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FIRE LAUNCHES 
FIRST AMENDMENT 

LIBRARY

In November, FIRE proudly launched our 
First Amendment Library, designed to be the 
premier resource for information about the 
First Amendment’s five freedoms. The library 
can be viewed at FirstAmendmentLibrary.com.

FIRE’s First Amendment Library is a free, 
online database of First Amendment-
related materials, including illustrated 
timelines, educational materials, unique 
articles, and more than 900 Supreme Court 
cases concerning the First Amendment. The 
library’s content serves as the 
foundation for an easy-to-use, 
ever-expanding resource for 
students, law clerks, lawmakers, 
judges, lawyers, journalists, and 
anyone else who wants to learn 
about the First Amendment.

“The First Amendment Library 
is a one-of-a-kind knowledge 
hub for all things relating to our 
Constitution’s first freedoms,” 
said FIRE Executive Director 
Robert Shibley. “FIRE is excited 
to share this resource with the world, and we 
hope that it will generate more interest in the 
First Amendment and its important history.”

One of the unique features of the First 
Amendment Library is its collection of the 
complete transcripts of legendary comedian 
Lenny Bruce’s obscenity trials in San Francisco, 
Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York City. This 
is the first time these documents (and others, 
including those concerning his posthumous 
pardon) have been made publicly available 
for free online. The searchable transcripts 
illuminate Bruce’s legal struggles to perform 
his routines free from censorship.

Ronald Collins, the Harold S. Shefelman 
Scholar at the University of Washington 
School of Law, is the editor-in-chief of the 
library. Collins is a co-author of the book 
The Trials of Lenny Bruce: The Rise and Fall 

of an American Icon and donated the Bruce 
documents to the library.

The library’s advisors consist of a 15-member 
board of First Amendment lawyers, scholars, 
and historians. Among its luminaries, the 
board includes First Amendment attorneys 

Floyd Abrams and Robert Corn-Revere, 
former ACLU president Nadine Strossen, 
and University of California, Los Angeles law 
professor and Washington Post contributor 
Eugene Volokh.

This project would not be possible without the 
generous support of The Stanton Foundation. 
As the former president of CBS, the late Frank 
Stanton was committed to creating a more 
informed citizenry through the preservation 
of First Amendment rights, a goal that this 
library will further. The Foundation’s support 
made it possible for FIRE to relaunch, update, 
and expand the library, which was hosted on 
the website of the Newseum Institute’s First 
Amendment Center until a few years ago.

Learn more about the library by visiting 
FirstAmendmentLibrary.com.

philadelphia, pennsylvania

“The First Amendment    
  Library is a one-of-a-
  kind knowledge hub 
  for all things relating to 
  our Constitution’s first 
  freedoms.”
      robert shibley, fire executive director

“FIRE is excited to 
  share this resource 
  with the world, 
  and we hope that it 
  will generate more  
  interest in the 
  First Amendment  
  and its important 
  history.”
      robert shibley, fire executive director

sample of first amendment library timeline
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and threats of expulsion or suspension 
against Valdez. On December 14, Valdez 
was found not responsible for violating 
the two campus speech codes. In addition, 
Valdez and campus administrators agreed 
to host a panel to discuss her display, 
campus civility, and the First Amendment.

“Direct action can be hard to face. It 
highlights issues and can be unsettling, 
but censoring will only perpetuate 
hate,” said Valdez. “Winthrop University 
has decided to use the event as an 
education opportunity, and has allowed 
the Association of Artists for Change a 
platform to educate the community on 
race, art, and the true history of Tillman. 
The Association of Artists for Change and I 
are so grateful for FIRE, NCAC, and all the 
support we have received.”

VICTORY: STUDENT 
CLEARED OF 

BASELESS CHARGES 
STEMMING FROM 
ANTI-LYNCHING 

ART DISPLAY

On November 21, Valdez received a letter 
from the university threatening her with 
suspension or expulsion for violating 
two campus speech codes that prohibit                 

“[b]ehavior that disturbs the public order 
and peace” and “disorderly conduct.”

FIRE and NCAC wrote to President 
Mahony on December 8, demanding that 
the university drop its spurious charges 

On December 14, a Winthrop University 
student was found not responsible for 
violating two university speech codes 
after her involvement with a campus anti-
lynching art installation. The decision 
came six days after FIRE and the National 
Coalition Against Censorship (NCAC) 
wrote to the university president asking 
that the charges be dropped.

“The art display was intended to 
create a conversation on campus 
about racism and lynching and it did 
exactly that,” said FIRE Program 
Officer Sarah McLaughlin. “We 
are hopeful that the result of this 
ordeal is more speech, not less, and 
that those who wish to continue the 
conversation can do so without their 
free speech rights being threatened.”

During the weekend of November 12, 
Winthrop student Samantha Valdez 
helped prepare an art installation with the 
Association of Artists for Change featuring 
small figures hanging from the trees 
outside Winthrop’s Tillman Hall alongside 
a sign reading “Tillman’s Legacy.” Tillman 
Hall is named after Benjamin Tillman, the 
governor of South Carolina from 1890 to 
1894 whose time in office saw an increase 
in the number of lynchings of African 
Americans.

In response to the “Tillman’s Legacy” 
art installation, Winthrop University 
President Daniel F. Mahony sent an email 
to the campus community expressing his 
intention to punish those responsible for 
the display and arguing that the images 
were “clearly hurtful” and “contrary to the 
values of Winthrop University.”

rock hill, south carolina

“Direct action can be 
  hard to face. It 
  highlights issues and 
  can be unsettling, but 
  censoring will only 
  perpetuate hate.”  samantha valdez, winthrop university student

courtesy: caroline fountain/fox 46 charlotte

tillman hall, winthrop university
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samantha harris, fire vice president of policy research

“FIRE will continue 
  our reform efforts until 
  the last speech code is 
  eliminated.”
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continue our reform efforts until the last speech code is 
eliminated.”

But as the report details, serious threats to free speech on 
campus remain:

237 schools surveyed received a yellow light rating 
(52.8%). Yellow light policies restrict narrower 
categories of speech than red light policies do, or are 
vaguely worded in a way that could too easily be used 
to suppress protected speech, and are unconstitutional 
at public universities.

Of the institutions surveyed for this report, roughly 
1 in 10 have “free speech zone” policies—policies 
limiting student demonstrations and other expressive 
activities to small and/or out-of-the-way areas on 
campus.

Hundreds of colleges have implemented bias reporting 
systems to solicit reports of bias on campus, which 
most universities explicitly define to encompass 
speech protected by the First Amendment.

“There are positive developments, but in many ways the 
climate for free speech on campus is more troubling than 
ever,” said Harris. “There are increasing demands from 
students for censorship, yellow light speech codes that 
don’t pass First Amendment muster are still a serious 
problem, and bias reporting systems are growing in 
popularity. It’s important that free speech advocates not 
rest on their laurels and remain diligent in defending this 
core civil right.”

Spotlight on Speech Codes 2017: The State of Free Speech 
on Our Nation’s Campuses can be read in full on FIRE’s 
website. You can also download FIRE’s recently-released 
Google Chrome extension that notifies visitors to college 
websites of FIRE’s speech code ratings for that school.

REPORT: 
RESTRICTIVE 
CAMPUS SPEECH 
POLICIES SEE 
RECORD DECLINE

Last year, FIRE saw an unprecedented decline in the 
percentage of universities maintaining written policies 
that severely restrict students’ free speech rights, marking 
the ninth year in a row that the percentage has dropped.

Released in December, FIRE’s Spotlight on Speech Codes 
2017: The State of Free Speech on Our Nation’s Campuses 
reports on written policies at 449 of America’s largest and 
most prestigious colleges and universities, all of which are 
accessible online in FIRE’s searchable Spotlight speech 
code database. FIRE rates schools as “red light,” “yellow 
light,” or “green light” institutions based on how much, if 
any, protected speech their policies restrict. The report’s 
findings were first featured in an editorial in the Wall 
Street Journal.

Major findings from Spotlight on Speech Codes 2017 include:

39.6 percent of surveyed institutions maintain 
severely restrictive, red light speech codes—a nearly 
10 percentage point drop from last year’s 49.3 percent.

Of the 449 schools surveyed, 27 received FIRE’s 
highest, green light rating for free speech. This number 
is up from 22 schools as of last year’s report.

Twenty schools or faculty bodies in FIRE’s Spotlight 
database adopted statements in support of free speech 
modeled after the one adopted by the University of 
Chicago in January 2015.

“The precipitous decline in restrictive speech codes means 
thousands of current and future students and faculty 
members will not be subject to policies that clearly violate 
their basic rights,” said FIRE Vice President of Policy 
Research Samantha Harris. “Over the past year, FIRE 
used all the resources at our disposal to achieve this result. 
We’ve worked collaboratively with college administrators 
and even members of Congress to reform policies, and 
litigated against speech codes when necessary. FIRE will 

philadelphia, pennsylvania
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way for students to handle speech they don’t 
like is not by challenging it in the marketplace 
of ideas, but by reporting it to authorities.”

FIRE’s 2017 Survey of Bias Reporting Systems 
can be read in full on FIRE’s website. 

To learn more about trends in campus speech 
codes, read FIRE’s recently released Spotlight 
on Speech Codes 2017: The State of Free Speech 
on Our Nation’s Campuses.

FIRST NATIONAL 
SURVEY OF 

‘BIAS RESPONSE TEAMS’ 
REVEALS GROWING 
THREAT TO CAMPUS 

FREE SPEECH

In January, FIRE released the first-ever 
nationwide survey of college “Bias Response 
Teams” (BRTs)—and the growing threat they 
pose to free speech on campus.

BRTs encourage students to 
formally report on one another 
and on faculty members whenever 
they subjectively perceive that 
someone’s speech is “biased.” 
FIRE’s 2017 Survey of Bias 
Reporting Systems identified 231 
public and private American 
colleges and universities that 
publicly maintained bias response 
programs during the course of 
2016, affecting an estimated 2.8 
million students. 182 of these 
institutions are also featured in 
FIRE’s Spotlight database of campus speech 
codes.

“Inviting students to report a broad range of 
speech to campus authorities casts a chilling 
pall over free speech rights,” said FIRE Reporter 
and Program Officer Adam Steinbaugh. “Bias 
response teams solicit reports of a wide range 
of constitutionally protected speech, including 
speech about politics and social issues. 
These sometimes-anonymous bias reports 

can result in interventions by conflict-wary 
administrators who then provide ‘education,’ 
often in the form of a verbal reprimand, or 
even explicit punishment.”

Of the 231 institutions surveyed in FIRE’s 
report, 166 identify the officials or offices 
that receive and review reports of offensive 
speech. The majority of these institutions’ 
BRTs include student conduct administrators, 
but a shocking 42 percent list law enforcement 
personnel among their BRT members: in other 
words, literal speech police. 

Last summer, the University of Northern 
Colorado made headlines after a student 
submitted a bias incident report about a 
professor’s in-class discussion encouraging 
students to consider opposing viewpoints as 
well as an article on the subject co-authored 
by FIRE President and CEO Greg Lukianoff. 

An administrator then warned the professor 
that further discussion of controversial 
subjects in class would invite more aggressive 
investigation.

“Colleges may rightly take action against a wide 
variety of conduct,” said Steinbaugh. “But in 
asking students to report incidents of pure, 
protected speech simply because someone 
claims he or she found it offensive, colleges 
are sending the destructive message that the 

RECENT HEADLINES FROM ‘NEWSDESK’ 

philadelphia, pennsylvania

Nat Hentoff, Tireless Free Speech Defender, Dies at 91

2016 Year in Review for Student and Faculty Rights

‘So to Speak’ Podcast: ACLU National Legal Director David Cole

‘Consumer Reports’: FIRE Among Nation’s ‘Best Charities’

“Inviting students to 
  report a broad range 
  of speech to campus 
  authorities casts a 
  chilling pall over free 
  speech rights.”
      adam steinbaugh, fire reporter and program officer

“Bias response   
  teams solicit reports 
  of a wide range of 
  constitutionally 
  protected speech, 
  including speech 
  about politics and
  social issues.”
       adam steinbaugh, 
      fire reporter and program officer
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Notre Dame, then-Senator Jeff Sessions 
at the University of Alabama in Huntsville, 
and former Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright at Scripps College.

“The growing trend of disinvitation attempts 
will make students and administrators 
increasingly reluctant to invite potentially 
controversial speakers in the first place, 
ultimately harming intellectual exploration 
and critical thinking on campus,” said Cohn. 

For more on how disinvitations work 
and their impact on the campus climate,  
check out our in-depth Disinvitation 
Report and then keep up to date on the 
latest disinvitations in our database. Both 
resources are available at thefire.org. 

CAMPUS 
DISINVITATIONS 

SET RECORD IN 2016
philadelphia, pennsylvania

FIRE saw a record number of attempts by 
students, faculty, and others to prevent those 
with whom they disagree from speaking 
on campus in 2016. FIRE has tracked this 
worrying phenomenon—what we call 

“disinvitations”—in our comprehensive 
Disinvitation Database that catalogs such 
incidents since 2000. The database can be 
found by visiting thefire.org.

FIRE logged 42 separate incidents 
in 2016 in which speakers faced 
opposition to their presence on 
campus, our highest tally ever. 
2016’s number doubles the 21 
disinvitations we saw in 2015 and 
marks a nearly 24 percent jump 
since 2013, the year that held the 
previous disinvitation record, 
at 34. By way of comparison to 
other recent years, FIRE tallied 
28 incidents in 2014, 20 in 2012, 
and 22 in 2011.

“The resurgence of disinvitation 
attempts following a year of 
decline in their prevalence is a 
disturbing development,” said 
Ari Cohn, Director of FIRE’s 
Individual Rights Defense 
Program. “The increasing unwillingness to 
allow anyone on campus to hear ideas with 
which one disagrees poses a grave risk to 
students’ intellectual development. Rather 
than seeking to banish controversial or 
offensive ideas from campus, students would 
be far better off if they confronted, grappled 
with, and rigorously debated the views that 
they find disagreeable.”

The database specifies whether the incident 
involved a completed disinvitation or 
disinvitation attempt, along with the school, 
speaker, event type, and whether the call for 
censorship came from the political “left” or 

“right” of the speaker.

While it’s hard to attribute the uptick to 
any one cause, we would be remiss not to 
note that 11 of the 42 disinvitations were 
for a single speaker: Breitbart editor and 
right-wing provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos. 

His controversial “Dangerous Faggot Tour” 
traveled to colleges across the country this 
year and seemed to prompt a new report 
of attempted censorship in some form or 
another each week—sometimes daily. While 
some protests of his tour were peaceful, 
others were not and thus warranted 
inclusion in our database.

In the run up to commencement last spring—
what FIRE annually dubs “Disinvitation 
Season”—we monitored attempts to stop 
undeniably accomplished commencement 
speakers, including then-Speaker of 
the House John Boehner and then-Vice 
President Joe Biden at the University of 

“Rather than seeking 
  to banish controversial 
  or offensive ideas from   
  campus, students would 
  be far better off if they 
  confronted, grappled 
  with, and rigorously 
  debated the views that 
  they find disagreeable.”  ari cohn, director of fire’s individual rights defense program

“Bias response   
  teams solicit reports 
  of a wide range of 
  constitutionally 
  protected speech, 
  including speech 
  about politics and
  social issues.”
       adam steinbaugh, 
      fire reporter and program officer

milo yiannopoulos, breitbart editor
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Since our founding, academic freedom has 
been one of FIRE’s fundamental concerns. 
We’re excited to take that commitment a 
step further with our first-ever conference 
for university faculty, focusing on the 
topic of academic freedom, and we invite 
faculty of all disciplines to submit papers 
for presentation and discussion. FIRE’s 
2017 Faculty Conference is presented as 
part of FIRE’s Speech, Outreach, Advocacy, 
and Research (SOAR) project, supported 
by the John Templeton Foundation.

We hope to attract presenters offering a 
variety of viewpoints on contemporary 
challenges to academic freedom for 
discussion and debate with an audience 
of fellow scholars. Such challenges may be 
endemic to the modern university, such 
as the decline of tenure and universities’ 
increasing reliance on contingent faculty, 
and the increasingly corporate nature 
of research universities. Others might 
emanate from the student body, such as 
calls for trigger warnings and the tracking 
of microaggressions. Still others might 

come from outside the university, such 
as assertive state legislatures or activists’ 
use of public records requests to target 
professors.  

Faculty whose papers are selected for 
presentation will receive an honorarium 
of $3,000 in addition to compensation 
for travel and lodging. Our conference 
is currently scheduled to take place 
from October 5-7, 2017, at a soon to be 
determined location in the Dallas-Fort 

NOW ACCEPTING 
PROPOSALS FOR 

FIRE’S FIRST-
EVER FACULTY 
CONFERENCE!

From all of us here at FIRE, we want to thank you for your support 
and generosity over the past year. It is only because of our donors 
that we are able to continue to march toward our mission and fight 
for free speech and due process on campuses across the country. The 
successes you read about each quarter here in this newsletter are 
made possible because of the commitment and support from readers 
like you. 

In 2016, FIRE received more than 4,500 gifts and added more than 
920 new donors to our ranks. We were able to increase our capacity 
to answer calls for help from students and professors and built up 
more educational and outreach tools to ensure the next generation 
of Americans knows and values their fundamental rights. It is 
with deep sincerity and humbleness that we say: thank you for the 
important role you play in FIRE’s successes.

philadelphia, pennsylvania

Worth area. The deadline to submit 
presentation proposals is March 31, 
2017, and selected presenters will be 
notified by May 1. 

For more information on our conference 
and to apply for a presentation, please 
review our call for papers at thefire.org/
facultyconference2017. We look forward 
to seeing what discussions and debates 
are in store for us this fall!  

THANK YOU!

dallas, texas skyline


