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Penn State reverses policy on club
By LOU MARANO

 WASHINGTON, Mar. 26 (UPI) -- In an unusual twist, a watchdog group is
praising a university president for defending freedom of expression on
campus.

 Thor Halvorssen, executive director of the Foundation for Individual
Rights in Education, told United Press International Monday that Penn State
University reversed its decision to ban a conservative student group after
FIRE's president, University of Pennsylvania historian Alan Charles Kors,
sent a strong letter to the university's president, Graham B. Spanier.

 In December, the Penn State Undergraduate Student Government Supreme Court
informed the campus chapter of Young Americans for Freedom that the words of
YAF's constitution and mission statement, which identifies human rights as
"God-given," constitute religious discrimination because the words reflect a
"devotion to god (sic)."

 YAF appealed. In late January, the court upheld its decision and "struck"
the offending words from the group's constitution.

 In early February, YAF turned to the student-faculty Appeals Board, which
on Feb. 26 unanimously denied the voluntary association to be recognized as
a student organization if it kept its "religious" language.
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 On the same day, Kors mailed his letter to Spanier. The historian reminded
Spanier of his spirited defense of the First Amendment and academic freedom
in other cases and called upon the university president to act consistently.

 "Given your defense of speech that others have found blasphemous, we find
it inconceivable that you will not act with equal vigor to protect speech
that some find religious," Kors wrote.

 Kors was referring to the Feb. 3 Sex Faire and the C -- fest of last
November, which students held on the campus of the state-supported
university. Pennsylvania Rep. John Lawless, R-Montgomery, videotaped the Sex
Faire and showed it at a state appropriation hearing in Harrisburg. Lawless
questioned the use of public funds to provide the infrastructure for such
activities.

 According to reports published in the Penn State Daily Collegian, the
group Womyns' Concerns set up the five-hour Sex Faire in a campus recreation
room with about $50 of student-raised funds. The event included games such
as "orgasm bingo," an erotic version of pin the tail on the donkey, as well
as tables with erotic literature and information about HIV/AIDS.

 Another "faire" feature was the Consent Tent, "which would have provided
students with two minutes of consensual activity behind a curtain after
learning the criteria for legally consensual sex," the Collegian reported.
Lawless had let it be known that he would attend. The tent was set up, but
no students were allowed inside at the request of university administrators.

 In his March 12 letter to Kors, Spanier wrote that he agreed with the
historian's assessment. "I am pleased to say that the Undergraduate Student
Government Supreme Court met today and reversed its earlier decision.
Registration has been granted to the Young Americans for Freedom."

 Kors praised Spanier for his "consistency in the defense of basic
constitutional liberties."

 Earlier this month, FIRE "helped slay" a faculty loyalty oath at two
colleges and claimed to discredit Columbia University administrators who did
not show up at a campus discussion of the school's controversial new Sexual
Misconduct Policy.
--
Copyright 2001 by United Press International.
All rights reserved.
--
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