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Playing with FIRE

Fighting the good fight

[Reprinted from Issues & Views September 23, 2002]

It was just three years ago that the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 
(FIRE) was founded. Yet its impact is already profound. In active defense of 
individual freedom on America's college campuses, FIRE has helped to foil one 
politically correct endeavor after another. 

In past reports, Issues & Views has reported on FIRE's challenges to college courses 
restricted by race; the selective banning of parody and satire in student 
publications; the bizarre establishment of "Free Speech Zones" on campuses; and 
the support of a professor persecuted for writing a poem. 

In opposition to the special departments set up on most college campuses that 
encourage members of "historically oppressed groups" to report real or imagined 
instances of verbal "offenses," FIRE's founders write: 

What an astonishing expectation to give to students: the belief that, 
if they belong to a protected category, they have the right to four 
years of never being offended. What an extraordinary power to give 
to administrators and tribunals: the prerogative to punish the free 
speech and expression of people to whom they choose to assign the 
guilt of historical oppression, while being free, themselves, to use 
whatever rhetoric they wish. 

This month, in newspaper columns, several writers celebrated FIRE's third 
anniversary and praised the work of the organization's founders, Alan Charles Kors 
and Harvey Silverglate. Jay Ambrose, in his syndicated column for Scripps Howard 
(9/10/02), writes: 

Kors, who gives his time to this cause without recompense, writes 
that he receives letters about abuses of liberty daily. The 
universities, he reports, "punish individuals without even a 
semblance of fair procedure," and teach some terrible lessons. 
Students, he says, learn "to censor themselves so as not to say or 
do anything that may possibly bring them trouble." And when 
students "find themselves offended," he says, "they are taught that 
the appropriate response is not to discuss and debate, but rather to 
call upon coercive authority to silence those with whom they 
disagree by means of sweeping disciplinary action and thought 
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reform." 

As Kors reminds us, "Persuasion and moral witness, not repression, 
are the tools of a free people." How do you convince universities of 
that? Mainly, you arrange for publicity. "Universities cannot defend 
in public what they do in private," Kors writes. 

Stanley Kurtz praises FIRE in his National Review (9/02) column: 

When it comes to America's politically correct campuses, all is not 
lost. In fact, in some important respects we are actually beginning 
to win the battle for freedom of thought at America's colleges and 
universities. That is largely because of a feisty little three-year-old 
named FIRE, the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education. 
Everyone who cares about intellectual freedom in the American 
academy needs to know that there is real reason for hope. Or 
perhaps we should say that the enemies of freedom in today's 
academy have finally learned that they are playing with FIRE. . . . 

Simply by publicizing (or by threatening to publicize) the worst 
campus abuses of individual freedom, FIRE has repeatedly 
succeeded in forcing radical professors and benighted college 
administrators to back down. In effect, FIRE works by deploying the 
good sense of the American people against the tyrannical 
machinations of our campus radicals. 

John Leo in U.S. News & World Report (9/23/02), after describing the derailment of 
careers of academics who dare dissent from campus orthodoxy, asks, 

What can be done about our wayward campuses? More monitoring 
by outside groups would be a start. The model is FIRE (Foundation 
for Individual Rights in Education), which has been remarkably 
effective in rolling back constraints on free speech and other 
repressive measures on many campuses. 

Visit FIRE to learn more and to contribute to the cause. 
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