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UNCW action called ’absurd’: Foundation says school 
shouldn’t have pried into professor’s e-mail 

By Mark Schreiner 
Assistant City Editor 
November 3, 2001 

| 

UNCW administrators violated academic freedoms when they combed a professor’s e-
mail account in response to a student’s public records request, a Philadelphia civil liberties 
organization said Friday.

The executive director of the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education said he sent a 
letter to officials at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington critical of the 
examination of e-mail written by Mike S. Adams, an associate professor in the Department 
of Sociology and Criminal Justice. “This whole case is absurd,” said foundation executive 
director Thor Halvorssen. “The university will pay a very dear price if it continues with what 
it is doing in this case.”

The university said it was required by state public records laws to fill the request but also 
had to follow state and federal privacy laws during the review, said Mark Lanier, special 
assistant to Chancellor James Leutze.

“We have been attacked from the left and the right in this case,” Mr. Lanier said. “The 
university will continue to do what it has done: protect the right of free speech and respect 
the law.”

A log of Dr. Adams’ e-mail, which did not include messages protected by privacy laws, 
was given to mathematics major and senior Rosa Turrisi Fuller, Mr. Lanier said. 
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Mr. Halvorssen said the action was a violation of Dr. Adams’ privacy and academic 
freedom. He also said the request itself was harassment by Ms. Fuller.

E-mail between Ms. Fuller and Dr. Adams has been the subject of national news items 
published in magazines and newspapers and on the Internet.

On Sept. 15, Ms. Fuller sent an e-mail message to UNCW students and faculty giving an 
opinion of the Sept. 11 terror attacks. 

She called the attacks “summary murder of thousands of people” and “a tragedy for the 
entire human race,” but also said the “U.S. government has been engaged in a 
combination of occupation and imperialist warfare in the Middle East.”

She quoted a socialist Web site that said “the American ruling elite, in its insolence and 
cynicism, acts as if it can carry out its violent enterprises around the world without creating 
the political conditions for violent acts of retribution.”

She closed by encouraging recipients to “forward this e-mail to friends and acquaintances 
both on and off campus.”

Dr. Adams responded. He supported United States actions since Sept. 11 and criticized 
the content of the original e-mail.

“Your claimed interest in promoting rational discussion is dishonest. It is an intentionally 
divisive diatribe,” he wrote, also saying that the Constitution protects “bigoted unintelligent 
and immature” speech.

“But, remember, when you exercise your rights you open yourself up to criticism that is 
protected by the same principles,” he wrote. “I hope that your bad speech serves as a 
catalyst for better speech by others.”

Contacted on campus this week, Dr. Adams referred questions to the Mr. Halvorssen.

University officials said Ms. Fuller showed student replies to University Police, which she 
said were threatening. Campus police interviewed two students who had replied to Ms. 
Fuller’s e-mail, said Mimi Cunningham, assistant vice chancellor for university affairs.

One e-mail contained a line that said the author should be hit with a baseball bat. 
University police found no evidence that Ms. Fuller was threatened, and the claims were 
dismissed.

She also filed academic complaints with the dean of students claiming Dr. Adams had 
violated her rights by sending an abusive e-mail. Mrs. Cunningham said the complaints 
were dropped as groundless.

Ms. Fuller made a public records request for Dr. Adams’ e-mail. The request, Mr. Lanier 
said, “was initially rejected as being too broad.”
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A redacted log of Dr. Adam’s e-mail filled a second request, which asked for e-mail not 
protected by federal and state privacy laws and university policy.

“This is not about computer-use policies,” Mr. Halvorssen said. “It is about academic 
freedom, it is about the First Amendment.”

Mr. Halvorssen said Dr. Adams contacted his organization and that the foundation talked 
with reporters at the Washington Times and U.S. News & World Report about the incident.

The UNCW incident was included on Oct. 1 in the Washington newspaper in a story on 
free-speech issues controversies since Sept. 11. That story and a Washington Times 
column on Oct. 4 reported that, “a criminal justice professor had been visited by University 
Police and the provost” and was “under investigation for harassment.”

The Oct. 25 issue of the Seahawk, the UNCW student newspaper, quoted Dr. Adams: 
“The police nor the provost ever visited me, and I made no harassing remarks.”

Frontpage, a conservative magazine published on the Internet, included a guest column 
about the incident under the headline “Rampant Anti-Americanism surfaces at the 
University of North Carolina at Wilmington.”

Even so, the column’s author, Wilmington attorney Charlton L. Allen, wrote that UNCW is 
“not known as a hotbed of campus liberalism.”

An item on UNCW is included in a column by John Leo in the Nov. 5 issue of U.S. News & 
World Report. In a summary of free-speech controversies since Sept. 11, he wrote that 
Dr. Adams was “in trouble for answering a provocative e-mail from an antiwar student.” He 
also reported that “numerous students were called in for questioning.”

Mrs. Cunningham said Dr. Adams is not under investigation and that two students were 
questioned in the case.

Ms. Fuller was not available for comment Friday. Her mother, Patricia Turisi, said the 
family hopes the incident has ended. Ms. Turisi is director of UNCW’s Center for Teaching 
Excellence.

 

Mark Schreiner: 343-2387
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