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Playing with FIRE
Bart Hinkle
February 08, 2007 12:23 PM

 

It’s all well and good to desecrate a flag these days—as long as it’s an American flag. If the 
flag represents, say, a terrorist organization such as Hamas, then you could find yourself in 
trouble.

The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education performs an estimable service by defending
free speech on college campuses. It doesn’t choose sides, defending only the speech it likes or
agrees with. FIRE has defended individuals from across the ideological spectrum.

In the current case, it’s sticking up for a group of College Republicans at San Francisco State
University (SFSU) who held an anti-terrorism rally at which they “stepped on butcher paper
they had painted to resemble the flags of Hamas and Hezbollah,” according to FIRE.

Naturally, they have been brought up on charges.

As FIRE vice president Robert Shibley says, “At a public university, stepping on a flag—even
burning an American flag—is without question a constitutionally protected act of political
protest. The right to protest is at the very heart of the First Amendment, and means nothing if
only inoffensive expression is permitted.”

All of which raises the, ah, burning question: Who knew there were any Republicans at SFSU? 
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(1.) My own feeling is that there are far more productive things to do in life
than trample someone else’s flag. I think people doing that are just trying to
dodge REAL responsibilty. (2.) But as Bill suggested, it is a right that most
other nations don’t have the privilgege of having. So I’m all for activist groups
that protect others’ right to free speech. Including the ACLU, who always gets
a bum-rap for reasons I’ve never been clear about.

(3.) Tongue-in-cheek, Bart asked, “Who knew there were any Republicans at
SFSU?” But his quip actually brings to mind another popular misconception —
that the majority of college students are out-of-control liberals with rings
through their lips.

Any of you have any idea how many ‘Young Christians’ there are at VCU???
They have quite a large number of members on campus. I can’t even begin to
count them all. Many are in the science departments, too. You’d be surprised.

Posted by Larry Lanberg on 02/09 at 10:22 AM

The last place to look for free speech is on a college campus. I guess the
students should feel lucky they were’nt framed for rape by the Fisher-Price
scholars in the humanities dept.

However…

How is this any different than a news organization that refuses to show a silly
cartoon of mohammad? It’s very, very hard to take seriously this concern for
free speech when 2 Danish cartoonists are still in hiding because, when it came
time to stand up for free expression, they turned around and found that all of
their pretend allies had tucked their tails and run like whipped dogs.

Posted by R.Smith on 02/08 at 09:31 PM

"students filed a complaint claiming they were offended”

Emphasis on the “claiming”.  There is a certain breed these days that goes
around looking for things to be “offended” by.  They might not actually be
offended themselves, but they think they should be offended because
someone, somewhere might be offended by it.  And then they cry for the
government to come in and put a stop to the “offensive” activity. 

Which is exactly what the First Amendment is about.  I agree completely with
Margie.  Read the U.S. Supreme Court case Texas. v. Johnson, specifically
Rehnquist’s dissent.  O.K., set aside that it’s Rehnquist, whatever that might
mean to anyone - Rehnquist nailed it and has the better argument.  He argues
that such displays are not “speech” in any sense of the word.  Best quote: flag
burning is “no essential part of any exposition of ideas” but rather “the
equivalent of an inarticulate grunt or roar that, it seems fair to say, is most
likely to be indulged in not to express any particular idea, but to antagonize
others.”

However, the horse is long out of the barn on this one.  Can’t have it both
ways - if it’s constitutionally protected “speech” to burn, spit on, stomp, tear,
shred, or wear the U.S. flag, then it’s also constitutionally protected speech to
step on some butcher paper painted to look like someone else’s flag, no matter
how stupid, uncommunicative or useless the display might be.

Posted by Bill on 02/08 at 02:27 PM

Can we possibly get any more childish on college campuses? Every flag should 
be treated with respect. Even our enemies. Their warriors, who died for that 
flag, are just as sacred to them as ours are to us.  Nothing makes me more
furious than a picture of anyone burning the American flag. There are more 
adult and civil ways to express protest against another institution, fighting 
unit, nation.

That said, the University should uphold the First Amendment beyond any other 
behavioral concern. The complaint should have been immediately dismissed.

Posted by Margie on 02/08 at 01:37 PM
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