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THIS PAST FALL has been one of the 
busiest in FIRE’s history. Starting in 
November, protests swept the nation’s 
college campuses after the University 
of Missouri student group “Concerned 
Student 1950” gained national media 
attention for its ouster of university 
president Tim Wolfe.

While the illiberal nature of many of the 
student protesters’ demands for restrictive 
speech codes was disheartening, the attention 
that these protests garnered helped facilitate 
difficult but essential conversations about the 
role of free speech on campus.

In the month following the initial protests, 
FIRE received nearly 100 requests for 
comment from media outlets, ranging from 
The Wall Street Journal to CNN. FIRE staffers 
made over 25 radio and television appearances, 
including on PBS NewsHour and Fox News’ 
Stossel. Through these media appearances and 
our numerous public comments, FIRE was able 
to assert our role as advocates for all students 
and faculty members who wish to peacefully 
participate in the marketplace of ideas, while 
warning the public about the dangers posed to 
freedom of expression by some of the student 
protesters’ demands.

FIRE also had a huge impact on the online 
conversation. Thanks to FIRE President and 
CEO Greg Lukianoff’s happenstance encounter 
with protesters at Yale University on November 
5, FIRE obtained original footage of a verbal 
confrontation between protesters and noted 
professor Nicholas Christakis, who was 
defending his wife’s right to send an email to 
students questioning Yale’s exhortations about 
politically incorrect Halloween costumes. The 
footage quickly went viral, receiving over 1 
million views in November. In the same month, 

FIRE attracted 1.2 million visitors to our 
website.

Beyond the student protests, FIRE’s message 
continues to reach an ever-expanding audience. 
Greg had the honor this fall of co-authoring 
a piece for The Atlantic alongside New York 
University Professor Jonathan Haidt. The 
article, titled “The Coddling of the American 
Mind,” soon became the second most-read 
cover story in the history of The Atlantic. 
Shortly after publication, President Obama 

echoed the article’s message during a town hall 
meeting at a high school in Des Moines, Iowa, 
when he said that college students shouldn’t be 
“coddled and protected from different points 
of view” on campus. Only time will tell if the 
President’s statements will materialize into 
real federal support for more First Amendment 
protections on campus.

None of this fall’s success would have been 
possible without FIRE’s committed supporters 
and your belief in our message. With the rise 
of student-driven calls for censorship, your 
support has become more critical than ever to 
FIRE’s ability to reach out to students, faculty, 
and administrators to effect the change we so 
desperately need to see on campus. 
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As of press time, students at more than 75 
colleges and universities have made various 
demands of their administrations to address 
what they perceive to be systemic and 
structural racism on campus, according to 
thedemands.org. Many of these demands 
do not implicate FIRE’s mission to defend 
individual rights on campus. However, some of 
the demands expressly call for limitations on 
free speech rights and are a cause for concern. 

For example, at Dartmouth College, protesters 
have demanded that administrators force 
the conservative Dartmouth Review student 
newspaper to “give up the ‘Dartmouth’ part 
of their name if they refuse to abide by the 
requests to stop using the term ‘Indian’ in 
their paper.”

And at Missouri State University, protesters 
have demanded that administrators announce 
a “commitment to differentiating ‘hate speech’ 
from ‘freedom of speech,” despite the fact that 
such a “differentiation” is unconstitutional 
on a public university campus in the United 
States, where “hate speech” has no legal 
definition.

Defending the rights of students to engage in 

protected expression is a central part of FIRE’s 
core mission. To that end, FIRE has worked 
tirelessly to ensure that student speech, 
including student protest, remains viable. So 
while FIRE is happy to see so many students 
using their freedom of expression to ensure 
their voices are heard, we’re also compelled 
to address the aspects of the protests that 
are antithetical to the exercise of free speech 
rights.

Most notably, in early November, amid 
protests over racial issues on campus, FIRE 
stepped in to defend Yale University faculty 
members Erika and Nicholas Christakis. 
Students demanded the Christakises resign 
from their positions at a residential college on 
campus over an email Erika sent advocating 
for the right of students to choose their own 
Halloween costumes, even if those costumes 
are potentially offensive. A video shot by 
FIRE President and CEO Greg Lukianoff 
of a confrontation between Nicholas and 
student protesters calling for his resignation 
on November 5 went viral, receiving over 1 
million views on YouTube.

Although Erika decided to resign from her 
teaching role in December, dozens of faculty 

Protests on Campus Grab 
National Headlines for 
Threats to Free Speech

C O V E R  S T O R Y

THE PROTESTS THAT HAVE TAKEN HOLD of college campuses across the country this fall 
and winter have drawn tremendous attention from the media and the public, both because 
the topic of race is the driving force behind the protests and because some protesters have 
used tactics and made demands that would limit freedom of speech on campus.

Photo: YouTube. Melissa Click, an assistant professor of communications at the 
University of Missouri, tells a student journalist to leave a public protest.

Story continues on page 4
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members publicly expressed support for the 
Christakises’ free speech rights and, according 
to the administration, Erika is welcome to 
return to Yale to teach at any time.

In November, FIRE also stepped in at the 
University of Missouri to publicly oppose 
an effort to exclude student reporters from 
covering ongoing protests within public areas 
of campus. FIRE similarly opposed a separate 
effort by the Mizzou police department that 
asked students to report incidents of “hurtful 
speech” so that “disciplinary action” could be 
taken against students for such expression.

FIRE’s defense of the right to speak out on 
campus extends even to those who use this 

right to demand the silencing of others. 
If students or faculty peacefully calling 
for censorship were to be threatened with 
official punishment simply for making such 
a call, FIRE would defend their right to free 
expression. 

This does not mean that FIRE supports calls 
for illiberal limitations on speech. To the 
contrary, FIRE believes that such calls are 
contrary to our nation’s best tradition of free 
expression. For the “marketplace of ideas” 
to survive on campus, protesters’ calls for 
punishment of speech must not succeed—and 
FIRE will continue to fight to ensure that they 
do not.

REPORT: Policy Restrictions on Campus 
Speech Rights Decline, But Federal Pressure 
Threatens Progress
For the first time since FIRE began tracking 
speech codes on campus, less than half of 
America’s colleges maintain policies that 
severely restrict students’ right to free speech, 
according to the findings of a new FIRE report 
released on December 10.

Spotlight on Speech Codes 2016: The State of 
Free Speech on Our Nation’s Campuses reports 
on policies at 440 of America’s largest and 
most prestigious colleges and universities, 
all of which are accessible online in FIRE’s 
searchable Spotlight speech code database 
(thefire.org/spotlight). 

Major findings from Spotlight on Speech Codes 
2016 include: 

49.3 percent of surveyed institutions 
maintain “red light” speech codes, 
which clearly and substantially restrict 
protected speech.

George Mason University, Purdue 

University, the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, Western State 
Colorado University, the University of 
North Florida, and Purdue University 
Calumet eliminated all of their speech 
codes this year, earning FIRE’s highest, 
“green light” rating.

The percentage of red light schools has 
declined from a high of 75 percent in 2007, 
while in the same time period the number 
of green light institutions has grown from 
just eight institutions (2 percent) to 22 
this year (5 percent).

As the report details, however, there are still 
serious threats to free speech on campus:

FIRE downgraded 10 universities from a 
“yellow light” rating to our worst, red light 
rating for adopting overly restrictive 
definitions of sexual harassment 
that infringe on free speech rights, as 
recommended by the federal government.  
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Private universities earning a red light 
rating increased from 58.7 percent last 
year to 60.6 percent this year, largely due 
to pressure from the federal government. 
While the federal government’s 
intervention has thus far been limited 
primarily to campus sexual harassment 
policies, outgoing U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan recently said that 
the Department of Education “want[s] 
to do more” in response to recent racial 
tensions on campus. If the department’s 
actions with regard to racial harassment 
parallel those it has taken with regard 
to sexual harassment, this could lead 
to additional restrictions on protected 
speech in the future.

“For the eighth consecutive year, we have seen 
a decline in campus speech codes, and the 
percentage of schools maintaining the most 
restrictive policies is now below 50 percent,” 
said FIRE Director of Policy Research 
Samantha Harris. “This is exciting news, but we 
must remain vigilant. While many universities 
have revised speech codes, an increasing 
number are adopting more restrictions on 
speech under pressure from the Department of 
Education. Our hard-fought gains for student 
and faculty speech rights could be reversed if 
the federal government is left unchecked.”

RECENT HEADLINES FROM ‘THE TORCH,’ FIRE’S AWARD-WINNING BLOG
“President Obama: Student Protests Should Embrace Free Speech”

“Dartmouth Stands By Restrictive ‘Bias Incident Reporting’ Protocol, Loses FIRE’s ‘Green 
Light’ Rating”

“Colorado College Suspends Student for Two Years for Six-Word Joke on Yik Yak”

“Steven Salaita Settles Lawsuits with University of Illinois”

To read these stories and more, visit www.thefire.org/torch.

Private Schools by Rating 2014–2015

      

      
Speech Code Ratings, 2006–2007 through 2014–2015
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Those are just a few of the questions America’s 
top comics seek to answer in a new FIRE-
supported feature documentary that premiered 
in New York City on November 13 at DOC NYC, 
America’s largest documentary film festival.

In Can We Take a Joke?, comedians Gilbert 
Gottfried, Penn Jillette, Lisa Lampanelli, Jim 
Norton, Adam Carolla, Heather McDonald, 
Karith Foster, and more come together with 
narrator Christina Pazsitzky to explore what 
happens when comedy, censorship, and outrage 
culture collide on and off campus.

“Last year saw a host of comedians including 
Chris Rock and Jerry Seinfeld express concern 
about how political correctness on college 
campuses harms comedy,” said Greg Lukianoff, 
FIRE president and CEO and Can We Take a 
Joke? executive producer. “There’s a growing 
unwillingness on and off campus to explore 
some of our nation’s most important and 
controversial topics through comedy. It’s a 
trend that poses a grave threat to free speech 
and open dialogue.”

The documentary explores topics and cases 
familiar to many FIRE supporters, including 
the case of student Chris Lee, whose satirical 
play Passion of the Musical was disrupted by a 
group of students who had been organized by 
Washington State University administrators. It 
also includes interviews with Lukianoff, long-
time FIRE friend and Brookings Institution 
scholar Jonathan Rauch, and Stand Up For 
Speech Litigation Project attorney Bob Corn-
Revere.

The story of comedy legend Lenny Bruce serves 
as the film’s central narrative. His career—and 
ultimately his life—ended because his routines 
led to obscenity charges in cities throughout 
the country.

It used to be the case that comedians like 
Bruce had to fear the police cracking down 
on their edgier routines. But now, according 
to many comics, the audience has become the 
police—and its tolerance for jokes that push the 

boundaries is waning. It happens all the time: 
A comedian tells a joke, someone gets offended, 
and outrage blasts across the land. “Lenny 
Bruce would not last a minute on the modern 
college campus,” Lukianoff says in the film.

The film is expected to make its wide release 
in late winter/early spring 2016. Stay tuned to 
thefire.org, canwetakeajoke.com, and FIRE’s 
social media accounts for the most up-to-date 
news on how to see the film.

‘Can We Take a Joke?’ Premieres at DOC NYC

IS EDGY COMEDY DOOMED? Has a culture of outrage created a new “right not to be 
offended?” What would some of America’s most revered comedians of bygone eras, like 
Lenny Bruce and George Carlin, think of today’s audiences who seem more preoccupied 
with taking offense than protecting free speech?

Greg Lukianoff, FIRE president and CEO and ‘Can We Take A Joke?’ executive producer
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ON NOVEMBER 18, the University of Oregon’s 

student government denied funding to a 

student group’s poker night event for a 

second time amid concerns the event’s 

pro-gun message and prizes “would make 

students feel uncomfortable.”

FIRE wrote to the University of Oregon (UO) 
before the Associated Students of the University 
of Oregon’s (ASUO’s) second vote to deny funding. 
FIRE explained that ASUO’s refusal to fund a 
poker night hosted by UO’s chapter of Young 
Americans for Liberty (YAL) expressly because 
it disagreed with the event’s message amounted 
to constitutionally prohibited viewpoint 
discrimination. 

FIRE urged the university administration to 
step in to protect its students’ First Amendment 
rights.

“ASUO’s budget is subsidized by mandatory fees 
paid by students,” said FIRE Senior Program 
Officer Ari Cohn. “As a result, ASUO must 
distribute its funds in a viewpoint-neutral 
manner. ASUO has clearly failed to adhere 
to this obligation. Since ASUO is an agent of 
a public university, the University of Oregon 
administration is legally and morally required 
to intervene to rectify the First Amendment 
violations perpetrated by ASUO.”

The vote on November 18 was the second time 
ASUO turned down YAL’s request for $950 in 

funding to cover the cost of pizza and rental 
fees for its November 20 “Liberty Poker Night.” 
YAL insisted no ASUO money would go toward 
covering the controversial prizes awarded to the 
winners, including three firearms donated by local 
gun dealers, which YAL said would be transferred 
to the winners after the event, off campus, and 
in accordance with state and federal law. YAL 
successfully held a similar event in January 2015.

At ASUO’s November 11 meeting, ASUO members 
openly voiced concerns about funding an event 
with a pro-gun message. ASUO members said 
the event might make students feel “unsafe,” 
even with repeated assurances from YAL that no 
firearms would be present on campus at any time.

Despite reminders from both YAL and ASUO 
Senator Abel Cerros that the group was entitled 
to a viewpoint-neutral decision on its funding 
request, ASUO repeatedly questioned YAL 
members about the group’s stance on campus 
firearms policies and ultimately denied their 
funding proposal.

The UO administration never responded 
directly to FIRE’s letter, but it did say in a public 
statement that it would not step in and reverse 
ASUO’s decision. YAL successfully held its event 
on November 20 using private funding. FIRE will 
continue to pressure UO and the ASUO to live up 
to their legal obligation of viewpoint neutrality 
and to protect the First Amendment rights of all 
students on campus.

Oregon’s Student Government Discriminates 
Against Student Group Hosting Pro-Gun Rights 
Poker Tournament

Lillis Complex, University of Oregon
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The FIRE Student Network 
is pleased to announce the 
success of our first two 
installments of FIRE Debates, 
a new program that brings the 
free exchange of ideas directly 
to college students.

FIRE Debates hosts leading figures at colleges 
and universities for Oxford-style debates 
on controversial topics relevant to today’s 
students. These debates show students across 
the country that open inquiry and dialogue 
are not harmful or detrimental, but healthy, 
productive, and fun. In the end, we hope FIRE 
Debates will generate greater knowledge of 
and support for free inquiry and open debate 
on campus, thereby enlisting more and more 
student activists to join our efforts to end 
campus censorship.

FIRE successfully hosted two debates this 
past semester. The first was held on October 
20 at Texas A&M University, where ESPN 
analyst Jay Bilas and the NCAA’s Oliver Luck 
debated the motion, “College athletes should 
be allowed to be paid.” FIRE partnered with 
Aggie Agora, a nonpartisan, on-campus group 

dedicated to facilitating public discourse and 
civic engagement on campus. The debate 
drew nearly 300 students and elicited media 
coverage from news outlets such as Forbes.
com.

The second debate was held in partnership with 
Intelligence Squared U.S., the nation’s premier 
debate organization, on November 2 at George 
Washington University. Four debaters argued 
the following motion: “College students should 
be allowed to take smart drugs.” This debate 
drew hundreds of attendees and started a lively 
discussion on campus. The debate will also be 
broadcast by public radio stations across the 
country.

FIRE is already planning our two spring 
debates, which will feature motions drawn 
straight from recent headlines in an effort 
to engage students on campus. FIRE will 
be announcing the locations, motions, and 
debaters on our website in the coming weeks!

FIRE Hosts Our First Two Debates!


