individual Rights in Education.
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