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Dear President Mohler:

FIRE’s Student Press Freedom Initiative' is appalled by the University of Alabama’s decision
to suspend two student-run magazines, Alice Magazine and Nineteen Fifty-Six. No federal
antidiscrimination law requires the university to silence these publications, and its choice to
do so is a violation of their clearly established First Amendment rights. That the magazines’
content may appeal to specific audiences based on race, sex, or gender—like countless other
current and historical publications throughout the world—does not render them “unlawful
proxies” engaged in some form of unlawful discrimination warranting shutdowns at the behest
of a government agency like UA. The university must immediately reverse these suspensions
and uphold its commitment to editorial independence for its student press.

Alice Magazine is “a fashion and wellness magazine that serves the students of the University
of Alabama.”® Nineteen Fifty-Six is “a student-run magazine focused on Black culture, Black
excellence and Black student experiences at the University of Alabama.”® Both magazines open
participation to all students, regardless of their background or identity,* and according to the
The Crimson White student newspaper, “both had hired staff who were not part of their target
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2 About, ALICE MAG., https://alice.ua.edu/about/ [https://perma.cc/SVJ8-KJVE]. The recitation of facts here
reflects our understanding of the pertinent information. We appreciate that you may have additional
information and invite you to share it with us.

8 Who Are We, NINETEEN FI1rTY-SIX, https://1956magazine.ua.edu/about/ [https://perma.cc/9UAB-CG5B].
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student-magazines/.
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audiences.” Nevertheless, on December 1, Vice President for Student Life Steven Hood met
with the staff members of Alice Magazine and Nineteen Fifty-Six to suspend the publications,
effective immediately, because the magazines allegedly used “unlawful proxies.”®

The university’s reasoning rests on its interpretation of a July 29 memo issued by U.S. Attorney
General Pam Bondi,” in which Bondi provided “non-binding suggestions”—not binding legal
authority for federal funding recipients to comply with antidiscrimination law.® In this memo,
Bondi identifies the use of “unlawful proxies” for protected classes as a potential source for
noncompliance, providing three examples: (1) cultural competency requirements, (2)
geographic or institutional targeting, and (3) diversity statements.’ According to the memo,
geographic or institutional targeting occurs when “[a] federally funded organization
implements recruitment strategies targeting specific geographic areas, institutions, or
organizations chosen primarily because of their racial or ethnic composition rather than other
legitimate factors.”*’

No publicly available information indicates the university based its decision to suspend the
magazines on any evidence of “geographic or institutional targeting” recruitment practices,
rather than the content and viewpoint focuses of Alice Magazine and Nineteen Fifty-Six. The
university publicly stated that the fall 2025 issues would be the final issue for each magazine.'!

As a public university bound by the First Amendment,'> UA may not retaliate against an
editorially independent student publication based on its content or viewpoint. Once a
university recognizes a student publication, it cannot act as a censor,'® as the U.S. Court of
Appeals for the Fifth Circuit made clear in a ruling that, unlike the advice UA misused in
Attorney General Bondi’s memo, is legally binding on the university. Just as it would be
unthinkable for the university to “censor and forbid the publication of an article in its law
school journal on the grounds that the article concerned some sensitive issue,”** it is absurd
that UA believes it can or must censor Alice Magazine and Nineteen Fifty-Six because the
magazines’ content focuses on issues of interest to female and black students, respectively.
When it comes to the content of editorially independent student publications, “the First
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Amendment simply took the power to make such judgment out of the hands of the state.”* The
decisions about what to publish belong to the student editors of Alice Magazine and Nineteen
Fifty-Six,'® and there can be no doubt that administrative action against student media in
response to what they publish betrays UA’s obligation to protect free expression.'’

Worse yet, UA explicitly justified its punitive actions by pointing to the viewpoints expressed
by the magazines, which the Supreme Court has called “an egregious form of content
discrimination.”'® By suspending these magazines based on their target audiences—in other
words, the magazines’ viewpoints—UA is “cast[ing] disapproval on particular viewpoints of its
students[.]”* And, in doing so, UA “risks the suppression of free speech and creative inquiry in
one of the vital centers for the Nation’s intellectual life, its college and university campuses.”*°
Further, by leaving other student media untouched, UA has concretely demonstrated that it
favors those viewpoints over those communicated by Alice Magazine and Nineteen Fifty-Six.*!
To be clear, this is not an argument for taking action against other student media outlets, which
would only compound UA’s offenses against freedom of the press, both in court and in the eyes
of any reasonable observer. Student media should be entirely free from this kind of viewpoint
discrimination. Anything less is an affront to the First Amendment and our free society.

Nor may the university justify silencing these magazines based on any federal
antidiscrimination law. First, the memo to which UA cites is comprised of non-binding
suggestions; there is no requirement for UA to act on it.>* Second, equating the memo’s
recommendation to avoid “geographic or institutional targeting” in “recruitment strategies”
with the content and viewpoints of these magazines, which may spur specific groups of
students to want to work at them, is illogical and a grossly overbroad reading of the July 29
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memo.?® There is no proof Alice Magazine or Nineteen Fifty-Six used any unlawful proxies in
their recruitment efforts. The only “problems” to which UA has pointed is the content and
viewpoints of these publications, which are safeguarded by the First Amendment. Simply put,
no federal antidiscrimination law authorizes the university to silence student media it dislikes,
nor is it reasonable to read any missives from the executive branch to authorize such actions.**

UA’s suspension of these magazines is abrazen attack on the student press. The university must
respect the First Amendment rights of these publications. Given the urgent nature of this
matter, we request a substantive response to this letter no later than the close of business on
December 10, 2025, confirming UA will immediately reverse the suspension of Alice Magazine
and Nineteen Fifty-Six.

Sincerely,

Marie McMullan
Student Press Counsel, Campus Rights Advocacy

Cc: Steven Hood, Vice President for Student Life
John Daniel, General Counsel

28 Id. (“A federally funded organization implements recruitment strategies targeting specific geographic areas,
institutions, or organization chosen primarily because of their racial or ethnic composition rather than other
legitimate factors.”). However, both magazines open participation to all students, and students not within the
magazines’ target audiences have been hired as staff. Navarro, THE CRIMSON WHITE, supra note 5.

24 Further, the university cannot justify its silencing of the magazines based on a goal to shield itself from
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behalf of the university, shielding the university from liability. Miss. Gay All v. Goudelock, 536 F.2d 1073,
1074-75 (5th Cir. 1976). In contrast, censoring the student press exposes the university to legal liability for
violating clearly established First Amendment rights. See Bazaar, 476 F.2d at 571, 581.



