FIRE

Foundation for Individual
Rights and Expression

April 5, 2024

Jimmie M. Woods Sr.

LSU Board of Supervisors

104B University Administration Bldg.
3810 W. Lakeshore Dr.

Baton Rouge, Louisiana 70808

URGENT

Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (Isuboard@Isu.edu)

Dear Mr. Woods:

FIRE!is concerned about the potential response of Louisiana’s public universities to Governor
Jeff Landry’s letter urging them to adopt policies requiring that all student-athletes must be
present for the National Anthem at all sporting events—in order to demonstrate “respect for
our country”? and “for those that serve to protect us and unite us under one flag,”—or face the
potential loss of their athletic scholarships.®? We are all the more concerned that LSU today
suggested that it intends to comply with the Governor’s request.*

We accordingly write to remind LSU, and all Louisiana public universities, of their duties to the
First Amendment,® under which well-established constitutional law bars government actors

! The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE) is a nonpartisan nonprofit dedicated to
defending the rights of all Americans to the freedoms of speech, expression, and conscience. You can read
more about our mission at www.thefire.org.
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from compelling students to express any particular ideology against their will.® Since 1943,
when the Supreme Court held that forcing public school students to pledge allegiance to our
nation’s flag was unconstitutional, it has been emphatically clear that Americans are free to
choose how, or whether, they demonstrate patriotism.”

As the Court explained, “if there is any fixed star in our constitutional constellation, it is that
no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, nationalism,
religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens to confess by word or act their faith
therein.”® Those who compel such an act render it a mere “gesture barren of meaning,”® and
undermine the very purpose of our national commitment to freedom of expression: “To
believe that patriotism will not flourish if patriotic ceremonies are voluntary and
spontaneous, instead of a compulsory routine, is to make an unflattering estimate of the
appeal of our institutions to free minds.”*°

Student-athletes are students first. While participation in college athletics often entails
accepting certain responsibilities that can affect expressive activity in ways reasonably
necessary for the regular functioning of athletic programs, public universities should honor
and protect student-athletes’ expressive rights to the fullest extent possible. The Governor’s
request, especially as he has framed it—i.e., that athletes henceforth present themselves for
the National Anthem as an expression of personal respect for particular national symbols—
cannot avoid compelling students to express views they may not genuinely hold, as the
request inextricably ties their presence to support of the viewpoint Governor Landry favors.

There is nothing less patriotic than government actors forcing their personal views on fellow
citizens. And doing so is definitively unconstitutional in the United States of America. We
thus ask LSU, and all of Louisiana’s public universities, to decline the present request to
violate their student-athletes’ First Amendment rights.

Sincerely,

Alex Mo/;eb/

Director, Campus Rights Advocacy

Cc: William F. Tate IV, Louisiana State University President
Scott Woodward, LSU Director of Athletics
Richard “Rick” Gallot, Jr., University of Louisiana System President
Jimmy Clark, Chair, University of Louisiana System Board of Supervisors Chair
Myron K. Lawson, Southern University System Board Chair
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atall.”).
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