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James T. Harris
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Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (president@sandiego.edu)

Dear President Harris:

The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE), a nonpartisan nonprofit
dedicated to defending freedom of speech,! is concerned by the University of San Diego’s
rejection of the College Republican’s request to host political commentator Matt Walsh due to
his political views. As a university that promises free expression, USD may not restrict
students’ events because of their chosen speakers’ viewpoints.

In June, the College Republicans, a recognized student group that, among other goals, brings
conservative speakers to campus,® reached out to USD administrators about hosting Walsh. In
a July 13 meeting with group leadership, Director of Student Activities and Involvement
Jennifer Lee rejected the request, saying she believed Walsh’s political views are
“transphobic,” “offensive,” and would allegedly make USD students feel “unsafe,” “not com-
fortable,” and “offended and hurt.”® On August 2, Vice President for Student Life Byron
Howlett confirmed USD would not allow the group to host Walsh, claiming that “all guest
speakers...[must] engage in perspectives in a manner consistent with USD’s mission and core
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https://yaf.org/news/university-of-san-diego-bans-matt-walsh-speech-calls-conservative-beliefs-grossly-
offensive.

510 Walnut Street, Suite 1250 Philadelphia, PA 19106
phone: 215-717-3473 Fax: 215-717-3440
thefire.org



values.”* He claimed USD “is in full support of freedom of expression, freedom of inquiry” as
“that’s the basis of a university,” but evidently that support stops short of allowing the College
Republicans to host speakers whose views USD deems “very disrespectful” and “grossly
offensive.””

This rejection violates USD’s binding promises to protect student free speech.° USD’s Policy
Governing Assembly on Campus unequivocally states that USD “is committed to creating and
maintaining an environment in which a variety of ideas can be reasonably expressed, discussed
and critically examined.”” University policy also specifically “encourages the hosting of guest
speakers” as “part of its effort to help members of the university community make informed
and responsible decisions in the political, social, professional and personal aspects of their
lives.”® It also notes that “sponsorship of a guest speaker does not imply that either the
university or the sponsoring organization approves or endorses the views expressed by the
guest speaker.”® USD further promises that its “control of campus facilities will not be used as
a device of censorship.”*’

That Walsh has expressed viewpoints that those at USD or society at large may find offensive is
not a valid basis to bar students from inviting him to speak. The principle of freedom of speech
does not exist to protect only non-controversial expression; it exists precisely to protect speech
that some members of a community may find controversial or offensive.'* USD administrators

4 Meeting Summary between Byron Howlett, Vice President for Student Life, and College Republicans (Aug. 2,
2023) (on file with author).
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clearly rejected Walsh due to personal opposition to his views and their conjecture about how
USD students may react to his words. Yet universities promising free expression, as USD does,
cede the right to determine which speakers or views students (or faculty) may bring to campus
to share with the university community.*?

Viewpoint-discriminatory rejection of the College Republicans’ speaker request plainly
violates USD’s free speech promises.'® While Walsh’s views may offend some on campus, those
policies afford students the right to host Walsh so that his ideas may be “reasonably expressed,
discussed and critically examined” by those on campus who elect to engage with them.'* This
exchange of ideas, however sharp and uncomfortable it sometimes may be, promotes a “more
speech” approach,’® and fosters open discussion—the remedy preferred over “authoritative
selection” of views in academia.'® USD’s opinions on what student discussions should look like
cannot come at the expense of their right to share their views, as the College Republicans seek
to do by inviting Walsh to campus.*”

To meet its legal and moral obligations, USD must allow the College Republicans to host Walsh
and permit all student groups to host speakers without regard to the invited speaker’s views.
We request a substantive response to this letter by close of business on September 19, 2023,
confirming that USD will meet those obligations.

Sincerely,

Zachary Greenberg
Senior Program Officer, Student Organizations, Campus Rights Advocacy

Cc: Charlotte Johnson, Vice President for Student Affairs
Byron Howlett, Vice President for Student Life
Jennifer Lee, Director of Student Activities
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