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MIGHTY IRA: A CIVIL LIBERTIES STORY
A new FIRE documentary examines the life and 
work of civil liberties champion Ira Glasser.  | 2



Ira Glasser is one of America’s unsung champions of civil rights 
and liberties. As the leader of the American Civil Liberties 
Union for 23 years, he transformed the organization from a 
small, “mom-and-pop” operation on the verge of bankruptcy 
into a civil liberties juggernaut with offices in every state 
and a $30 million endowment. As his generation retires from 
the barricades, Ira reminisces on his life at the forefront of 
defending the rights of all Americans, from civil rights leaders 
to neo-Nazis.

Ira’s story takes us to his hometown of Brooklyn, New York, 
where in 1947 Jackie Robinson and the Dodgers broke the color 
barrier in baseball and inspired a generation of civil rights 
activists; to the offices of Robert Kennedy, where the U.S. 
senator spoke with a young Ira and convinced him to take his 
first job with the ACLU; and to California, where a 96-year-old 
Holocaust survivor explains to Ira why he thinks the ACLU was 
wrong to defend the right of neo-Nazis to demonstrate near his 
home in Skokie, Illinois, over 40 years ago — and how recent 
events in Charlottesville, Virginia, evoke painful memories.

2 | FIRE QUARTERLY

A new FIRE documentary film,  
‘Mighty Ira: A Civil Liberties Story’
Amid high-profile controversies surrounding free 
speech, racial equality, and antisemitism — and 
on the occasion of the ACLU’s centennial — Ira 
Glasser’s story is as timely and provocative as ever. 

We are excited to announce the release of “Mighty Ira: A Civil 
Liberties Story.”

The 99-minute documentary film explores the life and career 
of FIRE Advisory Council Member and former American Civil 
Liberties Union Executive Director Ira Glasser, with a particular 
focus on his defenses of free speech and First Amendment 
values.

For current viewing options, please visit MightyIra.com.

Ira (left) meets Ben Stern (right). Stern is a 99 year old Holocaust survivor who 
survived two ghettos, nine concentration camps, and two death marches. In 1978, he 
also led the opposition to neo-Nazis rallying in his hometown of Skokie, Ill. — a rally 
Ira defended on First Amendment grounds.

Ira (right) speaks with Reason magazine editor-at-large Matt Welch (center) while 
recording the Q&A segment for the film’s premiere with Angelika Film Center. Co-
director Aaron Reese is behind the camera.

Ira meets two young girls outside the former location of Ebbets Field, which was 
home to the Brooklyn Dodgers from 1913-1957. Ira grew up in East Flatbush, Brooklyn, 
and was a rabid Dodgers fan before they moved to Los Angeles. “I’ve always resisted 
coming back,” he told the filmmakers.



Jon Zubieta faced an investigation from Syracuse University for a joke about political 
correctness. Zubieta, a chemistry professor of 30 years, included “Wuhan Flu or 
Chinese Communist Party Virus” on the section of his syllabus explaining university 
regulations in light of COVID-19. Zubieta, who has been removed from the classroom, 
is working with FIRE to defend his rights. 

147 
letters sent 
this year... 

and counting!
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Summer is usually the quietest time of the year at FIRE — but 
not this year. And the avalanche of submissions has continued 
into the fall.

In June, our Individual Rights Defense Program reviewed 287 
cases of alleged rights violations. Over the previous two years, 
we reviewed an average of 49 cases each June. In July, 132 
cases, up from an average of 38 cases. August: 156 cases — up 
from an average of 62. September brought 168 cases, and as of 
press time October looked to shatter records too. 

While not every case we review fits within 
FIRE’s mission, the number of cases we 
review functions as a good (albeit imperfect) 
baseline for determining our workload. But 
putting aside the imperfect case submission 
metric, consider that in August, FIRE sent 
its 100th letter to a college or university 
concerning a rights violation this year. Our 
previous annual record was 83 letters — 
for the whole year. Now we’re at 147 ... and 
counting. 

So, why the dramatic change in recent months? Why were 
students and faculty members facing threats to their rights 

when most institutions were in a lull — and why are the calls 
for help still coming in at a higher rate?

First, a significant portion of incidents are borne from the 
heightened political and social tension accelerated by the 
killing of George Floyd: where there is conflict and controversy, 
censorship follows. June and July saw a watershed of viral 
social media posts revealing racist or antagonistic social 
media posts by students, incoming freshmen, and faculty, with 
calls for their institutions to take action. And many institutions 

did just that, rescinding offers of acceptance 
or expelling students. Because censorship 
is often driven by conflict and controversy, 
not ideology, recent months also saw a spike 
in threats to critics of police, anti-racist 
advocates, and student journalists. 

Second, the pandemic has led to an 
increase in questions about due process 
and expressive rights. As students and 
faculty return to some campuses, they’re 
encountering administrators warning 
resident assistants and medical school 

faculty not to speak to the media, and disciplining faculty 
for social media posts critical of their institutions’ responses 
to COVID-19. Others are imposing overbroad contact tracing 
requirements that present risks to student organizations’ 
privacy rights.

Third, these conflicts are exacerbated because more 
interactions and expression are recorded or conducted via 
social media. As classes move online, there is a greater 
likelihood that student and faculty exchanges by email and 
in class will be recorded — including classroom discussions 
of controversial material or offhand comments. When these 
exchanges are shared online (often shorn of mitigating 
context) or with ideological organizations, they may go viral 
and lead to calls for action by students, social media critics 
with no relationship to the institution, or by legislators. 

In times of social and political upheaval, FIRE’s work in 
protecting freedom of expression — for all — is more 
important than ever.

Temperatures are 
dropping, but not 
our case numbers
How FIRE’s busiest summer ever  
led to an even busier fall

As our workload has increased, so has our team. FIRE is 
proud to welcome Darpana Sheth as our first vice president 
of litigation. Previously, she was 
a senior attorney at the Institute 
for Justice, worked in private 
practice for Chadbourne & Parke 
LLP, clerked for Judge Jerome 
A. Holmes of the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Tenth Circuit, and 
served as an assistant attorney 
general for the State of New York. 
She is a graduate of Georgetown 
University Law Center.

FIRE TURNS UP THE HEAT

On that 
note...
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The new terrain of censorship

GORDON KLEIN
Los Angeles, Calif.

Gordon Klein is back in the classroom 
after FIRE wrote in defense of the 
lecturer’s academic freedom rights. 
The University of California, Los 
Angeles, placed Klein on mandatory 
leave for an email to a student who 
asked him to alter his grading policies 
for black students during the protests 
surrounding the killing of George Floyd. 

UCLA claimed that the punishment stemmed from the “tone” of 
Klein’s email — despite the fact that the student responded by 
thanking the professor and noting that Klein’s efforts “really do 
help us students during these trying times.”

As classes increasingly transitioned online, so did much of FIRE’s work. Whether administrators try to cancel a virtual play 
because of its content, students face investigations for their expression, or professors face punishment for constitutionally-
protected speech, FIRE is here to defend free expression and academic freedom. Below is just a sampling of our cases stemming 
from classes moving to online formats:

ALYSSA OLTMANNS
Muscatine, Iowa

Muscatine Community College is now blaming the coronavirus 
for cancelling a scheduled virtual play — even though an 
administrator previously said his objections were content-based. 
Now, FIRE is taking center stage to tell the college that the show 
must go on.

Administrators closed the curtain on the dark comedy “Dog Sees 
God: Confessions of a Teenage Blockhead,” a modern take on the 
Peanuts comic strip that re-imagines the characters as high school 

students. The play includes themes of drug use, sexuality, LGBT+ issues, and suicide.

“In hiding this play, we are telling all of our students who see themselves reflected in this 
play to hide themselves,” theater director and MCC faculty member Alyssa Oltmanns told 
FIRE. “That is not something that I will stand idly by and allow.”

RICHARD TAYLOR
New York, NY.

St. John’s University professor 
Richard Taylor is working with FIRE 
to defend his rights after he was 
booted from the classroom for a 
slide that asked students to discuss 
the outcomes — both positive 
and negative — of 15th century 
global trade, which included 
trade in slaves. Taylor made clear 
the question was not an attempt 
to justify slavery, but rather to 

encourage students to think about history with a long-term 
perspective. 

St. John’s didn’t tell Taylor which portion of its 2,300-word 
bias policy he allegedly broke, and refused to offer an 
opportunity to appeal.



ROBERT DAILYDA
Atlantic City, N.J.

After FIRE’s intervention, Stockton University 
administrators dropped their six charges 
against a student investigated for a political 
post on Facebook and a Zoom background of 
President Donald Trump. 

“I am appalled that it required me to take the 
steps to enlist FIRE to assist me in overcoming 
these unjust charges,” he said. “I remain 
concerned that there are others who reached 
out to me in this process who don’t have the 

wherewithal to push back in their own cases. I am hopeful that positive 
change will result from this case.”

AUSTIN TONG
New York, N.Y.

Fordham student Austin Tong, a 
Chinese-American immigrant, posted 
an Instagram photo of himself holding 
a gun in his backyard on the 31st 
anniversary of the Tiananmen Square 
Massacre, as well as a separate post 
critiquing what he saw as a nonchalant 
response to the homicide of retired St. 
Louis Police Chief David Dorn. 
 

In response to these posts, Fordham found him responsible 
for violating its policies prohibiting intimidation. FIRE wrote 
to Fordham, calling for the university to uphold its legally-
binding public commitments to free expression and rescind its 
punishment of Tong. 

GARY SHANK
Pittsburgh, Penn.

Duquesne University fired 
professor Gary Shank over his 
use of the N-word during an 
online class discussion about 
why using the term is considered 
inappropriate. Shank and FIRE 
argued that the professor’s use of 
the slur was pedagogically relevant 
and protected under Duquesne’s 
promises of free expression and 
academic freedom. 

FIRE is working with Shank and his legal counsel to fight Duquesne 
and defend the professor’s rights.

In late October, FIRE released “Memory-holed: 
Universities and Internet Speech,” which explores 
the surge in online censorship and examines some 
of FIRE’s biggest online speech cases from the past 

two decades. The report also examines the 35 institutions across 
the country that hold the worst, “red light” rating in FIRE’s Spotlight 
Database for their policies regulating social media or other online 
content; how colleges restrict speech on their social media pages 
(collectively blocking 1,825 unique words and phrases — and even 

On that 
note...
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an emoji); and how beyond America’s borders students face serious 
consequences for internet speech — including arrest. 

“Students and professors are constantly facing investigations and 
punishments for speech that’s fully protected by the Constitution,” 
said Sarah McLaughlin, author of the report. “All it takes is an 
opinion and a Twitter account, and you could be next. And when 
that happens, FIRE is here to fight for you.”



The Ivy League offers students 
sterling credentials, but is miserly 
when it comes to offering them 
free speech — try the University 
of Chicago instead. That’s just 
one of the findings from the first-
ever rankings of the free speech 
climates at 55 of America’s largest 
and most prestigious campuses, 
based on the largest free speech 
survey of college students ever 
performed.

“2020 College Free Speech 
Rankings: What’s the Climate for 
Free Speech on America’s College 
Campuses?” features the opinions 
of the roughly 20,000 students 
surveyed by FIRE, College Pulse, and RealClearEducation. 

Seven of the top 10 colleges for free speech are public, and only one of the top 10 is in the Northeast, while the bottom 10 include 
many schools that repeatedly make headlines for campus censorship. Notably, eight of the top 10 institutions in the study earn 
the highest, “green light” rating for their free speech policies in FIRE’s annual Spotlight on Speech Codes report.

Largest ever free speech survey 
of college students ranks top 

campuses for expression

The top five colleges for free speech:
The University of Chicago (Green)
Kansas State University (Green)
Texas A&M University (Green)

University of California, Los Angeles (Green)
Arizona State University (Green)

The worst colleges for free speech:
Syracuse University (Yellow)
Dartmouth College (Yellow)

Louisiana State University (Red)
University of Texas (Red)
DePauw University (Red)

“These rankings provide proof that your choice of college can make a real difference in your ability to speak your mind,” said FIRE 
Executive Director Robert Shibley. “Campus leaders no longer have an excuse for remaining ignorant about students who feel muzzled 
on their campuses. One thing is for sure: colleges have a lot of work to do.”

Some students say it can be difficult to have conversations about certain issues on 
campus. Which of the following issues, if any, would you say are difficult to have an 

open and honest conversation about on your campus? 
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 REPORT HIGHLIGHTS:
• 60% of students reported feeling that they could not 

express an opinion because of how students, a professor, or 
their administration would respond. This number is highest 
among “strong Republicans” (73%) and lowest among 
“strong Democrats” (52%). 

• Black students are most likely to report an instance where 
they censored themselves (63%). 

• Just 15% of students reported feeling very comfortable 
publicly disagreeing with a professor about a 
controversial topic. Only 11% of female students reported 
this, compared to 19% of male students. 

• Students at Ivy League schools were slightly more in 
favor of using violence to stop a campus speech: a total 
of 21% expressed some level of acceptance for violence 
in these cases. 

• More than 60% of extreme liberals said it’s “always” 
or “sometimes” acceptable to shout down a speaker; 
compared to 15% for extreme conservatives.
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On May 6, the Department of Education issued Title IX regulations 
requiring educational institutions to use the Supreme Court’s 
definition of student-on-student sexual harassment and to 
provide students several important procedural safeguards 
during disciplinary processes for sexual misconduct cases. The 
regulations took effect Aug. 14.

Four lawsuits were filed challenging the legality of these 
regulations under the Administrative Procedure Act and the 
U.S. Constitution. The four lawsuits’ allegations include that 
the regulations are not in accordance with law, they exceed 
the Department of Education’s authority, they are arbitrary and 
capricious, the department did not follow APA procedures in 
enacting the regulations, and the regulations violate the equal 
protection guarantee of the Fifth Amendment.

FIRE filed motions to intervene as defendants in all four cases in 
order to argue that the regulations are not merely good policy 
choices but actually required by the Constitution. 

Know Your IX et al. v. DeVos
Status:  FIRE, Independent Women’s Law Center, and Speech First 
filed a motion to intervene as defendants. On Oct. 20, defendants’ 
motion to dismiss was granted.

Pennsylvania et al. v. DeVos
Status: FIRE, Independent Women’s Law Center, and Speech First 
filed a motion to intervene as defendants, which was granted 
on July 6. The court denied plaintiffs’ motion for a preliminary 
injunction on Aug. 12.

New York v. Department of Education
Status: FIRE filed a motion to intervene as defendants, which 
was denied on July 10. This is being appealed. FIRE filed an 
amicus curiae brief in the case on July 17. 
The court denied plaintiffs’ motion for a 
preliminary injunction on Aug. 9.

Victim Rights Law 
Center et al. v. DeVos

Status: FIRE, Independent Women’s 
Law Center, and Speech First filed a 
motion to intervene as defendants, 
which was denied on July 27. This 
is being appealed.

Donor Spotlight: 
Karen and Richard Spector

“We are enthusiastic supporters of FIRE because it is 
the firewall protecting our increasingly endangered 
constitutional rights of freedom of speech and 
due process. In an ever crazier America, our First 
Amendment and Fifth Amendment rights are under 
constant attack with even many members of Congress 
favoring alteration of the First Amendment to restrict 
freedom of speech.”

“We believe Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.’s 1919 
dictum that ‘[T]he best test of truth is the power of 
thought to get itself accepted in the competition of 
the market….’ The best way to defeat obnoxious, 
ugly, or hateful speech is not by trying to suppress it 
(which is ineffective), but by more speech flooding the 
marketplace of ideas.”

Karen and Richard Spector are two of FIRE’s most 
dedicated supporters. As former professors themselves 
and grandparents with family currently in the university 
system, FIRE’s mission feels personal to them. 

“FIRE is the one place that students and faculty can rely 
on when their freedoms and rights are challenged by 
their institutions. We especially like FIRE’s educational 
work with high school and college students so that they 
will develop the knowledge and skills to defend and 
speak up for our constitutional rights against attack. 
Hardly a day goes by that we are not thankful for 
the excellent work FIRE is doing.” 

In addition to their financial support and a gift to FIRE 
in lieu of their alma mater, the Spectors help spread 
awareness of our mission by working to bring FIRE staff 
to speak to their local community.

FIRE is incredibly lucky to have committed advocates 
like Richard and Karen as members of The Ember Club. 
You can read more about The Ember Club and about 
tribute giving options at thefire.org/donate.

FIRE continues  
fight to defend  
due process
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FREE SPEECH TITANS JOIN FIRE’S BOARDS
FIRE is proud to announce three additions to 
our boards. Columbia University Professor John 
McWhorter and Princeton University Professor 
Keith Whittington have joined FIRE’s Board of 
Directors, and Sarah Lawrence College Professor 
Samuel Abrams joined FIRE’s Advisory Board. 
“They are as distinguished in their respective 
fields as they are committed to the principles of 
liberty that FIRE is sworn to defend,” said Anthony 
Dick, Chairman of FIRE’s Board of Directors.

@thefireorg

510 Walnut Street, Suite 1250
Philadelphia, PA 19106   
T: 215.717.3473   F: 215.717.3440 
www.thefire.org

GREEN LIGHT RATINGS  
IN THE CENTENNIAL STATE
Two Colorado universities earned FIRE’s top rating for free speech this 
fall. The University of Colorado Boulder and Colorado Mesa University 
worked with FIRE to eliminate unconstitutional speech policies and earn 
FIRE’s “green light” rating. Today, 56 universities earn FIRE’s highest 
rating. Encourage your alma mater to join this elite group today!

PROTECTING EXPRESSION  
AT HOME AND ABROAD
Universities nationwide gamble their students’ speech rights when 
partnering with international organizations. This fall, FIRE called on 
the leadership of more than 100 top American institutions to pledge to 
protect expression for their students abroad and to carefully examine 
international partnerships that could jeopardize their rights.

BU
T 

W
A

IT
! T

he
re

’s
 m

or
e.

..


