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Freedom of speech is 
supposed to be a 
basic tenant of higher 
education. 
 

 

Outrage of the Week
It seems that American University is doing just about the most un-
American thing possible: revoking a student’s basic right to free speech. 

The scandal involves American University (AU) senior Ben Wetmore and 
his right to criticize the AU administration. Wetmore is known for his 
frequent, vocal criticism of the University’s policies and spending, and AU 
is now grasping at straws to punish Wetmore. 

On April 8, 2002 Wetmore attended a public lecture given by Tipper 
Gore. Posted regulations prohibited the use of flash photography during 
the speech – a precaution generally taken to avoid distracting the 
speaker. Wetmore decided to videotape – which was clearly not banned 
– to record the event. Thirty minutes into the speech, plainclothes school 
security officers commanded Wetmore to cease taping the speech. 
Wetmore refused; the officer revealed his badge; and Wetmore followed 
him out of the auditorium. 

This is where events took a slightly bizarre turn. Wetmore agreeably left 
the speech, but officers decided to demand he turn over the taped 
speech. Given that taping had not been outlawed, Wetmore refused. 
Officers then “pried the camcorder from Mr. Wetmore's hands, put him on 
the floor and placed him in handcuffs. The videotape was confiscated.” 
When an administration official remarked that the video recorder might 
still be taping, an officer hastily yanked the tape out of the camcorder and 
seized the property. 

American University has now charged Wetmore with seven violations of 
campus policy. The most notable charge is “theft of intellectual property.” 
How a videotape of a public speech could be considered a “stolen” piece 
of “intellectual property” is beyond the bounds of logic. Given university 
regulations, it seems that any student could have discreetly made an 
audiotape of the speech. They could have taken non-flash photographs. 
Even a person skilled in shorthand could have recorded Mrs. Gore’s 
speech, verbatim. Anyone could hazard a guess that Mrs. Gore’s 
“intellectual property” is not the heart of the issue. 

Simply stated, the American University administration wants to squelch 
Ben Wetmore’s ability to criticize the school and its policies. They want to 
limit his constitutional right to free speech. 
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Wetmore’s case illuminates several disturbing trends in higher education. 
First, the University eagerly embraces the right to charge students with 
violations of campus policy, but it fails to allow counsel in its kangaroo 
court. Wetmore’s attorney, provided through the nonprofit Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), was barred from representing his 
client at the AU trial – a trial without a jury and with “no right of appeal” 
according to AU Assistant Vice President and Dean of Students Faith C. 
Leonard. The University seems to be practicing their own brand of 
“creative justice,” picking and choosing elements of the legal system to 
emulate. 

More disturbing, though, is AU’s attempt to squelch the speech of a 
student simply because of his dissenting opinions and vocal criticisms. 
According to AU Vice President and University Counsel Mary E. 
Kennard, Wetmore is guilty of not listening to the "admonitions" not "to 
post derogatory materials about staff on his website.” Revealingly, Ms. 
Kennard has failed to comment on how Mr. Wetmore’s journalistic 
activities violate any law. 

Freedom of speech – be it complimentary or critical – is not only 
embodied in the First Amendment. It is also supposed to be a basic 
tenant of higher education. 

According to FIRE’s Greg Lukianoff "No university that cares about 
student rights would allow a student who wished simply to videotape a 
public figure at a public event on its campus to be manhandled by 
authorities, to be found guilty of theft of images and sounds…to be 
denied an impartial panel, and to be placed on probation without any 
chance of appeal." 

American University should be ashamed of its outrageous behavior and 
its egregious violation of Ben Wetmore’s basic rights. 

--Written by Kathleen Reeder, a Junior Fellow with the Independent 
Women's Forum.
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