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U.S. Supreme Court  

HEALY v. JAMES, 408 U.S. 169 (1972)  

408 U.S. 169  

HEALY ET AL. v. JAMES ET AL.  
CERTIORARI TO THE UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR THE SECOND CIRCUIT  

 
No. 71-452.  

 
Argued March 28, 1972  
Decided June 26, 1972  

Facts: 
 

Who: Petitioners - Healy et al. (Students for a Democratic Society - SDS) and Respondents – 
President James et al. 

 
When/Where: Central Connecticut State College – CCSC (1972) 

 
What: Petitioners (Students at CCSC), seeking to form a local chapter of Students for a 
Democratic Society (SDS) at a state-supported college, were denied recognition as a campus 
organization. Acknowledgement as a student organization would have granted students the 
right to use campus facilities for meetings as well as campus bulletin boards and school 
newspaper. James denied recognition of SDS because he did not believe that SDS was 
independent of the National SDS. James believed that SDS had a “philosophy of disruption and 
violence” which conflicted with CCSC’s declaration of student rights. 

 
Issues:  
 

• First Amendment protection and student organizations on state college and universities. 
• Time, place, and manner 
• Difference between advocacy and action 

 
Procedural History: 
 

The District Court: Petitioners took their case to the District Court for declaratory and 
injunctive relief. The students charged that James’ decision violated the First and Fourteenth 
Amendments. The District Court ordered an administrative hearing. After the hearing, James 
reaffirmed his previous decision. The District Court agreed with James, saying that the 
petitioners had failed to provide evidence that they were independent of the National SDS and 
that CCSC’s refusal to recognize SDS did not violate the petitioner’s “associational rights.” 

 
The Court of Appeals: The petitioners appealed to the Court of Appeals for the Second 
Circuit. The Court of Appeals validated James’ decision. The Court of Appeals placed the 
burden of proof on the petitioners and found no “cognizable First Amendment associational 
interest.” 
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The U.S. Supreme Court: The U.S. Supreme Court granted certiorari and concluded that the 
District Court & Court of Appeals judgments “must be reversed and the case remanded for 
reconsideration” due to the following: 

  
U.S. Supreme Court rationale: 

 
The Court reiterated that state colleges are not immune from First Amendment protection. First 
Amendment rights also guarantee the freedom of assembly. Denial of official recognition of a 
group, without justification, burdens that group’s right to association. The primary impediment 
from lack of official recognition is the denial of use of campus facilities. Denial of the use of 
bulletin boards and of the student paper adds to the inability of a group to participate and 
communicate with others on campus. In addition, just because the group can meet outside the 
campus setting, this does not completely absolve the university in curtailing the student’s 
rights. The Court said that while the president did not take any direct action to restrict rights of 
the group, Constitutional protection does not stop there. The group was also protected from 
“being stifled by more subtle government interference”. 

 
A secondary issue was the burden of the group to show it would not be a disruption to the 
campus community. The burden should be placed on the university and denying the group was 
in effect a prior restraint on free speech. In cases of prior restrain, the college has a “heavy 
burden” to justify that action. 

 
The Court found that the group’s relationship to the larger national organization was not reason 
enough to deny recognition. The president is also not allowed to deny a group’s recognition 
merely because the president disagrees with the group’s ideas. The Court also found that the 
president didn’t show that the group was any substantial threat to disruption of the campus.  

 
Procedural timeline and background of the case: 

 
Student group applies for official recognition President denies recognition saying the groups 
philosophy was “antithetical to college policies”  Federal District Court orders university to 
hold a hearing and reexamine the president’s decision President makes same recommendation 
to deny recognition also saying the group will be a “disruptive influence” to the campus and the 
decision is affirmed by the District Court and Court of Appeals The US Supreme Court 
granted certiorari  Case is sent to the Supreme Court Supreme Court reverses the decisions 
of the lower courts and remands the case for reconsideration of the groups application.  

 
Other notes, comments, questions: 

 
How would you handle a group applying for official recognition that was linked to other 
violent groups or represented views that were considered racist or offensive by a majority of 
the campus?  

 
Also, the court found that the group could have been denied recognition if the campus had in 
place stipulations on disruption that the group refused to meet. In light of that, how can campus 
rules prevent recognition if groups do not intend to comply with campus regulations? 


