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Letter from the Editor - Kathryn Meyers


At private schools, including Catholic colleges and universities, sometimes the issue of how much autonomy the school can exercise in their procedures can become hazy. Not so at Holy Cross. Incidences of censorship, whether it is over class material taught or over the actions of student organizations, oftentimes abound at institutions that are not directly under the leadership of the state. I have learned this week, firsthand, the great lengths to which the administration here at Holy Cross goes to protect and allow the exercise of the free speech of their students, especially in our campus newspaper. We are very fortunate that our college supports the free speech of all members of the community, even when it may not fully agree with the opinions and ideas being put forth. Holy Cross respects the views of all of its students, even encouraging discourse and debate over those views, and for this, I am grateful. 

Earlier this week, I found myself in a situation in which I was lucky that Holy Cross allows so much freedom of opinion. My most recent Letter to the Editor, A positive step for Massachusetts, published in the Nov. 21 issue of the The Crusader, came under direct fire from a very vocal alumnus, Victor J. Melfa ?57. In my column, I support the Massachusetts SJC?s Nov. 18 decision that banning gay marriage is unconstitutional. My commentary makes a case for the human rights of all people, asserting that to deny one marriage to another is sexual discrimination, and must not persist. Mr. Melfa, however, who has been very vocal in his critique of the modernized Holy Cross, which he accuses of straying too far from its Catholic roots. The school, which ultimately funds and supports this paper and all student organizations, should not have allowed such anti-Catholic views to be printed, he argues. Although I contend that my editorial never ventures against Catholic teaching, the issue at point is that the college allowed my views to be expressed, and stands behind them even in the presence of the harshest critics.

This leads me to ask, how much autonomy should a student newspaper, or student organization, have in expressing their personal views at a private, religiously run organization? How much freedom should a Catholic college like Holy Cross give to its student journalists, many of whom submit their opinions to The Crusader, ranging from the most radical leftist views to the most conservative? Should a private institution place more weight on the respect of their ideals or on the tenets of the First Amendment? 

At Holy Cross, these questions tend to be more cut and dry. The administration of the college imposes no censorship on The Crusader, and has not, in my tenure at the paper, objected to anything printed or written by any student enrolled at the school. At the same time, though, The Crusader strives to keep its angle in accordance with the Catholic Church, albeit loosely at times. Our staff of editors respects what is appropriate to print and what is not, which has oftentimes resulted in cutting a story or advertisement that we thought would offend the Jesuit institution for whom we write. We also strive to keep the paper as unbiased as possible, which is difficult at a small college where political views can abound. 

At Boston College this week, the issue of respect for the First Ammendment came to a head. BC is a Jesuit University, guided by the same principles as HC. Their student newspaper, The Heights, made headlines this week in their response to pressure from the university. Boston College administration is proposing a new lease for the paper, reining it in and bringing it closer to the ideals of the college. The proposal includes establishing an advisory board for the paper, comprised of faculty and staff. Furthermore, The Heights will now have to adhere to a code of ethics, appoint an ombudsman, and maintain a board of directors, according to the Boston Globe. The proposal also seeks to impose restrictions on the paper?s advertising operations, banning the independent student newspaper from running ads for cigarettes, alcohol, or family planning. (For the record, The Crusader does not run such ads either). 

Students at The Heights became incensed. They hired a lawyer and sent BC officials a letter voicing opposition to the proposal. The view the university?s actions as an attempt at censorship, and have professed that the college is endangering the values of free speech and free press. At Holy Cross, a much smaller college, the same issues arise, though we are fortunate that The Crusader has not had to contend with such requests and restrictions coming from the administration. It would be inappropriate for officials at any higher education institution, private or public, to take a stab at censoring the opinions and dialogues of the students, especially those printed in a college-sanctioned student newspaper.

In our country today, higher education has become not just a way to prepare one for a career after graduation, but more of an opportunity for young adults to explore broader perspectives of the world. One of the crucial ways to do that is in expressing one?s opinion, and the more broader the venue, the more the opinion is offered to the rest of the community. The Jesuit order, which founded both HC and BC, goes even further than this, professing in its main aims that Jesuit education is meant to offer its students an understanding of all cultures, religions, and views.

I am proud today to be a student at Holy Cross, a college whose administration not only encourages exploration and discourse, but permits it to be expressed in all venues. My views regarding gay marriage, as expressed in the aforementioned editorial, may not follow the letter of the Church, but nor do I believe that they stand in direct opposition to it. Mr. Melfa may be leading a crusader against those ideas being published in this paper, but I will not stand down. He has called for an apology to be printed, or perhaps another editorial focused on Church teaching on homosexuality, but neither will be penned by this editorialist. I am fully confident in the convictions I expressed in that piece, and I know that my words found a fitting home in the pages of this capus newspaper. The Crusader Opinions pages will never be restricted or censored, nor should those of any college newspaper. To do so would be to go against the very aim and prpose of higher education, and should never be allowed. 



