
The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, Inc.

Close this window | Email this page

To submit a case to FIRE, click here.
To contact FIRE, click here. 

News  

Home

News

Accent

Opinion

Sports

Meghan Mazella/The Ithacan 

ALAN KORS, a professor at the 
University of Pennsylvania, talks about 
ambiguous speech codes at universities 
across the nation. Kors gave a speech last 
Thursday about demanding students’ 
rights for freedom of expression.

Speaker tackles 
student free speech 
rights
Julie Stephens - Staff Writer

November 21, 2002

College students need to demand their rights 

of free expression, an advocate of free speech 
said in an address last Thursday. 

University of Pennsylvania professor Alan 
Charles Kors said the liberties of hundreds of 
college students in the United States are 
infringed upon every day. 

Discussing topics from his book, “The Shadow 
University: The Betrayal of Liberty on America’s Campuses,” Kors said students at 
private colleges learn they have fewer personal freedoms than students at community 
colleges only after the college has cashed their deposit check. 

The same generation that fought for freedom of speech during the civil rights 
movement in the ’60s now tries to restrict speech, Kors said. 

“They believe that most undergraduates are political children,” he said. 

Speech codes are a major way expression is restricted on campus, Kors said. He cited 
examples of ambiguous speech codes from universities across the country that forbid 
such actions as “inappropriately directed laughter,” “sexually suggestive staring” and 
“eating food in a provocative manner.” Students at Colby College are to refrain from 
words that create “a vague sense of danger or a loss of self-esteem,” he said. “Now you 
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know what you can say,” Kors said sarcastically. Kors said he discourages speech 
codes because they provide a barrier to freedom and stifle debate and learning. He said 
speech codes are not applied equally: People rarely accuse others of harassing an 
evangelical Christian or a white man. 

“True education must occur in conditions of liberty and equality,” he said. “It must 
occur in conditions of privacy and consciousness.” 

Kors is the co-director and president of the Foundation for Individual Civil Rights in 
Education, an organization that defend the right of both liberals and conservatives to 
express opinions freely. 

He defended Penn student Eden Jacobowitz, who was accused of shouting racial slurs 
from his dorm room window, in the 1993 “water buffalo” case. 

By posting incidents of bias, Ithaca College unwittingly gives publicity to the ideas of 
bigots and provocateurs, Kors said. 

“There are people who have an interest in having the campus seen that way,” he said. 
“[They] want people to believe the campus is overflowing with bigotry.” 

Postings also imply double standards, Kors said. Bias-related incidents against 
Catholics, conservatives, men or other groups are still just as serious problems as those 
against minorities. 

“Who decides what is bigoted or not, or what is biased or not?” he asked. “It’s an 
invitation to a double standard and selective prosecution.” 

Allowing students to talk to each other and learn to talk to each other, Kors said, would 
result in greater understanding. 

“I think that people need to look at the broader context of what they are doing and how 
they are transforming universities,” he said. “There are certain forms of speech that are 
not protected. Everyone has a different definition of what free speech is.” 

In an interview after his speech, Kors also suggested that students speak out against 
what they believe to be biased and bear witness. Instead of running to a committee for 
help, he said, students should hold a counter-event or protest. 

“You don’t need a mommy-daddy university,” he said. “You students are young adults 
who are capable of finding ways to talk things out, of bearing witness to your belief, of 
finding out how other people think and talk.” 
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Freshman Kiehl Christie, who attended the event, said he enjoyed the speech but felt 
Kors made oversimplified assumptions and failed to be realistic in his suggestions for 
dealing with biased speech. Many problems are not resolved by simply responding to or 
discussing a malicious comment. 

“He criticized current solutions without offering new, realistic solutions,” Christie said. 

Senior Brandon Steinorth said he thought the topic was particularly relevant to this 
campus. 

“There are a lot of teachers and students who claim to be advocates of free expression 
but actively squelch free speech every day,” he said. 

The college should examine whether or not certain policies such as the posting of Bias 
Alerts hinder this speech, Steinorth said. 

Kor’s speech was sponsored by the Ithaca College Republicans, the Office of the 
Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs, and the Office of Student Affairs and 
Campus Life, in conjunction with the Young America’s Foundation. 
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