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  Editorial

Editorial: University handles disruptions properly 

04/06/2004

A few weeks ago, Lynne Cheney, wife of the vice president and a 
scholar herself, was invited to speak at the University of Maryland. Her 
talk was interrupted three times by students who shouted out questions 
from the audience. One asked her about reparations for slavery, 
another about her position on gay marriage, citing Cheney’s daughter’s 
sexual identification, and a third simply yelled an obscenity. 

Mrs. Cheney answered the first question and ignored the second two outbursts.

Now it is being reported that the university has brought charges against the students for 
"disruptive" and/or "disorderly" conduct.

The school’s policy is set up to protect speakers from being drowned out or shouted off 
stage by obnoxious members of the audience. Administration officials are not commenting 
on the matter, but the students in question are. And they are being backed up by free 
speech advocates who claim the students’ First Amendment rights are being stifled. "What 
the university officials appear to have done appears not only to be in violation of their own 
speech code, but also of the First Amendment," said Susan Goering, executive director of 
Maryland’s ACLU.

"All of these guys were just speaking out of turn."

Erich Wasserman agrees. He’s the executive director of the Philadelphia-based 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE).

"It doesn’t make any sense to punish people for speaking out of line or turn," he told the 
Daily Times. "If these students walked into the hall with a radio blaring and prevented 
(Cheney) substantially from speaking or shouted her down, that could be redressed, but 
not shouting out of turn."

Wasserman makes a good point.

According to news reports, Mrs. Cheney wasn’t shouted down, hooted off the stage or 
otherwise prevented from speaking.

Questions were called out and one dismissive obscenity was hurled.

Generally speaking, we prefer moderators at such events and audience members 
themselves to police such outbursts. 

Still, we sympathize with university officials who seek to provide a respectful environment 
in which free speech and the exchange of ideas can effectively take place. There need to 
be rules of engagement and well-understood codes of conduct. They need to be 
respected. And when they are not, there need to be sanctions.

At the Cheney event, audience members were asked to pose written questions, not to call 
them out from their seats. The three students in question disregarded the announced 
procedure. But did they violate the school’s anti-disruption policy in so doing?

Not necessarily. However, the only way to come to a judgment on that is to hear the 
evidence and come to a conclusion. That is what the university appears to be doing, 
though in secrecy.
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We like the idea of allowing universities some leeway in disciplining their students. But we 
can understand why groups like FIRE and the ACLU are necessary. Too many 
universities still have and enforce speech codes that can be used to trample students’ or 
professors’ rights to express ideas unpopular enough to be deemed "offensive."

Be that as it may, the fact remains colleges need to be able to discipline students who 
intentionally disrupt events in an attempt to keep certain points of view from being 
expressed and heard. Based on what’s been reported in this case, we would like to 
applaud the university’s effort to enforce a code of conduct that allows invited speakers 
and audience members alike to engage in an orderly dialog.

Whether the actions of the students in question rose to the level of disorderliness is a 
judgment call. But FIRE and the ACLU are apparently quite troubled that the university 
would not only try to set such a standard but try to hold people accountable to it.

We aren’t. 
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