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The University’s policy to protect students from offensive speech and behavior may come into conflict with the right to

freedom of speech.

The Department of University Housing Community Guide includes a policy designed to protect students from acts or

speech that are fueled by prejudice.

“We want to protect students from insensitive words and actions that target them for being different from the

mainstream,” said Assistant Director for Resident Life Russell Smith.

But the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education has given the University’s policy on what the University calls “acts

of intolerance” a red light.

“This policy is very vague, in that it prohibits behaviors — including verbal behaviors — that ‘harm or threaten to harm’

a person or group,” said  Samantha Harris, director of speech code research at FIRE . “If this referred only to physical

harm, that would be a different situation. But since it prohibits intolerant ‘jokes’ and ‘comments,’ it clearly also applies

to some undefined type of emotional harm as well. At a public university like the University of Georgia, students cannot

be disciplined simply for telling offensive jokes or making intolerant remarks, however deplorable those may be.”
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Smith said it is important to protect students against hate speech.

“Talk to a student who has been attacked on a floor [of a residence hall] for being different,” he said in response to

FIRE’s stance.

Between Aug. 1 and Sept. 27 there were eight reports of acts of intolerance filed with University Police. Each involved

something written or drawn on a dry erase or chalk board or posted on a bulletin board.

The content of the messages reported were usually references to male and/or female anatomy. One bore the message

“Southern trees bear strange fruit,” a reference to lynching. Smith said this offense was being investigated, but there have

been no new developments.

Crystal Weigle, a resident assistant at Myers Hall, said all resident assistants are required by University Housing to

report any incident that may be offensive to any student, even if the students involved are not offended.

“In order for us to cover any of it, we cover all of it,” Smith said.

Smith and University Police Chief Jimmy Williamson both said some cases are dismissed by students who say their

friend wrote or drew the slur in question as a joke, or who say they are not bothered by the incident.

When a student does request an investigation, Williamson said it goes through the Equal Opportunity Office.

Smith said each incident is judged on a case-by-case basis when being investigated.

He said perpetrators are usually not found, but that it is important for students to know they can report offensive acts.
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