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Preface

We began writing this book a year after the 2017 Charlottesville 
Unite the Right rally, when violent anti-Black racists and antisemites 
imposed themselves upon the national stage in a way that the majority 
of Americans could no longer ignore. We finished the book during the 
months following the 2020 Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests sparked 
by the murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. As millions of 
people from across American society came into the streets to demand 
justice, protestors were met with tear gas and pepper spray, run over 
by cars, and were abducted in unmarked vehicles. Far-right groups, 
including Republican politicians and the right-wing media ecosystem, 
diluted calls for justice, staging instead a dirge of white grievance and 
rekindled racist narratives of inner cities on fire. They rallied behind 
wealthy suburbanites who pointed guns at BLM protestors and behind 
a seventeen-year-old militia member who murdered two unarmed 
protestors. They demanded “law and order” and spewed culture-war 
fury over “socialism,” “cancel culture,” “snowflakes,” and “social justice 
warriors.” In 2021 they passed laws criminalizing protest as well as the 
teaching of critical race theory.

How did we get here? This book tells a small part of that larger 
story, a story about an organized counter-revolution seeking to reverse 
decades of progress made by movements for social justice. 

Over the past 50 years the American libertarian movement—
particularly those elements funded by Koch’s growing network of 
corporate donors—has become a well-organized and well-funded 
political machinery. The Koch network seeks to fundamentally trans-
form society in ways that reverse many of the progressive gains made 
during the middle of the twentieth century, especially those in the 
areas of civil and labor rights as well as consumer and environmental 
protections. Today this right-wing political infrastructure, which we 
term the Koch network, consists of academic centers, student groups, 
think tanks, policy mills, voter mobilization efforts, media outlets, 
legal organizations, and astroturf social movements (including the 
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Tea Party). This political machinery has attacked the Kyoto Protocol, 
smoking regulations, labor unions, Medicare expansion, and gun-con-
trol efforts. It has championed the deregulation of money in politics 
and undermined voting rights. Elements have helped spread the Big 
Lie of voter fraud in the 2020 election. Against all credible scientific 
opposition, the Koch network has made climate change a debatable 
topic in American life. It has groomed and successfully placed a gen-
eration of radically individualist and pro-corporate academics and 
judges in the academy and on the court, including a majority on the 
Supreme Court. Within higher education, the Koch network attacks 
affirmative action, harasses faculty who write about racial, gender, 
and economic justice, and undermines efforts to diversify faculty and 
make campuses more inclusive—all in the name of individual liberty. 

This political operation has proven particularly successful precisely 
because it has not been built simply to elect politicians or advocate 
for specific policy preferences. Sure, anti-union and anti-climate leg-
islation, rolling back affordable healthcare, privatizing education, and 
tax cuts for the wealthy are desired policy outcomes. However, these 
outcomes are achieved by the Koch network not only with successful 
corporate lobbying or lavish donations to political parties or candi-
dates, but also with a well-funded ideological and political machinery 
that seeks nothing less than social transformation. To this end, the 
Koch network has long devoted considerable energy and resources 
to gaining footholds within the university, and thereby changing the 
ideas that are produced, taught, researched, and published therein. 
The resulting network of academic centers and think tanks reproduces 
an ideology that coheres around the language of “individual freedom” 
and “Western civilization,” while denying the existence of actual 
material and historical legacies of racial, gendered, and class-based 
exclusions, marginalizations, and violences. Instead, this libertarian 
ideology holds that positive outcomes only follow from individuals 
maximizing utility within the freedom of immaculately self-regulat-
ing markets. The intellectual, ideological, and political infrastructure 
created by the Koch network seeks to remake the United States, and 
the world, in the image of this hardline libertarian worldview. Doing 
so, however, requires fundamentally remaking institutions of higher 
education, which have been a prominent source of intellectual criti-
cism of the Koch network’s preferred libertarian fantasy. 
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This book examines the Koch network’s ideological and politi-
cal machinery by exploring how it exerts power on college campuses 
through one particular strategy, namely manufacturing a campus 
free speech crisis. In the past few years, widely circulated examples 
of protests against Milo Yiannopoulos, Charles Murray, Ben Shapiro, 
Ann Coulter, and others have come to be taken as evidence that the 
academy is intolerant toward conservative views. Free Speech and Koch 
Money, however, demonstrates that these instances are neither sponta-
neous crises nor examples of a spirited debate about speech on campus. 
Rather, they are manufactured crises, funded by political operatives 
and intentionally designed to achieve specific political outcomes. 

The book examines how and why the Koch donor network funds 
the vast political machinery driving the free speech movement on 
college campuses. We argue that what often appears as localized and 
spontaneous outrage among conservative students should instead be 
understood within the context of a larger strategy deployed by well-
organized donors and political operatives seeking to fundamentally 
transform American society, including higher education. Understood 
as such, students, faculty, university administrators, journalists, and 
the general public should focus less on debating who does (and does 
not) have the right to speak on campus. We should instead be asking: 
“Who funds these speakers? Who brings them to campus? And why?” 
When we ask these questions, it becomes possible to take seriously the 
degree to which plutocratic libertarian donors value higher education 
as a cornerstone of social transformation. 

We have written this book as a field guide to the Koch donor net-
work’s influence on college campuses. We hope that students, faculty, 
administrators, journalists, and concerned citizens will find it useful 
in contextualizing the seemingly random academic centers or oddly 
well-organized (yet often small) student groups that pop up on partic-
ular campuses, who all seem to be yelling in unison about “individual 
liberty” and “free speech.” We hope the book is useful as an organiz-
ing tool to push back against dark money on college campuses, giving 
activists and academics an appreciation for the depth—but also the 
weaknesses—of this well-funded counter-revolution. While the 
various academic, political, media, and judicial organizations that the 
Koch donor network funds seem to enjoy a stranglehold on public dis-
course, their power stems from their seemingly bottomless funding 
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and their highly networked nature—the combination of which makes 
plutocratic libertarian ideas appear more widely held than they actu-
ally are. This secretive strategy works by creating an echo chamber, 
whereby different academics, journalists, think tanks, and political 
groups all use the same vocabulary, and are easily misinterpreted as 
enjoying widespread public support. When ideas manufactured by 
a plutocratic libertarian minority are not taken seriously within the 
academy, media or wider public, these same actors weaponize free 
speech to demand that they nonetheless receive equal attention and 
consideration. We demonstrate that the so-called campus free speech 
crisis is not a spontaneous issue of great public concern. It is not an 
existential threat engulfing higher education. Rather, it is a well-
funded political strategy. Understanding it as such also makes it much 
less effective. 

We should stop entertaining the fabricated narrative that there exists 
an epidemic of persecuted conservative speech on college campuses. 
Or that free speech violations and cancel culture are endemic across 
higher education. Instead, we should follow the money. In doing so, we 
will discover a manufactured crisis.

The authors would like to thank the activists, journalists, researchers, 
and academics who have made the writing of this book possible. We 
would especially like to thank all those who helped build a student and 
faculty movement to protect academic freedom from undue donor 
influence. 

Ralph: I would like to thank Kent Miller, Ray Bellamy, Jerry Funt, 
Lakey Love, and others from Florida State University. Invaluable help 
came from Lisa Graves, Connor Gibson, the Center for Media and 
Democracy, Greenpeace, and those in the American Association of 
University Professors and Protecting Dissent Network. I would espe-
cially like to thank my co-author Isaac, my family, and my partner 
Sarah for their tireless support.  

Isaac: I came to this topic after Campus Reform attacked and slan-
dered my colleague, Johnny Williams. I would like to thank Johnny 
and the countless academics who publicly and uncompromisingly 
condemn anti-Black racism and white supremacy in all its forms, often 
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at great personal and professional risk. I have learned and grown so 
much because of your courage. I hope this book is a useful tool in that 
fight. Thanks to the many student activists at Trinity College whose 
work continues to inspire me, including Jederick Estrella, Brandon 
Herrera, Trinna Larsen, Sam McCarthy, Aaron Supple, and many 
others. Thanks to the national AAUP staff, the Trinity chapter of the 
AAUP, and my colleagues and friends who have been tireless defend-
ers of academic freedom and faculty governance: Dina Anselmi, 
Stefanie Chambers, Dan Douglas, Diana Evans, Cheryl Greenberg, 
Josh King, Reo Matsuzaki, Alyson Spurgas, Mark Stater, Anna Terwiel, 
Kari Theurer, and many others. Finally, I want to thank Ralph for his 
unparalleled research and vision, and Serena Laws for her continued 
support (which often includes indulging my long harangues about the 
Koch network).

We would both like to thank Nancy MacLean, Jonathan Havercroft, 
and two anonymous reviewers who provided valuable feedback on 
the manuscript. Thanks also to the panelists and audience at the 2020 
American Political Science panel (especially the discussant Mary 
Ryan), as well as Leigh Claire La Berge and others at the Social(ly Dis-
tanced) Theory Salon, Hartford, CT. We thank Jakob Horstmann at 
Pluto for conveying his enthusiasm so intently. Trinity College’s Faculty 
Research Committee and the Dean’s office provided necessary funding 
for manuscript completion. Jenna Leschuk, Tim Clark, Robert Webb, 
and Susan Storch performed much needed copy editing, production 
assistance, and indexing. And Jack Smyth designed the beautiful cover. 
Thank you. 

Well, there’s a lot to be done. We’d better get to it.
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Introduction: Overview of the Koch’s 
Campus Free Speech Machine

When people raise concerns that college campuses are hostile to con-
servative and libertarian perspectives, they often point to the same 
small handful of dramatic clashes over free speech. In February 2017 a 
riot shut down Milo Yiannopoulos’s visit to the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, and the following month protestors prevented Charles 
Murray from speaking at Middlebury College. Far-right personali-
ties like David Horowitz, Ann Coulter, Ben Shapiro, Laura Ingraham, 
Richard Spencer, Candice Owens, Gavin McInnes, Christina Hoff 
Summers, Heather MacDonald, and others have faced protests on 
college campuses, or have been disinvited. At Yale, students protested a 
professor who challenged an email from the administration requesting 
that students refrain from insensitive Halloween costumes. Students 
protested a faculty member at Evergreen State College who derided 
a request that white students and faculty vacate campus for the day.1 
These and other campus free speech incidents received considerable 
attention, and were often woven together as evidence of rampant left-
wing “political correctness” and “cancel culture” in higher education. 
Administrators, some faculty, and public commentators seem engaged 
in a collective handwringing over the needs of aggrieved conservative 
college students, who claim that their right to free speech is being vio-
lated in the name of identity politics, political correctness, safe spaces, 
and preventing microaggressions. 

These examples are taken as evidence that American colleges and 
universities are openly “leftist,” hostile to conservative ideas, and 
eager to trample over the speech of those with whom they disagree. 
This narrative about a so-called free speech crisis helps justify the 
political claim that colleges and universities are primarily sites of polit-
ical indoctrination, little more than willing participants in a broader 
culture war against conservatives. This general narrative helps explain 
why public support for higher education now breaks down along party 
lines. According to a 2017 Pew survey only 36 percent of Republicans 
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view colleges and universities positively, compared with 72 percent 
of Democrats.2 In 2019, President Trump amplified this campus-
as-culture-war storyline by signing an executive order threatening a 
withdrawal of federal funding for those institutions that fail to protect 
free speech.3 

In response to this supposed campus free speech crisis, many 
academics have responded by calling for more civil public discus-
sion or by debating the proper balance between commitments to 
free speech, campus safety, and institutional inclusion.4 The discus-
sion treats these controversies as ethical conundrums that naturally 
emerge from campus life. Should someone with a history of writing 
books that endorse a notion of white racial superiority be invited to 
speak on campus? What about a homophobe? Or someone known for 
their transphobic rhetoric? What does such a speaker contribute to the 
educational mission of the institution? Shouldn’t all sides be heard? 
Isn’t more speech the best response to bad speech? Some argue that 
decisions to bar provocative speakers from campus are evidence of 
our highly partisan times. Others blame a generation of coddled and 
increasingly intolerant students.5

Often missing from these discussions, however, are questions about 
power and money: What explains the intensity and relentlessness of 
the recent wave of campus visits by highly provocative speakers? Who 
invites them? Who funds them? And why? This book argues that the 
major components of the so-called campus free speech crisis have been 
manufactured by a handful of wealthy political donors for explicitly 
partisan purposes. We show how a highly interconnected and well-
funded political operation has instigated, amplified, and litigated what 
would otherwise be local debates over campus speech. 

Beyond the same oft-cited anecdotal examples such as those men-
tioned above, there is very little actual evidence that conservative and 
libertarian voices are routinely stifled on college campuses. George-
town University’s Free Speech Project identified only 60 cases of 
speech violations on campuses between 2016 and 2018; with 4,583 col-
leges and universities in the United States, each year a serious violation 
of speech takes place on 0.65 percent of campuses.6 It turns out that 
the imposition of safe spaces, speech codes, and trigger warnings has 
been dramatically overstated.7 Most college students express strong 
support for free speech, and college campuses are generally more tol-
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erant of conservative ideas than society as a whole.8 Far from suffering 
left-wing brainwashing, students rarely feel pressured to change their 
political views based on ideas expressed by their professors. If any-
thing, some evidence suggests that conservative faculty make greater 
attempts to sway students than liberal faculty do.9 Furthermore, it is 
far more common for professors on the left—especially those who 
publicly criticize racism, sexism, homophobia, or who support Pales-
tine—to find themselves threatened, harassed, and even fired.10 

Higher education has long been the home of heated debates about 
free speech, free expression, and academic freedom. And examples 
of conservative voices being stifled do exist. Colleges and universi-
ties have also proven to be productive places for these contestations to 
be articulated, debated, and challenged. Free Speech and Koch Money, 
however, demonstrates that much of the contemporary outrage over 
a full-blown, nationwide campus free speech crisis has been largely 
manufactured as part of a well-funded and well-organized politi-
cal strategy. Furthermore, this tactic of manufacturing a campus free 
speech crisis originates with the same funders, organizations, intel-
lectuals, ideologues, and political operatives that form the core of the 
libertarian right.

As this book and others demonstrate, wealthy hard-right libertarian 
donors within the network built by Charles Koch have spent the past 
half century constructing a dense network of political organizations 
that seeks to remake society in line with their free-market funda-
mentalist views. Over the past five decades, a range of organizations 
funded by Koch and likeminded donors have worked in close collab-
oration to undermine environmental, health, and labor regulations, to 
attack unions, privatize education, reduce taxation, and dismantle the 
social safety net. This strategy has involved gaining greater footholds 
on college and university campuses, understood by libertarian donors 
and activists as strategic beachheads from which to train experts, legit-
imize their worldview, and recruit student activists into their political 
machinery. This plutocratic libertarian class sees university campuses 
as critical to their strategy for social change and as a pipeline of ideas 
and talent. 

It is not surprising, then, that organizations created by the Koch 
donor network are also largely responsible for manufacturing the 
so-called campus free speech crisis. 
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This book is therefore less interested in debating “both sides” of 
the ethical and constitutional questions around particular issues of 
campus speech. Most commentators ask some version of “Should Milo 
Yiannopoulos or Charles Murray be allowed to speak on campus?” or 
“Should students be prevented from disrupting their talks?” These are 
important ethical, intellectual, and political questions upon which rea-
sonable people can disagree. However, we instead ask: “How did these 
speakers end up at Berkeley and Middlebury in the first place?” This 
latter question does not settle the former. However, it does uncover the 
power and wealth that forces the public to obsess over those first ques-
tions. It also reveals the infrastructure that created a highly political 
framework for interpreting these controversies. 

Free Speech and Koch Money examines how and why the Koch donor 
network funds the vast political machinery driving the free speech 
movement on college campuses. It argues that what often appears 
as spontaneous local outrage is actually the product of a larger strat-
egy deployed by well-organized libertarian donors. The Koch donor 
network funds the student groups that bring provocative speakers 
to campus, as well as the careers of the speakers themselves. It funds 
the media outlets that amplify the outrage over protests as well as the 
lawyers who sue universities for denying the speakers platforms on 
campus. It even funds the politicians who pass campus free speech leg-
islation that seeks to punish student protestors, as well as the academic 
centers and institutes in which allied faculty help instigate and leverage 
the looming free speech threat. 

We also demonstrate that the broader political operation funded 
by the Koch donor network has an extensive track record of weapon-
izing free speech arguments more generally. Its members have long 
used the First Amendment to push back against civil rights, envi-
ronmental and consumer protections, government regulation, and 
labor unions. Free speech arguments have been used to justify poli-
cies that shield wealthy political donors from campaign finance limits 
and transparency requirements, thereby maximizing their influence 
on the political process. For example, the Koch political operation has 
historically created phony grassroots movements on behalf of cigarette 
manufacturers and oil companies to insist that the public hears the 
“other side” of the story, arguing that free speech requires that smokers 
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and climate change deniers receive the same attention as public health 
officials and climate scientists. 

Universities are central to the plutocratic libertarian project. They 
have also proven more resistant to donor control and influence than 
other organizations. Wealthy donors can easily gin up a tax-deductible 
non-profit organization committed to advocating climate denial or 
grooming the next generation of libertarian judges. However, norms 
around academic freedom, peer review, and faculty governance make 
it more difficult to persuade universities to generate research and train 
talent that legitimizes a specific ideological worldview. In this more 
challenging setting, free speech, combined with a narrative about the 
silencing of conservative voices, has become a political cudgel that 
donors have used to justify greater donor access to higher education. 
This helps explain why the Koch donor network has adopted the tactic 
of first provoking, and then leveraging, an illusory free speech crisis to 
gain greater say over who teaches, researches, and speaks on college 
campuses. It’s ingenious, we must admit: a kind of jujitsu that enlists a 
core value of higher education—free inquiry—in order to crack open 
universities for corporate capture.

We hope this book serves as a useful tool for refocusing the debate 
about campus free speech. We recognize that navigating the complex 
intersection of free speech, academic freedom, campus safety, and 
institutional inclusion is not easy. What speech crosses the line? Who 
determines this? How does an institution protect a wide range of speech 
while also making sure that all students and faculty feel included and 
welcome within the campus community? These are difficult ques-
tions, especially in a deeply divided country. Asking these questions 
by themselves, however, also misses the fact that the growing outrage 
over free speech on campus is not a concern necessarily organic to the 
schools in question. It was—and is—intentional and manufactured. 

Therefore, rather than litigating specific thorny speech issues on 
particular campuses, we propose that students, faculty, administra-
tors, journalists, activists, and the broader public start by following the 
money. In doing so, we find, not a free marketplace of ideas, where all 
are equal, but rather a well-funded project to reproduce power, hierar-
chy, and exclusion. As P.E. Moskowitz points out, free speech is often 
used as a “smokescreen … in a grossly unequal society, in which few 
corporations control the means of media dissemination and a small 
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group of the ultra-wealthy bankroll entire political movements.”11 The 
same, unfortunately, is now true on college campuses. 

how to use this book

This book is designed as a field guide, useful to those seeking to better 
understand the integrated funding and political operation behind the 
so-called campus free speech crisis. As such, it does not provide a full 
account of the Koch donor network, or the influence “dark” and delib-
erately untraceable money plays in American politics more generally. 
A number of outstanding books, articles, and online resources already 
cover this material.12 Instead, the book has three specific objectives.

First, it seeks to re-center the debate about campus free speech by 
following the money. Considerable funding and political mobiliza-
tion have gone into creating a narrative about American universities 
as hostile to conservatives and beholden to a radical fringe of students 
and faculty who prevent supposedly mainstream conservative stu-
dents, faculty, and speakers from sharing their ideas. This narrative 
of a virulent and closed-minded campus left censoring a victimized 
right misses the actual story. Rather than “the left” censoring the 
ideas of conservative students and faculty, the bigger story is that of a 
group of plutocratic libertarian donors engaged in a coordinated effort 
to make their free-market fundamentalist ideas more prominent on 
college campuses. The community standards of peer review and free 
inquiry that undergird academic teaching and scholarship are being 
challenged by a small group of ultra-wealthy donors with a particular 
ideological and self-interested agenda. Following the money makes it 
possible to have a clear-eyed conversation about whether or not aca-
demic communities should be forced to indulge speakers, student 
groups, and academic centers paid for by dark-money funders. 

Second, this book examines the so-called campus free speech crisis 
as one example of how the Koch donor network operates in a coor-
dinated and strategic manner. For those who have found themselves 
living through a Koch-sponsored campus free speech maelstrom, 
this book offers a case study in how this shadowy world of stealthy 
ultra-libertarian think tanks, academic centers, student organizations, 
legal advocacy groups, media outlets, and political networks collab-
orate to manufacture a controversy. Many of the lessons learned in 
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examining the campus free speech issue can be applied to a whole 
range of Koch-funded initiatives, on and off campus. For example, 
similar networks, strategies, and even rhetoric are used to attack col-
lective bargaining rights, climate science, public schools, affirmative 
action, anti-fracking legislation, and other policy areas where wealthy 
libertarian donors have a political, financial, and ideological interest. 
Even for readers not primarily concerned with the idiosyncrasies of 
campus free speech, the general lessons here are widely applicable to 
many other cases. 

Third, and finally, this book is a resource for students, faculty, 
administrators, alumni, journalists, and members of the wider public 
who want to better understand—and push back against—the organi-
zations and institutions that constitute the Koch donor network. As 
an easy-to-use field guide, it contains sections that readers can use to 
decode their particular situation. For example, if the Daily Wire writes 
a story about Speech First’s threat to sue your school for not allowing 
the local Young Americans for Liberty chapter to host Ben Shapiro, 
the book provides an overview of these organizations, explains how 
they function, how they are funded, and the role they play within the 
overall Koch network. This information can hopefully empower you 
to understand the bigger, and often hidden, picture of what is taking 
place on your campus. Appendix 2 provides some useful research tools 
and organizing strategies as well. 

The book is divided into eight chapters. The first examines the 
funders behind both the libertarian right and the campus free speech 
movement. It explains their broader political objectives and strategies, 
focusing on their keen interest in gaining access to higher educa-
tion to advance their political agenda and their long track record of 
weaponizing free speech. The second chapter examines the student 
groups that bring intentionally provocative and partisan speakers to 
campus. Chapter 3 demonstrates how the Koch donor network funds 
the careers of many of the most prominent campus provocateurs. The 
following chapter illustrates how media outlets funded by the Koch 
donor network play an outsized role in amplifying the outrage over 
campus free speech. Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrate that the Koch 
donor network also funds the legal organizations that sue schools that 
deny campus access to speakers, as well as the politicians and legisla-
tive organizations that pass “Campus Free Speech” legislation at the 
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state level. Chapter 7 examines the Koch-funded academic centers and 
programs that generate much of the academic argument about the sup-
posed need to protect conservative speech on campus. Finally, Chapter 
8 maps out how this integrated strategy is being exported abroad. Taken 
together, these chapters reveal a dense network of interconnected and 
well-funded organizations that have together manufactured all aspects 
of the so-called campus free speech crisis. 

sources and methods

To make its case, Free Speech and Koch Money draws upon a wide 
range of sources, from academic articles and books, to investigative 
journalism, to a considerable amount of activist research and network 
tracing. As the creator of the Corporate Genome Project, Ralph Wilson 
has built a digital tool that aggregates data from 990s—the tax forms 
filed by non-profits with the Internal Revenue Service. This archive 
makes it possible to see where four of the largest funders within the 
Koch donor network—the Koch family foundations, Bradley Founda-
tion (including the Bradley Impact Fund), DonorsTrust, and Donors 
Capital Fund—spend their higher-education-related money. This 
information is available in Appendix 1. We also draw upon the work of 
many activists and journalists who have done backbreaking research 
to uncover the intentionally secretive Koch network. Their findings 
include a number of leaked (and now publicly archived) documents 
and recordings from otherwise secret Koch donor summits, as well 
as excerpts from an unpublished book about Charles Koch’s politi-
cal operations, commissioned by Bill Koch and written by the George 
Mason University historian, Clayton Coppin. The unusually clandes-
tine nature of the Koch donor network requires using a triangulation 
of evidence, and there is still much that remains unknown. 

While we cannot see directly into the black box of the Koch-funded 
political and academic apparatus, this book engages in the method of 
what we call “operative tracing,” which is well suited for understanding 
the Koch network. Operative tracing identifies the numerous connec-
tions and repeating patterns among a relatively small group of donors, 
activists, and academics. We draw upon investigative wikis and docu-
ment repositories, such as those compiled by the Center for Media and 
Democracy and KochDocs, as well as research already done by groups 
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such as DeSmog Blog and UnKoch My Campus. These sources are 
supported by material found on organizational websites, CVs, Linke-
dIn profiles, tax documents, annual reports, webpages, and YouTube 
videos. Useful tools for conducting one’s own research into the Koch 
network can be found in Appendix 2. 

We have written this book because we firmly believe that when the 
profound influence of dark money is revealed—whether in politics, 
in the courts, in elections, or on campus—most people are shocked 
and angered that a handful of plutocratic libertarian donors seek to 
disproportionately influence political, economic, and social life. It is 
important to have these conversations on campus, and in the class-
room. Doing so requires protecting colleges and universities from the 
undue influence of well-funded provocateurs, lawyers, student groups, 
and partisan legislatures that seek to replace the pursuit of academic 
knowledge with greater donor influence. 

Political operatives within the Koch network have long viewed 
higher education as a primary battlefield in the fight to remake the 
world according to their radical libertarian image. To see why, we first 
consider the scale of their overall investment and the audacity of their 
agenda. 
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The Donor Strategy

The vast wealth of Kansas billionaire Charles Koch flows from his sec-
ond-generation privately held family business, Koch Industries. As of 
December 2020, Charles Koch enjoyed a personal net worth of $44.9 
billion.1 Despite the Koch family’s pride in operating for decades as the 
“biggest company you’ve never heard of,” they have recently garnered 
considerable national attention due to their outsized political activity, 
spending lavishly to support pro-corporate politicians and the Repub-
lican Party.2 In 2016, the growing network of ultra-wealthy far-right 
donors led by Charles Koch pledged to spend nearly $900 million on 
their combined political efforts, compared with the $657 million spent 
by the Republican National Committee (RNC), the National Repub-
lican Senatorial Committee (NRSC), and the National Republican 
Congressional Committee (NRCC) combined.3 

After the 2020 election, Charles Koch released a new book in which 
he mused that his funding of the Republican Party had been a “screw 
up.” However, partisan spending on short-term electoral outcomes was 
never the most impactful element of his political investments. A con-
siderable portion of Charles Koch’s political expenditures has gone 
toward constructing and funding a dense and interconnected network 
of political organizations, each of which plays a specific strategic role 
in manufacturing social change. 

Charles Koch and the wealthy arch-libertarian donors around him 
are known to fund a massive network of integrated pro-corporate orga-
nizations including academic centers, think tanks, legislation mills, 
political field operations, lobbying groups, and litigation outfits. Some 
of the most well-known organizations include the American Legisla-
tive Exchange Council (ALEC), which helps wealthy and corporate 
donors write and advance model legislation, and the Federalist Society, 
which grooms conservative judges. The Koch network also utilizes 
numerous front groups that mimic “grassroots” voter mobilization 
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organizations, also known as “astroturf ” groups, such as Americans 
for Prosperity. Depending on the issue, the Koch network also funds 
area-specific voter mobilization efforts, including Generation Oppor-
tunity (youth voters), and Libre Initiative (Latinx voters), as well as 
issue-specific advocacy groups, such as the 60 Plus Association (Social 
Security privatization), the American Energy Alliance (cap and trade 
opposition), the Center to Protect Patient Rights (health-care pri-
vatization), and organizations that help conservative candidates win 
elections, including Aegis Strategic (political consulting and candidate 
recruitment) and i360 (data analytics).

While these organizations attempt to appear independent from one 
another, they receive funding from the same small handful of ultra-
wealthy donors and regularly collaborate to achieve the same political 
outcomes. Many of these organizations are formally networked together 
through the State Policy Network (SPN), an umbrella group that coor-
dinates think tanks and other non-profits on the state level thereby 
solidifying a 50-state, Koch-funded “freedom movement.” These 
organizations are also more informally networked through overlap-
ping boards, events, and personnel. Together they push a plutocratic 
libertarian4 agenda at the federal and state level, pursuing greater cor-
porate deregulation, larger tax cuts for the wealthy, the privatization 
of schools and prisons, weaker unions, restricted voting rights, and 
drastic cuts to social spending—a set of economic policies described 
as “property supremacy,” “hardline libertarian,” and “ultra-free-mar-
ket right.”5 This same network of organizations also manufactures the 
campus free speech crisis. 

When compared to the substantial and transformative political and 
legal victories won by the Koch political network, campus skirmishes 
over free speech may seem fairly inconsequential. Why would such 
a highly effective billionaire-funded political operation take precious 
time and energy to focus on campus free speech? The answer lies in 
the fact that Charles Koch has long understood that the long-term 
strategy of social change runs through colleges and universities. Since 
the 1970s, he has argued that universities offer essential opportunities 
to recruit student activists, groom libertarian academics and policy 
wonks, and legitimize Koch’s libertarian ideology.6 This helps explain 
why, between 2005 and 2017, Koch-family foundations spent more 
than $256 million on donations to colleges and universities. More 
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than half of that money went to one institution, George Mason Uni-
versity, and its affiliated Institute for Humane Studies and Mercatus 
Center.7 In 2019 alone annual spending on higher education reached 
$112 million, up $23.9 million from the year before.8 Unlike most 
philanthropic giving to higher education, these gifts are often explic-
itly designed to shape the content of what is researched and taught, 
and by whom.9

This chapter examines the origins of the Koch donor network’s 
political operation and, in particular, the central role higher educa-
tion plays in the theory of change that guides its political strategy. 
Understanding this long-term, integrated strategy requires situating 
the Koch donor network within the context of a right-wing response to 
the flourishing of social movements that erupted during the 1960s. In 
response to the Black freedom struggle, the anti-war movement, and 
gains made in the areas of consumer and environmental protections, 
wealthy businessmen and segregationists joined forces to create the 
political machinery necessary to roll back these progressive changes. 
“Economic freedom” and “individual liberty” became the rallying 
cries of this reactionary politics. 

In short, the Koch donor network is reaping the rewards of a polit-
ical operation built over the last 50 years—a project that constitutes 
nothing less than a multi-decade counter-revolution against the pro-
gressive changes made during the middle of the twentieth century. 
And as far back as the 1970s, Koch and like-minded donors had 
already identified universities as institutions that must be sieged and 
ultimately transformed into useful assets in the creation of their cor-
porate utopia. 

what is the “koch donor network?”

So, what do we mean by the Koch donor network? Throughout the 
book we use this term as shorthand for a broad group of libertarian 
donors who have lavishly funded a well-integrated political operation 
designed to push their pro-corporate political and ideological agenda. 
We call the political operation these donors built the Koch network. 
Libertarian allies of Charles Koch—who later became critics—first 
branded this network “the ‘Kochtopus.’”10 
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When discussing Charles Koch and his now deceased brother 
David, it is tempting to conflate their personal political spending with 
their private financial interests.11 While Charles Koch does see the 
political operations of the network as a personal investment, and has 
profited handsomely from them,12 we are more interested in under-
standing the ideological motivations that undergird and animate this 
network—not least because those are what it uses to recruit students. 
We therefore use the term Koch donor network in a broad sense, rec-
ognizing that the political strategy and vast infrastructure that largely 
originated with Charles Koch now operates in a plurality of ways, and 
with a significant number of prominent funders and strategists. 

While the Koch donor network includes many individuals, foun-
dations, and corporations loosely affiliated with one another, Charles 
Koch nonetheless remains a central node. Not only did he cultivate the 
general political strategy, but he also developed the sustaining funding 
mechanism. During the early 2000s, Koch realized that he could 
further magnify his political impact by bringing together other foun-
dations, corporations, and wealthy individuals to finance a network 
far more extensive than what was possible through his own private 
investments. 

To this end he convenes twice-annual donor seminars where 
wealthy individuals, politicians, lawyers, scholars, right-wing media 
personalities, and political activists are “exposed to ultra-free market 
and libertarian ideas as well as to practical political strategies.”13 Today 
more than 600 people regularly attend these events, with a minimum 
pledge of $100,000. Stand Together—formerly Freedom Partners 
Chambers of Commerce—oversees these events, collects the money, 
and distributes it across the network (which for a time was even 
known as the Seminar Network). Although the Koch summits are 
notoriously secretive, much has been learned from a handful of leaked 
documents and recordings, as well as from reporting by a few jour-
nalists recently granted very limited access. These hard-won materials 
reveal some of the regular figures at these events, including far-right 
multi-millionaires and billionaires like Robert Mercer, Foster Friess, 
Richard DeVos, and John Templeton Jr., as well as countless other still 
unknown wealthy individuals and their allies. One attendee, the late 
Whitney Ball, co-created the network’s anonymizing donor-advised 
trusts, DonorsTrust and Donors Capital Fund, which one journalist 
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called the movement’s “dark money ATM.”14 Jane Mayer’s 2016 book 
Dark Money identified many of the seminar attendees as a who’s who 
of corporate white-collar criminals.15 Like Koch Industries, many 
attendees have repeatedly run afoul of state and federal regulations 
and would profit from the repeal of key regulations. Also like Koch 
Industries, this political infrastructure is deliberately constructed as an 
opaque and diffuse network, with each organization feeding into the 
others but still playing a unique role.16 It is an integrated entity orga-
nized by a centralized node. 

As will be seen in the following chapters, many Koch seminar 
attendees have played an outsized role in the so-called campus free 
speech crisis. For example, the Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation is 
a charitable foundation whose board members, including Diane Hen-
dricks and board chair James “Art” Pope, are fixtures at Koch’s donor 
summits. The Bradley Foundation has spent hundreds of millions of 
dollars on religious-right and free-market organizations, including 
campus-focused programs. Individual seminar donors also funded 
politicians such as Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker, who aggres-
sively defunded state education and ended tenure across the University 
of Wisconsin system.17 Some have used their political clout to shape 
policy directly. After the DeVos family helped elect Donald Trump in 
2016, Betsy DeVos served as his Secretary of Education.18 Likewise, 
after Art Pope bankrolled their electoral victories, North Carolina 
Republicans appointed him to the governing board of the University 
of North Carolina in 2020.19 

The term Koch donor network, therefore, is an accurate and useful 
shorthand. We do acknowledge, however, that personifying the politi-
cal success of this radical plutocratic libertarian movement in Charles 
Koch risks making him into a sort of conspiratorial mastermind 
while ignoring the disagreements and differences among this group 
of radical free-market corporate donors. That being said, we use the 
term Koch donor network to both describe the variety of individuals 
and organizations that directly participate in Charles Koch’s secretive 
biannual donor summits and to acknowledge his foundational role in 
creating the integrated political strategy and infrastructure. 

While some might accuse us of being conspiratorial, it should not 
be at all surprising that the ultra-wealthy regularly organize together to 
pursue their own political, economic, and ideological interests. After 
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all, even the patron saint of free-market economics, Adam Smith, 
recognized that “The masters, being fewer in number, can combine 
much more easily … [and] whoever imagines … that masters rarely 
combine, is as ignorant of the world as of the subject.”20 Few masters of 
industry have done more to assemble a group of like-minded political 
operatives than Charles Koch. As such, it is necessary to understand 
the roots of his efforts.

massive resistance, and the market solution 
to maintaining segregation

In 1951, four years before Rosa Parks helped ignite the bus boycott in 
Montgomery, Alabama, Barbara Rose Johns was a high school junior in 
the segregated community of Prince Edward County, Virginia. While 
white students attended properly resourced schools, many students at 
her overcrowded high school studied in tarpaper shacks often con-
fused for chicken coops. Despite repeated requests by parents, white 
officials remained unwilling to renovate the school. To draw atten-
tion to their plight, Johns and her fellow students organized a student 
strike. The protest received attention from the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which filed a lawsuit 
demanding integration of the Prince Edward County school system. 
This case eventually became bundled into the Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation, in which the US Supreme Court ruled that racially segregated 
schools were “inherently unequal,” and a violation of the Fourteenth 
Amendment guarantee of equal protection under the law.21 

In the years following Brown, white segregationist lawmakers in 
Virginia responded with a package of “massive resistance” legislation 
including a plan to replace public schools with voucher-funded private 
institutions (which were free from the mandate to desegregate).22 
This segregationist plan came to be championed using the language 
of constitutional liberty and freedom of choice, carefully avoiding the 
explicitly white supremacist arguments of racial superiority common 
in the Deep South. James McGill Buchanan, hired as the new chair 
of the Economics Department at the University of Virginia in the 
midst of this fight, used his just-created Thomas Jefferson Center for 
Studies in Political Economy and Social Philosophy to provide an eco-
nomic imprimatur to the State’s defiance of the Supreme Court ruling. 
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Buchanan would go on to become one of the most significant Koch-
funded academics.23 

When the NAACP sued the Prince Edward County school board, 
the board turned to a corporate law firm to defend their segregationist 
practice. That firm’s rising star, Lewis Powell Jr., became embroiled in 
Virginia’s larger struggle to preserve as much segregation as possible in 
the new legal landscape. Following the Prince Edward County lawsuit, 
Powell ran for chair of his Richmond County school board, where he 
presided for nearly a decade before finding his way onto the Virginia 
Board of Education.24 When the Prince Edward County school board 
shuttered its public-school system, Lewis Powell used his position on 
the state board of education to allow white parents to receive public 
money to cover private school tuition. 

Powell was also a critic of New Deal governance. Rolling back the 
New Deal, he argued, required a vast corporate counter-mobilization. 
In public speeches Powell blamed American colleges and universi-
ties for incubating radicalism, calling college campuses “base[s] of 
revolution” where radicals manipulate non-radical students into sym-
pathizing with “tactical” causes like the movement against the war in 
Vietnam, or the existence of “alleged racism.” These dangerous campus 
elements, he argued, “inflame, confuse, exploit and even radicalize tens 
of thousands of fine young Americans” using “[f]ascist techniques” 
like “widespread civil disobedience.” Powell saw civil disobedience, 
like that of sixteen-year-old Barbara Rose Johns, as an existential 
threat to American capitalism. He fretted over “New Leftists and black 
militant revolutionary groups” working together to attack the “free 
enterprise system.”25 

As a board member of the cigarette manufacturer Philip Morris he 
wrote the famous 1971 memo for the US Chamber of Commerce out-
lining how the social and legal success of “[l]abor unions, civil rights 
groups and now the public interest law firms” was coming “at business’ 
expense.”26 The Powell Memo urged corporations not to underestimate 
the importance of grooming a pro-business sentiment on college cam-
puses—strategic advice later taken up by Charles Koch. To this end 
Powell advocated for establishing a free-market speakers bureau, evalu-
ating textbooks to ensure that they offered a “fair and factual treatment 
of our system of government and our enterprise system,” ensuring 
equal time for conservative speakers on campus, lobbying trustees and 
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alumni for greater ideological “balance” within the faculty, and cre-
ating pro-market programing within high schools. Powell concluded 
his memo with a call to action: “[T]he hour is late” and corporations 
“should not postpone more direct political action.” Their political 
power should be “used aggressively and with determination.”27 

The Powell Memo became an open blueprint for an emerg-
ing free-market counter-offensive. It would also become the point 
of departure for an even more radical and comprehensive strategy 
pursued by Charles Koch and the plutocratic libertarian movement 
he bankrolled.28 

the intellectual lineage of 
koch campus investments

Like Powell, Fred Koch (father of Charles and David) viewed the civil 
rights movement as a communist front. His strident anti-communism 
came from his experiences in the USSR, where his family company 
survived the Great Depression by building oil refineries for Stalin.29 
In 1960 Fred Koch laid out his anti-communist views in his self-pub-
lished pamphlet, A Business Man Looks at Communism, in which he 
warned of an imminent communist plot to “take over America.” By his 
account, the “colored man looms large in the communist plan” to “stir 
up racial hatred” and incite a “vicious race war.”30 It was this ardent 
mixture of racism and anti-communism that had caught the attention 
of candy-magnate Robert Welch in 1958, when he invited Fred Koch 
to participate in the founding of the John Birch Society (JBS) along 
with Harry Bradley, who would later go on to create the Bradley Foun-
dation.31 From 1961 to 1968, Fred Koch’s son Charles was an active 
member of the JBS.32 Over time, however, Charles became disillu-
sioned with the organization, eventually breaking with it over Welch’s 
autocratic leadership style and the reliance on conspiracy theories for 
political mobilization. 

In the 1960s, Charles Koch immersed himself in the writings of the 
Austrian economists Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek, finding 
the intellectual core of what would become his corporate-funded lib-
ertarian movement.33 He would later credit Mises’s Human Action as 
having been central to his intellectual formation.34 In that work, Mises 
develops his theory of praxeology, a purported science of understand-
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ing rational human action and individual choice. Rather than drawing 
economic arguments and conclusions from empirical studies, Mises 
used his theory of human action to intuitively reason how humans 
should act within particular circumstances. Embedded in this view of 
reason, however, is a deeply racialized worldview.35 Human Action’s 
claim about the superiority of Western civilization, and about some 
races being culturally or intellectually “inferior,” would become a major 
theoretical current within twentieth-century libertarianism, appear-
ing, for example, in Charles Murray’s 1994 The Bell Curve (funded by 
the Bradley Foundation).36 

If Charles Koch was attracted to Mises’s claim that Western entre-
preneurs were the true heroes of history, he found in Friedrich Hayek a 
manifesto that appealed to corporate donors. Hayek refined and pop-
ularized the primacy of individual freedom and economic rationality, 
framing Western civilization as embattled by the forces of collec-
tivism—equally evident, he maintained, in Nazism, Stalinism, and 
Roosevelt’s New Deal.37 The publication of his Road to Serfdom caught 
the attention of the Volker Fund and other anti-New Deal industri-
alists, who helped fund and disseminate Hayek’s free-market ideas.38 
Mises and Hayek co-founded the Mont Pelerin Society in 1947, which 
would became the cradle of neoliberal economics and the growing 
economic and political movement that prioritized private property 
rights and unfettered individual economic freedom while disparaging 
government regulation and public goods. 

Hayek also advocated for the creation of a pro-capitalist counter-
movement of intellectuals capable of carrying out long-term political 
change. In his essay “The Intellectuals and Socialism,” Hayek argues 
that free-market ideas alone are not enough to defeat socialism. It was 
also necessary to cultivate “secondhand dealers in ideas” who could 
affect the “climate of opinion.” Such operatives would play the role of 
the “intermediary in the spreading of ideas.” They did not even need 
to be “particularly intelligent,” just willing to espouse the principles 
of this new radicalism and “fight for their full realization, however 
remote” their chances were.39 

During the mid-twentieth century, Austrian economics within the 
American academy was largely funded by corporate benefactors. The 
William Volker Fund, for example, financially supported many of the 
most significant figures and institutions in the early American liber-
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tarian movement, including James Buchanan’s center in Virginia.40 
The Fund was responsible for securing pro-corporate intellectual foot-
holds on campus, bankrolling Hayek’s first years at the University of 
Chicago and Mises’s position at New York University. Hayek’s close 
relationship with the Volker Fund allowed him to use its considerable 
resources to bring together other corporate-friendly academics with 
supporters in the business world, empowering him to “supervise and 
develop the intellectual and political strategy” he had previously elab-
orated on in his writing on the political role of intellectuals.41 

After the Volker Fund closed in the 1970s, the Charles Koch Foun-
dation and the Harry Lynde Bradley Foundation took Volker’s place 
as major funders of Austrian school economics, and of the American 
libertarian movement more generally. The Volker Fund’s director, F. 
A. Harper, also founded the Institute for Humane Studies (IHS; see
Chapter 7), which became one of Charles Koch’s most heavily funded
academic centers, now located at George Mason University.

Koch was clear from the very beginning that his funding of Aus-
trian economics and the libertarian movement was done with the 
explicit intent of radically remaking society in accordance with his 
free-market absolutist vision. He laid out this strategy in a 1974 pre-
sentation before the IHS, in which he declared specifically that the 
Powell Memorandum did not go far enough. He questioned whether 
“the American business community actually believes in capitalism” 
given that it continued to accept taxation, support public universities, 
and perpetuate the claim that a corporation has a “social responsibil-
ity beyond its duty to its shareholder.”42 Rather than needing to protect 
free enterprise from progressive social movements, as Powell argued, 
Koch insisted that true free enterprise must first be created. Koch laid 
out four avenues that “pro-capitalist businessmen” might pursue in the 
“fight for free enterprise”: “through education, through the media, by 
legal challenges, and by political action.” He concluded with the obser-
vation that transforming society through education had the greatest 
“multiplier effect,” and therefore could yield the greatest return on 
investment:

The important strategic consideration to keep in mind is that any 
program adopted should be highly leveraged so that we reach those 
whose influence on others produces a multiplier effect. That is why 
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educational programs are superior to political action, and support 
of talented free-market scholars is preferable to mass advertising. 

The development of a well financed cadre of sound proponents of 
the free enterprise philosophy is the most critical need facing us at 
the moment. And this task is not impractical.43

From the very beginning, underlying Koch’s admittedly “radical” polit-
ical strategy was a core belief that gaining footholds in colleges and 
universities was a necessary precondition for fundamentally trans-
forming America—and the world. 

developing an integrated strategy 
of social change

Two years after his IHS presentation, Charles Koch spent $65,000 to 
launch the Center for Libertarian Studies and their inaugural Social 
Change Conference.44 This event brought together “several leading 
lights of the libertarian movement” to discuss “how the fringe move-
ment could obtain genuine power.”45 The investigative journalist Jane 
Mayer notes that “the papers presented [at the conference] were strik-
ing in their radicalism, their disdain for the public, and their belief in 
the necessity of political subterfuge.”46 One paper by George Pearson, 
Koch’s longtime political collaborator and a JBS member, argued that 
the libertarian movement not only needed considerable investments 
in the academy but that such donations should be focused on creat-
ing stand-alone programs—rather than giving to college endowments, 
over which donors had very limited control. Leonard Liggio presented 
a paper arguing that the Nazi youth movement offered the model that 
libertarians might emulate to build power.47

Charles Koch’s own paper examined what lessons libertarians might 
draw from the John Birch Society. On the one hand, he argued that 
the JBS was an organization to emulate; after all, it claimed 90,000 
members, 240 employees, $7 million in annual expenditures, and a 
political reach that allowed for meaningful policy impact. On the other 
hand, the organization was hobbled by autocratic leadership, conspir-
atorial paranoia, and a lack of intellectual and ideological coherence. 
Koch argued that the libertarian movement should instead focus on 
grooming leaders who are entrepreneurial, while keeping leadership 
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“limited to a small group of sound, knowledgeable and dedicated 
people.” He insisted on “public statements being carefully controlled,” 
while concealing how their organizations are “controlled and directed” 
thereby “avoid[ing] undesirable criticism.” The libertarian movement 
should deploy “all modern sales and motivational techniques to raise 
money and attract donors,” including “work[ing] with, rather than 
combat[ing], the media and people in the arts.” And it should be led 
by leaders who are “attractive, articulate, knowledgeable, and well-
trained.”48 Murray Rothbard, who at the time was also co-founding 
the Cato Institute with Charles Koch, summarized the conference’s 
strategies as an anarcho-capitalist revolution to abolish the state. This 
revolution required a “cadre that will control and direct the libertarian 
movement,” and the kind of covert “movement building solution that 
Lenin adopted.” Rothbard emphasized that “ideas are important, but 
action is what is required … The libertarians need a dedicated cadre 
which is committed to victory.”49 This cadre would be found on college 
campuses.

Richard Fink was one such example. He became a disciple of Austrian 
economics while an undergraduate at Rutgers and would gain a Ph.D. 
in economics from New York University. He joined the economics fac-
ulty at George Mason University, and would become vice-president of 
Koch Industries and president of the Charles Koch Foundation. As an 
insider, he helped develop the theory of social change, which became 
the Koch network’s guiding organizational strategy. Fink retooled 
Hayek’s model of industrial production to explain how organizations 
can produce not commodities but social transformation. Fink’s “Struc-
ture of Social Change” (see Figure 1) was the theoretical model for 
how Koch-funded libertarians could ensure that their “ideas are trans-
formed into action” with industrial efficiency.50 

Fink described the first stage of manufacturing social change as 
requiring an “investment in the intellectual raw materials”—those 
“abstract concepts and theories” produced by academics on college 
campuses.51 However, to ensure that they “have consequences,” the 
raw ideas are passed into a “middle stage” where they are “molded into 
needed solutions for real-world problems.” This is the role of think 
tanks “such as the Heritage Foundation, the Reason Foundation, [and] 
the Cato Institute.” However, think tanks were less well-equipped 
to “implement change,” and this is where the final stage comes in: 
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namely, “[c]itizen activist or implementation groups,” which includes 
Citizens for a Sound Economy, the National Taxpayers’ Union, and 
Defenders of Property Rights. Each organization should focus on one 
stage, Fink explained, undertaking specific activities in which it has a 
“comparative advantage,” while also creating integrated “pipelines or 
connections between the stages,” with the output of one stage becom-
ing the input for the next (see Figure 1).

The Koch Foundation had long prioritized the first stage, cultivat-
ing a “market-oriented intellectual framework.”52 During the 1970s 
and 1980s that focus expanded to include the middle stage, namely the 
creation of think tanks. By the 1980s and 1990s the focus expanded 
further to include political mobilization. In the decades since then, 
this integrated strategy for social change—carried out by a now vast 
network of specialized but interconnected organizations—has only 
become more robust, more integrated, and more reliant on access to 
academic institutions. It has also become more successful at funda-
mentally transforming all aspects of American politics.

The overwhelming effects of this political machinery were clearly 
visible during the Obama presidency, and especially after the 2010 
Citizens United Supreme Court decision. In the years since, Koch-

Figure 1   Structure of Social Change Diagram
Author’s rendition of “AFP’s Place in the ‘Structure of Social Change’—Issue 
Advocacy and Educational Outreach.” Originally published in: Americans for 
Prosperity (2015) Partner Prospectus, Winter, 14. Made public in: Vogel, Kenneth 
(2015) “Secret Koch Memo Outlines Plans for 2016,” Politico, April 22.
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funded groups like Americans for Prosperity and FreedomWorks 
bankrolled the Tea Party, providing the funding and infrastructure to 
harness otherwise disorganized grassroots discontent into a laser-like 
assault on Obama’s policy agenda. At the federal, state, and judicial 
levels the Koch network has secured a whole litany of corporate 
libertarian victories, including environmental deregulation, tax cuts 
for the wealthy, right-to-work legislation, and preventing Medicare 
expansion.53 They have also proliferated socially regressive policies 
like school privatization and vouchers, stand-your-ground gun laws, 
prison privatization, and voter suppression laws.54 

One of the well-honed strategies used by this integrated network 
is the weaponization of free speech. Consistent with Charles Koch’s 
free-market extremism, operatives have become increasingly savvy at 
expanding the definition of free speech (for example, to include money 
spent on political campaigns), while also expanding who can claim 
speech rights (for example, corporations). The end result has been a 
fundamental reframing of important questions about collective rights 
and responsibilities in a democracy, effectively reducing complicated 
social questions to an absolutist dogma of individual (and therefore 
also corporate) liberty. This weaponization of free speech arguments 
has become a widely shared and integrated strategy used to achieve 
hardline libertarian political and legal victories. It has proven espe-
cially useful in pushing back against progressive victories in areas such 
as civil rights, labor protections, affirmative action, gun control, con-
sumer protection, environmental regulation, and campaign finance 
reform. We should not be surprised, therefore, that free speech lib-
ertarianism is being replicated on college campuses, and used to gain 
even greater donor influence over the production of the “raw material” 
needed to fuel the structure of social change. 

the weaponization of free speech

The political machinery assembled by the Koch donor network has 
effectively used free speech arguments to achieve its political and ideo-
logical objectives. This strategy dates back to Lewis Powell who, as a 
board member and attorney representing the interests of numerous 
corporations, including Philip Morris, engaged in fierce warfare with 
government regulators and scientists who were then starting to publi-
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cize the science concerning the health risks associated with smoking. 
Powell himself argued before the Federal Communications Commis-
sion that cigarette companies should be allowed “equal time” to counter 
their critics. While the judge ultimately rejected his arguments, Powell 
asserted that emphasizing the harms of smoking, while failing to also 
“compel pro-smoking announcements,” violated corporate freedom of 
speech, and created a “coerced presentation” of the official government 
view.55 Since at least the 1980s, cigarette companies have “work[ed] to 
create the appearance of broad opposition to tobacco control policies” 
by manufacturing a seemingly “grassroots smokers’ rights movement.” 
The seemingly grassroots advocacy group that orchestrated this work, 
Citizens for a Sound Economy (CSE), was created by Charles Koch 
and Richard Fink.56 

In a 1995 action plan, for example, Philip Morris laid out the long-
term goal of creating a “political environment where ‘moderates’ of 
both parties” would be primed to support tobacco deregulation. The 
Koch-funded CSE—the precursor to Americans For Prosperity and 
FreedomWorks—was contracted “to quarterback behind the scenes, 
third-party efforts” that were designed to delegitimize the US Food 
and Drug Administration. According to internal documents, CSE was 
meant to “help direct a multi-front action plan” that would “launch, 
publicize and execute a broad non-tobacco-based attack” questioning 
the legitimacy of the government’s claim that smoking causes cancer. 
Citizens for a Sound Economy mapped out a multi-million-dollar 
campaign to “educate and mobilize consumers, through town hall 
meetings, radio and print ads, direct mail, patch-through calls to the 
Capitol switchboard, editorial board visits, polling data, meetings with 
Members and staff, and the release of studies and other educational 
pieces.”57 As a sign of what would come, CSE and tobacco companies 
developed a “coherent strategy,” seeking to influence public poli-
cies “from multiple directions.” They “fund[ed] multiple think tanks, 
within a shared network, [to] generate a conversation among inde-
pendent policy experts, which reflected its position in tobacco control 
debates.”58 

Such corporate onslaughts—what some have called “discourse sabo-
tage”59—would become a major feature of the Koch political machine: 
namely, creating multiple, distinct-yet-overlapping organizations 
working together to manufacture the appearance of broad-based 
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public opposition. A network of cooperating organizations creates a 
cacophony of seemingly competing positions, when in reality these 
groups offer minor variations on the same basic extreme policy. For 
those seeking to prevent tobacco regulation, free speech became a par-
ticularly useful lever for demanding that this manufactured position, 
which only exists because of corporate interests, receives the same time 
and attention as scientists, public health officials, and widely popular 
social movements.

It is not surprising, therefore, that many of the same groups using 
free speech to defend corporate tobacco have also advocated climate 
denial on First Amendment grounds. Funded by Koch Industries and 
Exxon, a network of corporate-funded, libertarian, anti-regulation 
organizations have filled this policy space with multiple parallel voices, 
spreading misinformation in the name of free corporate expression 
and ensuring that the corporate (and anti-science) position has equal 
access to the public square. 

This effort began in earnest in 1997, as the climate negotiations 
leading to the Kyoto Protocol were heating up. Charitable founda-
tions within the Koch donor network spent more than $140 million 
on 90 groups that sought to delegitimize climate science and derail 
policy solutions. In 2020, Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison 
sued Koch Industries, ExxonMobil Corporation, and others for 
having “lied, deceived, muddled the facts, and created a false contro-
versy [over climate change] where there wasn’t one.”60 The suit details 
a “multi-pronged campaign of deception,”61 alleging that these groups 
“knowingly directed, conducted, and funded a campaign to deceive 
and defraud” the public by making “facts and science seem contro-
versial when they really weren’t.”62 Other large foundations within the 
Koch donor network have also actively funded climate denial groups, 
include the Anschutz, Bradley, Coors, DeVos, Dunn, Howard, Pope, 
Scaife, Searle, and Seid foundations.63 

The Koch political machinery has also used free speech arguments 
to attack public sector unions. The Koch-funded National Right to 
Work Committee, whose officials have led sessions at Koch’s donor 
seminars, orchestrated a series of lawsuits claiming that collecting 
union dues constitutes coerced political speech and therefore vio-
lates the First Amendment. A similar case in 2018, Janus v. AFSCME, 
the US Supreme Court sided with the Koch-backed plaintiffs. Newly 
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appointed Justice Neil Gorsuch wrote the opinion for the majority of 
five justices closely tied to the Federalist Society. 

Janus was initially brought in 2015 by Illinois Governor Bruce 
Rauner, who regularly attends Koch’s secretive donor summits.64 The 
lawyers who tried Janus came from the Illinois Policy Institute and the 
National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation—both members 
of the Koch-funded State Policy Network (SPN) and both receiv-
ing funding from the Bradley Foundation ($170,000 and $840,000, 
respectively) and DonorsTrust/Donors Capital Fund ($1.7 and $1.2 
million, respectively).65 Of the 18 organizations that filed amicus briefs 
in Janus, all but five are current or former SPN members.66 After the 
decision, the American Legislative Exchange Council disseminated 
toolkits, designed to help state legislatures use Janus to further under-
mine unions at the state level.67 

The Koch network’s weaponization of free speech received a steroid 
injection following the 2010 Supreme Court’s Citizens United v. FEC 
decision. During the 2008 primaries, the Robert Mercer-funded pro-
duction company, Citizens United, sought to advertise its Hillary 
Clinton “documentary” at a time when the FEC forbade election 
advertising by non-campaign entities.68 The conservative majority 
court, including Justices Antonin Scalia and Clarence Thomas who 
had just recently attended Koch seminars,69 ruled that corporations 
are individuals with free speech rights, affirming a hardline libertarian 
free speech argument. They further ruled that corporations cannot be 
regulated in how they spend money during elections, since doing so 
would infringe upon their speech rights. 

Citizens United handed the Koch network an unbridled opportu-
nity to invest even more lavishly in its political operations. Since the 
ruling, corporate money has flooded local, state, and federal elections 
at unprecedented levels. In 2010, Koch’s secretive donor summit raised 
$30 million for their activities.70 Two years after the ruling, Freedom 
Partners Chamber of Commerce raised $240 million at these summits. 
In 2015, the network announced a two-year plan to spend $900 
million, collected from 450 donors associated with the semi-annual 
donor summits. Of this haul, $300 million would be spent on the 2016 
elections and the rest would go into university grants, non-profits, 
and other priorities.71 Prior to the 2020 elections, the Koch network 
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disclosed plans to compete in “nearly 200 federal and state races,” com-
pared to 64 races in the 2018 midterms.72

Free speech arguments are also used to justify continued donor ano-
nymity, keeping the wealthy Koch network donors largely secret. In 
2018, a California court ruled that Americans For Prosperity (AFP) 
must submit a list of its donors to the state. AFP responded, arguing 
that revealing donors “imperils people’s First Amendment right to 
freedom of speech.”73 But the six-judge Federalist Society majority 
on the Supreme Court ruled in favor of AFP in July 2021. Of the 22 
amicus briefs filed supporting AFP, 15 were written by groups “closely 
tied to Koch and his political influence and funding network,” includ-
ing: the Cato Institute, Institute for Justice, Institute for Free Speech, 
Philanthropy Roundtable, Public Interest Legal Foundation, Pacific 
Legal Foundation, National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation, 
People United for Privacy Foundation, Judicial Watch, and others.74 
The American Legislative Exchange Council’s Center to Protect Free 
Speech, as well as the Institute for Free Speech and the New Civil Lib-
erties Alliance, are Koch network organizations that specialize in using 
free speech arguments to protect plutocratic libertarian donors from 
revealing their sources of funding.

The Koch network has also found the strategy of weaponizing free 
speech particularly useful because it helps construct a political nar-
rative about conservatives as victims of out-of-control universities 
and governmental institutions—a narrative that has unfortunately 
gained considerable sympathy and traction far beyond conservative 
audiences. 

According to Richard Fink, the Koch network sees the United 
States as broken into three parts: one third who are “very conservative 
libertarians,” and who they have been successfully mobilizing; the 
“collectivist third” who believe in expanding government; and a 
“middle third” that is “not ideologically unified.” Fink told a roomful 
of donors that “[t]he battle for the future of the country is who can 
win the hearts and minds of that middle third,” because whoever can 
“mobilize a majority of that 30 percent will determine the direction 
of the country.”75 The manufacturing of culture war narratives 
about “radical left-wing professors,” student “snowflakes,” “social 
justice warriors,” and “critical race theory”—like those about “urban 
youth,” “eco-terrorists,” and “union thugs” before them—serve to 
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spread a moral panic that helps polarize the middle third against the 
“collectivist” third. 

Situating current efforts to weaponize free speech as part of a broader 
corporate and Koch-funded political machinery lends much needed 
context to a full understanding of why today’s so-called campus free 
speech crisis has reached such a fevered pitch. The same motivated 
donors and political operatives who use free speech arguments to 
defend plutocratic spending in elections, to break unions, deny climate 
change, and shield wealthy donors from scrutiny, have also invested 
heavily in manufacturing campus free speech controversies.

Students for Liberty, Young Americans for Liberty, Young Ameri-
cans for Freedom, and Turning Point USA often appear on campus as 
fairly traditional student organizations, run by undergraduates who 
happen to share a common interest in individual freedom and free 
markets. However, when situated within the Koch network’s broader 
integrated structure of social change, it becomes clear how and why 
these groups—often with access to undisclosed amounts of external 
funding, training, and legal support—are so successful at spreading 
the narrative of a campus free speech crisis. 
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2 
The Student Groups

As discussed in Chapter 1, participants at the first meeting of the 
Koch-funded Center for Libertarian Studies in 1976 submitted papers 
strategizing the future of the US libertarian movement. Charles Koch 
presented a paper stating that a “major portion of a movement’s efforts 
needs to be directed toward attracting youth since this is the only 
group that is largely open to a radically different social philosophy.”1 
The young Koch network already recognized that capturing the state 
required providing students with more than ideas and opportunities 
for action. They needed the incentives necessary to create a pipeline 
of committed talent that could feed into Koch’s Structure of Social 
Change.2 

As recently as 2014, leaked recordings from a Koch donor summit 
revealed that this remains the Koch network’s strategy. The record-
ing captures officials bragging to a roomful of corporate donors that 
their youth recruitment created a “culture of freedom that will not just 
change the policies of those states, but also have a significant impact 
on the federal government.” The “students that graduate out of these 
higher education programs also populate the state-based think tanks 
and the national think tanks,” as well as the “major staffing for the state 
chapters” of their “grassroots” organizations. Kevin Gentry went on to 
explain that their “network is fully integrated” thanks to the construc-
tion of the “talent pipeline.”3 

To build this talent pipeline, the Koch donor network invests heavily 
in student groups on college and university campuses and in high 
schools. On the surface, groups like Students for Liberty (SFL), Young 
Americans for Liberty (YAL), Young Americans for Freedom (YAF), 
and Turning Point USA (TPUSA) look like many other campus groups, 
providing intercollegiate opportunities for students to pursue areas of 
common interest. However, unlike most campus organizations, these 
groups exist within a broader political network and enjoy considerable 
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external attention and financial support. Furthermore, student groups 
within the Koch network often obscure the origins of their funding as 
well as the broader political network in which they operate. By appear-
ing as traditional campus organizations, while covertly benefiting 
from considerable external connections and funding, these groups are 
able to enjoy an outsized impact. 

Most student groups—even national groups representing labor 
and environmental interests, such as United Students Against Sweat-
shops (USAS) or Public Interest Research Group (PIRG)—succeed 
by organizing large numbers of students to gain political traction on 
campus. In contrast, a small handful of Koch-backed campus activists 
often receive support for inviting high-profile speakers, campaign-
ing for campus elections, starting campus newspapers, and suing their 
schools. In a form of asymmetrical campus warfare, external organiza-
tion and funding makes it possible for these student groups to amplify 
minoritarian views well beyond their actual representation on campus. 

Some groups at the center of the talent pipeline were explicitly 
created by Koch-funded adherents of Austrian economics, while 
others are legacy conservative student groups happily acquired or 
co-opted. As demonstrated below, a number of student organiza-
tions in this so-called liberty movement have also proven to be fertile 
recruiting grounds for hate groups and white nationalists. This is not 
entirely surprising given that, despite other ideological differences, 
both Austrian school and alt-right ideologies marshal the language of 
free speech and perceived victimization to advance highly moralized 
anti-egalitarian ideals. 

Examining these four student groups reveals a well-coordinated, 
well-funded and top-down strategy that relies on pre-packaged activ-
ism. The student groups help manufacture raw outrage that others 
process into political change.

applied hayek: students for liberty (sfl)

Students for Liberty defines itself as a “rapidly growing network of 
pro-liberty students from all over the world.”4 Unlike other Koch-
funded student groups within the libertarian youth movement, SFL 
claims an international focus, with a thousand chapters around the 
world. Their organization “educates young people about the philoso-
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phy of liberty … develop[s] the leadership skills of those who support 
liberty … [and] empowers students and alumni to make the world 
a freer place.”5 SFL has chapters in North America, Europe, Latin 
America, Africa, South Asia, and the Asia Pacific, and focuses on 
training students to become advocates in the so-called liberty move-
ment. In addition to leadership trainings, they host the SFL Academy, 
which offers online courses such as Liberty 101, Freedom of Expres-
sion, Liberty in Africa, Introduction to Objectivism, and other “classes” 
taught by professors at institutions with strong Koch backing, includ-
ing Creighton University and George Mason University (GMU).6 SFL’s 
CEO Wolf von Laer, writing for the DonorsTrust website, boasts of 
hosting 1,000 events, for 43,000 people, in 100 countries, and “spread-
ing pro-liberty literature on campuses that desperately need ideological 
diversity. They’re fighting for our ideas on the front lines.”7 

Students for Liberty was founded in 2008 by students attending the 
Koch Summer Fellows Program, supported by the Institute for Humane 
Studies.8 SFL vice-president Clark Ruper got his start working with 
FreedomWorks (formerly Citizens for Sound Economy) and his local 
State Policy Network think tank (the Mackinac Center). SFL’s board 
includes Tom Palmer, who, like Leonard Liggio, is an officer at the 
Atlas Network and former vice-president of the Institute for Humane 
Studies. Other board members are closely affiliated with IHS, Atlas, 
and the Cato Institute as well as GMU, Koch Summer Fellows, the Lib-
ertarian Party, and other Koch-funded libertarian organizations.9 

Charles Koch and Richard Fink’s influence on the organization is 
clearly evident. For example, an early blog by an SFL Campus Coor-
dinator shows that staff are explicitly trained in their Hayekian role as 
“second-hand dealers in ideas.” Staff are encouraged to embrace their 
specialized niche among the stages of Fink’s social change pyramid: 
“Intellectuals,” “Think Tanks,” “Communicators and Actuators,” and 
“Voting Blocks.” Student leaders are not expected to be “original think-
ers” who produce ideas, or think-tank members who refine them, but 
rather the “communicators and actuators” that help libertarian ideas 
“take hold in society.” They are expected to amplify the ideas and 
mobilize students to form a pro-liberty “voting block.”10 

SFL’s recently discontinued handbook uses a variation of Richard 
Fink’s model to detail how the organization understands “produc[ing] 
value” through social change. Their mission to “educate, develop, and 
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empower” refers to their three-stage process, where the end product 
is a cadre of activists ready to feed Koch’s talent pipeline. The “raw 
materials” that SFL mines on campus are the students they identify 
who “believe in liberty” or can be persuaded to believe. Some of these 
students are converted into “intermediate goods,” namely the “leaders 
of liberty on campus.” SFL then provides resources for students to 
“become more effective in their organizing and holds leaders account-
able to a high level of professionalism.” This ensures efficiency in the 
creation of the “final product,” namely “alumni who support liberty 
both on campus and in the real world.” Even SFL’s “theory of volun-
teering” uses a Fink/Hayek diagram to describe cultivating individual 
activists. SFL looks to develop volunteers into the “highest level” of vol-
unteerism where, unlike in the lower tiers, they “go from just donating 
time, body and mind, to developing identity with the organization,” 
and being “capable of making their identity the organization.”11 

Involving students in pre-packaged campus campaigns, including 
free speech initiatives, is therefore an explicit strategy for grooming 
professional communicators and highly motived libertarian activists. 
SFL founder Alexander McCobin told an audience at the Conserva-
tive Political Action Conference (CPAC) in 2010 that SFL organizes 
“protest activities to defend liberty on their college greens” includ-
ing “student protests in favor of free trade, against smoking bans, and 
in favor of their university’s free speech.”12 SFL also offers “activism 
kits,” with themes like “Less Marx, More Mises” designed to promote 
the Austrian school and “help our leaders make these ideas compete 
in colleges’ marketplace of ideas.” SFL provides a number of different 
campaigns since “[s]ome activists may be more interested in regu-
lation reform, while others might be more interested in free speech 
efforts on campus.” The Free Expression kit contains ready-made cor-
porate activism merchandise including high-quality T-shirts, posters, 
stickers, books, and fliers, all for students who plan on “kicking it old 
school through [the] inspiration of the 1964–65 Berkeley free speech 
protests.”13 These supplies equip students to engage in out-of-the-box 
“activism,” including instigating campus conflicts around university 
speech policies. 

In 2015, Students for Liberty also announced the creation of 
campus “Strike Teams,” including Campus Disorientation (to “reach 
new students on campus before statist professors and administrators 
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did”) and Constitution Day events (for which chapters could receive a 
$100 grant to purchase copies of the Constitution to distribute and a 
“Free Speech Ball” to roll around campus).14 Participating SFL chap-
ters could win a $1,000 “activism prize.”15 By encouraging students to 
hand out copies of the Constitution outside areas generally reserved 
for tabling and leafleting, these campaigns intentionally put students 
into conflict with administrators over free speech. SFL therefore also 
offers training sessions on “When to Sue Your University” over admin-
istrative interference.16 

SFL draws upon a stable of provocative campus speakers as well as 
literature developed by key Koch network organizations. An associate 
member of the State Policy Network, SFL received $3,437,213 from 
Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, DonorsTrust, and 
Donors Capital Fund between 2009 and 2019.17

In addition to supporting this start-up student group, the Koch 
network has also successfully co-opted several legacy conservative and 
libertarian campus groups. Making inroads into Young Americans for 
Liberty and Young Americans for Freedom has vastly expanded the 
network’s recruitment activities and multiplied their efforts on many 
campus issues, including around issues of free speech. 

applied rothbard:  
young americans for liberty (yal)

Students drawn to the liberty movement often initially embrace 
the defiant individualism that libertarianism affirms. However, the 
Austrian-school framework also cultivates a radical distrust of gov-
ernment into a fiercely principled belief that any government action 
is coercive and inherently immoral, including civil rights protections 
for minorities, women, and LGBTQ+ communities. This explains why 
some libertarian and alt-right circles have considerable overlap.18 This 
is especially true for strands of the libertarian movement drawn from 
Murray Rothbard, who explicitly brought libertarianism together with 
“racial science.”19 

After the 1976 kickoff of the Center for Libertarian Studies, many 
attendees went on to establish several key well-funded organiza-
tions designed to make their political vision manifest. Charles Koch, 
Ed Crane, and Murray Rothbard created the Cato Institute. Within 
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a few short years, however, Rothbard became disillusioned with 
Koch’s motives and methods, criticizing his focus on electoral poli-
tics and policy change as contrary to a principled anarcho-capitalist 
approach. Rothbard also resented the undue influence Koch enjoyed 
within the libertarian movement—a movement Rothbard had a legit-
imate claim to have built organically through grassroots organizing, 
rather than through corporate funding. According to Rothbard, Koch 
would “go to any end to acquire/retain control” and had a “practice 
of misusing non-profit foundations for his own personal ends.”20 Fol-
lowing the 1980 defeat of the Ed Clark/David Koch Libertarian Party 
ticket, Charles Koch relocated the Cato Institute from San Francisco to 
Washington, D.C., leading Rothbart to write: “The massive shift of the 
Kochtopus to D.C. symbolized and physically embodied the shift of 
the Kochtopusian Line towards the State and toward Respectability.”21 

After being kicked out of Cato in 1981, Rothbard and several others 
from the Center for Libertarian Studies continued developing the Aus-
trian school’s far-right elements with the help of Texas politician Ron 
Paul. Lew Rockwell and Joseph Stromberg teamed up with Rothbard 
and Paul to form an Austrian school think tank called the Ludwig von 
Mises Institute for Austrian Economics, located at Auburn Univer-
sity in Alabama. Frustrated by the direction of the Libertarian Party 
and the libertarian movement more generally, Rothbard and Rockwell 
cultivated a theory of “paleolibertarianism,” seeking to reground liber-
tarianism in traditional conservatism. In Liberty Magazine, published 
by the Mises Institute, Rockwell argued that true libertarianism recog-
nized the state as the “institutional source of evil throughout history” 
whose moral alternative is private property and the “unhampered free 
market.” Egalitarianism is “morally reprehensible and destructive of 
private property” and therefore a threat to “Western civilization.” True 
libertarianism, in contrast, requires returning to “[o]bjective standards 
of morality, especially as found in the Judeo-Christian tradition.”22 
This civilizational-libertarian ideology was expressed in a number of 
openly racist, anti-gay, and anti-abortion newsletters, including the 
Rothbard-Rockwell Report. During the late 1990s Rothbard used this 
venue to openly promote anti-Black and neo-confederate causes.23 He 
referred to this as “outreach to rednecks.”24 

In 1988, four years after becoming the first chairman of Charles 
Koch’s burgeoning corporate front group Citizens for a Sound 
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Economy (later Americans for Prosperity/FreedomWorks), Paul 
launched a particularly lucrative newsletter called the Ron Paul Polit-
ical Report (allegedly written primarily by Rockwell under Paul’s 
name).25 During Paul’s presidential campaigns, these newsletters 
were widely publicized and criticized. Critics pointed, for example, to 
a special issue about the 1992 Los Angeles riots where Paul told his 
readers that they can “safely assume that 95% of the black males in 
[major US cities] are semi-criminal or entirely criminal,” and because 
the “animals are coming,” readers should seek urgent advice on how 
to get away with murdering “urban youths.”26 These political reports 
“brimmed over with virtually every far right obsession and hatred.” 
And as one ex-staffer stated: “The wilder they got, the more bombastic 
they got with it, the more the checks came in.”27

During his 2008 presidential run Paul built a large campus follow-
ing motivated by his anti-war policies and support for the legalization 
of marijuana. After Paul failed to win the Republican nomination, 
student organizers refashioned Students for Ron Paul chapters into 
Young Americans for Liberty (YAL). YAL members were consistently 
exposed to Austrian economists like Ludwig von Mises and Murray 
Rothbard, who Ron Paul repeatedly championed as his personal inspi-
rations.28 Their founding mission is thoroughly Rothbardian, decrying 
the “corrupt, coercive world that has lost respect for voluntary action” 
and declaring that “government is the negation of liberty.”29

YAL establishes high school and college campus chapters to iden-
tify, train, and deploy conservative talent. They describe a four-stage 
process of campus recruitment: “Identify Youth Leaders through YALS’s 
National Campus Program,” then “Educat[e] through On-Campus 
Activism Events,” then “Train YAL Members in How to Make Liberty 
Win,” and finally mobilize these activists to help get “liberty candidates” 
elected.30 YAL president Cliff Maloney described the organization as 
providing trained campaign staff that can then hold elected officials 
“accountable” and “give them model legislation they can propose.”31

Shortly after its founding, this proudly grassroots movement was 
largely co-opted by the very influence Rothbard had warned against. 
By 2009, YAL’s strategic partners included the standard gamut of Koch 
network groups, including the Charles Koch Institute, Americans for 
Prosperity, FreedomWorks, the Cato Institute, the Institute for Humane 
Studies, State Policy Network, and the National Right to Work Legal 
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Foundation.32 In 2014, YAL’s executive director Jeff Frazee presented 
at the Koch network’s secretive donor summit. In leaked documents 
from a session titled “Educating and Engaging the Next Generation,” 
Frazee is flanked by two staff members of Generation Opportunity, 
the millennial front of Americans for Prosperity.33 Young Americans 
for Liberty received $5,920,023 from Koch and DonorsTrust/Donors 
Capital Fund from 2012 to 2019.34 In 2015, YAL and SFL announced 
the joint venture Alumni for Liberty, to “build up the largest network 
of pro-liberty individuals possible.”35 

In synch with other Koch network organizations, YAL’s campus 
operations involve top-down “activist” kits designed to agitate around 
campus free speech. Begun in 2015, YAL’s campaign “Fight for Free 
Speech” organizes students to protest free speech zones. As with SFL, 
YAL also provides a $100 “activism grant,” as well as a “recruitment kit 
packed with materials, clip boards, sidewalk chalk, books, flyers, and 
everything else you’ll need to get students to support free speech and 
attend your event.”36 

While Chapters 5 and 6 discuss more fully the legal and political 
debates over campus free speech zones and speech codes, we should 
point out that nuanced arguments exist for and against using campus 
regulations to balance free speech protections against the institutional 
interests in—and commitments to—equal access, safety, and inclu-
sion. Supporters of hate speech bans, for example, argue that such 
regulations enable students from diverse backgrounds and marginal-
ized identities to feel safe on campus. Likewise, free speech zones limit 
the influence of outside groups and seek to balance free speech rights 
with the realities of a residential institution. Arriving at a fair balance 
between speech, safety, and inclusion is difficult, and organizations 
like the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and American Asso-
ciation of University Professors (AAUP) have varying, yet thoughtful, 
positions concerning if, when, and how to regulate campus speech.37 
Many libertarian student groups, however, receive considerable 
support to weaponize this issue in ways that feed into a very particu-
lar partisan narrative of conservative students as victims of oppressive 
(often state) institutions. In doing so, they claim that speech rights are 
absolute and therefore should be completely deregulated. As discussed 
in Chapter 6, these arguments rely on, in the words of legal scholar 
Mary Anne Franks, a “simplistic orthodoxy built around the narrative 



the student groups

37

of white male victimhood, the mythology of the free market, and pop-
ulist and often patronizing clichés to ensure that the interests of white 
males, often extremely wealthy, are protected above all others.”38 

To promulgate their highly ideological campus free speech nar-
rative, YAL, like SFL, distributes pre-packaged campaigns involving 
handing out pocket Constitutions, erecting a “free speech wall,” or 
rolling an inflatable “free speech ball.”39 These activities, often located 
outside of designated free speech zones, are designed to provoke push-
back from campus administrators. YAL instructs students to record 
“video footage of an encounter with the administration” in order to 
ensure “legal standing,” and then to “contact YAL’s Free Speech Direc-
tor, your Regional Director, or the State Chair in your area.”40

YAL groups then use these manufactured controversies to sue col-
leges and universities. For example, at Modesto Junior College, YAL 
members were prevented from distributing pocket Constitutions 
without permission outside of designated free speech zones.41 At 
Kellogg Community College, YAL students were arrested after refus-
ing to stop distributing copies of the Constitution and recruiting 
members.42 At both schools, YAL sued with the help of Koch network 
legal groups (Chapter 5), and administrators at both schools settled 
out of court for at least $50,000. YAL has filed similar lawsuits, taking 
up aggressive litigation over free speech policies nationwide, includ-
ing at the University of Cincinnati (2012), the University of Georgia 
(2015), and the University of Massachusetts, Amherst (2018). By Feb-
ruary 2018, YAL claimed to have challenged nearly 200 campuses and 
forced policy changes on 31.43 By the end of that year, YAL claimed to 
have changed campus policy on 50 campuses, leading one right-wing 
media outlet to proclaim that “nearly 1 million students may now be 
exposed to the ideas of liberty, not just the usual leftist talking points 
typically presented in the classroom.”44 

Drawn from the Austrian school and paleolibertarianism, YAL’s 
rhetoric of liberty and anti-state moralization has regularly comported 
comfortably with individuals holding full-blown white nationalist 
ideas. By 1994, Rockwell and several founding Mises Institute figures 
helped launch a militant “Southern nationalist” group called the 
League of the South, which advocates a neo-Confederate secession of 
Southern states.45 Despite denials by most of the individuals involved, 
archived versions of the League’s own website identify at least ten 
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current Mises Institute staff and scholars involved in the League and 
its educational arm, the League of the South Institute. Murray Roth-
bard, who passed away one year after the League’s founding, is listed as 
a charter member.46 Longtime YAL Outreach Director, Jack Hunter—a 
blogger for Ron Paul’s 2012 presidential campaign and Rand Paul’s 
senatorial aid—resigned from his Senate position when it became 
public that he also masqueraded as the Southern Avenger (a far-right 
personality whose identity was obscured by a Confederate flag wres-
tling mask). Hunter led the Charleston, South Carolina chapter of the 
League of the South, and once praised John Wilkes Booth for assassi-
nating Abraham Lincoln.47 Hunter is a longtime YAL staffer, who has 
visited campuses on YAL’s speakers circuit and attended YAL confer-
ences. YAL’s conferences routinely include scholars affiliated with the 
Mises Institute, including those who were also members of the League 
of the South Institute. The Southern Poverty Law Center credits the 
Mises Institute for helping to mainstream the League of the South.48

Individual campus YAL chapters have also been unmasked as racist 
and civilizationist hotbeds of paleolibertarianism, and often overlap 
with alt-right and white nationalist groups. One group in particular, 
the American Identity Movement (AIM, formerly Identity Evropa), is 
a designated hate group responsible for an explosion of white nation-
alist fliers on campuses.49 In 2017, they co-organized the deadly 
Charlottesville Unite the Right rally with the League of the South. In 
subsequent years, AIM’s chat logs were leaked, allowing researchers 
to identify numerous YAL officers who were also members of AIM. 
At the University of Nevada, Reno, for example, one AIM member 
and YAL officer bragged about his flyering and recruitment efforts 
while extolling nations for expelling Jewish populations.50 Another 
AIM member, Derek Magill, was president of the YAL chapter at 
the University of Michigan during a time when the group success-
fully sued the university—supported by Alliance Defending Freedom 
(Chapter 5)—for not providing a $1,000 reimbursement for their vis-
iting anti-affirmative action speaker. Magill was a featured author and 
speaker at YAL’s “strategic partner,” the Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation (FEE), and was featured at an IHS seminar in 2017.51

It is important to note that journalists and activist researchers are 
just scratching the surface of this opaque organization. Still, what is 
known so far is worrisome given the degree to which the Koch network 
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and far-right hate groups often recruit from the same populations of 
students holding principled anti-government positions. 

In addition to the relatively recent organizations like SFL and YAL, 
the Koch network has also been highly successful at co-opting legacy 
right-wing infrastructure already on campuses.

the old right: young americans for freedom (yaf)

Young Americans for Freedom is a 60-year-old student organization 
founded in 1960 by Conservative icon William F. Buckley, Jr. This 
group grew rapidly around the effort to secure the Republican pres-
idential nomination of segregationist Barry Goldwater and support 
his 1964 presidential campaign. Many of the prominent leaders of the 
conservative movement and the Republican Party in the 1980s cut 
their teeth with Young Americans for Freedom.52

A separate organization, launched by conservative activists in 1969 
and eventually called the Young America’s Foundation, focused on 
bringing conservative speakers to campus. In subsequent decades 
the Foundation engaged a number of programs to spread conserva-
tive ideas on college campuses and in public policy. The group had 
close ties to Ronald Reagan, who regularly spoke at events. In 1998 
the Young America’s Foundation purchased Reagan’s Rancho del 
Cielo, converting it into a conference and event venue, which includes 
running “training seminar(s) focused on hosting conservative speak-
ers on … campuses.”53 In 2001, the Young America’s Foundation 
merged with the National Journalism Center, cementing its commit-
ment to training conservative journalists. In 2011, it merged with the 
Young Americans for Freedom to form a unified entity. The Young 
America’s Foundation remains the parent entity, with student chapters 
operating under the name Young Americans for Freedom.54 

YAF’s mission includes “ensuring that increasing numbers of young 
Americans understand and are inspired by the ideas of individual 
freedom, a strong national defense, free enterprise, and traditional 
values.”55 YAF exists to train “activists, authors, and tacticians in the 
Conservative Movement” and “prides itself on the people  that have 
made an impact on  our young leaders and conservatism.”56 YAF 
alumni include authors, journalists, pundits, columnists, and produc-
ers within the conservative news ecosystem, including Ann Coulter; 
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top leaders of Koch-funded political organizations; as well as elected 
politicians and White House staffers such as former Attorney General 
Jeff Sessions and White House advisor Steven Miller (the architect of 
Trump’s anti-immigrant policies).57

By 2007, however, YAF had lost momentum and existed primarily as 
a legacy brand. The “essentially moribund” group consisted of “a loose 
and decentralized network of campus chapters, each one appearing to 
act independently,” and amounting to little more than a “brand name 
for radical right-wing student activism.”58 YAF’s website around this 
period complained that other national conservative student groups 
were taking credit for YAF’s grassroots organizing efforts.59 

After the 2011 merger with Young America’s Foundation, however, 
the newly conjoined organization began receiving considerable 
donations, many from the Koch donor network. YAF received more 
than  $124 million in gifts between 2010 and 2017, making up the 
majority of its operating budget. Donors included Vice-President 
Mike Pence,  Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Steve Forbes, 
Wheel of Fortune host Pat Sajak, Tom Clancy, and others. In 2013, 
a $16 million bequest from Robert Ruhe enabled YAF to double its 
outreach programs, making it possible to send 111 speakers to 77 
campuses in 2016 alone (Chapter 3). YAF also receives funding from 
prominent attendees of Koch’s donor summits. The DeVos family, 
who gave approximately $10 million to purchase their Reagan Ranch, 
also donated an additional $15 million between 2003 and 2012. YAF 
received $100,000 from hedge fund billionaire Robert Mercer in 2016, 
and his daughter Rebekah Mercer sits on the board of the Reagan 
Ranch.60 YAF received $3 million from Koch family foundations, the 
Bradley Foundation, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 
1998 and 2019.61 The Young America’s Foundation is also a member of 
the Koch-funded State Policy Network.62

This influx of funding has allowed YAF to become a major player 
in libertarian-funded free speech activism. YAF frequently runs con-
ferences for college and high school students to train them in campus 
activism and journalism. During YAF training sessions students learn 
“when it is legal to record a conversation with a college administrator; 
how to press schools to cover some of the security costs [of a con-
troversial speaker]; regulations on sidewalk chalking, fliers and other 
forms of promotion and whether they can be challenged; and when to 
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call the foundation’s legal staff for help.”63 Like SFL, YAF also provides 
its campus activists with pre-packaged campaigns. Students can order 
a “Free Speech Box,” supposedly valued at $270 but free to high school 
and college students, and introduced with the following warning: “Are 
your free speech rights being curtailed on your campus? Of course 
they are! Most schools infringe on students [sic] free speech rights, 
especially if you want to promote conservative ideas. Well, we can help 
you push back at a moment’s notice.” The box includes a “Free Speech 
Quick Action Plan,” along with buttons, stickers, T-shirts, pocket sized 
copies of the Constitution, and posters featuring the slogan “I Support 
Free Speech, Not Political Correctness.” 64 

In addition to training and supporting campus activists, YAF also 
specializes in developing a vast infrastructure to bring conservative 
speakers to campus, touting campus speaking tours and a large speakers 
bureau consisting of a hundred individuals—including Ben Shapiro—
many of whom can be booked directly through the Young America’s 
Foundation’s website.65 Between 2005 and 2017, YAF spent roughly 
$54.3 million on its campus conference and lecture programs alone.66 
In addition to bringing often-controversial speakers to campus, YAF’s 
Censorship Exposed program engages in legal action against colleges 
and universities that deny or place limitations on the Foundation’s 
speakers. As part of this effort, the YAF has sued California State Uni-
versity, Los Angeles, the University of California-Berkeley, Kennesaw 
State University, Oxnard Union High School, the University of Texas, 
Austin, Virginia Tech, University of Virginia, University of Florida, 
and the University of Minnesota over free speech issues (Chapter 5).67

In addition to succumbing to the ever-widening influence of the 
Koch network, even this principled legacy conservative group has 
not been impervious to more radical far-right elements. After Michi-
gan State University’s YAF chapter invited the white supremacist Jared 
Taylor, British fascist and Holocaust-denier Nick Griffin, and others, 
the group became one of the only student organizations designated a 
“hate group” by the Southern Poverty Law Center. The chapter’s pres-
ident, Kyle Bristow, later went on establish the Foundation for the 
Marketplace of Ideas, providing legal support to the alt-right and filing 
lawsuits supporting Richard Spencer’s efforts to speak at Michigan 
State, the University of Cincinnati, and Ohio State.68 YAF’s national 
chairman has since denounced Bristow.69 This is not an isolated inci-
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dent, however. YAF was forced to fire Michelle Malkin from their 
speakers bureau after she openly praised the white nationalist Nick 
Fuentes during a YAF speech at UCLA.70 Matthew Heimbach, who 
founded the Montgomery College chapter of YAF, went on to create 
the neo-Nazi group Traditionalist Worker Party. YAF chapters sponsor 
events such as “Catch an Illegal Immigrant,” a “Koran Desecration” 
competition, “Affirmative Action Bake Sales,” and a “Hate Speech is 
Free Speech” event.71 And YAF board members have held leadership 
positions in groups promoting white nationalism.72 It is not entirely 
surprising, therefore, that YAF chapters are also known to regularly 
bring hateful speakers to campus in the name of promoting free speech 
(Chapter 3).

It is not only the traditionally conservative political organizations 
that have been increasingly co-opted by corporate and far-right inter-
ests, however. Turning Point USA emerged in the wake of the Occupy 
movement to catalyze a new wave of far-right campus organizing. This 
group is also well integrated into the larger libertarian-funded free 
speech efforts.

the new right: turning point usa (tpusa)

Turning Point USA claims to be a “501(c)3 non-profit organization 
whose mission is to identify, educate, train, and organize students to 
promote freedom,”73 but its funders and tactics come from the worst 
of far-right corporate politics. Eighteen-year-old Charlie Kirk created 
TPUSA in 2012 to organize conservative college students, focusing 
on combating so-called liberal bias in colleges, calling universities 
“islands of totalitarianism.”74 In his book, Campus Battlefield, Kirk—
who never went to college—writes that universities “have become 
leftist echo chambers that reinforce an anti-American, anti-freedom, 
pro-Marxist worldview.”75 

TPUSA’s ideology and tactics have made the organization very 
popular among far-right students. As many former members have 
revealed, there is a culture of overtly racist, alt-right leanings among 
the group’s leadership at all levels, including numerous instances that 
garnered national attention—often involving staff losing their job 
when their use of blatantly racist slurs, praise of Nazis, or circulation 
of anti-immigrant or antisemitic memes becomes public.76 Similar 
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to YAL, TPUSA has become a convenient vessel for white suprem-
acist groups like the American Identity Movement (AIM). Leaked 
AIM chatlogs describe the group’s efforts to “[t]urn your local Turning 
Point USA chapter into a de-facto [AIM] chapter.”77 

Despite these controversies, TPUSA has maintained a robust fund-
raising effort among traditional conservatives and corporate interests. 
The most recent study of TPUSA’s financing identified the source of 
roughly 43 percent of their revenue, over $11.1 million, between 2014 
and 2018.78 Much of this budget comes from individual and founda-
tion donors tied to the Koch’s donor network, including the Bradley 
Foundation and DonorsTrust, which provided $2.3 million.79 Several 
other key donors are family foundations tied to individuals that have 
been invited to attend Koch’s secretive donor seminars, like Thomas W. 
Smith, Illinois Governor Bruce Rauner, and the DeVos family. Foster 
Friess, an attendee of Koch’s summits, provided the seed money for 
TPUSA in 2012.80 FreedomWorks president Adam Brandon sits on the 
group’s advisory board along with Friess, Deason, and Ginni Thomas 
(the wife of Koch summit attendee and Supreme Court Justice, Clar-
ence Thomas).81

Funding from Rauner and Friess appears largely responsible for 
the group’s budget increases from $52,000 in 2012 to $5.5 million in 
2016.82 By 2017 the budget reached $8 million, and according to Kirk 
that included funding from donors “in the fossil fuel space.” This may 
explain why TPUSA chapters have led fights against carbon divest-
ment efforts on college campuses.83 In 2018 TPUSA had 322 employees 
and revenue of $10.8 million.84 In 2016 TPUSA served as the unoffi-
cial campus organizing effort for the Trump campaign and claimed to 
have footholds on more than 1,000 campuses.85 Since then, the group 
has also been caught engaging in illegal campaign activity on behalf of 
Texas Senator Ted Cruz, facilitated by Ginni Thomas.86 

To combat the so-called radical left on college campuses, TPUSA 
staffs a National Field Program and sends paid organizers to cam-
puses. This program is designed to “[r]e-brand free market values on 
college campuses,” and “push back against intolerance and bias against 
conservatives.” It pledges “to educate students about the benefits of 
limited government, capitalism, and freedom” and to unite “like-
minded” groups to increase the impact of their “activism initiatives.”87 
TPUSA claims that its field program is “the  largest and most pow-
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erful campus activist program  in America.”88 In addition to its field 
program, TPUSA also provides student groups with “educational” 
resources and publications as well as libertarian and pro-corporate 
branded materials, such as posters and flyers bearing the messages: 
“Big Government Sucks,” “Commies Aren’t Cool,” and “Fossil Fuels 
Save Lives.”89 It hosts a number of activist conferences, such as the 
High School Activist Conference, Young Latino Leadership Summit, 
Young Women’s Leadership Summit, and Winter in West Palm Beach 
Activist Retreat.90 TPUSA also gained notoriety for publishing the 
online “Professor Watchlist,” which states as its mission: “expos[ing] 
and document[ing] college professors who discriminate against con-
servative students and advance leftist propaganda in the classroom.”91 

TPUSA actively engages in taking over student governments at 
colleges and universities across the country. Appearing before the 
(anti-immigrant/anti-Muslim) Horowitz Freedom Center in 2015, 
Kirk described TPUSA as involved in combating “the radical left and 
its Islamist allies,” admitting that “you would be amazed … You spend 
$5,000 on a [campus] race, you can win. You could retake a whole 
college or university.” For example, at the University of Maryland in 
2015, the College Republicans president emailed out a call: “Anyone 
who wants to run for SGA president, Turning Point is offering to pay 
thousands of dollars (literally) to your campaign to help get a con-
servative into the position.” Examples such as these have led Kirk’s 
critics to label Turning Point the “super PAC for student government.” 
At several schools, candidates were removed from ballots after these 
contributions became public, as many schools have clear campaign 
finance regulations that forbid undeclared contributions from outside 
groups.92

Despite this criticism, TPUSA has only doubled down on its invest-
ments in college elections. In a brochure pitched to potential donors, 
TPUSA claims that the student government candidates “we have sup-
ported and financed will have direct oversight and influence over 
more than $500 million in university tuition and student fee appropri-
ations.”93 Their “Campus Victory Plan” has pledged to “commandeer 
the top office of Student Body President at each of the most recog-
nizable and influential American universities.” The goals that TPUSA 
“hopes to achieve by spending big on student-government races” 
include “block[ing] all boycott, divestment and sanctions” efforts on 
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campuses, defunding progressive groups, and promoting a “national 
speaker’s circuit and tour and forums using student resources to mes-
sage American Exceptionalism and Free Market ideals on campus.”94 

In the section titled “What Happens When We Win,” the brochure 
retells the story about the University of Colorado, Boulder, where 
TPUSA elected the entire executive ticket and a majority of the Senate. 
The student officials subsequently passed a pro-free speech resolution 
and lobbied the state legislature to eradicate free speech zones on all 
public Colorado university campuses (Chapter 5). The brochure lays 
out a three-stage plan to “target every Division I school in the country 
and over 100 critical universities in ‘swing states’ before 2020.”95

As we demonstrate in the next chapter, these student groups not only 
provide a talent pipeline to the corporate-funded liberty movement, 
they also become the point of access for inviting a whole host of pro-
fessionally provocative speakers to campus. The resulting outrage and 
protest becomes the raw material used to produce not only a culture 
war narrative, but also lock in social change through lawsuits and 
legislation. 
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3
The Provocateurs 

In recent years US college campuses have witnessed a resurgence of 
grassroots anti-capitalist and anti-racist student activism, inspired 
by Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives Matter, and Standing Rock, and 
including student and faculty efforts to end rape culture, secure 
LGBTQ+ protections, halt climate change, seek justice for Palestin-
ians, and secure economic equality and labor protections. During 
the same period, an increasing number of high-profile controversies 
have also shaken American colleges, often as a result of non-academic 
provocateurs booking space on campus or being invited by student 
groups, only to be protested or disinvited. Unlike in the past, today 
there exists a whole infrastructure designed to court student protest by 
inviting highly controversial speakers to campus. Provoking outrage 
has become an end in itself. 

In his 1971 memo, Lewis Powell sketched a strategy to gain a foot-
hold in the academy by increasing the number of pro-business college 
speakers appearing on campus. Drawing on arguments he used when 
litigating on behalf of the tobacco industry, Powell claimed that cam-
puses will only host free-market groups if conservatives “aggressively 
insisted upon the right to be heard” and the right to be given “equal 
time.” Such efforts would “require careful thought” and were not “for 
the fainthearted,” but they would ultimately succeed because good 
faith academic communities would want to avoid the optics of “refus-
ing a forum to diverse views.”1 

Five decades later, campus student organizations funded by the 
Koch donor network regularly impose speakers upon a college campus 
and demand they receive equal attention, regardless of qualifications 
or academic merit. The most successful speakers in this army of “sec-
ond-hand dealers” are not those who offer academic arguments about 
the virtue of free market economics but rather those operating at the 
intersection of libertarianism and the racist, misogynistic, Islamopho-
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bic, transphobic, and otherwise hateful rhetoric of the alt-right and 
paleolibertarianism. While Powell proposed in 1971 that corpora-
tions fund highly respected scholars as pro-business campus speakers, 
Charles Koch challenged his colleagues five years later to consider 
whether the libertarian movement could attract the necessary adher-
ents with something “other than the highest scholarship,” including 
“non-intellectual motivations” like “short-term self-interest.” For a 
movement whose ultimate objective was to “destroy the ‘legitimacy’ of 
the [present political] system,” Koch asked, “[u]nder what conditions 
should radical ideas be introduced gradually and tactfully, and when 
should they be advocated starkly for shock value?”2

The strategic deployment of shock value has made it possible for the 
Koch network to manufacture polarizing outrage at an industrial scale. 
In fact, a number of Koch-funded organizations specialize in targeting 
disciplines and scholars for advocating academic arguments they dis-
agree with.3 

During the 1980s and 1990s the anti-tax right effectively stoked 
the campus culture wars, sowing outrage over multiculturalism and 
“postmodernism” as an explicit strategy for undermining support for 
publicly funded universities.4 Today similar attacks on “radical profes-
sors,” “social justice warriors,” “snowflakes,” and “critical race theory” 
seek to similarly discredit higher education. Unlike in the 1980s and 
1990s, however, these new culture wars are aided by a greatly expanded 
web of well-funded campus student groups creating favorable con-
ditions for the Koch network to fully leverage the shock value of its 
brand of far-right provocateurs. Chapters of national student groups 
have platformed some of the most controversial figures, specifically 
for the purpose of triggering protest, manufacturing crises, and ele-
vating radical notions of individual freedom and unregulated markets 
over the protection of civil rights. 

Examining the financial support received by speakers like Milo 
Yiannopoulos, Ben Shapiro, and Charles Murray helps demonstrate 
the unequal influence that the Koch donor network exerts over the 
campus free speech debate. Namely, that the Koch network funds both 
the speakers and the student organizations that invite them to campus. 
In many instances career Koch network provocateurs have little-to-no 
academic training, no interest in contributing to scholarly discourse, 
and often situate themselves as openly hostile to the academy itself. 
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They often rail against culture war tropes, such as “liberals,” “social-
ists,” “postmodernists,” and “feminists,” without engaging the actual 
academic arguments (much less scholarship) of those they ridicule. 
In doing so, they seek to score political points and “trigger the libs” 
rather than engage in a meaningful academic discussion. Unlike the 
many other partisan provocateurs who never get the chance to speak 
on campus, Koch-funded speakers routinely find themselves invited 
to colleges and universities. They arrive based not on the merit of 
their ideas, the quality of their research, or their curricular contribu-
tion, but solely because a well-funded political organization platforms 
them. In this highly unequal “marketplace of ideas,” money really is 
speech.

the libertarian to alt-right pipeline

Many of the most controversial conservative speakers that come 
to campus specialize in railing against feminism, Muslims, affirma-
tive action, campus equity initiatives, and gay and trans people. They 
jeer at “liberal professors,” and caricature “snowflake” students who 
demand “safe spaces” and “trigger warnings.” Most arrive on campus 
at the invitation of Koch network student groups. 

Because of its fiercely principled belief that governmental and insti-
tutional action is coercive and inherently immoral, Austrian economics 
has provided numerous onramps for anti-egalitarian “paleolibertar-
ian” ideals. Commentators note that key figures in neo-Nazi, white 
nationalist, and alt-right circles have tended to arrive at their beliefs 
through libertarian ideology, and particularly the work of Austrian 
school economists. One journalist called this tendency a “libertar-
ian to alt-right pipeline.”5 For example, the white nationalist podcaster 
Mike Peinovich, aka Mike Enoch, noted that everyone involved in 
producing his programs started off as Ron Paul libertarians.6 White 
nationalist Richard Spencer cited Ron Paul as his initial political inspi-
ration, and Spencer’s mentor Paul Gottfried is a scholar at the Ludwig 
von Mises Institute.7 Co-founder of the neo-Nazi Traditionalist 
Worker Party Tony Hovater cited the Mises Institute’s Murray Roth-
bard and Hans Hermann Hoppe as informing his “anarcho-capitalist” 
beliefs.8 
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Many of the student groups within the Koch network’s “talent pipe-
line” invite fairly run-of-the-mill conservative speakers to campus: 
politicians, libertarian economists, and think-tank members. However, 
alongside these speakers—and often listed in the same speaker’s bureau 
or campus tour—are also provocateurs who specialize in anti-feminist, 
anti-LGBTQ+, anti-immigrant, white nationalist, and alt-right ideol-
ogy. These speakers routinely argue against civil rights protections 
for marginalized groups on campus, often in the name of individual 
liberty, free markets, free speech, and against “collectivism.” 	

The Koch network’s campus infrastructure offers speakers regular 
access to colleges and universities, empowering them to manufacture 
off-the-shelf controversy on an industrial scale. It has further sup-
ported this campus infrastructure with legal and political institutions 
(Chapters 5 and 6) that weaponize, defend, and legitimize campus 
provocateurs under the banner of “free speech.” On many campuses, 
this machinery has effectively chastened college administrations and 
potential student protestors, making it too costly to speak out against 
the onslaught of extreme speakers.

A number of prominent speakers on the campus tour who have 
drawn considerable protest include:

• Heather MacDonald, who draws a six-figure salary from
the Manhattan Institute, a far-right think tank that received
$15,046,602 from Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foun-
dation, and DonorsTrust/Donors Capital Fund between 1998
and 2019.9 MacDonald has attracted protests for alleging that
Black Lives Matter is a violent murderous movement, and that
universities are corrupt for implementing diversity and inclu-
sion efforts on campus. At Claremont McKenna, five students
were suspended after protestors blocked the entrance to her
talk.10 MacDonald’s travel expenses are often covered by the
Intercollegiate Studies Institute, one of the groups that spun off
from the Volker Fund.11

• Candice Owens—who attacks #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo
protestors as victims who fail to take personal responsibil-
ity—was originally employed by Turning Point USA before
her current job at Prager U (which, funded by prominent Koch
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donors as well as DonorTrust, creates right-wing online video 
content).12

• David Horowitz (of the Horowitz Freedom Center) and self-de-
scribed Islamophobe Robert Spencer (of Jihad Watch) have
come to campuses to give anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant
talks.13 At a May 2017 talk at the University at Buffalo, Spencer
was drowned out by protesters critical of his Islamophobic
stances. YAF covered his $2,000 speaking fee, but also trained
the students who organized the event during YAF’s National
Conservative Student Conference and provided literature for the 
group to distribute.14

• Ann Coulter is a prominent right-wing pundit who is regu-
larly invited to speak on campus. In April 2017 her talk at UC
Berkeley was canceled due to threats of violence. The YAF
chapter announced that it had provided “a large portion of
the funding  to bring Coulter to Berkeley,” including “logisti-
cal support before the event as well as on-the-ground support
from experienced staff.”15 Like many prominent campus provo-
cateurs, Coulter started her career within the right-wing talent
pipeline, having entered conservative media as a college intern at 
YAF’s National Journalism Center.16

Turning Point USA also spends lavishly to bring speakers to 
campus. By 2018 TPUSA had spent $3.6 million on conferences 
featuring former Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker, Education Sec-
retary Betsy DeVos, former US Attorney General Jeff Sessions, and 
others.17 TPUSA’s high-profile national speaking circuit also features 
Trump administration officials, Fox News commentators, billionaire 
donors, as well as corporate economists and CEOs, many of whom 
draw protesters.18 The group’s founder Charlie Kirk is now infamous 
enough to draw a counter-protest himself. His events are promoted 
in ways designed to trigger their intended outcome, with names like 
“Melting Snowflakes & Smashing Socialism,” “Campus Clash,” and 
“Culture War.”19 

This infrastructure of well-funded campus speakers has been 
incredibly effective at empowering often small groups of conservative 
and libertarian students to drive campus conversation. For example, 
Young Americans for Freedom spent roughly $54.3 million on its 
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campus conference and lecture program between 2005 and 2017.20 
YAF chapters can apply to bring a speaker to campus simply by filling 
out an online form.21 In addition to making it easy to invite controver-
sial speakers, YAF’s Censorship Exposed program files public records 
requests to “expose” the deliberations of colleges and universities that 
deny or place limitations on YAF speakers.22

As a consequence, Koch network student groups—sometimes 
with no more than a few students—have the access, resources, and 
support to bring big-name and highly disruptive speakers to campus. 
Sometimes these speakers are traditional libertarians, economists, 
politicians, or pundits. However, the speakers who generate the most 
shock value not only promote free-market ideas but also stoke culture 
war social issues. 

Many of the campus speakers most successful at sparking free speech 
outrage have been longtime beneficiaries of the Koch donor network. 
In addition to the examples above, this chapter focuses on three of the 
most prominent, controversial, and highly leveraged campus speak-
ers: Milo Yiannopoulos, Ben Shapiro, and Charles Murray. All three 
blend libertarian economics with stridently anti-egalitarian—and 
often hateful—rhetoric. They also owe their entire careers to funding 
provided by the Koch donor network.

milo yiannopoulos

At the peak of his career in 2017 Milo Yiannopoulos was the best-
known speaker provocateur, whose campus appearances drew large 
crows of protestors and counter-protestors. A major player in the 
misogynist online movement Gamergate, Yiannopoulos earned 
a following among young conservatives and libertarians with his 
inflammatory speeches and writing, full of racist, misogynistic, 
anti-immigrant and anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric. As a columnist for Breit-
bart, Yiannopoulos produced a steady stream of disjointed ramblings 
in which he frequently gloated about helping to get “Daddy”—Donald 
Trump—elected, railed against “political correctness,” and made 
spurious, racist, and sexist claims about Islam, feminists, and racial 
minorities. He stated, for example, that contraception gives women 
“cottage cheese thighs” and makes them fat and ugly. Elsewhere he 
claimed that “feminism attracts ugly women” and that Lena Dunham 
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is a “typical feminist rape-hoaxer.”23 His writings are those of an inter-
net troll and a narcissistic, alt-right social media personality, devoid 
of any academic content. Leaked chats also suggest that an army of 
more than 40 paid and unpaid interns wrote most of his articles and 
speeches.24

Between 2015 and 2017 Yiannopoulos gave a large number of con-
frontational talks on college campuses. At a 2016 talk at the University 
of Oregon, co-hosted by chapters of Young Americans for Liberty 
and Students for Liberty, Yiannopoulos proclaimed, “I don’t want any 
Muslims in the country” and railed about free speech being restricted 
on campus. The SFL campus coordinator proudly defended the 
decision to bring him to campus, “not for his criticisms of college cam-
puses, but for what he represents: The idea that no topic is taboo,” that 
there is “nothing we cannot question and discuss and make better,” 
and that only through “questioning the unquestionable we can live in 
a freer society.”25 

Although many stops were ultimately canceled, Yiannopoulos’s 
“Dangerous Faggot” tour kicked off with a contentious event spon-
sored by Young Americans for Liberty at Rutgers University where 
Milo railed against feminism, Black Lives Matter, and protestors in the 
room while decrying the lack of free speech on campus.26 YAL also 
hosted Yiannopoulos at Michigan State University where seven pro-
testors were arrested for attempting to block the entrance to the venue. 
He expressed disappointment that “the angry, frightened, social justice 
posse they whip up against me doesn’t exceed two hundred” people, 
before going on an Islamophobic rant about the “clash of western civi-
lization with radical Islam.”27 

In January 2017, a Yiannopoulos supporter at the University of 
Washington shot a student protestor.28 At Berkeley the following 
month, Yiannopoulos reportedly planned to expose the identities of 
undocumented students.29 The campus community pushed for the 
event to be canceled, with more than 1,000 students demonstrating 
peacefully. When the administration caved to the right-wing provo-
cateur rather than listening to the protestors’ peaceful demands, local 
anti-fascist activists arrived on campus, throwing fireworks, starting 
fires, and smashing windows until the talk was canceled. On Sep-
tember 24, Yiannopoulos returned to Berkeley for his so-called “Free 
Speech Week,” having promised to bring a slate of speakers including 
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Steve Bannon, Ann Coulter, Blackwater founder Erik Prince, Conser-
vative Political Action Committee (CPAC) organizer Lisa De Pasquale, 
David Horowitz, and many others. In the end, the multi-day event 
collapsed and only Yiannopoulos, anti-Muslim blogger Pam Geller, 
and misogynist rape apologist Mike Cernovich arrived for a poorly 
attended 20-minute appearance at Sproul Plaza. The event cost the 
school $800,000 in security.30 

At the University of California, Santa Barbara, MAGA-hatted YAL 
chapter members carried Yiannopoulos on stage in a regal procession 
chair, setting him beside a cardboard Trump cutout, where he ranted 
about feminism and made rape jokes.31 Also in January 2017, TPUSA 
chapters hosted Yiannopoulos at the University of Colorado, Boulder 
and at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo. During his talk in Colorado, Yian-
nopoulos called “feminism ‘cancer’ and Islam a ‘lifestyle choice.’”32 The 
Cal Poly stunt cost the school $86,200 in security.33 

Like other provocateurs who specialize in spewing hate while 
demonstrating no interest in academic engagement, Yiannopoulos 
had billionaire funders who provided the institutional and financial 
backing needed to access the audience and the legitimacy that col-
leges campuses provide. In fact, Yiannopoulos’s whole career has been 
funded by these plutocratic libertarian donors. 

Yiannopoulos first came to prominence as a senior editor at Breitbart 
News (2015–17), where leaked emails show him strategizing with neo-
Nazi and white supremacists to guide Breitbart’s efforts to “become 
the platform of the alt-right.”34 Robert Mercer, the billionaire backer of 
Cambridge Analytica, poured $10 million into Steven Bannon’s Breit-
bart News, enabling the platform to grow into one of America’s most 
visited sites on the internet, reaching 2 billion page views annually.35 
While not always in lockstep with the Koch brothers in terms of can-
didate and policy preferences, Mercer began attending Koch’s secretive 
donor summits in 2011, donating at least $1 million each year.36 The 
billionaire gave $2.5 million to the Koch network’s Freedom Partners 
Action Fund in 2014 before eventually leaving the network over policy 
differences. Mercer has adopted many of the strategies developed by 
the Koch network, funding a whole host of media and political oper-
ations designed to push his political agenda.37 For example, Mercer 
financed Citizens United, the film production company at the heart 
of the Supreme Court’s decision to deregulate campaign financing. He 
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also backs numerous free-market think tanks and bankrolled Trump’s 
2016 campaign.38 His daughter, Rebekah Mercer, is also highly politi-
cally active and sat on the board of the Young America’s Foundation.39 

In addition to funding Yiannopoulos’s career at Breitbart, the 
Mercers also provided the resources necessary to bring Yiannopoulos 
to dozens of college campuses. For example, his University of Wash-
ington talk was funded by Glittering Steal, a production company 
owned by Mercer and Steve Bannon.40 Leaked emails suggest that 
Mercer likely backed the entire 2017 college tour. As one reporter for 
the Berkeley student paper noted, Yiannopoulos “backed out of an 
interview with the Los Angeles Times in July when they started asking 
about the Mercers.”41

At the end of February 2017, Yiannopoulos resigned from Breit-
bart when his views on pedophilia became public. Groups such as the 
American Conservative Union that once denounced college campuses 
for disinviting Yiannopoulos, suddenly barred him from their events.42 
But the Mercers only severed their financial backing after videos sur-
faced of Yiannopoulos singing karaoke with Richard Spencer, as 
members of the audience gave Nazi salutes. In a tweet, Yiannopoulos 
stated: “I am grateful for Bob [Mercer]’s help in getting me this far in 
my career.”43 

By the end of 2017, Koch network student groups had also cut 
ties with Yiannopoulos. The SFL blog post that had praised Yian-
nopoulos’s free speech principles as justification for bringing him to 
University of Oregon had been deleted, replaced by a new post pro-
claiming that “Milo’s tactics are hardly a good defense of free speech, 
especially when there are so many better examples to point to,” such as 
those provided by YAL. The revisionist blog post stated: “[M]isogyny 
and transphobia, for many conservatives, are ideal ways to advocate 
for the advancement of free speech,” but Yiannopoulos’s despicable 
remarks “didn’t do much to turn our favor against Milo because there 
was never much favor there to begin with. Milo has never been on the 
side of libertarians.”44 

ben shapiro 

Ben Shapiro is another regular campus speaker with a strong liber-
tarian bent, who has also been protested for bringing hate to college 



the provocateurs

55

campuses. Not as incendiary as Yiannopoulos, Shapiro is considered 
a “conservative wunderkind” and the “cool kid’s philosopher” among 
conservative millennials.45 Entering UCLA at age 16, and graduating 
from Harvard Law School at age 23, Shapiro fashions himself as the 
young, hip alternative to the older conservative talk radio personali-
ties. He has a strong media presence as a syndicated columnist, author 
of seven books, editor-in-chief of the conservative media platform The 
Daily Wire, host of a daily podcast, and formerly editor-at-large at Bre-
itbart. Shapiro left Breitbart in 2016 following the website’s failure to 
support its reporter, Michelle Fields, after she was assaulted by Trump’s 
campaign manager Corey Lewandowski. Since then his criticisms of 
both Trump and the rampant antisemitism among the alt-right occa-
sionally place him at odds with right-wing activists, including the 
Groyper Army.46 

In practice, however, Shapiro is primarily a partisan provocateur, 
described by critics and supporters alike as “part of an industry that 
whips up conservatives against the left” and “just one more partisan 
mobilizing his troops.”47 Like Charlie Kirk, Shapiro launched his career 
around an explicit antipathy toward higher education, starting with his 
first book Brainwashed: How Universities Indoctrinate America’s Youth. 
As an undergraduate, Shapiro claims to have witnessed “brainwashing 
occurring on campus on a daily basis” as leftist professors “plant those 
rancid seeds in the minds of their students.”48 Shapiro prides himself 
on getting under the skin of “leftists,” whom he dismisses as intoler-
ant, stupid, hypocritical, dangerous, and corrosive to American values. 
For example, in his book Bullies: How the Left’s Culture of Fear and 
Intimidation Silences Americans he writes: “Leftists think and act like 
protofascists. Control is the key. And control through fear, threat of 
force, and rhetorical intimidation is the modus operandi.”49 

In his commentaries, political writing, and campus presentations, 
Shapiro uses pseudo-intellectualism and spurious logic to belittle 
those he sees as ideological opponents. For example, when challenged 
by one student about his transphobia, Shapiro asked the student her 
age. When she said 22, Shapiro responded: “Why aren’t you 60? ... You 
can’t magically change your gender. You can’t magically change your 
sex. You can’t magically change your age.”50 Shapiro is a regular speaker 
on the campus circuit, having presented at 37 colleges between 2016 
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and 2017.51 In 2018–19 Shapiro received a purported 1,500 inquiries 
about speaking on college campuses, and spoke at 12.52 

As with Yiannopoulos, Shapiro’s career has been largely funded 
by plutocratic libertarian donors. After leaving the Mercer-funded 
Breitbart in 2016, he briefly joined the right-wing website Truth 
Revolt, bankrolled by the David Horowitz Freedom Center.53 After 
the website went under, Shapiro helped create the online conservative 
media platform, The Daily Wire. The website was launched with the 
financial support of Farris Wilks, a billionaire who made his fortune 
in fracking.54 Wilks has contributed tens of millions of dollars to key 
Koch network organizations. For example, just between 2011 and 
2012 he gave $50 million to a number of organizations within the 
network, including the American Majority ($2.1 million), the State 
Policy Network ($1.5 million), the Franklin Center ($1.3 million), and 
the Heritage Foundation ($700,000).55 Wilks claims his libertarian 
economics are “grounded in the Bible” and regularly donates to 
Republican candidates, the religious right, and a network of misleading 
“pregnancy centers” (often near campuses) that steer women away 
from abortion and contraception.56 Wilks and his brother Dan have 
bought up hundreds of thousands of acres in the American West, 
including in Montana, Idaho, Texas, Kansas and Colorado, and closed 
them off to the public.57 

In addition to the direct largesse of billionaires, Shapiro is platformed 
as a regular speaker at events funded by Young America’s Foundation 
and Turning Point USA.58 Shapiro’s visit to Berkeley, for example, was 
ostensibly hosted by the College Republicans, who received the neces-
sary $16,000 from the Young America’s Foundation.59 YAF also funded 
Shapiro’s Spring 2019 campus tour titled “Facts Don’t Care About Your 
Feelings.”60 At California State University, Los Angeles, Shapiro’s YAF-
hosted lecture “When Diversity Becomes a Problem” drew protests 
and was ultimately disrupted after students pulled the fire alarm.61 In 
November 2016, shortly after the inauguration of Donald Trump, the 
YAF chapter at the University of Wisconsin, Madison invited Shapiro 
to give a speech titled “Dismantling Safe Spaces: Facts Don’t Care 
About Your Feelings.” He set out to “debunk three favorite terms of the 
left,” namely “social justice, white privilege, and safe spaces.” Protestors 
chanted “shame” and lined up in front of the podium, while Shapiro 
asked the police to intervene. He explained that “social justice” meant 
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that people could abdicate individual responsibility if they were “the 
right race, or the right gender, or the right sexual orientation. You get 
to do these things without punishment,” like disrupting his lecture. His 
crowd chanted “Free Speech Matters!”62 In September 2017, YAF also 
brought Ben Shapiro to the University of California, Berkeley, which 
spent $600,000 on security for the event.63  Berkeley charged YAF 
and the college Republicans $16,000 in security fees. Outraged, YAF 
declared it a tax on conservative speech and refused to pay;64 a laugh-
able indignation given that YAF annually spends millions of dollars to 
bring speakers to campus. 

Shapiro is also on the TPUSA speakers bureau.65 In February 
2018 TPUSA hosted him at Creighton University, which maintained 
a police presence including officers on horseback and on rooftops, 
despite drawing only two protestors.66 Shapiro called TPUSA “indis-
pensable,” shortly after headlining TPUSA’s 2016 Women’s Leadership 
Summit, an event he regularly headlines.67

charles murray

In addition to funding the careers of online media personalities and 
conservative journalists, the Koch donor network has also funded the 
careers of a number of fringe academics who have become a staple 
of the campus free speech circuit. Charles Murray has emerged as a 
prominent campus speaker and shares particularly close ties with the 
Koch donor network. Murray is most notable for making arguments 
about how races and genders vary in levels of intelligence due to genetic 
differences. These arguments were then weaponized to advance lib-
ertarian attacks on welfare and other social policies perceived to 
primarily help African Americans and other minority groups. His first 
book Losing Ground (1984), which served as an intellectual justifica-
tion of the Reagan-era welfare cuts, regularly conflates Black with poor 
and blames Black culture for poverty. He constructs a moral argument 
about the problems that occur when “we” assist “them.” Murray claims 
that public assistance programs not only create short-term incentives 
that keep Americans poor, but that they essentially amount to “bribes” 
that the civil rights movement extorted by rioting and fomenting 
“White confusion and guilt.”68 His book proposal explained that pub-
lishers would find a market for the book because “a huge number of 
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well-meaning whites fear that they are closet racists, and this book tells 
them they are not. It’s going to make them feel better about things they 
already think but do not know how to say.”69 

Murray is best known for his infamous co-authored book The Bell 
Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in America, which, building on 
his previous work, uses eugenicist claims to conclude that white men 
have higher average IQs than minorities and women. This argument 
is used to explain and naturalize social stratification along gender, 
race, and class lines.70 Shortly after its publication, the book was 
resoundingly discredited when it was revealed that its core findings 
draw heavily upon the work of white supremacists and Nazi sympa-
thizers supported by the Pioneer Fund, which bankrolled eugenicist 
research.71 The Southern Poverty Law Center calls Murray’s work 
“racist pseudoscience.”72 

Since 2012 Murray has been touring the country to talk about his 
book Coming Apart: The State of White America, which argues that a 
growing level of social segregation is resulting from different IQ levels, 
amplified by declining levels of honesty, religiosity, “industriousness” 
(i.e. lack of employment), and marriage rates.73 The tour for this book 
landed him at the center of a number of deeply contentious campus 
visits, including at the University of Wisconsin, Madison (November 
2016), Middlebury College (March 2017), Indiana University (April 
2017), Harvard University (September 2017), and the University of 
Michigan (October 2017). The most notable incident was at Mid-
dlebury College, shortly after Milo’s appearance at the University of 
California, Berkeley. The common narrative told about this altercation 
is that a mob of violent students prevented Murray from speaking and 
then attacked him as he was leaving the venue. As with most campus 
speech controversies, the actual story is much more nuanced than the 
“liberal mob attacks conservative” headline widely circulated in the 
right-wing media ecosystem (Chapter 4). 

What really happened? Murray’s visit took place in the context of 
a considerable uptick in racist incidents aimed at Black, Muslim and 
Jewish students at Middlebury, including swastikas painted on the 
door of the Jewish center, racist slurs, cultural appropriation, and a 
general lack of support for students of color. So, in the spring of 2017, 
when it was announced that Murray was invited to campus and the 
college president would introduce him, many saw the move as another 
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example of the college “signaling that students of color, who already 
felt isolated and underserved by the institution, and sometimes even 
unsafe, were less of a priority than presenting racist ideas as worthy 
of debate.”74 Many students felt outraged. They planned a protest, 
wrote opinion letters to local press, and launched a petition. Allison 
Stanger, who was an IHS research fellow in Summer 2019,75 agreed 
to moderate the event, and deflected accusations of racism by puz-
zling how Murray could “be a white supremacist when he married an 
Asian woman”?76 Middlebury students organized a large peaceful dis-
ruption, an example of organized “good” speech confronting “bad” 
speech. Students and community members stood with their backs 
to the stage reading in unison from a statement about the dangers of 
academia legitimizing eugenics, including Middlebury’s own former 
eugenics program. “This is not respectful discourse, or a debate about 
free speech... There are countless groups of people affected because of 
what claims to be academia, which then makes its way into the public, 
which then makes its way into the White House chair.”77 After the stu-
dents had finished, Murray tried unsuccessfully to deliver his speech 
over student chanting. After 20 minutes he was ushered into a room 
where he delivered the rest of the talk via video. As Stanger and Murray 
left the venue, police began pushing a path through a crowd of student 
protestors outside. In the ensuing tussle, Stanger was shoved, resulting 
in whiplash and a concussion.78 

While much of the public discussion has focused on whether or not 
Murray warranted being no-platformed, far less attention has been 
paid to the financial backing that made his career—and visit to Mid-
dlebury—possible. During the early 1980s, Murray was languishing as 
an obscure libertarian academic in Washington, D.C., until he received 
a grant from the Manhattan Institute to write Losing Ground.79 The 
publication of that book attracted the support of the Bradley Founda-
tion, which provided annual support of $100,000 per year during the 
period he wrote The Bell Curve.80 As his work veered more explicitly 
in the direction of eugenics, the Manhattan Institute disaffiliated with 
Murray, citing publicity concerns.81 The American Enterprise Institute 
(AEI) quickly took Murray in, along with his Bradley funding, and the 
Bradley Foundation president called him “one of the foremost think-
ers of our time.”82 
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In recent years, as with AEI president Arthur Brooks, Charles 
Murray has been a regular presenter at Koch’s donor summits. From 
leaked documents and the limited reporting allowed in these meet-
ings, we know that Murray headlined the June 14, 2014, dinner and led 
the breakfast book discussion the following morning.83 Two of Mur-
ray’s books appeared on the recommended reading list distributed 
to donors at Koch’s 2016 donor summit.84 In February 2017, Murray 
headlined Koch’s donor summit, which drew 550 donors who each 
pledged $100,000 to the political operation.85 Murray has claimed that 
he began a friendly acquaintance with Charles and David Koch during 
the early 1990s, the same time he was writing The Bell Curve.86 

This proximity is not accidental. As a fellow at AEI, Murray works 
at the center of the Koch network. AEI received an astonishing 
$44,110,272 from Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, 
DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 1998 and 2019.87 
Many members of the Koch donor network sit on AEI’s board, includ-
ing Ravenel Curry, Clifford Asness, William Walton, and Richard 
DeVos.88 Unsurprisingly, Murray’s most recent work is increasingly 
confluent with the aims of Koch network donors, calling on big busi-
nesses to rebuild “liberty without permission,” through a program of 
corporate civil disobedience to the regulatory state.89

In addition to funding Murray’s professional career, his campus 
tour was also largely underwritten by the AEI and other Koch-funded 
campus programs. At Middlebury, the school’s campus chapter of the 
American Enterprise Institute Club funded the visit. The club’s stated 
purpose is “to promote free market values and principles.”90 Murray’s 
earlier visit to Indiana University was co-sponsored by the Koch-
funded Tocqueville Program,91 and AEI paid the speakers’ fee (which, 
according to Murray’s agent, runs between $20,000 and $30,000).92 

Murray is often brought to campus as part of AEI student “executive 
councils,” which have spread to more than 80 campuses since being 
launched in 2013 in an effort to make up “the core of AEI’s outreach 
to undergraduates.”93 

the marketplace of ideas

In the months that followed the protested visits of Milo Yiannopou-
los, Ben Shapiro, and Ann Coulter to the University of California, 
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Berkeley, the university’s chancellor convened a Commission on Free 
Speech charged with investigating and debating how the institution 
responded to external speakers and the thorny issues they raised. 
After months of deliberation the commission reached a number of 
conclusions, making suggestions about how administration, faculty, 
and students could protect free speech rights while also “reducing the 
likelihood of disruption from provocative events … [and] avoid[ing] 
harm to the community when such events occur.”94 The commission 
also concluded that the various controversial speaking engagements 
were manufactured by outside groups seeking to score political points 
by portraying college campuses as intolerant to conservatives:

All the 2017 events that led to disruption were sponsored by very 
small groups of students working closely with outside organiza-
tions. Although those speakers had every right to speak and were 
entitled to protection, they did not need to be on campus to exer-
cise the right of free speech. Indeed, at least some of the 2017 events 
at Berkeley can now be seen to be part of a coordinated campaign 
to organize appearances on American campuses likely to incite a 
violent reaction, in order to advance a facile narrative that universi-
ties are not tolerant of conservative speech.95 

While the public outrage over those protesting Yiannopoulos, Shapiro, 
and Coulter was instantaneous, this deliberative fact-finding effort 
received little press attention. This disparity reveals a key fallacy in the 
campus free speech narrative. Speech does not take place in a free mar-
ketplace which evaluates ideas based solely on merit.

As with the strategy of weaponizing free speech to support tobacco, 
fossil fuel, and other corporate interests, campus free speech activists 
offer a similarly radical, hyper-individualist, and ideologically libertar-
ian understanding of First Amendment protections. As legal scholar 
Mary Anne Franks argues, historically there have been three main 
legal arguments underpinning free speech in the United States: speech 
serves a critical function in a democracy; speech is critical to indi-
vidual autonomy; and speech protections enrich the “marketplace of 
ideas.” Starting in the 1960s, however, the right only worked to ensure 
that the marketplace metaphor displaces all other arguments for free 
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speech, while insisting that the marketplace is understood in libertar-
ian terms—as an unregulated space of individual liberty.96 

A libertarian marketplace of ideas presumes that if “all ideas, even 
deeply offensive ideas, are allowed to freely circulate in the market-
place,” then the “truth will ultimately prevail.” Because this model 
assumes an overly idealized notion of free-market economics, it pre-
sumes that “competition, not regulation, is the best way to maximize 
both individual and general welfare,” and accordingly assumes that 
“the gravest threat to freedom of speech is regulation, no matter how 
well intentioned.”97 This metaphor also ignores the fact that markets 
were never intended to arrive at truth, facts, or knowledge, but rather 
simply to register the “preferences of market participants.”98 After all, 
convincing a public to “prefer” climate denial does not make climate 
science any less true. Furthermore, all marketplaces (of ideas or oth-
erwise) can be manipulated by grifters, monopolies, plutocrats, and 
malicious actors operating in bad faith. 

Rather than driven by free inquiry and critical thought, an unreg-
ulated marketplace of ideas risks being flooded by claims pushed by 
corporate donors intent on manufacturing a response to those ideas, 
histories, facts, or opinions that challenge their interests. 

Faculty, students, and speakers who benefit from the Koch-donor 
gravy train might find little incentive to concede to a well-formed 
counter-argument. No matter how soundly or how frequently an idea 
is discredited, nothing stops bad faith actors from simply repeating 
debunked ideas, finding new ways to amplify them, or dressing them 
up in new forms.99 When that effort fails, paid proponents can prop 
up their position by making endless appeals for “equal time” in the 
name of free speech. An unregulated yet highly unequal market allows 
private donors to deploy what Charles Koch called “non-intellectual 
motivations” to fuel an endless war of ideas under the guise of an aca-
demic debate between two sides.100 

As evidenced by the Koch network’s student groups and paid provo-
cateurs, the marketplace of ideas can also be easily manipulated by 
those who simply know how to engineer attention. 

The pursuit of a libertarian marketplace of ideas is particularly 
troubling given the high levels of inequality that exist on campus. 
For example, traditional student groups seeking to bring a speaker 
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to campus must pull together funding from departments, centers, 
administrative offices, endowed funds, or student government. The 
general understanding is that the invited speaker understands their 
role as contributing to disciplinary, scholarly, or broader social con-
versations, rather than merely scoring partisan political points. In 
contrast, the Koch donor network has created a machinery by which 
student groups—often comprised of a small handful of students—can 
access the financial resources necessary to bring highly controver-
sial, big-name speakers to campus. Furthermore, these speakers are 
often well-trained (and legally supported) to engage in partisan bomb 
throwing. 

The asymmetry continues. When Koch-funded student groups 
bring speakers to campus, one of the only available responses for out-
gunned students is protest. Doing so, however, not only produces 
fodder for the right-wing media ecosystem but also creates the raw 
materials used to lock in legislative and judicial victories. 

The ability to turn a student protest at Middlebury College or 
Berkeley into a national story exists because the same plutocratic lib-
ertarians who fund both the student groups and the speakers also built 
a vast media outrage machine. These outlets reduce complex issues 
about campus free speech—such as those described by the Berkeley 

Academia

Think
Tanks

Advocacy &
Outreach

Decision-Makers

Student
Groups

Policy
Groups

Astroturf
Groups

Lawmakers

Academic
Programs/
Centers

Provocateurs

Media
Outlets

Litigation
Groups

Campus
Policymakers

Figure 2   Koch-Diagram of Campus Free Speech Efforts



free speech and koch money

64

Commission—to a single talking point: outrage over college campuses 
curtailing conservative speech (Chapter 4). This media outrage then 
feeds into legal and legislative strategies that enable plutocratic liber-
tarian donors to gain greater access to higher education (Chapters 5 
and 6). 
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4
The Media Amplifiers1

Following the 2016 election, Harvard professors Yochai Benkler, 
Robert Faris, and Hal Roberts offered a thorough examination of the 
media environment that fueled Trump’s unexpected victory. Their 
book Network Propaganda documents the existence of two very dis-
tinct media ecosystems. One—the mainstream media—centers around 
the Washington Post, New York Times, CNN, and Politico and includes 
newspapers, broadcast stations, magazines, websites, and other media 
sources that span the political spectrum. This ecosystem includes 
both “norm-constrained journalism” as well as many “diverse outlets 
for mobilizing activists, challenging agenda-setting, and questioning 
mainstream media narratives.”2 It also includes progressive and con-
servative activist outlets which, while disagreeing on many things, 
nonetheless cover similar content, events, and facts and remain in con-
versation with the journalistic sources at the center of their ecosystem. 

Fox News and Breitbart, in contrast, serve as the central nodes in the 
right-wing media ecosystem, which operates largely independently of 
the mainstream media. Many media organizations within this ecosys-
tem primarily distribute their material through social media, creating 
a powerful and insular feedback loop. In doing so, the right-wing 
media ecosystem “exhibits all the characteristics of an echo chamber 
that radicalizes its inhabitants, destabilizes their ability to tell truth 
from fiction, and undermines their confidence in institutions.”3 

This chapter demonstrates that the Koch donor network funds 
many of the major players within this right-wing media ecosystem, 
including those that have specialized in amplifying the campus free 
speech narrative. 

The Koch network has shown a long-term interest in funding 
media. Many controversial campus speakers are right-wing media 
celebrities on platforms funded by the Koch donor network (Chapter 
3). Other media personalities—including Rush Limbaugh, Glenn 
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Beck, Charles Krauthammer, John Stossel, and Ramesh Ponnuru—
regularly attend the Koch donor summits.4 And many top donors 
within the Koch network own or generously fund their own outlets, 
including Philip Anschutz (Washington Examiner and The Weekly 
Standard), Paul Singer (Washington Free Beacon), Dan and Farris 
Wilks (Daily Wire), Robert Mercer (Breitbart), and Foster Friess (The 
Daily Caller).5 According to tax documents, in 2017 alone the Charles 
Koch Foundation (CKF) and the Charles Koch Institute (CKI) poured 
$2 million into conservative media platforms.6 Outlets that received 
Koch funding—such as the American Spectator, Tucker Carlson’s 
Daily Caller, and Glenn Beck’s Mercury Radio Arts and The Blaze—
produce highly partisan content, without disclosing their funders.7 

The Koch network also invests heavily in developing a talent pipe-
line that feeds into this right-wing media ecosystem. For example, the 
Koch Internship Program and the Koch Associates Program exist to 
fund, train, and staff positions at various right-wing outlets including 
Real Clear, Washington Examiner, The College Fix, Ben Shapiro’s Daily 
Wire, and the Daily Caller News Foundation, and cultivate a “shared 
focus on preserving free speech and improving a free press.” These 
Koch internships also place students at the Leadership Institute and 
Young Americans for Liberty, which run aggressive campus media pro-
grams specializing in ginning up campus free speech controversies.8 

Without the right-wing media ecosystem, most campus free 
speech controversies would likely remain local stories—the province 
of campus newspapers, regional news outlets, and professional pub-
lications like the Chronicle of Higher Education or Inside Higher Ed. 
However, Koch-funded media outlets such as Campus Reform and the 
College Fix generate content explicitly designed to advance a narra-
tive about mass anti-conservative bias on college campuses. They run 
a steady stream of outrage stories focusing on protests over campus 
speakers, campus speech policies, safe spaces and trigger warnings, 
faculty and administrators shutting down student speech and, increas-
ingly, institutional initiatives to increase campus diversity and inclusion 
(which they often refer to as “forced speech”). On one average day—
January 22, 2020—Campus Reform and the College Fix ran headlines 
declaring: “U Kansas Professor Indicted for Working for Communist 
Party of China,” “UA Promotes Program Only for ‘Black, Hispanic, 
Native American and/or LGBTQ+ Students,’” “Study: Profs Donate to 
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Dems Over Republicans by 95:1 Ratio,” “UW Lecturer Claims he was 
Demoted After Pointing out Male and Female Differences,” “UConn 
Students Arrested for ‘Ridiculing’ Speech Won’t Face Discipline ... For 
Now,” “The University of California’s Diversity Screening Could Ruin 
the Quality of its Faculty,” and “Yale Axes Problematic Art History 
Course Focused on Western Art, Student Claims.” 

Rather than engaging in good faith journalistic investigation 
into their subject matter, the paid agent-provocateurs behind these 
“stories”9 churn out a daily stream of clickbait and culture war outrage 
designed to manufacture a narrative about college campuses as 
absurdly liberal and biased against conservative views. They attack 
faculty by circulating stories featuring decontextualized social media 
posts or other comments.10 These stories often result in steady streams 
of hate mail, threats of violence, and sometimes the sanctioning of the 
faculty member.11 

Other outlets within the right-wing media ecosystem often take 
these stories up, repeat them largely verbatim or make them increas-
ingly diabolical and then republish them, “slowly but inexorably 
mutat[ing]” them “as in a game of telephone.”12 In effect, outlets like 
Campus Reform and the College Fix exist to mainline hyperbolic ver-
sions of otherwise minor campus stories straight into the heart of the 
right-wing media ecosystem. 

This chapter demonstrates that this right-wing outrage machine is 
an important way in which the Koch donor network has manufactured 
the campus free speech crisis. These outlets weaponize a particular 
moralizing indignation over existing practices of academic inquiry 
and campus speech practices, demanding instead a radical libertar-
ian free speech alternative. We first examine the platforms created by 
the Koch network to monitor higher education in particular, before 
turning to the broader right-wing media ecosystem that amplifies 
these “stories” to a wider audience.

campus reform (operated by the 
leadership institute)

Campus Reform is one of the most inflammatory media outlets advanc-
ing the campus free speech narrative. Each of its “stories” includes 
a fundraising plea: “The radical left will stop at nothing to intimi-
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date conservative students on college campuses,” and the site claims 
to be “The #1 Source for College News.” Campus Reform generates a 
steady stream of outrage stories about students protesting or disinvit-
ing speakers, campus speech codes and free speech zones, safe spaces 
and trigger warnings. It also posts numerous stories documenting the 
activities of Alliance Defend Freedom (ADF) and the Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) in their free speech activism 
as well as reporting on free speech legislation making its way through 
state legislatures. 

Founded in 2009, Campus Reform states its mission as “expos[ing] 
bias and abuse on the nation’s college campuses” by reporting on “the 
conduct and misconduct of university administrators, faculty, and 
students.”13 Its goal is to “develop[ ] conservative students and young 
journalists into media and public policy professionals … to launch 
their conservative media, communication, or public policy careers.”14 
Campus Reform pays students between $50 to $100 to write stories 
about their campuses, with calls to action that include: “Get paid to 
hold your school accountable!” and “Be the eyes and ears on your 
campus. Launch your investigative journalism career!”15 Campus 
Reform counts “victories” as those situations “in which a college 
changes a policy, fires someone, or otherwise responds to concerns 
raised by th[is] reporting.”16 Campus Reform solicits tips from “the 
Leadership Institute’s network of nearly 1,600 conservative groups on 
college campuses,”17 paying students $50 per tip. 

Campus Reform also claims a number of alumni who have gone 
on to work at the Daily Caller, Washington Examiner, Daily Wire, 
National Review, Fox News, PragerU, and other mainstays in the liber-
tarian donor-funded media ecosystem.18 Campus Reform also serves 
as a “middleman” connecting Fox News with students who appear 
on the TV network’s numerous segments demonizing higher educa-
tion. For example, in March 2018, “Fox News ran at least 53 segments 
about controversies on college campuses, 40 of which were previ-
ously reported by Campus Reform. 15 of those 40 segments either 
cited Campus Reform explicitly, or contained an appearance from a 
Campus Reform correspondent.”19 

Campus Reform is a project of the Leadership Institute (LI), an orga-
nization created in 1979 by conservative activist Morton Blackwell. 
In its 2018 tax filings, the Leadership Institute reported a nearly $16 
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million operating budget. The LI uses these resources to provide train-
ing workshops and seminars to conservative student activists, offers 
student groups funding to bring speakers and organizers to campus, 
trains conservative candidates running for student government, and 
helps establish conservative student newspapers.20 The LI’s National 
Field Program boasts of supporting more than 1,700 college news-
paper and student groups.21 LI hosts international seminars to train 
“freedom fighters” to “defeat the radical left.”22 The institute also offers 
grants to students who want to bring “conservative or libertarian” 
speakers to campus in order to “meet top leaders within the movement, 
change policies, expose liberal bias, energize, educate and expand your 
student group.”23 The LI takes pride in training journalists and con-
servative provocateurs to advance a right-wing agenda. Its alumni 
include James O’Keefe, founder of the Koch-funded Project Veritas, 
which uses falsely edited videos to attack ACORN, Planned Parent-
hood, and other organizations.24 O’Keefe appears on LI fundraising 
appeals, declaring that “The Left Wants to Ban All Conservatives.”25 
The Leadership Institute has also funded phony student groups to 
bring O’Keefe to speak at college campuses,26 and works closely with 
other Koch network student groups. During the 2000s it “co-opted and 
promoted” the then flailing YAF and helped revitalize it as a “brand 
name for radical right-wing student activism.”27 LI also works with 
Turning Point USA, which compiles its neo-McCarthyite “Professor 
Watchlist” by drawing on articles published by Campus Reform, the 
College Fix, David Horowitz’s Freedom Center, and Project Veritas.28 

Campus Reform clearly embodies the Powell and Koch view that 
campuses are political battlefields. For example, former Campus 
Reform editor-in-chief (and current host at Fox) Lawrence Jones 
claims that “mob mentality” and “chaotic culture” on campus means 
that “instead of battling it out with ideas, they resort to physical vio-
lence,” and describes the Democratic Party as a “full-blown socialist 
party that endorses Antifa, a domestic terrorist group.”29 

Much of the LI’s funding comes from far-right donors, including 
$2,588,106 from Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, 
DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund.30 The Koch Foundation and 
Koch Institute routinely play a role in LI’s “conservative intern work-
shops,” and many staff members of the Charles Koch Foundation and 
Koch Industries are guest speakers or volunteer faculty at the Insti-
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tute, including Kevin Gentry (Koch Industries VP), Dave Dziok (Koch 
Industries), Reid Smith (CKI Foreign Policy Initiative manager), Cath-
erine Rodriguez (CKI Talent Acquisition Business Partner), and Kasey 
Darling (CKI Partner Relations Specialist).31 

the college fix (operated by the student 
free press association) 

The College Fix is another media platform created by right-wing activ-
ists to publish outrage stories about higher education. While claiming 
to be a source of “right-minded news and commentary,” this outfit spe-
cializes in generating “provocative headlines [that] tend to be skeptical 
of higher education and frequently criticize the prevalence of liberal-
ism on college campuses.”32 The College Fix claims to “help correct the 
bias that plagues our universities“ by using “campus-focused journal-
ism” to “bear witness to the ongoing scandal of political correctness 
and left-wing orthodoxy.”33 Like Campus Reform, the College Fix reg-
ularly runs stories documenting so-called free speech violations on 
campuses, and similarly employs a rhetoric of outrage and disbelief. 
The College Fix pays student “journalists” $50 per article.34 

As with Campus Reform, many stories are horribly skewed or 
patently false. Furthermore, professors and students identified by the 
outlet have become routine targets of online harassment, often after 
exaggerated, rage-baiting headlines spread virally through conser-
vative social media. Student Free Press Association’s president John 
Miller boasted that “if you want to focus on political correctness on 
campus, it is the gift that just keeps on giving.”35 

Donors are invited to support its efforts to “[c]hallenge biased uni-
versity administrators and academics,” “expose campus radicalism,” 
and “giv[e] alternative ideas and voices a chance to be heard.”36 And the 
College Fix explicitly states its aim as “creat[ing] a pipeline of talented 
and principled young people,” noting that many of their student jour-
nalists also run campus chapters of Young Americans for Freedom.37 

The College Fix is operated by the Student Free Press Association 
(SFPA), founded in 2010 by the National Review’s John Miller and the 
late Whitney Ball, the founder of DonorsTrust and Donors Capital 
Fund. SFPA was originally created as an “individual membership 
organization,” comprised of “college-aged writers, bloggers, tweeters, 
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podcasters, and viral video makers.” SFPA claimed to “identify and 
support college students who seek to improve campus journalism, 
explore careers in the media, and commit themselves to the princi-
ples of a free society.”38 SFPA launched the College Fix in 2011 with an 
identical mission, minus any mention of the “individual membership 
organization.”39 This change occurred at the same time that wealthy 
outside donors replaced individual membership as the SFPA’s primary 
funding source.

Between 2012 and 2019, SFPA received $1,802,653 from Koch 
family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, and DonorsTrust, and 
Donors Capital Fund.40 The SFPA’s board of directors features many 
donors with longstanding connections to the Koch network, including 
the president of Art Pope’s charitable foundation and the son of Betsy 
and Dick DeVos.41 The College Fix gave former Education Secretary 
Betsy DeVos effusively positive coverage without disclosing the con-
flict of interest.42

Stories published by Campus Reform and the College Fix regularly 
move from these campus-focused websites into the broader right-
wing media ecosystem. For example, the College Fix boasts having had 
6 million unique visitors in 2017–18, producing 2,000 original articles, 
that were cited more than 5,000 times. Their “reporting” often first 
circulates within a right-wing media ecosystem consisting of National 
Review, The Blaze, Breitbart, the Daily Caller, the Washington Free 
Beacon, Newsmax, WND, PJ Media, The Federalist, Fox News, and 
the Rush Limbaugh Show. After gaining momentum there, some sto-
ries even jump to the mainstream media, appearing in The Wall Street 
Journal, CBS, MSN, The Washington Post, and The New York Times, 
and even progressive media like The Huffington Post and Slate.43 

We should not be surprised that the broader right-wing media eco-
system that widely circulates stories generated by Campus Reform and 
the College Fix is also heavily funded by the Koch donor network. 

breitbart news

Breitbart News is a major outlet for the campus free speech narra-
tive. It regularly republishes “stories” produced by Campus Reform, 
with headings such as “Students: American Exceptionalism ‘Egotis-
tical,’ Repeal All Donald Trump’s Policies,” “Students Marching for 
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Gun Control Stumble When Asked to Define ‘Assault Weapon,’” and 
“Students Hate Quotes from Trump’s State of the Union, Until Realiz-
ing They Are Obama’s.”44 It generates a nearly daily stream of stories 
about campus speech issues, including many featuring the activities 
of campus chapters of Turning Point USA and Young Americans for 
Freedom.45

The website also launched the careers of a number of provocative 
campus speakers, including Milo Yiannopoulos, Ben Shapiro, and 
others. Under Steve Bannon, Breitbart became a notoriously bigoted 
platform for the alt-right.46 As Yiannopoulos and Shapiro traveled 
from campus to campus, Breitbart routinely published inflammatory 
articles about the ensuing protests, disinvitations, and controversies. 

In 2011 Breitbart received at least $10 million in funding from hedge 
fund billionaire Robert Mercer.47 Known for his extreme libertarian 
views, Mercer believes that an individual’s wealth correlates with their 
value to society. As one colleague explained: “Bob believes that human 
beings have no inherent value other than how much money they make 
… If someone is on welfare they have negative value. If he earns a 
thousand times more than a schoolteacher, then he’s a thousand times 
more valuable.”48 Robert and his daughter Rebekah not only funded 
Trump’s presidential campaign but also the UK’s pro-Brexit campaign 
and the data-mining company Cambridge Analytica, which engaged 
in voter manipulation during both elections.49 Mercer has historically 
been an active member and large contributor at Koch’s secretive donor 
seminars, donating at least $2.5 million to Koch’s Freedom Partners 
Action Fund in 2014.50

the daily caller

The Daily Caller was founded in 2010 when Tucker Carlson and Neil 
Patel received $3 million from Foster Friess, another central player 
within the Koch donor network.51 The free speech advocacy group 
PEN America describes the Daily Caller as one of many conservative 
organizations—along with Fox News, Breitbart, The Blaze and others—
that have engaged in a “widespread effort to fan the flames of outrage” 
about speech issues on campus.52 The outlet has a long record of false 
and manufactured reporting, including releasing James O’Keefe’s doc-
tored videos and paying sex workers to lie about politicians.53 The 
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Daily Caller’s staff has not only embraced and fueled the alt-right, the 
site has also become a haven for white supremacists, including one of 
the organizers of the 2017 Charlottesville Unite the Right rally, Jason 
Kessler.54 Earlier that year, the Daily Caller posted a video glibly glori-
fying cars running over protestors, which has since become a strategy 
of white supremacists, starting with the murder of Heather Heyer in 
Charlottesville.55 After being pressured to resign from Breitbart News 
in 2017, Milo Yiannopoulos was briefly hired by the Daily Caller until 
the outlet was pressured to discontinue his column.56

The Daily Caller has proven highly profitable in large part due to its 
dubious funding arrangement. Most of its 50 reporters actually work 
for the Daily Caller News Foundation (DCNF), a non-profit tax-ex-
empt entity. This 501(c)(3) generates most of the content published 
on the for-profit site.57 As a result, tax-deductible donations to the 
DCNF—$3 million in 2015, for example—subsidize the for-profit 
business.58 Conservative foundations have gone to great lengths to 
create a  right-wing media “infrastructure.”59 

Between 2012 and 2019, the Daily Caller News Foundation received 
$3,739,693 from Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, 
DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund.60 The Center for Media and 
Democracy (CMD) reports that the Trump campaign paid the DCNF 
$150,000 to use its email list during the 2016 presidential campaign.61 
In 2016, Koch donations and Trump’s data purchase amounted to 
97.5% of the DCNF’s revenue.62 

national review

The National Review is a for-profit publication operated by the non-
profit National Review Institute (NRI; see above). Since 2015, the 
National Review has advanced and normalized the campus free speech 
narrative, including publishing numerous stories about the horrors of 
safe spaces, microaggressions, institutional efforts to prioritize diver-
sity and inclusion, and the perceived censorship of conservative voices 
on campus. In the past year alone, the National Review has published 
dozens of articles with titles such as “An Ominous New Rationale for 
Trampling on Academic Freedom,” “Against Safe Spaces,” and “Fix Free 
Speech or No Higher-Ed Act Reauthorization.” In one 2019 fundrais-
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ing request, titled “Help Us Fight Campus Craziness,” National Review 
reporter Katherine Timpf writes: 

To me, it seems pretty obvious that socialism is terrible. After all, do 
you know what’s not terrible? Freedom. But unfortunately, folks at 
colleges and universities all across the country seem to be favoring 
extreme government intervention—intervention that would come, 
of course, at the expense of exactly those freedoms that anyone with 
a brain knows we should cherish. So I’m asking you to do your 
part—by donating to National Review. Just how in the doggone 
heck are the two connected, you might ask? Well, National Review 
gives me a platform to expose and ridicule all of the craziness that 
goes on on campuses every day.63

The National Review also routinely reposts material about campus free 
speech generated by the American Enterprise Institute (Chapter 2) as 
well as editorials on free speech written by George Leef, director of 
editorial content at the Art Pope-funded James G. Martin Center for 
Academic Renewal.64 

The NRI has hosted campus events on the issue of campus free 
speech. In April 2019, two writers for the National Review—David 
French and Alexandra DeSanctis (who previously wrote for the 
College Fix)—gave a talk at the University of Michigan entitled “Can 
Students be Civil and Still ‘Own the Libs’?”65 

Beginning in August 2016, NRI’s campus programing included 
several events sponsored or hosted by the Charles Koch Institute, 
Young Americans for Liberty, American Enterprise Institute, Young 
Americans for Freedom, Heritage Foundation, and other groups 
within the Koch network. David French was the former president of 
the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) and serves 
as senior counsel for the Alliance Defending Freedom (ADF; Chapter 
5). In 2010 he “head[ed] efforts to restore the marketplace of ideas to 
university campuses, concentrating his litigation on religious freedom 
issues.”66 In 2017, French was an outspoken supporter of ADF when 
the Southern Poverty Law Center labeled it a hate group.67 He was also 
a senior counsel for the American Center for Law and Justice, an anti-
LGBTQ+ litigation group founded by Pat Robertson that, alongside 



the media amplifiers

75

ADF, has defended anti-sodomy laws in the United States and pushes 
for criminalizing homosexuality in foreign countries.68 

The NRI has also been active in the creation of campus free speech 
legislation. As explored in Chapter 6, the outlet was a powerful plat-
form for National Review contributing editor Stanley Kurtz’s “Plan 
to Restore Free Speech on Campus,” which became the platform to 
criss-cross the country and give the legislative testimony to advance 
the model legislation he produced with the Goldwater Institute.69 The 
National Review Institute is a member of the State Policy Network and 
received $250,000 from the Bradley Foundation (2011–15) to fund a 
fellowship program, which trained journalists who would go on to work 
for other SPN-member organizations.70 It received $3,027,079 from 
the Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, DonorsTrust, 
and Donors Capital Fund between 1998 and 2019.71 A comparison of 
990s shows that these donations have increased dramatically during 
the past decade, including a $1.2 million increase between 2018 and 
2019. The Koch donor network’s fingerprints are all over NRI’s gover-
nance, with Richard DeVos personally sitting on its board of trustees.72 
Between 2011 and 2015, the Bradley Foundation donated $250,000 to 
the National Review Institute to fund the Thomas L. Rhodes Journal-
ism Fellowship. 

real clear politics

Real Clear Politics—probably best known outside the right-wing 
media ecosystem for its poll aggregation—is published by David Des-
Rosiers, former Executive VP of the Manhattan Institute and Senior 
Fellow at the Manhattan Institute’s Center for the American Univer-
sity.73 George Mason University law professor F.H. Buckley describes 
DesRosiers as “the spitting image of the late Andrew Breitbart, with the 
same ebullience, the same energy and the same network of friends and 
allies. He knows everyone who matters on the right.”74 Real Clear Pol-
itics routinely runs headlines such as “Death of Campus Free Speech,” 
“Stop Soft Despotism Stifling Campus Free Speech,” “Colleges’ Central 
Mission Erodes—and Free Speech With It,” and “Wokeness, Free 
Speech, and the Role of Education.” The outlet’s panel of “Campus 
Speech Experts” includes provocateurs like Charles Murray and 
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Heather MacDonald, officers from Students for Liberty and Young 
Americans for Liberty, as well as litigation groups that sue on behalf 
of students and speakers, including the Alliance Defending Freedom, 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, and Speech First 
(Chapter 5).75 Between 2014 and 2019, the Real Clear Foundation, the 
non-profit that supports Real Clear Politics, received $6,376,000 from 
Koch family foundations, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund.76

washington examiner

The Washington Examiner, a conservative weekly paper and website 
owned by Koch network donor Philip Anschutz, is known for its 
arch-conservative editorial page. Anschutz made his intentions clear 
when he started the paper in 2005—he only wanted conservatives on 
the op-ed page.77 When Anschutz’s other Washington-based conser-
vative publication—The Weekly Standard—closed in 2018, the reliably 
pro-Trump Washington Examiner absorbed the subscriber base.78 The 
paper regularly publishes misleading pieces on climate change, and 
was responsible for the false story prior to the 2018 midterm elections 
about prayer rugs found on the border with Mexico.79 The paper reg-
ularly runs headlines such as “College Editors Turn Journalism Into 
Cuddly Kumbaya,” “200 Colleges Use ‘Speech Bullies’ to Prevent ‘Hurt 
Feelings,’” as well as a piece by Heather MacDonald, a fellow at the 
Manhattan Institute, titled “The Outrage Mob Came for Me at Emory 
University. Here’s How to Stop It.”

The Anschutz Foundation’s 990s show additional funding for 
organizations directly involved in the campus free speech narrative, 
including the Young America’s Foundation. Anschutz has given more 
than $5 million to members affiliated with the State Policy Network, 
including American Enterprise Institute, the Manhattan Institute, 
and DonorsTrust. He has attended at least one Koch network donor 
summit, in 2010.80 A highly diversified industrialist, Anschutz owns 
the lucrative music festival Coachella. He provided at least $170,000 
to the anti-LGBTQ+ hate group Alliance Defending Freedom between 
2011 and 2014, but cut ties after public pressure on his music festival 
forced his hand.81
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charles koch foundation direct investments

The Charles Koch Foundation also directly funds a number of efforts 
to legitimize the manufactured notion of a campus free speech crisis. 
For example, Big Think is a TED Talk-like website and YouTube 
channel that produces video content of academics and public intellec-
tuals offering particular takes on the big ideas of the day.82 In addition 
to a failed “educational media venture” called Floating University83 
and its subscription-based self-help courses, Big Think specializes 
in science-themed clickbait. It also increasingly publishes material 
that feeds into the campus free speech crisis narrative. In addition to 
the “Civil Discourse” series sponsored by the Institute for Humane 
Studies, it also hosts a number of Jordan Peterson videos, including the 
site’s second most popular video in 2018—“The Fatal Flaw Lurking in 
American Leftist Politics”—in which Peterson claims that the right has 
successfully drawn a distinction between itself and white nationalists 
but the left lacks any guiding principles and therefore remains unable 
to root out its own extremism (which he characterizes as the patholog-
ical triumvirate of inclusion, equity, and diversity).84 

In 2018, Big Think began producing sponsored content for the 
Charles Koch Foundation.85 The material includes videos of university 
professors discussing various issues concerning free speech, including 
Jonathan Haidt on the need to treat students as “anti-fragile.” These 
videos are framed alongside an essay titled “Forced Examination: How 
the Free Speech of Others Benefits us All,” which draws upon a Cato 
Institute study arguing that Americans feel unable to express their 
political ideas. 

In addition to sponsoring content at Big Think, the Charles Koch 
Foundation also paid to normalize its campus free speech narra-
tive within more traditional media outlets. In 2018, the foundation 
announced a partnership with The Atlantic on a project entitled “The 
Speech Wars.”86 In parallel to Koch’s more alarmist free speech pro-
gramming, the project was a year-long series of events “exploring 
questions of American free expression and public discourse.”87 The 
Chronicle of Higher Education also published a paid advertisement 
“How to Handle Controversial Speakers on Campus.” Made to look 
like Chronicle-produced content, the small disclaimers at the bottom 
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of the page clarified that “[t]his content was paid for and created by 
The Institute for Humane Studies.”88 

In her contribution to the edited book Disinformation Age, Nancy 
MacLean documents how the Koch network relies on spreading dis-
information, especially when it regularly confronts the fact that its 
preferred policy outcomes remain highly unpopular, and therefore are 
unlikely to become law though “honest persuasion and organizing.”89 
MacLean writes that “operations funded by Koch and his wealthy allies 
… have relied on disinformation and manipulation to advance their 
agenda of radical transformation, leveraging the specter of a suppos-
edly threatening ‘liberal elite’ and strategic racism … to compensate 
for lack of persuasive evidence.”90 

Such disinformation, designed to achieve political goals, should not 
be mistaken for a good faith discussion of ideas. Instead, news outlets 
within the right-wing media ecosystem regularly assert that academic 
arguments they disagree with (on political grounds) are groundless, 
crazy, and unworthy of consideration. For example, they routinely 
refuse to treat academic critiques of systemic racism, white supremacy, 
patriarchy, whiteness, and intersectionality as robust theoretical and 
historical arguments, preferring instead to boil them down to exam-
ples of “playing the victim card.” They routinely dismiss as outrageous 
the various student, faculty, staff, and administrative demands to 
balance campus speech rights against very real concerns about safety 
and inclusions. The Koch-funded outrage machine routinely presents 
caricatures of these complex debates, ignoring decades of actual schol-
arship, often done by LGBTQ+, female, and scholars of color. Instead, 
these outlets insist that they be taken seriously based on an absolutist 
notion of free speech, in which their baseless claims and mischaracter-
izations carry equal (or more!) weight as those of the academics they 
unfairly lampoon. The goal is to whip up outrage not engage in good 
faith debate on issues of social importance. 

Furthermore, because the right-wing media ecosystem often targets 
scholars who are themselves LGBTQ+, female, and/or scholars of 
color, the smug notion that these academic arguments do not, on their 
face, merit actual engagement is itself a supremacist claim.91

When following the money it becomes evident that the disinfor-
mation and outrage over higher education manufactured within the 
Koch-funded right-wing media ecosystem is actually part of a broader 
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political strategy. Those in the middle third—including many jour-
nalists, faculty, administrators, and the broader public—often naively 
respond to the maelstrom of right-wing outrage by calling for “more 
free speech!” and “more civil debate!” This equally absolutist response, 
however, misses the fact that the so-called campus free speech crisis 
does not revolve around some principled disagreement between liber-
als and conservatives. 

While good faith debates over speech can (and do) happen on 
campus all the time, they rarely do so within the right-wing media 
ecosystem, which instead refines outrage into a narrative about an out-
of-control campus free speech crisis. This supposed crisis, however, is 
actually manufactured; initiated by Koch-funded student groups, exe-
cuted by Koch-funded provocateurs, and amplified by Koch-funded 
media outlets. 

This manufactured outrage produces more than shock value, 
however. It becomes the raw material that is refined into social change, 
used by legal groups to sue colleges (Chapter 5) and by think tanks and 
policy groups to advance legislation that further exposes universities 
to donor influence (Chapter 6). 
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5
The Lawyers

The Koch network’s long-term strategy of social change is not simply 
concerned with changing short-term public opinion. Rather, it seeks 
durable policy change that can be locked in and reliably leveraged. It 
should not be surprising, therefore, that Koch network donors also 
fund an array of organizations that help student groups file free speech 
lawsuits against colleges and universities. As described in Chapter 2, 
Koch-funded student groups regularly engage in lawsuits over alleged 
free speech violations. They often pursue legal action in coordination 
with organizations that specialize in litigating campus free speech. 

These non-profit litigation groups generally present themselves as 
non-partisan organizations created to defend students against out-
of-control administrations hostile to conservative campus speech. 
In practice they pressure universities into enforced compliance with 
a highly partisan—and billionaire-funded—libertarian notion of free 
speech absolutism. 

Often lost in the barrage of litigation are good-faith campus efforts 
to carefully deliberate over how academic institutions should engage 
in the difficult work of both protecting speech and ensuring that uni-
versities remain hospitable to those targeted by harassment and hate 
speech. This is a difficult tension to navigate, and one that most insti-
tutions spend considerable time and energy trying to negotiate within 
institutional governance committees. 

Koch-funded non-profit legal organizations, however, litigate a 
one-size-fits-all free speech absolutist position making it difficult for 
institutions to tackle this deliberative work. Instead, partisan litiga-
tion outfits often short circuit institutional governance efforts by using 
their external legal firepower to impose a libertarian understanding of 
free speech. 

As foreseen by Lewis Powell, the language of free speech has become 
a particularly powerful and well-crafted cudgel that allows corporate 
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funders to win a war of position within higher education, ultimately 
seeking to exert greater donor control over what is taught and 
researched. The origins of this legal strategy date back many decades 
to the collaborations between the corporate, anti-New Deal lawyers 
working together with anti-civil rights lawyers. 

the legal movement against civil rights 

Organizations funded by the Koch network have not only helped 
advance pro-corporate policy change like tax reform and deregula-
tion but have also worked to roll back progressive gains made by the 
civil rights movement. Lee Cokorinos’s 2003 study examined the “con-
certed effort mounted by sophisticated private organizations” to wage 
political, intellectual, and legal attacks on civil rights. The main donors 
identified at the time, the Bradley, Olin, Scaife, and Smith Richard-
son foundations, supported aggressive litigation groups including 
the Center for Individual Rights, Institute for Justice, American Civil 
Rights Institute, Center for Equal Opportunity, the Federalist Society’s 
Civil Rights Practice Group, Pacific Legal Foundation, Southeast-
ern Legal Foundation, and Mountain States Legal Foundation. These 
groups, many of which receive considerable funding from the Koch 
donor network, engaged in protracted legal battles with public insti-
tutions, looking to “erode the legal abilities of these institutions to 
practice affirmative action and promote diversity as a matter of policy.”1 

They sought to systematically “[p]recipitate a series of crises” 
between policymakers on different levels of government, or between 
different branches of government, in an attempt to “overturn some 
of the fundamental decisions protecting civil rights.”2 They champi-
oned individual liberty as the pretense for reversing the gains won by 
decades of mass organizing, civil disobedience, and civil rights liti-
gation. More broadly, in the interest of their corporate donors, these 
groups sought to “turn a wave of public sentiment” into opposition to 
government regulations as part of a broader effort to “fundamentally 
transform the American public sector by eliminating the regulatory 
infrastructure.”3 

Since 2003, various groups within the Koch network have partici-
pated in these legal battles seeking to roll back voting rights, dismantle 
affirmative action, and legalize discrimination. Kimberly Dennis, 
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founding chair of DonorsTrust and board member of Donors Capital 
Fund, described how their “biggest victories lately have come in the 
legal arena,” including Supreme Court cases they funded resulting in 
decisions on “voting rights,” as well as “environmental regulation, edu-
cation, and health care.”4 She notes that two of their most aggressive 
legal operations to roll back voting rights have been the Project on Fair 
Representation and the Center for Individual Rights (CIR). Tax docu-
ments reveal that both are supported almost entirely by DonorsTrust 
and Donors Capital Fund.

In 2013, the US Supreme Court’s Shelby County v. Holder deci-
sion gutted the Voting Rights Act, allowing states to more easily 
disenfranchise voters. The case was brought by the Project on Fair Rep-
resentation, a legal defense fund created to support litigation in state 
and federal courts that challenges “racial and ethnic classifications and 
preferences” in voting, education, federal contracts, and employment.5 
The project was founded and housed within DonorsTrust itself and led 
by American Enterprise Institute fellow Edward Blum.6

The Project on Fair Representation also brought Fischer v. University 
of Texas to the Supreme Court, which would have dismantled affir-
mative action in universities across the country. Following that case, 
Blum launched an offshoot group called Students for Fair Admissions 
to oppose racial classifications in admissions in order to “restore the 
original principles of our nation’s civil rights movement.”7 

Using civil rights movement tactics backed by a gusher of corporate 
funding, Blum sought out plaintiffs in the Shelby County and Fisher 
cases and “persuaded them to file suit, matched them with lawyers, 
and secured funding to appeal the cases all the way to the high court.”8 
The project has been funded by the Searle Freedom Trust and the 
Bradley Foundation, and Blum confirmed a recent $100,000 donation 
from the latter for the project after he “wrote them a pitch letter.”9 Just 
a year before the Shelby County case dismantled the Voting Rights 
Act, the Supreme Court declined to review Nix v. Holder, a similar case 
brought by the Center for Individual Rights (CIR).10

Looking at CIR demonstrates how Koch donors have been influ-
ential in creating a right-wing legal movement that drapes itself in 
the language of a new civil rights movement. This conservative legal 
movement is concerned with protecting persecuted conservatives and 
defending a radical libertarian notion of individual liberty and per-
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sonal freedom from the supposed evils of state imposition (including 
state-mandated integration and equal access). This well-funded legal 
operation has taken particular aim at political, legal, and social vic-
tories that have resulted from decades of democratic struggle in the 
pursuit of racial justice and equality. Higher education, and free speech 
in particular, have proven a particularly fertile terrain for mounting 
this legal assault. 

CIR was founded in 1989 by two law professors, Michael Greve and 
Jeremy Rabkin, at George Mason University. CIR’s mission is to pursue 
an aggressive “defense of individual liberties against the increasingly 
aggressive and unchecked authority of federal and state govern-
ments.”11 According to documents released as part of the tobacco 
settlements during the 1990s, shortly after its founding CIR appealed 
to the tobacco industry for funding. In its introductory letter, CIR 
described its strategy as “mount[ing] legal challenges to [government] 
agency actions that constrict individual freedom or trammel upon pro-
tected economic rights” as well as protecting corporate free speech in 
“broadcasting, campaign finance, higher education, and advertising.” 
Acknowledging that they also received funding from the petroleum 
industry (ARCO and Chevron), CIR made its funding appeal to 
tobacco based on the fact that it only pursues “cases that present novel 
constitutional issues in carefully selected areas of the law: primarily 
economic regulation and Freedom of Speech.”12 

In many ways CIR has engineered the conservative legal movement’s 
strategy of weaponizing free speech to push back against demands for 
racial equality in higher education. CIR is highly aggressive in its prac-
tices, often seeking to set legal precedents as radically and quickly as 
possible, even asking lower courts to “rule against their own clients” 
so that the case can move “up to the Supreme Court as quickly as 
possible.”13 Civil rights activist and attorney Theodore Cross docu-
mented CIR’s “Racial Goals” in higher education, exemplified by their 
ads placed in at least 15 campus newspapers urging white students to 
sue their school “even if they had no proof that they were being dis-
criminated against.”14 Cross described CIR’s use of “staged litigation, 
deceptive public statements, and incitements of racial fears” as the 
stated excuse for their larger goal of “ethnically reengineering” college 
admissions in a manner that would “remove most African Ameri-
cans from our leading colleges.” In this way, CIR’s goals are “far less 
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concerned with equal treatment of the races than with guarding the 
interests of segregationists and protecting the established economic 
and class advantages that enable whites to maintain their superior 
access to the leading colleges in the United States.”15 

In their 1996–97 Annual Report, CIR celebrated its ongoing and 
successful litigation, which included challenging the Voting Rights Act 
and the Violence Against Women Act, protecting the use of offensive 
speech in the workplace, suing colleges and universities to strike down 
affirmative action, ending race-based hiring preferences and gen-
der-based wage increases, and defending harassment in the classroom 
in the name of free speech. The report opens with a quote from Wash-
ington City Paper: 

When the history of the anti-P.C. backlash is written, there will be 
chapters reserved for the Wall Street Journal editorial page, Rush 
Limbaugh, Charles Murray, and, no doubt, Washington, D.C.’s own 
Center for Individual Rights.16

In fact, CIR pioneered the strategy of targeting universities by 
deploying free speech arguments to push back on other popular 
student and faculty demands that universities take active measures 
to ensure equal access to marginalized populations. During the 1980s 
and 1990s scholarship within various academic fields (including fem-
inism and critical race theory) combined with considerable student 
and faculty activism to push colleges and universities to develop codes 
regulating hate speech. They also pressed colleges and universities to 
promote campus diversity, admit a more diverse student population, 
and protect students from bigoted abuse on campus.17 By the end of 
the 1980s, 60 percent of American institutions of higher education had 
created hate speech codes of some kind.18 

During the same period, the right pushed back against these efforts, 
belittling them as “Political Correctness.” Even though, in reality, 
the “successes achieved by communities of color, women, and other 
subordinated groups” remained “extremely modest,” these margin-
alized groups nonetheless faced a massive and orchestrated backlash 
designed to preserve educational institutions as “run by and for white 
male elites.”19 This time, however, the backlash did not draw upon the 
“gutter hate speech” of previous generations but came wrapped in lib-
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ertarian and neoliberal tropes of valuing “merit” over diversity and 
insisting upon the superiority of “great books” and “Western Civiliza-
tion” over efforts to diversify the canon.20 

Within this context, CIR capitalized on the “PC” backlash in higher 
education to carve out areas of legal specialization. At the time CIR 
was actively looking for a set of issues from which to launch its “broad 
critique of the administrative state, and [advance] a set of roughly 
libertarian principles.” It dabbled in libel law but found this venue 
difficult terrain since prosecution of cases requires overcoming high 
standards of evidence.21 However, the “arrival of the ‘PC craze’ solved 
this problem.” On the one hand, suing colleges and universities over 
free speech, hiring practices, and affirmative action “provided a happy 
hunting ground … allow[ing] CIR to adopt a posture of defend-
ing individuals against large, oppressive organizations.” On the other 
hand, deploying the First Amendment constituted what CIR founder 
Michael Greve called “a big constitutional club.”22 Greve acknowledged 
in a letter to his Olin Foundation funders that this issue was strategi-
cally useful for conservative legal activists precisely because “the ‘PC’ 
movement is really the first issue that has split the left on campus. This 
opportunity should be exploited: the more of a wedge we can drive 
between heretofore closely aligned leftist constituencies, the better.”23

In 1992, the CIR successfully won R.A.V. v. City of St. Paul in 
the US Supreme Court, striking down St. Paul’s citywide ordinance 
against bias-motivated crimes as “aimed at the selective suppression 
of politically disfavored ‘hate speech.’” In this case CIR represented a 
teen convicted of burning a cross on the lawn of his Black neighbors. 
The Supreme Court overturned his conviction on the grounds that 
the ordinance’s definition of prohibited acts was unconstitutionally 
broad, and not sufficiently viewpoint neutral. CIR later claimed that 
this particular case has “led to the invalidation of dozens of college and 
university speech codes.”24 

While CIR would go on to specialize in anti-affirmative action 
lawsuits, it nonetheless pioneered the strategy of combining culture 
war outrage with free speech moralism. It created the space for the 
next generation of campus litigation groups to sue universities over 
free speech zones and speech codes, as well as student programs and 
campus orientations designed to advance inclusion and equity within 
the academy. 



free speech and koch money

86

Subsequent Koch network organizations would also harness “polit-
ical correctness,” and more recently an outrage over “cancel culture” 
and “critical race theory,” to advance their similarly individualist and 
absolutist notions of free speech. Well-funded external legal groups 
routinely sue schools into submission, demanding that they adhere to 
an understanding of free speech that does not account for an analy-
sis of power differentials, institutional contexts, or the broader social 
benefits that might come from also prioritizing equal access and the 
development of thoughtful regulation. 

foundation for individual rights in education 
(fire)

Like the founders of CIR, University of Pennsylvania professor Alan 
Charles Kors also became engaged in campus free speech issues during 
the 1990s culture wars. His entrée came while defending a student who 
yelled to a group of Black sorority sisters socializing outside his dorm 
window: “Shut up, you black water buffalo!” and “If you want to party, 
there’s a zoo a mile from here.”25 Rather than counselling the student 
to apologize and participate in campus diversity programming, Kors 
advised him to contest the charges against him. The student admitted 
to saying everything other than the word “black.” When Kors leaked 
this edited version of the story, the narrative was amplified by right-
wing media, stirring up a national debate over whether “water buffalo” 
and “zoo” are racialized words. The women ultimately dropped their 
charges stating that, in addition to being victimized by racial slurs, 
they were “further victimized by the media, and thereafter by the judi-
cial process and agents of the university.”26 

In 1998, Kors published The Shadow University: The Betrayal of 
Liberty On America’s Campuses, with Boston lawyer Harvey Silver-
glate. The book traffics in standard 1990s culture war anecdotes about 
“political correctness” run amok and considerable handwringing over 
all the “-isms bandied about—‘racism’ and ‘sexism,’ to be sure, but also 
‘postmodernism’ and ‘multiculturalism.’”27 The book also lays out a 
blueprint for using the legal system to change university policy. In a 
chapter titled “Sue the Bastards?,” Kors suggests a strategy of intim-
idating university administrators into compliance with libertarian 
speech ideals. Kors and Silverglate note that a student lawsuit triggers 
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the “extraordinary process of ‘discovery,’” which becomes a “night-
mare for administrators and their general counsel.” During discovery, 
students and their lawyers can compel administrators to “answer 
questions under oath” and produce “[d]ocuments otherwise hidden 
securely in university files.” Kors assured his readers that few campuses 
that “persecute their politically incorrect students and professors can 
withstand this searching, profoundly invasive inquiry.” Even in cases 
“where the plaintiff eventually loses,” universities are “notoriously hes-
itant to engage in protracted litigation,” and will likely settle out of 
court. The book concluded with the warning that academia “will have 
to answer for its betrayal of the nation’s and its own traditions.”28

The following year, Kors presented a lecture, later published by the 
Institute for Humane Studies, calling on his peers to “fight” against 
“multiculturalists” on campus, whom he referred to as “barbarians 
in our midst,” and threats to the survival of Western civilization. 
Because Marxism had collapsed “everywhere but at Western univer-
sities,” he saw it as necessary to actively promote the “great defenders” 
of free markets like Mises, Hayek and Friedman, whom he worried 
were “unexplored, marginalized, or dismissed as absurd” within the 
academy.29 

Following the success of The Shadow University, Kors and Silver-
glate established the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 
(FIRE) in 1999. With seed funding from the Bradley Foundation, 
they brought their free speech “sue the bastards” strategy to colleges 
and universities.30 FIRE’s litigation track record is so impressive that 
today they often need only send a threatening legal letter to univer-
sity administrators to secure capitulation and policy change. In 2009, 
FIRE’s Adam Kissel—who later became a program officer at the 
Charles Koch Foundation—closed a typical threat letter to University 
of Chicago’s president with: “FIRE hopes to resolve this matter amica-
bly and swiftly, but we are prepared to use all of our resources to see 
this situation through to a just and moral conclusion.”31 

In the years since, FIRE has remained faithful to Kors’ culture war 
agenda. Its current president, Greg Lukianoff, built a career with 
several campus culture war books published by Encounter Books (a 
publisher founded with seed money from the Bradley Foundation).32 
In 2015, Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt published “The Coddling of 
the American Mind” in The Atlantic, and later a book of the same title. 
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The piece relies on a series of anecdotes to demonstrate that campus 
policies prioritize “emotional well-being” in a way that “presumes 
an extraordinary fragility of the collegiate psyche” and excessively 
“elevates the goal of protecting students from psychological harm.” 
Without engaging with or even acknowledging the actual documented 
patterns and effects of sexism, racism, and homophobia, the authors 
dismiss “allegedly racist, sexist, classist, or otherwise discriminatory 
microaggressions” on campus as the “magnification” and “labeling” of 
a problem that is either not real or is highly overstated.33 

It should be noted that FIRE claims to be non-partisan and has 
regularly advocated for progressive faculty members who have experi-
enced wrongful retaliation at the hands of their institution, including 
recently Garrett Felber and Lora Burnett. They also agree with the 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) in a number of policy areas. 
As pointed out by PEN America, FIRE presents itself as non-parti-
san, with a staff that holds “a range of political leanings.”34 Lukianoff 
himself, for example, is a former ACLU First Amendment lawyer and 
self-proclaimed liberal Democrat.35 The PEN report, however, also 
acknowledges that because FIRE is the largest group to focus solely 
on campus speech issues it enjoys a high level of visibility in this arena 
and, because “the most vociferous defenders of campus free speech 
are conservative or libertarian, it is becoming increasingly common 
to see [FIRE’s] efforts to defend free expression described as part of a 
right-leaning agenda.”36 

The association between FIRE and a right-leaning political agenda 
is more than a matter of perception, however. In addition to receiving 
considerable funding from the Koch donor network, FIRE also shares 
an anti-PC and free speech absolutist position similar to that of right-
wing legal entities such as CIR. Jim Sleeper, a journalist and lecturer in 
political science at Yale, notes that FIRE remains closely connected to 
the Koch donor networks “by virtue of its funding, many of its person-
nel, and most importantly, its strategy and tactics.”37 

In terms of strategy, FIRE plays into the political rhetoric of campus 
political correctness run amok. In its original registration with Guide-
Star the group quite candidly states that it seeks to challenge an 
“academy [that] has been taken over by ignorance of and hostility 
toward individual liberty, and a culture of censorship and coddling 
has sponsored the rise of ‘safe spaces,’ calls to police ‘trigger warnings’ 
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and ‘microaggressions,’ and even violence in the face of unpopu-
lar opinions.”38 Its president, Lukianoff, has continued this narrative 
of coddled students, not only in his own publications but also in his 
approach to campus controversy. For example, at a 2015 free speech 
conference at Yale’s William F. Buckley, Jr. Program, Lukianoff men-
tioned the campus firestorm around Yale lecturer Erika Christakis, 
who criticized an administrative email calling for racial awareness in 
relation to Halloween costumes, such as avoiding Native American 
headdresses.39 In his presentation, Lukianoff quipped “you would have 
thought someone wiped out an entire Indian village.”40 When Yale stu-
dents heard about this, they protested outside the conference, chanting 
“Genocide is not a joke.”41 Lukianoff took a video of a Black protestor 
yelling at Erika’s husband, Nicholas Christakis, which was later posted 
on Tucker Carlson’s Daily Caller website, along with a picture of the 
student’s $700,000 family house and the headline “Meet the Privileged 
Yale Student Who Shrieked at Her Professor.”42 

As with most campus free speech controversies the context is actu-
ally much more nuanced than the “coddled student” narrative that 
launched FIRE and which Lukianoff perpetuated in his glib aside. 
Student protests over Christakis’s email, and later Lukianoff ’s com-
ments, actually took place within the “two-year student uprising” by 
students of color at Yale “to demand respect and equality”.43 Lukianoff 
and FIRE, however, repeatedly portrayed the issue simply through 
the lens of a single video of a single student yelling, and successfully 
crafted the false narrative that students were actively organizing to 
have Nicholas and Erika Christakis fired.44 FIRE’s coverage—as with 
most media representations of the event—simply conflated heated 
speech at one protest with a widely held student position, while also 
ignoring the context in which that protest took place. FIRE nonethe-
less patronizingly commented that while “Yale students have every 
right to express their anger and frustration with Yale faculty … FIRE 
is concerned by yet another unfortunate example of students who 
demand upsetting opinions be entirely eradicated from the univer-
sity in the name of fostering ‘safe spaces’ where students are protected 
from hurt feelings.”45

In addition to shared culture war rhetoric and commitments to an 
absolutist notion of free speech, FIRE’s leadership and benefactors also 
enjoy considerable overlap with the Koch donor network. Kors spent 
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more than a decade serving as a faculty member at the Institute for 
Humane Studies. Leonard Liggio, longtime IHS president, served on 
FIRE’s advisory board. Kors was also involved in more overtly political 
activities, leading seminars and lecturing during at least ten “judi-
cial junkets” held at George Mason University’s Law and Economics 
Center, where corporate academics facilitate closed door classes on 
business-friendly interpretations of law for state and federal judges. 
Until 2011, Kors was also a senior fellow at the Goldwater Institute, 
which played a critical role in writing model free speech legislation 
that punished student protestors (discussed in the next chapter). Kors 
has also spent more than a decade on the advisory board of the James 
Martin Center for Academic Renewal (formerly the John Pope Center 
for Higher Education), a North Carolina think tank founded by Koch 
network donor Art Pope.46 

Funding from Koch network donors to FIRE has surged as the free 
speech “crisis” has blossomed, totaling $13,676,511 from Koch family 
foundations, the Bradley Foundation, DonorsTrust, and Donors 
Capital Fund between 2000 and 2019.47 

In 2005, FIRE began their “Spotlight” project, ranking campus 
speech policies with a red, yellow, or green light. Their first Spotlight 
report in 2006 gave 90 percent of schools yellow or red rankings.48 
By 2009, 95 percent of their growing list of schools were yellow or 
red Light.49 One scholar who double-checked FIRE’s work detailed 
how this ranking consistently exaggerated their claims, “failing to dis-
tinguish enforceable rules from exhortative statements, confusing 
examples with definitions, and taking statements out of context.”50 
In 2014, FIRE launched its Stand Up For Speech Litigation Project, 
consisting of “targeted First Amendment lawsuits” against public uni-
versities to “eliminate unconstitutional speech codes.”51 

Koch-funded student groups often enlist FIRE’s help in suing 
administrations over responses to their top-down activism or campus 
talks by speaker provocateurs. Since 2012, FIRE has intervened or sued 
on behalf of Young Americans for Liberty chapters at least 14 times, 
including at Modesto Junior College, the University of Hawaii at Hilo, 
and Los Angeles Pierce College, where students sued after campus 
officials prevented them from handing out pocket-sized copies of the 
Constitution outside of free speech zones. All but one campus settled 
out of court and paid $50,000, while Los Angeles’s Pierce College 
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paid $225,000.52 In 2012, after the University of Cincinnati’s speech 
policies were targeted by FIRE’s Spotlight project, the school’s YAL 
chapter sued to abolish the school’s free speech zones with the help of 
FIRE and the 1851 Center for Constitutional Law. The YAL students 
sued after they were prevented from gathering signatures in support 
of a statewide “Right to Work” ballot initiative spearheaded by the 
Center.53 

FIRE has defended Young Americans for Freedom at least seven 
times since 2012, including at DePaul University, where it threatened 
litigation over attempts to obstruct visits by Ben Shapiro and Milo 
Yiannopoulos.54 At the height of Yiannopoulos’s turbulent US tour 
in 2017, FIRE threatened action if administrators at the University 
of New Mexico refused to waive the extra security costs.55 And FIRE 
has repeatedly intervened to pressure students and administrators 
into recognizing Turning Point USA chapters at Hagerstown Com-
munity College, Northwestern University, Santa Clara University, and 
the University of Scranton, even as Turning Point USA’s racism and 
manipulation of student elections was becoming increasingly public.56 

Much of FIRE’s work rests on the absolutist assumption that any 
limits to campus speech—such as speech codes, harassment policies, 
and free speech zones—are violations of free speech. This position 
precludes an institution’s legitimate authority to regulate speech that 
threatens its mission, which includes—according to Title IX—the legal 
requirement to ensure people of all backgrounds feel welcome and safe 
within the campus community. Even when a campus capitulates to its 
deregulatory litigation, FIRE often follows up with additional pres-
sure to further undermine the non-punitive alternatives developed to 
address hate speech on campus.

For example, some campuses have developed bias-reporting pro-
grams to track incidents, determine whether they constitute actual 
crimes, and to identify and support victims. In a 2017 study of 471 
schools in its Spotlight database, FIRE identified 181 campuses with 
bias-response programs. It went on to criticize these efforts as violating 
free speech.57 For example, the University of Kentucky’s bias-response 
team monitors “activity that intimidates, demeans, mocks, degrades, 
marginalizes, or threatens individuals or groups.”58 A university repre-
sentative affirmed “[t]here is no penalty for exercising your free speech 
rights on our campus,” but the university pledged to “provide support 
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to those who feel targeted by hurtful speech” and to speak “in opposi-
tion when someone uses speech or words to hurt or harm, to demean 
or denigrate.”59 Even though FIRE acknowledges that this team plays 
no role in disciplinary decisions, they nonetheless described this 
policy in terms of an Orwellian “speech police” and “mini-surveillance 
state” that asks students to report “their neighbors, friends, and profes-
sors for any instances of biased speech and expression.”60 

In addition to attacking bias-reporting mechanisms, FIRE has also 
taken aim at first-year orientations and “mandatory diversity ‘training’ 
that aims to intimidate students into abandoning deeply held beliefs 
… [about] race, sex, and sexuality in our society.” It calls these pro-
grams “[i]deologically tilted speech codes that privilege one point of 
view over others.”61

FIRE has successfully presented itself as non-partisan, pointing to a 
diverse board and a willingness to take up campus free speech issues 
on the left. However, its culture war origins, Koch funding, and its 
brand of free speech absolutism make it one of the most effective—
and well-funded—legal non-profits pushing the campus free speech 
narrative. Law professor Mary Anne Franks notes that FIRE is “one 
of the loudest voices proclaiming a state of emergency for freedom of 
expression in higher education,” despite the fact that its own evidence 
does not support these claims. She attributes this “stark discrepancy 
between the rhetoric and the reality” to the interests of the “individuals 
who constitute FIRE’s leadership and provide its funding.”62

Other spin-off litigation groups, however, are even more explicitly 
partisan and similarly enjoy deep ties to the Koch donor network. 

speech first

Speech First is a legal organization with the stated mission of “pro-
tect[ing] students’ free speech rights on campus” through “advocacy, 
litigation, and other means,” and to “put colleges and universities 
on notice that shutting down unwanted speech will no longer be 
tolerated.”63 Created in February 2018, at a time when white nation-
alist groups like the American Identity Movement were ramping up 
recruitment efforts on campus and campus hate crimes were on the 
rise, Speech First specializes in challenging bias-response teams and 
campus hate speech policies.64 



the lawyers

93

The organization’s first lawsuit took aim at the University of 
Michigan’s bias-response team, created to “report and respond to dis-
crimination claims such as white-supremacist leafleting and racist 
graffiti.”65 The lawsuit claimed that the UM team created an environ-
ment in which students “could face severe punishment” for voicing 
“a controversial or unpopular opinion” or using “humor, parody, or 
satire when discussing sensitive topics.”66 The university responded 
that the suit was “a false caricature” of its policies and practices.67 
A month later, a US District Court judge dismissed the injunction, 
agreeing that “there is no credible fear of punishment” from the 
bias-response team, “thus there is no harm to students’ rights if its 
actions are not enjoined.”68 Before the District Court could dismiss the 
lawsuit, however, the university was frightened into clarifying to stu-
dents that campus policy does allow students to engage in hate speech. 
Resident life employees were instructed that if someone puts racist or 
hateful speech on their dorm room door, they cannot be asked to take 
it down.69 And, after Speech First appealed, the university ultimately 
capitulated and completely disbanded the response teams. 

Speech First has since sued other schools, including Iowa State 
University, over their bias-response programs, leading administra-
tors to agree to its policy recommendations out of court.70 In 2019, 
Speech First sued the University of Texas at Austin over its ban on 
verbal harassment, arguing that the school’s definition of what counts 
as “‘offensive,’ ‘biased,’ ‘uncivil,’ or ‘rude’” is overly broad.71 The case 
was initially dismissed when a District Court judge found that the 
anonymous students Speech First represented could not prove that 
the non-disciplinary policy actually chilled speech.72 This ruling was 
later reversed, and the parties reached a settlement with UT in which 
it agreed to disband its bias-reporting system. Speech First’s lawsuit 
received numerous amicus briefs on behalf of organizations also 
funded by the Koch donor network, including Independent Women’s 
Forum, Pacific Legal Foundation, Southeastern Legal Foundation, 
Goldwater Institute, Cato Institute, Foundation for Individual Rights 
in Education, and the Alliance Defending Freedom.73 

Speech First presents itself as a “nationwide community of stu-
dents, parents, faculty, alumni, and concerned citizens.”74 However, its 
funding and corporate board show its considerable integration within 
the Koch donor network. While the organization claims to be powered 



free speech and koch money

94

by $5 membership fees, journalists have noted that the group oper-
ates more like “a highly professional astroturfing campaign.”75 Speech 
First works with the notorious right-wing public relations firm Cre-
ative Response Concepts, best known for their “Swift Boat Veterans” 
attacks on John Kerry and for spreading misinformation about Dr. 
Christine Blasey Ford’s sexual assault allegations against Brett Kavana-
ugh.76 We know very little about the dark money bankrolling Speech 
First, but the group’s president has admitted that student memberships 
“make up a ‘negligible part’ of its funding, which mainly comes from 
undisclosed backers.”77 The Judicial Education Project (JEP), a Koch 
network legal reform group, has provided Speech First and Creative 
Response Concepts with more than $2 million.78 

In addition to funding, there is also considerable overlap between 
the leadership of Speech First and the Koch network. Speech First’s 
executive director, Nicole Neily, was previously employed at a number 
of Koch network organizations, including as executive director of the 
Independent Women’s Forum, manager of external relations for the 
Cato Institute, and president of the Franklin News Foundation (for-
merly Franklin Center for Government and Public Integrity), which 
operates the Koch network’s investigative journalism franchise.79 
Neily spent several years working for corporate PR firms, includ-
ing as vice-president of Dezenhall Resources. Dezenhall is known 
for defending corporations from progressive groups, and its founder, 
Eric Dezenhall, has written that “corporate surrender is growing more 
common” in the face of activism, with corporations “going to extraor-
dinary lengths to please attackers who do not want to be pleased.”80 

Speech First’s founding treasurer, Kim Dennis, also chairs the Koch 
network’s anonymous DonorsTrust, and the first two lawyers on 
Speech First’s board, Jamil Jaffer and Adam White, are faculty at George 
Mason University. Further additions to the board have included Goo-
gle’s corporate counsel Kathryn Ciano Mauler, who received an IHS 
fellowship while training at GMU law school. She went on to work at 
the Institute for Justice and the Koch network’s voter data firm, i360.81 
If these board-level connections are not evidence enough, Speech First 
also joined the State Policy Network.

Nearly all of Speech First’s lawsuits have been filed in coordination 
with the Alliance Defending Freedom, which uses free speech argu-
ments to legalize discrimination in the name of religious freedom.
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alliance defending freedom (adf) 

Created in 1994, ADF is a Christian legal organization that uses the 
courts to defend the Christian faith from perceived political threats. 
Lawyers have a particular role, ADF argues, in protecting Christianity 
from secular efforts to pluralize American society. Since its founding, 
it has seen its mission as “keeping the doors open for the Gospel by 
advocating for religious liberty, the sanctity of human life, freedom 
of speech, and marriage and family.”82 The Southern Poverty Law 
Center designates ADF as a hate group for its efforts to recriminalize 
homosexuality and defend sterilizing transgendered people, its con-
demnation of homosexuality as hostile to Christianity and likening of 
it to pedophilia, and for advocating “religious liberty” legislation legal-
izing the denial of services to LGBTQ+ persons.83 

As with Speech First, ADF has taken particular aim at campus 
speech codes and policies against harassment. For example, in its 
document laying out the rights of students regarding “religious and 
conservative expression,” ADF emboldens students by assuring them 
that their expression cannot be prohibited for being “deemed to be 
racist, sexist, homophobic, hateful, harassing, offensive, intimidat-
ing, controversial, provocative, or indecent, or because they provoke a 
violent response from listeners.” Students are warned that administra-
tors “still try to regulate such expression through speech codes, speech 
zones, so-called ‘non-discrimination’ policies.”84

ADF became involved in campus free speech issues in response to 
university policies preventing Christian student groups from denying 
membership to gay students or those who objected to signing a state-
ment of faith.85 ADF has been highly successful litigating campus free 
speech issues claiming, as of 2017, to have won “over 400 contested 
legal matters with private campuses or universities,” and boasting a 90 
percent success rate with their campus lawsuits.86 ADF stresses that “it 
is not enough to just win cases; we must change the culture, and the 
strategy of Alliance Defending Freedom ensures lasting victory.”87 

To this end, ADF often works closely with other conservative and 
libertarian political organizations, such as the Leadership Institute 
(Chapter 4).88 It also lists an array of Koch network organizations 
among its allies, including FIRE and the Young America’s Founda-
tion.89 One of ADF’s lawyers specializing in campus free speech, Casey 
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Mattox, left ADF to join the Charles Koch Institute as a senior fellow 
working on issues of free speech.90 He is now the vice-president of 
legal and judicial strategy at Americans for Prosperity.

ADF received $345,850 from DonorsTrust and Donors Capital 
Fund between 2016 and 2019, and counts the Richard and Helen 
DeVos Foundation as a major contributor.91 It also regularly works 
closely with student groups within the Koch network. For example, it 
has helped Turning Point USA chapters sue Grand Valley State Uni-
versity, Arkansas State University, and Macomb Community College.92 
At least twice, ADF has sued on behalf of Young Americans for 
Freedom over events featuring Ben Shapiro, first at California State 
University, Los Angeles, and then at the University of Minnesota.93 It 
has also sued a number of colleges and universities on behalf of YAL, 
including the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, the University of 
Georgia, Kellogg Community College, and the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley.94 In one instance, a Leadership Institute staffer and the 
vice-president of a YAL chapter at a neighboring institution visited 
Kellogg Community College to hand out pocket-sized copies of the 
Constitution, without having received sponsorship from a recognized 
student group. They were arrested for trespassing, and ADF sued on 
their behalf.95 It also sued the University of Minnesota over the deci-
sion to move Ben Shapiro’s talk to a smaller venue and charge $15,000 
for security. In 2020, the case was thrown out when a judge found 
that the university had acted “[c]onsistent with the law that governs 
‘limited public forums’” and imposed “reasonable restrictions in place 
to ensure the event was secure.”96

litigating civil rights

Colleges and universities have long struggled to figure out how to 
properly balance free speech, academic freedom, campus safety, and 
ensuring that their institutions are hospitable to wide and diverse 
populations. The particularities of striking this balance vary from 
institution to institution. For example, a state university has different 
First Amendment obligations than a private or religious college. Like-
wise, institutions with long histories of segregation or regular incidents 
of racist and hateful speech might take extra actions to help vulnera-
ble populations feel welcome on campus. Striking the proper balance, 
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however, is difficult, and generally involves larger academic, ethical, 
and governance discussions, in many cases motivated by student and 
faculty concerns and activism.

In many instances civil rights, feminist, LGBTQ+, and other social 
movements of students, faculty, and the broader public have success-
fully demanded greater social inclusion in colleges and universities. 
However, outside groups like FIRE, Speech First, and ADF have 
pushed back against these efforts through their litigation of a partic-
ularly abstract and absolutist notion of free speech. As crusaders for 
free speech absolutism they regularly show considerably less interest 
in addressing the underlying concerns voiced by students from mar-
ginalized communities. 

The resulting lawsuits often play into the narrative of the perse-
cuted conservative student bullied by an oppressive administration or 
out-of-control, PC-obsessed faculty and students. These free speech 
litigators often show little interest in understanding or balancing the 
complex and often competing political, ethical, and social challenges 
raised by free speech controversies. And, through their legal action, 
they often undermine institutional efforts to address hate on campus. 
These groups instead privilege a highly individualized, absolutist, 
and universalized notion of free speech—one that just so happens to 
dovetail nicely with the preferred ideology of their wealthy libertarian 
donors and broader political networks. 

 Until 2015, the Koch network relied on student groups, provoca-
teurs, media attention, and lawsuits to impose their radical libertarian 
vision on the academy. Beginning in 2016, however, just as the campus 
free speech “crisis” was heating up, the network’s web of think tanks, 
astroturf political organizations, and legislators launched yet another 
front in their efforts to transform higher education. In the years since, 
a wave of campus free speech legislation has swept the United States. 
Riding on the manufactured “crisis” narrative, such laws have sought 
to criminalize student protesters while granting unfettered opportu-
nities for external actors to influence campus debate and discussion. 
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6
Changing the Laws 

By the mid-2010s libertarian student activists, campus provocateurs, 
the right-wing media ecosystem, and various non-profit legal orga-
nizations had put considerable pressure on colleges and universities, 
focusing on protecting conservative speech against the supposed cen-
soring impulses of “politically correct” administrators and faculty. 
After manufacturing this controversy, the Koch network sought to 
lock in these gains through policy, launching a coordinated campaign 
to force state and federal legislation that would radically deregulate 
campus speech. As Lewis Powell had instilled in Charles Koch’s gener-
ation, “[t]here should not be the slightest hesitation to press vigorously 
in all political arenas for support of the enterprise system. Nor should 
there be reluctance to penalize politically those who oppose it.”1 The 
campus free speech legislation advocated by the Koch network did 
exactly that, seeking to punish and criminalize students who protest 
campus speakers. 

This legislative agenda was pushed using the same strategy pre-
viously pioneered by the tobacco industry. The Koch-funded Atlas 
Network (Chapter 8)—an organization created to “litter the world 
with free-market think-tanks”2—played an important role in the cor-
porate defense of the tobacco industry. While Citizens for a Sound 
Economy (CSE) tackled the ground game, Atlas sought to “influ-
ence public health policies from multiple directions” by establishing 
“multiple think tanks, within a shared network, [to] generate a conver-
sation among independent policy experts, which reflected its position 
in tobacco control debates.”3 This allowed pro-industry and anti-sci-
ence “experts” to fill the public sphere from multiple locations, making 
minoritarian (yet well-financed) voices appear as if they enjoyed over-
whelming public support. 

Today, campus free speech bills arrive before state legislatures from 
multiple directions, again originating from three members of the Atlas 
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Network: The American Legislative Exchange Council, the Goldwa-
ter Institute, and the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 
(FIRE).4 Each organization has developed competing “model” bills, 
each presented to lawmakers as urgently needed solutions to the sup-
posedly out-of-control campus free speech crisis. The existence of 
these multiple bills makes it possible to muddy the debate by focusing 
on the small differences between them thereby ignoring their numer-
ous commonalities and more problematic provisions. It also helps 
manufacture a chorus of voices in support of the basic premise that 
universities must fundamentally deregulate speech, and do so along 
the lines of a radically libertarian vision. Because these bills were 
introduced at the height of the manufactured free speech crisis, edu-
cators, advocacy groups, and legislators suddenly found themselves 
involved in policy debates already pre-seeded with endless anecdotes 
about conservative persecution, de-platformed speakers, videos of 
angry protestors, and a slew of successful litigation. 

All three model bills punish students who protest speakers, rede-
fining student protest as unlawful. They empower speakers and 
student groups to sue universities and individual protestors, leveling 
harsh financial and academic penalties. They all seek to fundamen-
tally undermine an academic institutions’ ability to regulate external 
speakers. However, they do all these things in slightly different ways 
(see Table 1). 

The core irony of this legislation is that a manufactured outrage over 
the left’s supposed repressive censorship is being used to advance reac-
tionary policy changes that do actually, and demonstrably, chill campus 
free speech and punish dissent. Even more insidiously, these bills 
contain less-advertised provisions that destabilize the campus speech 
landscape by preempting universities from speaking publicly, while 
also creating politically appointed bodies to police campus speech, and 
in some cases mandating student orientations that advance the Koch 
network’s brand of free speech fundamentalism. 

These bills play into the Koch network’s broader political strategy of 
drastically deregulating access to higher education. They do so by con-
straining administrators, faculty, and students in their ability to use 
established institutional governance bodies to deliberate when, where, 
and how campus and off-campus groups can participate in campus 
discourse.
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fire’s cafe act: laying the groundwork to 
undermine the public forum doctrine

FIRE was the first to develop model legislation, releasing its Campus 
Free Expression (CAFE) Act in September 2015.5 This legislation was 
developed during a time when FIRE was working to pass campus 
free speech legislation in Virginia (HB 258) and Missouri (SB 93). 
The act is presented as merely the encapsulation of the actionable 

Table 1  Comparing Different Provisions Found in the Three Different 
Campus Free Speech Model Bills

Policy Area Effect FIRE Goldwater ALEC

Eroding the 
Public Forum 
Doctrine

Strip campuses of protected status as 
a “limited forum”

X X X

Prevent campus from disinviting a 
speaker

X

Redefine “harassment” X X

Punishing 
Protest

Redefine constitutionally protected 
speech as unlawful

X X X

Create harsh punishment for 
“interfering” with free expression

X X X

Impose mandatory minimum 
punishment

X X

Allow out-of-state individuals to sue 
state entities for damages in Federal 
court

X

Re-Education 
and 
Monitoring

Require new freshman orientation 
curriculum

X X

Require/create state bodies to 
monitor campus free speech

X X

Policing 
University 
Actions

Require university neutrality on 
controversial issues

X

Identifies university action on 
controversial issues as unlawful 
political speech forced on students 
and faculty

X

Require campus policy change X

Eroding 
Civil Rights 
Protections

Allow student groups to 
discriminate

X
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part of the 2014 “Chicago Statement,” a fairly modest affirmation of 
the University of Chicago’s history of supporting free expression and 
open inquiry, written and adopted by a faculty committee in 2014. 
The statement concludes by affirming the position that “members of 
the University community are free to criticize and contest the views 
expressed on campus … [however] they may not obstruct or other-
wise interfere with the freedom of others to express views they reject 
or even loathe.”6 The FIRE bill, however, goes quite a way further than 
the Chicago Statement. In addition to mandating legal penalties for 
those disrupting a speaker, the CAFE Act also uses the possible threat 
of a campus spectacle as the context in which to fundamentally refor-
mulate how universities regulate speech. 

FIRE’s CAFE Act seeks to make it easier for students to challenge 
speech restrictions in court.7 Much of the public debate has focused 
on free speech zones, an issue that a number of organizations in the 
middle third—including the American Civil Liberties Union—have 
come out against. However, all three pieces of model legislation put 
forward by FIRE, the Goldwater Institute, and ALEC use outcry over 
free speech zones as the pretext to fundamentally transform univer-
sities from semi-regulated “limited forums” into unregulated “public 
forums.” According to the US Supreme Court’s public forum doctrine, 
“traditional public forums” (such as public parks and sidewalks) are 
open for all free expression as protected under the First Amendment. 
On the other extreme, “non-public forums” (such as military bases, 
courtrooms, and jails) prioritize the smooth functioning of essential 
government operations over individual free speech rights. Given their 
unique mission, public universities are a hybrid. Traditionally universi-
ties have been considered “limited forums,” which prioritize academic 
function over some speech (in classrooms, administrative buildings, 
libraries) but allow universities to create a “designated forum” on some 
parts of campus that serve as a traditional public forum. 

An institution providing a limited forum “is not required to and 
does not allow persons to engage in every type of speech,” but once the 
forum is created, speech can only be regulated in ways that are view-
point neutral and “reasonable in light of the forum’s purpose.”8 Content 
restrictions are subject to strict scrutiny and must be “narrowly drawn” 
for the sake of protecting a “compelling state interest.”9 As a limited 
forum, a university can prevent students from giving political speeches 
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in a physics classroom—since the institution maintains an interest 
in ensuring that physics is taught in a physics classroom. Unfettered 
free speech could disrupt that outcome. Similarly, some schools have 
restricted political speeches and the handing out of literature to desig-
nated parts of campus. As designated forums, institutions can require 
that only recognized student groups that have applied for permission 
can leaflet outside the student union, a reasonable barrier that prevents 
everything from overcrowding to, say, neo-Nazis handing out flyers on 
campus. Schools might also designate certain spaces free speech zones 
in recognition that universities are often also residential institutions, 
and therefore need to balance the right of public speech with the pres-
ervation of safety and privacy in one’s personal space. 

FIRE’s CAFE Act strips away much of the university’s limited forum 
designation, requiring that all “publicly accessible outdoor areas” of 
campuses “shall be deemed traditional public forums.” The bill spec-
ifies that “[a]ny person who wishes to engage in noncommercial 
expressive activity on campus shall be permitted to do so freely.” This 
includes opening all of campus to the outside, Koch-funded student 
organizations. 

The CAFE Act also provides retaliatory power for speakers on 
campus who find themselves being protested. The bill redefines the 
free speech of protesters as unlawful if it “materially and substantially 
disrupts another person’s expressive activity,” including “blocking or 
significantly hindering any person from attending, listening to, [or] 
viewing” an expressive act. Lawful dissent is therefore limited to 
“minor, brief, or fleeting nonviolent disruptions of events that are iso-
lated and short in duration.” The bill creates a “cause of action” that 
allows anyone who feels their “expressive rights were violated” to sue 
for damages. The bill also establishes a mandatory minimum fine of 
$500 and maximum possible fine of $100,000.10 

While FIRE’s model bill was not widely adopted by legislatures, it 
provided the foundation for subsequent bills launched by other orga-
nizations in the Koch network.

the goldwater bill: punishing civil disobedience 

In February 2017, Arizona’s Goldwater Institute released its model bill 
at the peak of the escalating campus free speech crisis, just one day 
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before Yiannopoulos’s ill-fated appearance at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley. Goldwater is a key Koch network think tank that 
received $6,447,514 from the Koch family foundations, the Bradley 
Foundation, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 2001 
and 2019.11 Created in 1988 with the blessing of its namesake, con-
servative icon Barry Goldwater, it is a libertarian think tank with a 
strong research, advocacy, and litigation emphasis.12 The group has 
championed pro-corporate legislation designed to promote school 
privatization and voucher programs, privatize state pensions, and 
attacks on unions. It has also advocated legislation opposing Medic-
aid expansion, the regulation of carbon dioxide, and bans on the sale 
of e-cigarettes to minors.13 

Goldwater’s “Campus Free Speech Act” declares public areas of 
campuses to be “traditional public forums, open on the same terms to 
any speaker,” not unlike FIRE’s bill. Yet the Goldwater bill includes an 
irreversible invitation clause, allowing all other campus facilities to be 
“open to any speaker whom students, student groups, or members of 
the faculty have invited.”14 Granting open access to campus for anyone 
invited, by any member of the campus community, drastically under-
mines an institution’s ability to govern itself, eroding regulations of 
both limited and designated forums. This clause also builds in unequal 
advantages for student groups with access to a pipeline of external 
dark money, allowing them to bring Koch-funded speakers to campus 
without accountability to their institution.

The Goldwater bill also outlaws “protests or demonstrations that 
infringe upon the rights of others to engage in or listen to expressive 
activity.” The bill outlines a “range of disciplinary sanctions” includ-
ing suspension or expulsion for students who have “twice been found 
responsible for infringing the expressive rights of others.” The cause 
of action provision allowing anyone whose “expressive rights are 
violated” to sue is nearly identical to the language in FIRE’s bill, but 
increases the mandatory minimum from $500 to “$1,000 or actual 
damages, whichever is higher.”

The bill originated in 2016, when the Goldwater Institute entered 
into a partnership with Stanley Kurtz for the purpose of developing 
a free speech bill.15 Kurtz was a contributing editor at the National 
Review, where he published his 2015 “Plan to Restore Free Speech 
on Campus.” This piece called for disciplinary measures against stu-
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dents who disrupt or attempt to disrupt speakers.16 Kurtz argued that 
doing so was necessary to save pro-capitalist ideology on campus. 
He worried that “many faculty members have rejected classic liberal 
values,” and that this “faction of students and allied faculty has suc-
ceeded in intimidating the larger number of students who continue to 
adhere to classic liberalism.”17 

By 2015 Kurtz had already established himself as a leading culture 
war crusader. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, he 
targeted federally funded Middle East studies programs, accusing 
numerous scholars of being guided by Edward Said and “post-colonial 
theory,” and therefore holding an “anti-American bias.”18 He supported 
the Middle East Forum, an anti-Muslim group that published a watch-
list of scholars deemed too critical of US foreign policy and therefore 
insufficiently pro-American. 

The Goldwater Institute’s campus free speech bill, written by Stanley 
Kurtz and Goldwater Senior Fellows James Manley and Jonathan 
Butcher, also includes several largely unadvertised provisions that have 
potentially drastic consequences for universities. In an increasingly 
hostile political climate, universities routinely hire lobbyists to repre-
sent their relevant interests at the state and federal levels, including 
on issues of state and federal funding, accreditation, civil rights pro-
tections, and campus conceal carry laws. However, several provisions 
in the Goldwater bill create broad preemptive restrictions, or prior 
restraint, on the otherwise lawful speech of universities to advocate for 
themselves. A university must “remain neutral, as an institution, on 
the public policy controversies of the day.” The Goldwater bill forbids 
a university from “tak[ing] action, as an institution” on public policy 
controversies “in such a way as to require students or faculty to publicly 
express a given view of social policy.” This bill could prevent institu-
tions from adopting curricular priorities deemed too “political” (such 
as taking up issues of diversity?), or making public statements about 
contemporary events (such as Black Lives Matter protests), or signing 
on to boycotts or carbon disinvestment initiatives. Furthermore, given 
the Koch network’s considerable legal and legislative operations, this 
provision makes universities even more constrained by right-wing leg-
islatures and threatened by potential legal risk. 

The Goldwater bill also creates a politically appointed Commit-
tee on Free Expression that monitors and reports on the enforcement 
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of the bill, including documenting any “barriers to or disruptions of 
free expression” on campus and the “administrative handling and dis-
cipline relating to these disruptions or barriers.” The committee also 
monitors the suppression of institutional speech by reporting on any 
“substantial difficulties, controversies, or successes in maintaining a 
posture of administrative and institutional neutrality with regard to 
political or social issues.” 

The bill also mandates that all “freshman orientation programs” 
include materials “describing to all students the policies and regula-
tions regarding free expression consistent with this act,” including the 
new limitation on protest and students’ rights to invite any speaker 
and to sue the institution. Apparently, diversity trainings are coerced 
speech, but orientations that advance free speech absolutism are 
simply “liberty.”

Immediately after the Goldwater Institute released its model bill, 
legislators in several states scrambled to file similar bills. In Tennessee 
alone, four bills were filed within eight days of Yiannopoulos’s appear-
ance at the University of California, Berkeley. One lawmaker called his 
Goldwater-inspired bill the “Milo bill.” At the press conference, a sup-
porter read a statement written by Yiannopoulos: “There was a time, 
not too long ago in fact, when the Milo bill was not necessary … but 
that time has passed.” The statement warned that “the culture war that 
has erupted on campuses will not be over. We are winning the war, 
and will continue to win as long as students, and now defenders of 
free speech within the government, stand up to ivory tower intellectu-
als and left-wing administrators intent on shutting up any speech they 
don’t find convenient.”19 

Legislators advancing the Goldwater bill in Tennessee and other 
states were not incidental civil libertarians; many already worked 
within a highly coordinated network of corporate-friendly lawmak-
ers. The third model bill, the American Legislative Exchange Council’s 
FORUM Act, built on the work of the FIRE and Goldwater, creating a 
policy agenda that conjoined their model legislation with ALEC’s vast 
on-the-ground and integrated network of policy advocacy. 

the forum act: alec and the state policy network 

The sponsor of Tennessee’s “Milo bill,” like many other lawmakers who 
would eventually file campus free speech bills around the country, 
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was a “public sector member” of the American Legislative Exchange 
Council, as were ten other legislators sponsoring campus free speech 
bills in Tennessee.20 ALEC is a unique non-profit within Charles Koch’s 
strategy of social transformation. It connects corporations, lobbyists, 
and think tanks (“private sector members”) to draft pro-corporate 
legislation that is then handed over to a network of receptive state law-
makers (“public sector members”) to implement across the country.21 

ALEC was formed in 1973 by religious-right activist Paul Weyrich, 
who also founded the Heritage Foundation—one of Washington, 
D.C.’s most powerful far-right think tanks.22 In 1987, with the help
of millionaire Thomas Roe, ALEC launched a national network of
think tanks to influence state policy and help develop model bills. Roe
described the effort as creating “something like a Heritage Foundation
in each of the states,” telling one colleague, “[y]ou capture the Soviet
Union—I’m going to capture the states.”23

This network was formalized in 1992 under the umbrella State 
Policy Network (SPN). With at least one member in all 50 states, SPN 
describes its purpose as providing support to “state-focused, free market 
think tanks and their national think tank partners.”24 The non-prof-
its behind the campus free speech movement have overwhelmingly 
been members of SPN, including Students for Liberty, Young Amer-
ica’s Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, Manhattan Institute, 
Leadership Institute, The College Fix, National Review Institute, the 
Goldwater Institute, Speech First, and (formerly) the Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education.25 SPN received $51.67 million from 
Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, DonorsTrust, and 
Donors Capital Fund between 2001 and 2019, while ALEC received 
$11.6 million between 1998 and 2019.26

Between 2016 and 2020, 99 campus free speech bills modeled on the 
ALEC/SPN legislation were filed in 38 US states. In at least 26 of those 
states, a total of 186 ALEC legislators sponsored 63 of the bills.27 In 
addition to providing a vast pool of legislators to shepherd the passage, 
ALEC also added another voice to the Koch network’s campus free 
speech narrative. Again, we see the trusted strategy of using a network 
of think tanks and advocacy organizations to influence policy simply 
by flooding the discourse with networked—yet seemingly indepen-
dent and even competing—voices. 
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ALEC began ramping up its focus on campus free speech in 2016 
when it launched the Center to Protect Free Speech.28 The mission 
of the Center is to “promote policies that ensure the ability for all to 
speak freely,” and to “educate legislators and concerned citizens” on 
free speech.29 Their focus includes campus speech as well as commer-
cial speech, which ALEC argues governments should not determine to 
be “deceptive or misleading.” Nor should government “unduly compel 
[private businesses] to engage in speech contrary to their commercial 
interests.”30 In other words, ALEC claims that, rather than regulations 
requiring labeling or health warnings (in the public interest), the free 
market should be left to self-regulate such commercial speech.

In May 2017, the Center to Protect Free Speech introduced its own 
model campus free speech bill, the “Forming Open and Robust Uni-
versity Minds” (FORUM) Act.31 This bill was first unveiled at the 
organization’s Education and Workforce Development Taskforce sub-
committee.32 The Goldwater Institute is a member not only of ALEC 
but also of the Education and Workforce Taskforce, whose chair at the 
time was the Goldwater Institute’s Jonathan Butcher, co-author of the 
Goldwater bill.33 

The FORUM Act contains many of the key provisions of FIRE’s 
CAFE Act and Goldwater’s Campus Free Speech Act, including the 
requirement that outdoor areas of campuses “be deemed traditional 
public forums,” and defining speech that “materially and substan-
tially prohibit[s] the free expression rights of others on campus”—i.e. 
protest—as unlawful. 

Materials released by ALEC in 2017 sought to aggressively distin-
guish the FORUM Act from the Goldwater bill. The founding director 
of the Center to Protect Free Speech, Shelby Emmett, claimed that 
ALEC’s bill was preferable because it is “purely educational” and does 
“not include disciplinary measures.”34 In its FAQ about the model leg-
islation ALEC warns supporters that other proposals “chill speech by 
requiring mandatory suspension or expulsion of students for ‘interfer-
ing with’ the free speech of others.”35 

The FORUM Act, however, still establishes a cause of action for 
speakers to sue the school or “any other persons responsible for the 
violation.” Students targeted by these actions would be taken to court 
by those seeking “appropriate relief, including, but not limited to, 
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injunctive relief, monetary damages, reasonable attorneys’ fees, and 
court costs.” While ALEC’s initial bill did not originally mention man-
datory minimum fines or academic sanctions, it was quietly updated 
in 2018 to include a fine of $5,000, making it even more punitive than 
the Goldwater bill.36 

To ensure out-of-state individuals or groups can easily sue, the 
FORUM Act requires that a state “waives immunity under the Elev-
enth Amendment” and “consents to suit in a federal court for lawsuits 
arising out of this act.” The Eleventh Amendment of the US Constitu-
tion prevents a state from being sued in federal court by the resident 
of a different state. This safeguard has proven a considerable barrier 
in the aggressive litigation strategy deployed by the Koch network’s 
various legal organizations. In Montana, the Koch-funded astro-
turf group Americans for Prosperity told its members to lobby for 
Montana’s version of the FORUM Act (HB 735) on the grounds that 
it provides “access to state courts. Although students can file a First 
Amendment lawsuit in federal court, federal courts take more time 
and are more costly for students and our institutions. State courts, 
especially with the issues simplified by this legislation, will process the 
claims more quickly and more cost-effectively.”37 

Also harkening back to the Goldwater bill, ALEC’s model legislation 
requires that universities re-educate students through their “hand-
books, on their websites, and through their orientation programs” on 
the newly constrained definition of free speech and their rights to sue. 
It also requires that universities specially monitor and report on “any 
barriers to or incidents of disruption of free expression occurring on 
campus,” including “attempts to block or prohibit speakers and investi-
gations into students or student organizations for their speech.” 

However, rather than a politically appointed free speech committee 
established by the Goldwater bill, the ALEC bill requires universities 
to report on themselves. Shelby Emmet routinely highlighted this dis-
tinction, including during an appearance alongside Turning Point 
USA’s Marcus Fotenos. She contrasted ALEC’s FORUM Act with the 
“big government” or “top-down approach” of the Goldwater bill.38 
These exaggerated disagreements over minor differences normalize 
both bills’ common effects and gloss over their nearly identical found-
ing premises. 
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They also direct attention away from the more objectionable pro-
visions. The FORUM Act prevents public universities from denying 
student groups institutional recognition or funding because they dis-
criminate. This policy has been a long-term preoccupation of Alliance 
Defending Freedom (Chapter 5), which defends student groups that 
seek to exclude LGBTQ+ and non-Christian students. In 2017, a Chris-
tian student group at the University of Iowa had its status revoked after 
denying a leadership position to an openly gay member. While the uni-
versity affirmed the rights of students to practice religion, they could 
“not tolerate discrimination of any kind in accordance with federal 
and state law.” With the help of the Beckett Fund for Religious Liberty, 
the students sued the school for discrimination, claiming the student 
was excluded not for his sexual orientation, but because he refused 
to “agree” with “biblically based views on sexual conduct.”39 ALEC’s 
Shelby Emmett has described coordinating with the Alliance Defend-
ing Freedom while developing the FORUM Act.40

The FORUM model legislation, therefore, legalizes discrimination 
by protecting belief-based student organizations that require their 
members and leadership to “adhere to the organization’s sincerely 
held beliefs” and “standards of conduct.” It describes potential acts 
of discrimination as “the expression of the organization,” namely the 
expression of religious belief, and suggests that such discrimination is 
protected by the First Amendment. 

The legislation of an absolutist notion of campus speech—at the 
expense of campus efforts to regulate hate speech and maximize 
inclusion—is not the only place ALEC has enjoyed legislative vic-
tories. In fact, ALEC has a long track record of supporting the most 
racially harmful legislative victories in recent years, often in the 
name of individual liberties and free-market principles. According 
to research compiled by the Center for Media and Democracy, ALEC 
has advocated “tough on crime” legislation, including the “Manda-
tory Minimum Sentencing Act,” the “Truth in Sentencing Act,” and 
“Three-Strikes-You’re-Out,” as well as bills allowing juveniles to be 
tried as adults, and the “Prison Industries Act” (allowing inmates to 
be systematically subjected to forced labor).41 Throughout the 1990s 
and as recently as 2011, ALEC’s Public Safety and Elections Taskforce 
included representatives from the private prison industry.42 To bolster 
the network’s voter suppression efforts, members and allies of ALEC 
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sponsored more than half of the 62 Voter ID bills introduced in 37 
states between 2011 and 2012.43 A decade later, following the election 
of President Biden, ALEC continues to work with other right-wing 
organizations to pass legislation designed to suppress the vote.44

In 2020, ALEC also unveiled state laws designed to impose draco-
nian criminal penalties on activities that have become common protest 
strategies among climate, indigenous, and Black Lives Matter activists, 
such as blocking pipelines and highways.45 

ALEC was also a major backer of “Stand Your Ground” gun laws, 
and faced corporate boycotts following the racist murder of Treyvon 
Martin, when their advocacy received heightened scrutiny. Within six 
months of the shooting, ALEC lost thirty-eight corporate and non-
profit members including Coca-Cola, Walmart, McDonald’s, and 
Kraft Foods.46 Shelby Emmett, then working at the National Center 
for Public Policy Research (NCPPR), scolded corporations that dis-
avowed ALEC, warning protestors that “families might lose jobs” as a 
result of “this boycotting and protesting thing.”47 Emmett’s additional 
efforts to dissuade Black Lives Matter demonstrations include arti-
cles in which she argued that Eric Garner was not killed by violent 
police, but rather by big government.48 Emmett left NCPPR—a cor-
porate-funded, Koch network think tank—to work for FIRE, before 
moving on to lead ALEC’s Center to Protect Free Speech. She recently 
rose to become director of Free Expression Policy for Stand Together, 
the umbrella organization that now oversees the Koch donor seminars. 
In this capacity she develops “strategy and policy positions to protect 
Free Speech both legally and culturally.”49

manufacturing popular support  
for campus free speech legislation

According to the Koch network strategy for social change, think tanks 
and advocacy organizations produce policy proposals and find legis-
lators to sponsor these bills. Once filed, astroturf groups perform the 
next stage by engaging in corporate-funded “activism” to pressure law-
makers, neutralize critics, and further manufacture the appearance of 
widespread public support.

The Koch network’s prized front group remains Americans for Pros-
perity, whose charitable arm, the AFP Foundation, received $84.77 
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million from Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, 
DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 2004 and 2019.50 The 
ground operation that pushed state legislatures to pass model campus 
free speech bills has been waged largely by AFP, its millennial-focused 
subsidiary Generation Opportunity (GenOpp), and the Koch net-
work’s women-focused front, Concerned Women for America (CWA).

In Florida, AFP worked with GenOpp to aggressively support SB 
1234, including presenting legislative testimony and sending out 
mailers paid for by AFP.51 In North Carolina, GenOpp claims to have 
“led a movement of student activists to lobby” for the passage of the 
bill (HB 527). Americans for Prosperity has also supported campus 
free speech bills in South Dakota (HB 1073), Wisconsin (AB 299), and 
Montana (HB 735).52 In Ohio, AFP appeared before the Senate along-
side the Alliance Defending Freedom and FIRE to advance that state’s 
campus free speech bill.53 In Iowa, two AFP lobbyists appeared at least 
five times before the House and Senate to support various campus 
free speech bills, then published a statement of celebration after the 
governor’s signature of the bill.54 Two additional lobbyists from Con-
cerned Women for America, appeared with AFP to shepherd the bills 
through the legislature.55 A statement from CWA clarified that their 
intention was to “[s]top universities from drowning out conservative, 
Judeo-Christian values!” They assured readers that college chapters 
of Young Women for America were “shining the light of freedom” on 
campuses where “radical groups use the threat of violence” to cancel 
events and create a climate that “will blossom in hideous ways if we do 
not fight back.”56

In 2018, Senator Ty Masterson introduced a bill to prevent a “dan-
gerous path of no free speech” in Kansas, citing a recent (ALEC) 
conference that he attended on the free speech crisis. At the hearing 
one student activist opposing the bill noted that it would “force a uni-
versity to accommodate speakers whose research and opinions have 
been clearly debunked,” including the Ku Klux Klan.57 But Kansas 
senator, and ALEC member, Bud Estes argued that he did not see this 
as a potential problem, recalling that the KKK regularly appeared at 
his college when he was a student. Senator Oletha Faust-Goudeau, the 
first Black woman to serve in the Kansas Senate, said she originally 
anticipated supporting the legislation but changed her mind after the 
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KKK discussion because the “intent of their speech was murdering 
people.”58 

Free speech bills have been passed at the state level with the help 
of key Koch network legislators, think tanks, and astroturf political 
mobilization groups. There has also been considerable effort to push 
similar legislation at the federal level as well. 

In February 2018, Utah Senator Orrin Hatch introduced the “Free 
Right to Expression in Education Act” (S 2394), which mirrored the 
Goldwater bill. It provided a cause of action for those claiming their 
“expressive activity rights” have been violated, granting damages 
“not less than $500 for an initial violation.” In the lead up to the 2018 
election cycle, Koch Industries was Senator Hatch’s seventh largest 
campaign contributor.59 In December 2018, Virginia’s David Brat 
introduced the “Student Rights Act of 2018” into the US House of Rep-
resentatives (HR 7229). The bill mirrors Hatch’s bill but reintroduces 
the Goldwater provision preventing schools from imposing additional 
security fees on speakers. It also allowed interrupted speakers to sue 
for a mandatory minimum of “not less than $1,000.” Between 2014 
and 2018, Koch Industries was Representative Brat’s seventh largest 
donor. FreedomWorks was his second largest.60 FIRE applauded the 
punitive “cause of action” provision in Brat’s bill, announcing it was 
“pleased” to see Congress taking action and offering assistance to “any 
member of Congress interested in tackling these issues.”61

In 2019 President Trump signed an executive order threatening 
to end federal funding to schools if they did not “promote free 
inquiry.”62 In August 2020, Arkansas Senator Tom Cotton announced 
the “Campus Free Speech Restoration Act,” which does away with 
“free speech zones and restrictive speech codes” as well as reporting 
systems, and establishes a review process within the Department of 
Education “to determine whether campus speech policies infringe 
on the First Amendment rights of individuals on campus, on penalty 
of losing federal funding.”63 Had it passed, free speech complaints 
would have been reviewed in a department overseen by Koch mega-
donor Betsy DeVos. Both Tom Cotton and the bill’s co-sponsor, Mitch 
McConnell, attended at least one Koch seminar in 2014. Captured in 
a leaked audio recording, McConnell spoke alongside Koch Industries 
officials on a panel about political spending as free speech, and Cotton 
beamed about the critical role that Americans for Prosperity played 



changing the laws

113

in turning Arkansas away from “a one-party Democratic state.”64 
Another co-sponsor, Georgia Senator Kelly Loeffler, has demonstrated 
her principled commitment to free speech by admonishing WNBA 
players (including those on the Atlanta Dream, which she co-owns) 
for speaking out in support of Black Lives Matter, which she claims is 
a Marxist ploy that “seeks to destroy America.”65 

Meanwhile, groups like the American Association of University 
Professors (AAUP) have done good work unmasking the political 
motivations behind such free speech legislation.66 The AAUP affirms 
the important role colleges and universities play in cultivating “debate, 
dissent, and the free exchange of ideas,” and in supporting “freedom of 
expression on campus and the rights of faculty and students to invite 
speakers of their choosing.”67 However, they point out that campus 
free speech legislation “interferes with the institutional autonomy of 
colleges” and undermines the “role of faculty, administration, and gov-
erning boards in institutional decision-making and the role of students 
in the formulation and application of institutional policies affecting 
student affairs.” 

In other words, the AAUP acknowledges that university policies 
on campus speech should continue to be “adopted through normal 
channels of institutional governance” rather than imposed as one-size-
fits-all policy from state or federal government.68 Despite a “superficial 
similarity,” the AAUP points out that campus free speech laws and 
the principle of academic freedom are “false friends” since academic 
freedom involves vetting and evaluating ideas within long-established 
professional norms.69 This process is not the same as throwing open 
campus doors to anyone to say whatever they want, no matter how 
false, discredited, or antithetical to the academic mission. 

Legislation such as the Goldwater Bill, however, is not interested in 
overseeing a fair and deliberative academic “process” but rather seeks 
to achieve specific “outcomes”—namely, to “bring about a new ‘balance 
of forces’ on college campuses,” one that not incidentally favors their 
billionaire donors.70 This motivation is especially prevalent given the 
harsh sanctions designed to punish student protestors, which not only 
chills campus speech but also usurps the ability of institutions—trust-
ees, administration, staff, faculty, and students—to navigate these 
tricky waters themselves. Careful deliberation is required to find ways 
to “balance unobstructed dialogue with the need to make all constit-



free speech and koch money

114

uencies on campus feel included.”71 Imposing legislation from above, 
the AAUP argues, short circuits the careful deliberation and thoughtful 
governance process through which such a balance might be attained. 

In contrast to the practice of institutional shared governance, Koch 
network lawyers, non-profits, and right-wing legislators seek to impose 
campus policies from above, as student groups attack from below, and 
paid provocateurs and the right-wing media ecosystem bludgeon the 
academy on all fronts. This strategy leaves administrators pressed 
between several crises that seem impossible to resolve, balancing the 
demands for greater inclusion and equity with growing incidents of 
hate on campus. All this in the context of a well-funded onslaught of 
legal action, political interference, and corporate speech. 

Amidst such a maelstrom, Koch-funded faculty have successfully 
pushed campuses to adopt free speech policies by promising to pro-
phylactically ward off such unwanted turmoil. 
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7
The Academics

In his 1974 speech at the Institute for Humane Studies, Charles Koch 
laid out a plan for building “a well financed cadre of sound proponents 
of the free enterprise philosophy” with the radical intent of capturing 
the state. This strategy was grounded in making “highly leveraged” 
investments in higher education, where funding would have a con-
siderable “multiplier effect.”1 After all, well-funded academic centers 
and faculty could influence students through curriculum and campus 
events, change campus policy, and produce the ideas and talent needed 
to support the rest of the integrated political operation. 

Koch insider Kevin Gentry confirmed that four decades later this 
remains the network’s guiding strategy, telling a room full of donors 
that: “the network is fully integrated.” The faculty “recruit the most 
passionate students from these programs and graduate programs, so 
they’re training the next generation of the freedom movement.” Those 
who “aren’t interested in becoming professors” can go on to “popu-
late [our] think tanks, and grassroots [organizations].” In this political 
operation faculty play the role of sponsoring reading groups, mentor-
ing student groups, and engaging students “outside the classroom and 
[in] more casual group settings” where they “help those students see 
the message to fight for freedom.”2 

He assured the donors that their funding was not only providing 
quality educational opportunities for students, but also “building state
based capabilities and election capabilities, and integrating this talent 
pipeline. So you can see how this is useful to each other over time.” 
Gentry touted a network of nearly 5,000 scholars, each with access to 
an estimated 6,000 students each year, amounting to a captive audi-
ence in the tens of millions. Despite its size and organization, however, 
Gentry feared that “this capability pales in comparison to the oppo-
sition. Our network is still greatly outnumbered by professors and 
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faculty who hold a collectivist worldview” and “those who do not want 
to see intellectual diversity in universities.”3 

Created explicitly to combat the collectivist “opposition” on campus, 
this versatile and well-funded group of ultra-free-market libertarians 
produce the raw material for the Koch network’s larger political oper-
ation. The ideas they generate, and the talent they cultivate, fuel the 
larger strategy of social transformation. They are also well positioned 
to help provoke, and then capitalize on, the so-called free speech crisis.

the model: george mason and the koch foundation

In 2006, 11 schools received Koch Foundation funding, and among 
them only George Mason University (GMU) received more than 
$100,000 annually. Since 2010, the number of Koch-funded schools 
has doubled approximately every two years.4 In 2016, 259 universi-
ties received a combined total of more than $50 million from Koch 
foundations alone, with 59 campuses receiving more than $100,000.5 
In 2019 Koch foundations contributed a total of $123 million to 
academic institutions, up $23.9 million from the previous year; 32 aca-
demic institutions received more than a million dollars.6

The various Koch family foundations spend money to establish 
lecture series and reading groups, hire faculty, and set up stand-alone, 
campus-affiliated centers. The aim of preserving donor control of these 
academic enterprises goes back to the origins of the Koch network. 
For example, as George Pearson, longtime Director of Public Affairs 
at Koch Industries, described at a 1976 conference, donors should 
only consider giving grants that help harness “academia to advance 
the libertarian ideology.” In traditional philanthropic giving, such 
as endowing professorships, donors retain “no control beyond the 
appointment of the chair’s first occupant.” Therefore, he suggested, lib-
ertarians should focus on creating entirely new centers and programs 
“associated with a university that can tap its resources and reputation 
but still be primarily answerable to the donor.” This strategy allows 
donors to “influence the hiring decisions of the department” while 
also “leveraging … state funds.” 

Pearson warned against programs that “announced their intentions 
publicly” since doing so risked triggering a “reaction from the estab-
lished faculty.” To “keep control without creating such opposition,” 
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they must “use ambiguous and misleading names, obscure the true 
agenda, and conceal the means of control.”7 Pearson cited the Insti-
tute for Humane Studies, overseen by Charles Koch himself, as the 
perfect example of donor-controlled giving. Between 1998 and 2019, 
IHS received $52,150,543 from Koch family foundations, the Bradley 
Foundation, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund.8 

Koch officials also disclosed, at their 2014 donor summit, that they 
bankrolled 24 “university based research centers,” a figure that had 
almost doubled in the past two years “due primarily to the partner-
ship of this group.”9 Two years later, Charlie Ruger announced that 
they were funding 53 centers, anchored by 255 tenure track faculty. He 
made this announcement at the 2016 conference of the Association 
of Private Enterprise Education (APEE),10 before a roomful of corpo-
rate-friendly academics. He clarified that Koch only funds about 40 
percent of their total academic programs, with the rest coming from a 
“network of business leaders” who see “free enterprise as being in great 
peril” and are willing to put “their fortunes on the line to help that not 
happen.”11 

The precise donor influence over the funding of free enterprise aca-
demic centers remains surrounded by considerable secrecy. However, 
a growing body of scholarship, investigative reporting, and activ-
ist research by students, faculty, and community members has shed 
some light on the Koch network’s higher education infrastructure. Of 
the $325.3 million in charitable donations made by the Charles Koch 
Foundation between 2008 and 2017, more than 70 percent ($233.5 
million) went to colleges and universities.12 Activism by students and 
faculty uncovered widespread evidence that Charles Koch and his 
operatives often exert undue influence over programs, including vio-
lations of donor policies, exerting donor oversight over hiring and 
firing, selecting department chairs, even approving fellowship recip-
ients and dissertation topics, and influencing the creation of majors, 
minors, courses, and student groups.13 Koch funding often comes with 
considerable strings attached, outlined in secretive contracts hidden 
behind non-disclosure clauses. 

For example, student activists filed suit against George Mason Uni-
versity after years of rejected Freedom of Information Act requests. 
Despite winning in court, GMU’s administrators eventually released 
several of the requested documents.14 After years of denial, GMU’s 
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president finally admitted that these “problematic” agreements gave 
“donors some participation in faculty selection and evaluation,” and 
“fall short of the standards of academic independence I expect any gift 
to meet.”15 Between 1998 and 2019, GMU received $246,955,443 from 
Koch family foundations, the Bradley Foundation, DonorsTrust, and 
Donors Capital Fund.16 

In his study of these previously concealed contracts Douglas Beets 
discovered that they often include very specific conditions, ranging 
from a requirement to hire specific named individuals to requirements 
to abide by a very narrow ideological mission statement. Standard 
Koch Foundation contracts also include severance clauses which allow 
funding to be cut off with as little as 30 days notice. This stipulation 
reenforces donor leverage, requiring that recipients operate under the 
constant threat of defunding.17 These tactics undermine faculty gover-
nance, academic freedom, and professional norms designed to protect 
scholarship and teaching from external interference.18 

Even when intentionally hidden behind a veil of secrecy, evidence of 
Koch donor influence is prevalent not only at George Mason but across 
the academy. Below are just a few sketches of the most glaring exam-
ples of Koch-funded academic centers, programs, and faculty. Given 
the magnitude of overall funding, and the clear pattern that emerges 
from these examples, there is obviously more to be discovered. 

the pattern

George Mason University professor (and past APEE president) Peter 
Boettke recalled an analogy Richard Fink often used to get students 
“hyped up,” likening their commitment to Austrian economics to that 
of the civil rights movement. “Before, we just wanted to be let on the 
bus and not raise a ruckus. Now we’re gonna be like Malcolm X, Aus-
trian and proud.”19 Inspired by Fink, Boettke would say, “[o]ur goal is 
not just to get a seat on the bus. Our goal is to take over the bus. Our 
goal is not just to sit in the back of the classroom and make a small 
point. Our goal is to be running the classroom.”20 Emboldened by their 
wealthy benefactors, Koch-funded academic centers have appeared on 
campuses across the country. 

At Florida State University, for example, economics department 
chair (and past APEE president) Bruce Benson described Koch’s multi- 
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million-dollar donation to the department as “coming from a group of 
funding organizations with strong libertarian views” adding that these 
“organizations have an explicit agenda,” meaning the department could 
no longer “hire anyone we want and fund any graduate student that 
we choose.”21 Between 2007 and 2019, FSU received $12,973,879 from 
Koch family foundations, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund.22 
A faculty investigation concluded that Benson ultimately forced the 
agreement on his department through “intimidation and administra-
tive dictate,” in violation of basic principles of faculty governance.23 
Benson also received a $105,000 bonus, negotiated through a Koch 
Foundation employee who was also his graduate student.24 

At Auburn University in 2008, a Koch-funded center was created 
without faculty consent and hired a past APEE officer, Robert Lawson, 
without a search process.25 A lawsuit later filed by the former chair 
of the economics department alleged the scheme consisted of “rigged 
hiring in exchange for money.”26 Auburn received $300,000 from Koch 
family foundations the same year.27

At Texas Tech University, the Koch-funded Free Market Institute 
(led by past APEE president Ben Powell) was established in the busi-
ness college, after being rejected by three academic departments. 
Economics faculty described the proposed mandatory outside hire as 
not “satisfy[ing] the minimum criteria for a tenure position,” having 
a “weak [curriculum] vita,” and of a “libertarian Austrian bent” that 
“wasn’t consistent with the culture in our department … [of] main-
stream economists.”28 Between 2013 and 2019, Texas Tech received 
$6,761,100 from Koch, Bradley, and DonorsTrust.29

At Troy University, professors leading the Center for Political 
Economy were caught bragging about how the Koch network’s “big 
gift” allowed them to “hire a whole bunch of people all at once,” “ram 
through” curricular changes, and “take over, for lack of a better term.”30 
Troy received $1,363,000 from Koch and DonorsTrust between 2010 
and 2019.31

Many of these Koch contracts were negotiated outside normal chan-
nels of faculty governance and oversight, and often only announced 
once the contract was finalized. For example, at Wake Forest a faculty 
committee created to investigate the then-proposed Eudaimonia 
Institute concluded that the Charles Koch Foundation engages in 
“unprecedented and well documented efforts to coopt higher educa-
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tion for ideological, political, and financial ends” and therefore any 
affiliation would “damage[ ] the integrity and sull[y] the academic 
reputation of the university.”32 The Institute was created nonetheless. 
Between 2009 and 2016 Wake Forest University received $3,129,510 
from Koch and the Bradley Foundation.33 Likewise, the George Mason 
University faculty senate rejected the Charles Koch Foundation’s 
efforts to tie a $30 million gift to, among other things, the continuing 
appointment of the law school’s dean.34 

Faculty at Western Carolina University explicitly voted down the 
Koch-funded Center for the Study of Free Enterprise, only to have the 
board of trustees approve the donation.35 It was later discovered that the 
center director (and former APEE president) Ed Lopez misinformed 
faculty and administrators, sharing only an edited “campus version” of 
his proposal. In the version actually submitted to the Koch Foundation, 
Lopez listed a number of “deliverables,” including “developing a ‘pipe-
line of students’ exposed to free enterprise teaching and ‘cultivating 
students’ long-term interest and participation in the larger community 
of free enterprise scholars, implementers, activists and related profes-
sionals.’”36 The campus version simply stated that the center would host 
conferences, seminars and workshops; the Koch version clarified that 
these events would feature speakers from Liberty Fund and the Insti-
tute for Humane Studies, and would help solidify a “regional cluster” 
of Koch-funded institutions.37 Western Carolina University received 
$1,199,054 from the Koch Foundation between 2008 and 2019.38

With so many academic centers enjoying so much external funding, 
and acting autonomously from faculty governance and institutional 
constraint, it is not surprising that these libertarian beachheads have 
also played an important role in stoking the highly partisan campus 
free speech crisis. Manufacturing that crisis also serves to leverage 
and justify expanded donor-guided funding of academic programing. 
The all-too-common solution to a perceived persecution of conversa-
tive voices seems to be creating more libertarian centers, hiring more 
faculty, and attracting more money from conservative donors. 

koch-funded free speech academics

Koch funding comes with the clear expectation that faculty will not 
simply immerse themselves in their teaching and research but will also 
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actively participate in the larger Koch political operation. It is quite 
common for faculty at Koch-funded academic programs to simultane-
ously hold positions in a revolving door of Koch network non-profits 
and State Policy Network-affiliated think tanks. The Koch Founda-
tion’s Charlie Ruger assured APEE attendees that Koch’s funding is 
used to bring research “out of the academy.” Ruger declared that “we 
want these great ideas of the APEE network to be applied … across … 
an integrated structure of production for culture change.” The faculty 
receiving Koch funding are expected to engage with “different kinds 
of stakeholders in these social institutions,” including “arranging state 
legislative testimony” thereby ensuring that “these kinds of ideas have 
a seat on the table in public policy.” Ruger told prospective faculty 
members that “it’s not just the money, we also bring a network with 
us,” citing the Charles Koch Foundation’s “constellation of network 
organizations that are focused on applying what comes out of universi-
ties to change the world.” “[T]hat’s sort of the core of the partnership,” 
said Ruger. “Money plus the network.”39 

This combination of money and network has proven foundational 
in manufacturing the so-called campus free speech crisis. To under-
stand the scale and ambition of this Koch-funded academic network, 
let’s take a quick look at a few of those academic centers most directly 
engaged in free speech issues. 

Institute for Humane Studies

The Institute for Humane Studies launched their Free Speech and 
Open Inquiry (FSOI) initiative in the late 2010s with funding from 
Koch seminar attendee (and hedge fund billionaire) Cliff Asness. 
The project provides grants to faculty “interested in fostering free 
speech and civil discourse” to fund research, events, and curricula 
“that explore how the classical liberal tradition of individual rights, 
free markets, and self-governance” contributes to free speech and open 
inquiry.40

In a leaked 2017 proposal to the Charles Koch Foundation, IHS 
stated that FSOI sought to “grow[ ] and leverage[e] our faculty 
network” to enact “change … driven by faculty partners.”41 The pro-
posal laid out the longstanding tenets of the Koch donor network: 
“Change the academy, and we change the world … This is why we 
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invest in growing the pool of academic talent capable of advancing 
classical liberal (CL) ideas.” The proposal acknowledges that “our aca-
demic pipeline is too slow to realize the magnitude of change we seek,” 
and could be expanded to include more “trusted faculty at PhD-grant-
ing institutions act[ing] as our agents,” more graduate students, greater 
“leveraging [of] our current faculty network and collaborating with 
aligned non-alumni faculty,” and expanded “partnerships with digital 
textbook publishers and open-source education platforms to become 
a leading source of CL ideas at the introductory level.” The FSOI ini-
tiative was therefore pitched as an effort to “support” these attempts to 
bring about “campus-wide cultural change.”42 

The proposal described free speech as the key political lever that 
could be used to expand the Institute’s goals of training, funding, 
advising, and placing graduate students and faculty with libertarian 
ideological commitments. The FSOI initiative laid out a plan to publish 
manuals on developing campus free speech policy, spearheaded by 
University of Wisconsin professor and IHS fellow Donald Downs, as 
well as to create Student Orientation Kits to deploy in first-year pro-
grams. The proposal claims that these investments make it possible to 
“blow past these near-term goals and have a 10X+ impact.”43

After successfully securing the funding, IHS delivered on its prom-
ises, publishing The Framework for Campus Crisis Management44 
and The Framework for Campus Free Speech Policy45 aimed at assist-
ing faculty and administrators seeking to adopt campus free speech 
policies. These documents guide them toward policies that align with 
proposals developed by FIRE, ALEC, and the Goldwater Institute, 
affirming the position that there should be no “limits on speech,” even 
when a “speaker lacks academic credibility, and/or purposefully breaks 
all codes of civil discourse.”46 They also recommend that academic 
institutions adopt “strong sanctions” against students who “abridge the 
legitimate speech rights of others.”47 Campus policies should protect 
the marketplace of ideas from the threat of disinvitations and disrup-
tions, as well as “bias reporting systems,” “safe spaces, trigger warnings, 
or free speech zones.”48 IHS also recommended developing policies to 
punish students who engage in activist strategies such as “occupy[ing] 
administrative offices” and “plac[ing] lists of demands upon admin-
istrators.”49 The documents also warn that faculty and administrators 
enacting campus free speech policies should avoid seeming “out of 
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touch with concerns over social justice and inclusivity,” and avoid 
“belittling ‘trigger warnings’ and ‘safe spaces.’”50 Instead, policy change 
should give the appearance of “emerg[ing] from within the university 
community, rather than being imposed by an external authority,” or 
through “top-down and politically partisan” means.51 

In their proposal, IHS planned to “demonstrate culture/institutional 
change on at least 200 campuses” by fall 2018 and to partner with “500 
faculty and reach[ ] 20,000 faculty and administrators on this issue.”52 
They pursued these goals by distributing their free speech frame-
work documents to “more than 6,000 presidents, provosts, and deans” 
around the country, while warning that in a “post-Charlottesville era” 
campus leadership needs to be ready “when (not if) controversy comes 
knocking.”53

Georgetown University

At an IHS free speech event, Georgetown professor John Hasnas 
explained how he successfully leveraged the threat of controversy to 
achieve favorable campus policy change. “The anecdotes [of campus 
disruption] are great,” he explained. After each controversy, admin-
istrators declare “we don’t want that here … let’s act prophylactically.” 
IHS hailed Hasnas as a “terrific model” and “internal entrepreneur” 
for “working quietly” to first secure free speech commitments “on the 
administrative level,”54 then working with faculty to make all campus 
policies “consistent with that commitment.” Georgetown campus 
speech policy now reflects the network’s model bills, including disci-
plinary measures for those “disrupting” free speech.55 

Hasnas assured the IHS audience, “you don’t need to mobilize the 
majority.” Instead, “[y]ou only need to mobilize one or two faculty 
members, or one or two student groups, who are engaged enough 
to say ‘let’s make the change.’”56 In contrast to the bottom-up mass 
movements for racial justice on campus, the Koch network can asym-
metrically deploy their top-down political, legal, and intellectual 
apparatus to institutionalize policies preferred by a small group of 
donors. 

Before pushing free speech policy changes as a faculty member 
at Georgetown, Hasnas served as assistant general counsel for Koch 
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Industries. After a stint at George Mason University, he was hired to 
found Georgetown’s Institute for the Study of Markets and Ethics.57 
Since his arrival in 2005, Georgetown programs have received 
$3,502,500 from the Koch Foundation, DonorsTrust, and Donors 
Capital Fund. Georgetown has received $6,653,412 from the Koch 
Foundation, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund since 1998. 
However, after Hasnas’ work changing speech policies, the donation 
from the Charles Koch Foundation spiked from $82,500 in 2017 to 
more than $1.2 million in 2018.58

University of Wisconsin-Madison 

Donald Downs assumed faculty lead of IHS’s FSOI initiative in 2017, 
the same year his Center for the Study of Liberal Democracy (CSLD) 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison received a $1.1 million dona-
tion from the Koch Foundation.59 Downs initially founded the center 
to address the “problem of intellectual diversity,” namely the margin-
alization of “conservative political thought and libertarian thought.” 60 
The center, originally founded with $67,000 from the Bradley Founda-
tion, offers students a $1,000 scholarship to complete a “Conservative 
Political Thought” course.61 Between 1998 and 2019, the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison received $8.2 million from Koch and Bradley 
foundations.62

A decade before founding CSLD, Downs had already established 
himself as a free speech warrior against “political correctness.” In 1996 
he co-founded the Committee for Academic Freedom and Rights 
(CAFAR) in response to harassment by a “radical feminist” as part of 
an “ideology of multicultural diversity and sensitivity.”63 At the time 
CAFAR received $100,000 in seed funding from the Bradley Foun-
dation and became an early inspiration for the creation of FIRE.64 
Downs sums up his free speech advocacy in his 2004 book, Restoring 
Free Speech and Liberty on Campus, in which he blames “postmod-
ern” ideologies (such as those of Frantz Fanon, Paolo Freire, and 
Herbert Marcuse) and feminist and critical race legal theory as “tools 
for moral bullies to enforce an ideological orthodoxy that under-
mines the intellectual freedom and intellectual diversity that are the 
hallmarks of great universities.”65 Downs argued that this “victim ide-
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ology treats individuals as inherently incapable of handling the rigors 
of open discourse.”66 

Sarah Lawrence University

The leaked proposal for IHS’s FSOI program bemoans the fact that 
media outlets regularly fail to cover “campus protests, heckler’s vetoes, 
and dis-invitations.” IHS blames this on a “dearth of empirical evi-
dence” about various efforts to “shut down the free exchange of ideas.” 
To “close this gap,” IHS proposed supporting “empirical research” on 
free speech violations, based on a “pilot research project” completed 
in early 2017 by Sarah Lawrence University professor (and Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute scholar) Samuel Abrams.67 The IHS proposal 
describes Abrams’s research as focusing on “non-academic,” “stu-
dent-facing” leadership, diversity, and inclusion officers, who he claims 
are responsible for “policies and practices hostile to [free speech].” He 
suggests that staff members are “actively involved in student protests,” 
possibly to “advance a particular ideological perspective.” The FSOI 
funded Abrams’s national survey, which led to a “series of op-eds in 
major national publications and higher education publications” cov-
ering the results.68

In an opinion piece published in The New York Times, Abrams 
described his survey of “roughly 900 ‘student-facing’ administra-
tors” as finding that “liberal staff members outnumber conservative 
counterparts by the astonishing ratio of 12-to-one.”69 He framed his 
findings with indignant anecdotes about “politically lopsided” pro-
gramming at Sarah Lawrence. He lamented that events on “Black Lives 
Matter and justice for women” or “Understanding White Privilege” 
were being offered without “a meaningful ideological alternative.”70 
Yet, when asked by student journalists, Abrams proved unable to give 
an example of what “alternatives” should be offered.71 In response, 
Sarah Lawrence students protested by posting signs on his office door, 
which he described as vandalism and intimidation (not free speech).72 
Abrams did not disclose his affiliation or funding from IHS. It is likely 
that he was involved in the $103,500 that Sarah Lawrence received 
from the Koch Foundation between 2010 and 2018.73 

Abrams also presented “an exclusive first look” at his survey find-
ings at IHS donor events, presenting alongside Koch officials and 
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ALEC’s Shelby Emmett at both ALEC and IHS events focused on dis-
cussing legislative responses to campus free speech issues.74 

University of California, Los Angeles

In 2017, UCLA professor John Villasenor published a Koch-funded 
opinion poll that appeared to make an overwhelming case for the 
harsh campus free speech laws being filed in statehouses across the 
country. He reported that a “surprisingly large fraction of students” 
believe it acceptable to shut down expression they consider offensive, 
“including resorting to violence.”75 The Koch Foundation provided 
the funding to field the survey, and the data analyst at FIRE provided 
feedback.76 The Koch Foundation released a statement amplifying his 
findings and claiming that Villasenor demonstrated a “pressing need 
for an open atmosphere of civil debate and early education about its 
merits.”77 These findings were widely criticized by polling experts who 
described the opt-in online panel, fielded a week after the Unite the 
Right rally, as “junk science.”78 This did not prevent the findings from 
being circulated widely within the right-wing media ecosystem. In 
2020, Villasenor launched the multi-million-dollar Institute for Tech-
nology, Law, and Policy at UCLA with $4 million in funding from the 
Koch Foundation.79

Another UCLA school of law faculty member, and IHS faculty 
partner, Eugene Volokh runs the Banister First Amendment Law 
Clinic at UCLA, where students assist Volokh in filing amicus briefs 
“on behalf of non-profits and academics” in cases involving student 
speech.80 Volokh has called for video-taping protestors and suing 
schools in order to inflict “libertarian-approved pain” on administra-
tors.81 In 2016, one attendee of an IHS event described how Volokh 
encouraged his listeners to “push the envelope in expressing contro-
versial conservative and libertarian views” so as to “draw the ire of 
their university administrations and progressive students.” Volokh 
instructed them to document the incidents for him to publicize on his 
blog, the Volokh Conspiracy.82 Volokh presented this speech encour-
aging the provocation of free speech controversies seven times at IHS 
donor events between December 2015 and June 2017.83 

The Koch and Bradley Foundations have joined with DonorsTrust 
and Donors Capital Fund to donate a total of $2.1 million to UCLA.84 
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Middlebury College 

Middlebury College’s political science professor Keegan Callanan is 
another recipient of IHS grants. 85 Callanan launched a campus initia-
tive called the Alexander Hamilton Forum in 2018, which has become 
a hub for controversial programming. He told the Washington Exam-
iner that he conceived of the program years earlier in talks with an 
unnamed foundation, but the program “didn’t get off the ground” until 
after the Charles Murray fiasco. Once Middlebury gained national 
attention, “the idea emerged afresh,” arguably under heightened threat 
of further free speech scrutiny.86 The program’s focus includes the 
“foundations and meaning of First Amendment freedoms,” as well 
as a focus on relationships between “economic liberty” and “human 
flourishing.”87 

The forum’s 2019 event with the far-right, anti-LGBTQ+ Polish pol-
itician Ryszard Legutko was canceled over planned protests. Callanan 
defended the right to hear “heterodox scholars” because “no questions 
are out of bounds.”88 However, when asked by the campus newspa-
per to disclose the source of the Alexander Hamilton Forum’s funding, 
he refused.89 Callanan also served as faculty advisor for Middlebury’s 
Open Campus Initiative, which uses IHS funding to host events such 
as “Why Free Speech is the Only Safe Space for Minorities” and a 
campus return visit by Charles Murray in spring 2020, which was can-
celed due to COVID.90

Arizona State University and the University of Arizona

Two of Koch’s academic centers in Arizona worked closely with the 
Koch network to pass Arizona’s campus free speech legislation (HB 
2615 and HB 2548 in 2016, and HB 2563 in 2018). Arizona State Uni-
versity’s School for Civic and Economic Thought and Leadership ran 
free speech programming featuring authors of the Goldwater bill, Ari-
zona Governor (and Koch seminar attendee) Doug Ducey, IHS faculty 
Eugene Volokh and Donald Downs, as well Black Lives Matter denialist 
Heather MacDonald.91 ASU received $7,920,578 from Koch, Bradley, 
DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 2009 and 2019.92

After the passage of Arizona’s free speech bill, University of Arizona 
professor (and Koch center director) David Schmidtz joined the state’s 
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Committee on Free Expression, created by the new law to monitor and 
report on state universities.93 The committee revised 33 campus poli-
cies to conform to HB 2563, including adding academic sanctions and 
financial punishments. Arizona’s 2018 Committee on Free Expression 
report applauded the training of 48 “First Amendment Monitors,” the 
newly unveiled #Speakyourpeace pledge at the University of Arizona, 
and boasted that Arizona State University received FIRE’s “coveted 
‘green light’ rating.”94 

Schmidtz served in several positions at Koch network non-profits, 
including the Goldwater Institute, before founding UA’s Center for the 
Philosophy of Freedom.95 Since then, UA administrators have created 
a stand-alone Department of Political Economy and Moral Sciences to 
house his center and now offer a related major. UA received $3,588,094 
from Koch, Bradley, DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 
2008 and 2019.96

ASU similarly created the School for Civic and Economic Thought 
and Leadership—a “pet project of Arizona conservatives”—this time 
by folding two Koch-funded stand-alone think tanks (the Center for 
the Study of Economic Liberty and the Center for Political Thought 
and Leadership) into one taxpayer-funded on-campus academic 
program.97 This program creates its own curriculum based around 
Western civilization and the “Great Books.” Since 2016, the legisla-
ture has spent $12 million to fund these “ideologically driven centers, 
which previously had been funded by the Charles Koch Foundation.”98 
Arizona, in other words, has become the model not only for develop-
ing free speech legislation, but also for convincing the state to shoulder 
the operating costs of academic centers originally established as liber-
tarian think tanks. 

Clemson University

In 2014, hate incidents at Clemson University spiked, with online 
harassment, threats, and racist student activities, including gang-
themed white fraternity parties.99 C. Bradley Thompson, a faculty 
member at the Koch-funded Clemson Institute for the Study of Cap-
italism, chided anti-racist student protesters in a co-authored op-ed 
that mischaracterized their demands and called instead for greater free 
speech.100 Koch network organizations and media, including FIRE, 
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the Martin Center, and Campus Reform, cheered on the “heroic” pro-
fessors standing up for free speech.101 Clemson’s chapters of Turning 
Point USA and Young Americans for Liberty distributed copies of the 
op-ed and eventually formed a free speech group explicitly designed 
to oppose the demands of anti-racist protestors.102 This group invited 
Milo Yiannopoulos to campus in late 2016.103 

Thompson told APEE’s 2016 conference that his decision to oppose 
the “Clemson branch of Black Lives Matter” came after considering 
that “Leftists [on campus] certainly outweigh conservatives, libertari-
ans, classical liberals, objectivists … Not 145 to one, but … more like 
20 to one,” calling that “fighting odds” that he would “take any day of 
the week in the battle of ideas.”104 The programming put on by Thomp-
son’s center includes $10,000 in student fellowships to participate in a 
Great Books curriculum and learn about “the moral foundations of 
capitalism.”105 Clemson University received $3,739,084 from Koch, 
Bradley, and DonorsTrust between 1999 and 2019.106

University of Maryland, College Park

In 2017 and 2018, racist incidents spiked at the University of Mary-
land, College Park, including the appearance of racist fliers, swastikas, 
nooses, and the murder of a Black student by a white supremacist 
on campus.107 Faculty and students discussed ways to protect stu-
dents from such hate. Acknowledging that hate symbols could not be 
banned because of First Amendment protections at state schools, the 
Campus Affairs Committee looked into a non-discrimination policy 
as one option to help protect students from harassment.108 The Koch-
funded Center for Enterprise and Markets swiftly held free speech 
events to counter these efforts. The center’s director, Rajshree Agarwal, 
suggested that “words can have a lasting impression on you, and they 
can damage,” but that is “only if you allow yourself to buy into that.”109 
The University of Maryland, College Park received $2,388,427 from 
Koch, Bradley, and DonorsTrust between 2001 and 2019.110

Many of the faculty members listed above, as well as other Koch-
funded faculty, are also members of the Academic Freedom Alliance 
(AFA) launched in March 2021.111 The newly created AFA promises 
to provide legal support to its members—and approved nonmembers 



free speech and koch money

130

upon request—when they feel their “academic freedom is threat-
ened by institutions’ or officials’ violations of constitutional, statutory, 
contractual, or school-based rights.”112 To fund this legal war chest—
dedicated to protecting a membership of primarily tenured faculty at 
elite institutions—the AFA has collected millions of dollars “from a 
primary conservative donor.”113 AFA was founded by Robert George of 
the Princeton-based James Madison Program in American Ideals and 
Institutions, which received $1.7 million from the Bradley Foundation 
between 2001 and 2018.114

the republic of science

David Koch once described his philanthropic efforts this way: “[i]f 
we’re going to give a lot of money, we’ll make darn sure they spend it in 
a way that goes along with our intent. And if they make a wrong turn 
and start doing things we don’t agree with, we withdraw funding. We 
do exert that kind of control.”115 The same leverage exists within Koch’s 
academic philanthropy, deployed with calculating efficiency to create 
a network of academics willing and able to feed into the broader polit-
ical and ideological apparatus. As with tobacco and climate denial, 
the aim is not to push a single doctrinaire point but rather to seed 
a debate where none previously existed. In effect, Koch investments 
are not merely purchasing a particular piece of writing or buying a 
specific class (although this sometimes happens). Rather, they are cre-
ating a whole academic ecosystem in which donor-preferred ideas can 
thrive. This ecosystem includes its own journals, conferences, profes-
sional organizations, and academic centers.

Publicly, operatives within the Koch donor network justify their 
academic philanthropy through the metaphor of expanding the mar-
ketplace of ideas. Privately, they fully acknowledge the relationship 
between the funding of academic centers and the political outcomes 
these investments will yield. For example, before introducing several 
of the previously profiled professors at the 2016 APEE conference, 
the Koch Foundation’s Brennan Brown extolled each of them as an 
“intellectual entrepreneur” who engages students in “meaningful con-
versations about a marketplace of ideas, a diversity of thought.”116 
Implicit in this claim, however, is the assumption that a marketplace 
of ideas functions as an idealized libertarian free market—in which 
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individuals enjoy full liberty and autonomy (to say what they want), 
where money is speech, corporations are people, and all regulations 
are oppressive. 

In a 2015 interview, Charles Koch laid out this particular under-
standing of the marketplace of ideas using Michael Polanyi’s concept 
of the “Republic of Science,” which draws a direct equivalence between 
the production of knowledge and the invisible hand of the market. 
Polanyi suggests that “self-coordinated initiatives” are the “most effi-
cient” way to organize science, and as such, he envisions a capitalist 
utopia in which autonomous scientists produce knowledge, using 
funding from “private sources,” to push knowledge forward.117 

Asked whether he funds libertarian scholarship for his own benefit, 
Koch said no, contending instead that “[w]hat I want to see is the mar-
ketplace of ideas” where there is “no perfect balance, and how would 
you know what the perfect balance is? … [L]et people figure this out 
on their own.” When asked what guides his campus investments, Koch 
expressed a desire to see “every university apply a Republic of Science” 
and said “let us be open to all different ideas.” However, he expressed 
fear that universities do not teach the full spectrum, “[a]nytime stu-
dents shout down a speaker … And ‘safe zones’ to express your 
opinion? That’s the opposite of the Republic of Science.”118 

Lofty Republic of Science language aside, Koch’s public claim that 
his massive private (and donor-directed) spending on academic 
centers is simply a selfless attempt to create a free marketplace of ideas 
is obviously misleading. First, he assumes that academic knowledge is 
merely a process by which people choose between competing parti-
san positions—that universities introduce students to “one side” and 
he therefore funds faculty to tell the “other sides.” This claim assumes 
that academic ideas exist on “sides.” This assumption only makes sense 
if one believes that Austrian economics is unduly marginalized within 
the academy, and that this marginalization stems from political malice 
rather than the ideas themselves being largely discredited. 

Similarly, Koch presents academic knowledge as something one dis-
covers individually, denying the social nature of knowledge production 
and cultivation.119 He sees knowledge as coming from the individual 
freedom to choose—as if individual consumer preferences are the 
same as generating knowledge. He assumes that when private interests 
fund faculty, the “knowledge” such patronage produces is necessar-
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ily free from coercion, power, or hierarchy. Yet Koch himself boasts 
about directly overseeing how academics use his money. And, more 
importantly, as shown throughout this book, the public claim that 
Koch funding of academic centers follows from a selfless interest in 
the pursuit of a true marketplace of ideas is patently disproven by what 
plutocratic libertarians say in private. They explicitly and unapologet-
ically describe the funding of centers, programs, and faculty positions 
as part of a partisan struggle, designed to bring about desired politi-
cal outcomes. 

After all, it’s clear from the networks they affiliate with that Koch-
funded academic programs are fully integrated within the Koch 
political infrastructure. For example, the Institute for Humane Studies 
and Mercatus Center at GMU, as well as the recently created Center 
for Growth and Opportunity at Utah State University, are all members 
of the State Policy Network. SPN’s 2019 conference was even co-spon-
sored by Arizona State’s Center for the Study of Economic Liberty.120 
Many of the aforementioned centers—at Clemson University, the 
University of Maryland, the University of Arizona, Arizona State 
University, and George Mason University—are also part of the Atlas 
Network, which, like the SPN, links together Koch-funded think tanks 
and political mobilization efforts, but does so internationally (Chapter 
8). In fact, the Atlas Network brings together many of the groups 
most actively involved in manufacturing the campus free speech 
crisis, including Students for Liberty, Young Americans for Liberty, 
the National Review Institute, Speech First, the Goldwater Institute, 
ALEC, and SPN.121 

Given this network, it is hardly surprising that those responsible for 
manufacturing the campus free speech crisis in the US are also export-
ing it abroad.
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The Free Speech International

As demonstrated in previous chapters, the Koch donor network has 
established a vast political apparatus in the United States, success-
fully pursuing market fundamentalist policies within the academy, 
the media, state legislatures, federal government, and the courts. This 
political network has provoked campus controversies, then amplified 
them as evidence of a full-blown crisis. The strategy has proven highly 
effective in advancing the network’s preferred political agendas, staking 
a partisan culture war, recruiting student talent, shaping conversations 
on campus, and legitimizing greater donor influence in higher educa-
tion. Given this domestic success it is not entirely surprising that Atlas 
Network think tanks have helped export this strategy abroad. 

The Atlas Economic Research Foundation (renamed the Atlas Net-
work) was established by Hayek devotee Antony Fisher in 1981. Fisher 
had previously helped found the highly influential British free-mar-
ket think tank, the Institute for Economic Affairs, before going on to 
establish several other libertarian think tanks in the US, Canada, and 
Australia, including the Adam Smith Institute, the Manhattan Insti-
tute, the Pacific Research Institute, the Center for Independent Studies, 
and the Fraser Institute.1 Based on his growing expertise in creating 
such organizations, Fisher formed the Atlas Network to help grow lib-
ertarian think tanks around the world—the “‘Johnny Appleseed’ of 
antiregulation groups.”2 Today the Atlas Network partners with 502 
think tanks in 99 countries.3 Its work includes “giv[ing] grants for new 
think tanks, provid[ing] courses on political management and public 
relations, [and] sponsor[ing] networking events around the world.”4 It 
works closely with IHS, and received $5,312,627 from Koch, Bradley, 
DonorsTrust, and Donors Capital Fund between 2001 to 2019.5

The Atlas Network has not only exported Austrian-school eco-
nomics abroad, but also played a key role—along with elements of the 
right-wing media ecosystem—in attempting to replicate campus free 
speech crises in Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia. In all 
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three countries, the free speech narrative draws heavily from examples 
in the United States, and receives greater attention than it otherwise 
deserves given the absence of tangible evidence of rampant speech 
violations in these countries. Because their education systems are fed-
erally funded, and therefore generally less dependent upon tuition and 
private philanthropy, Koch-network efforts to build donor-controlled 
academic programs and centers have proven far less successful than 
in the US. However, in all three countries, arguments about the need 
to completely deregulate campus speech have similarly proven highly 
compatible with the work of libertarian think tanks as well as white 
nationalist and alt-right political tendencies.

canada

The same week Milo Yiannopoulos spoke at University of California, 
Berkeley, and the Goldwater Institute released their model bill, a Que-
becois student at Laval University walked into the Islamic Cultural 
Centre of Quebec City and opened fire, murdering six worshipers and 
injuring 19 others. An outspoken white nationalist, anti-feminist, and 
anti-Muslim internet agitator, the shooter was heavily influenced by 
United States and Canadian right-wing provocateurs.6 Parallel with the 
rise of the violent right in the US, researchers found a “20 to 25 percent 
jump” in active right-wing extremist groups in Canada between 2015 
and 2018, noting that “far-right causes and ideas [were] infiltrating 
mainstream politics.”7 A leaked report showed that Canada’s intelli-
gence agency had noted a “significant growth” in online right-wing 
and white supremacist groups.8 Both sides of the US/Canada border 
saw a spike in campus fliers, rallies, and incidents of violence from 
far-right and alt-right extremist groups.9 In response, many Cana-
dian students and faculty pushed back against dangerous speech on 
campus. However, the manufacturing of a campus free speech narra-
tive in Canada, aided by considerable strategic and financial support 
from Koch-funded think tanks and media outlets, has villainized these 
anti-racist student activists.

Rebel News

Rebel News Network is Canada’s leading provocative alt-right media 
outlet, often referred to as “Breitbart North.” Its founder, Ezra Levant, 
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began his career as a campus provocateur in 1993 at the University of 
Alberta’s law school, where he wrote editorials denouncing the univer-
sity’s decision to prioritize hiring female and First Nation professors. 
He quickly became an outspoken media personality within the right-
wing Reform Party and known on campus for “trying to proselytize 
his fellow students to free-market principles.”10 By 1994, Levant earned 
the attention of the Charles Koch Foundation, which awarded him a 
fellowship to work at Citizens for a Sound Economy, established by 
Charles Koch and Richard Fink.11 Upon returning to Canada, Levant 
worked at the Fraser Institute, a libertarian think tank launched by 
Antony Fisher, which received $2,036,500 from the Koch and Bradley 
foundations between 1998 and 2019.12 

At the Fraser Institute, Levant created a youth movement that 
pushed anti-union laws as well as a pension privatization scheme 
modeled by Chile’s free-market fascist dictator. In describing his 
anti-pension campaign, which channeled youth outrage at paying 
taxes to cover older workers, Levant wrote that it was framed to look 
“an awful lot like the civil rights movement,” but “not about race or 
gender,” it was “about economics.”13 The Fraser Institute’s founding 
director, Michael Walker, regaled attendees of the 2016 Association 
of Private Enterprise Education (APEE) conference with the success 
Levant had using a “student-focused picture of government activity” 
as benefiting pensioners at the expense of young taxpayers. The cam-
paign was designed to trigger “emotional outbursts” in students while 
simultaneously “inform[ing] their outrage.” As Walker tells it, “[t]hose 
students rose up, and they joined us” from “campuses all across the 
country.”14 

Since then, Levant has leveraged a similar outrage strategy to man-
ufacture Canada’s so-called free speech crisis. Rebel News’s Campus 
Unmasked initiative publishes examples of what it calls “poison-
ous left-wing ideology” based in “lies, censorship and, at its most 
extreme, violence,” as exemplified in “anti-Semitic groups like Stu-
dents for Justice in Palestine,” Antifa, and “leftwing professors.”15 Rebel 
News reporters are themselves frequently provocateurs who special-
ize in triggering outrage. Lauren Southern started her career at Rebel, 
attending protests with provocative signs suggesting that women and 
ethnic minorities were “faking bigotry and [sexual] assault” for their 
own gain, and was quickly radicalized within alt-right and white 
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identitarian circles.16 Other Rebel reporters are regular campus provo-
cateurs, including the neo-Nazi Faith Goldy, the violent anti-Islamic 
founder of the English Defence League Tommy Robinson, and Proud 
Boy founder Gavin McInnes. This overlap between the media organi-
zation and alt-right provocateurs became so troublesome that Rebel’s 
co-founder resigned after Goldy’s favorable coverage of white suprem-
acists at the Charlottesville Unite the Right rally.17 Over the years, 
Levant has run afoul of Canada’s hate speech laws, which forbid speech 
that “willfully promotes” or “incites hatred against any identifiable 
group” in a way that may lead to a “breach of peace.”18 

Justice Centre for Constitutional Freedom

The Justice Centre for Constitutional Freedom (JCCF), an Atlas 
Network member, has been particularly active in replicating campus 
free speech gimmicks from the United States—including publishing a 
report similar to FIRE’s green, yellow, and red-light ratings for campus 
speech policies. Since 2011 JCCF has published the “Campus Freedom 
Index,” a report that assigns Canadian universities a letter grade, A 
through F, for their policies and practices and those of their student 
unions.19 A university gets an A score if it “permits controversial and 
offensive expression” by “rejecting demands to cancel” speakers, ensur-
ing events are not “obstructed or interrupted,” “disciplining those who 
engage in disruptive behaviour” and “publicly speaking out against 
censorship perpetrated by the student union.”20 The JCCF gives grants 
to student groups to help them bring speakers to campus, hosts free 
speech events, and collaborates with Students for Liberty.21 

In 2015 JCCF admitted to receiving an annual grant from the Atlas 
Network, which called into question whether it had violated its charity 
status according to Canadian law.22 The organization’s founder, John 
Carpay, was subject to further scrutiny after remarks he made at a 
conference organized by Rebel News where he claimed “the slogans 
of ‘diversity,’ ‘equity,’ ‘tolerance’ and ‘inclusion’” undermine “our free 
society,” and that campus activists hide a “hostility to individual free-
doms” behind symbols, “whether it’s the swastika for Nazi Germany or 
whether it’s a rainbow flag.”23 Carpay previously directed another Atlas 
Network member organization, the Canadian Taxpayers Association 
(CTA).24 CTA’s youth-focused group “Generation Screwed” claims to 
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have dozens of national chapters that organize campus events.25 In 
2017 the group co-organized “Toronto Action Forum: Free Speech 
and Fiscal Responsibility,” which featured Ezra Levant, Jordan Peter-
son, and a number of speakers from the Fraser Institute and other 
Atlas-aligned think tanks.26

Jordan Peterson

Peterson rose to prominence as an outspoken critic of transgender 
rights, claiming that requirements to recognize someone’s preferred 
gender pronouns constitute “compelled speech” and an “assault on 
biology.”27 Peterson is a psychology professor at the University of 
Toronto who has promoted his convoluted ideas about personality, 
belief, and conflict to garner a cult-like following. He corrects critics 
who refer to him as conservative or alt-right, claiming instead to be 
a “classical British liberal.”28 In 2016, Canada’s parliament passed 
Bill C-16 which expands anti-discrimination protections to include 
“gender identity or expression.” That September, Peterson released a 
frantic and scattered video response, entitled “Professor Against Polit-
ical Correctness,” where he warned Canadians against the “dangerous 
and ideologically motivated” law as part of a larger totalitarian trend. 
He acknowledged that his grave concern about “what’s happening in 
the universities” was largely drawn from examples from the United 
States, conceding “[i]t’s not so bad in Canada.”29

Peterson invokes the “free market society” as sufficient to provide 
for the needs of “free individuals,” compares the C-16 bill’s egali-
tarian aspirations to the “economically suicidal” and “murderous” 
Soviet authoritarianism, and rails against Marxist professors, calling 
them Nazis. He notes that his “classically liberal” colleagues are also 
“scared,” “nervous,” and “profoundly” upset by the bill.30 The follow-
ing month, Peterson spoke at a free speech rally where he shrieked 
at journalists and told Rebel News’s Lauren Southern “there are ugly 
things brewing.”31 When he was denied a grant from Canada’s Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council, Rebel News took up his 
cause, raising more than $150,000, and by the summer of 2017, Peter-
son was making more than $50,000 a month by streaming his class 
lectures and receiving crowdfunded donations.32
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Peterson’s libertarian, “anti-PC” efforts quickly spun beyond his 
control. His August 2017 event titled “The Stifling of Free Speech on 
University Campuses” originally featured Rebel News’s Faith Goldy. 
After Goldy drew intense criticism for her favorable coverage of white 
nationalists, Peterson abruptly rescheduled the event and dropped 
Goldy from the lineup, saying she had become “too hot of a property.” 
One attendee called Peterson’s decision a “performative contradiction” 
from someone who claims “to believe in freedom of speech.” Andrew 
Anglin, the neo-Nazi blogger from the Daily Stormer, stated that he 
had supported Peterson up to that point, but was disappointed by his 
failure to uphold free speech.33 

A few months later, a graduate student at Wilfrid Laurier Univer-
sity, Lindsay Shepherd, showed a video of Peterson in her first-year 
class. Introducing a discussion on grammar, she played a clip of Peter-
son denouncing gender neutral pronouns as “constructions of people 
who have a political ideology that I don’t believe in and I also regard 
as dangerous.” One student complained that the video was not rel-
evant to class. Shepherd became a celebrity of the free speech cause 
after releasing a secret recording of a meeting in which concerned uni-
versity faculty and administrators warned that she had created a toxic 
classroom environment.34

In 2018, Lindsay Shepherd founded a student group called the 
Laurier Society for Open Inquiry, which hosted the “Unpopular 
Opinion Speaker Series,” beginning with Faith Goldy. The talk, enti-
tled “Ethnocide: Multiculturalism and European Canadian Identity,” 
triggered a large demonstration and was eventually shut down after 
protestors pulled a fire alarm. Shepherd’s second event featured an 
anti-indigenous speaker who asked, “Does University Indigenization 
Threaten Open Inquiry?”35 

In recent years, campus free speech groups have sprung up across 
Canada, championing Peterson, Shepherd, and other extreme speak-
ers. Students advocating free speech principles have repeatedly found 
themselves unable to prevent their groups from becoming platforms for 
white nationalist, neo-Nazi, and anti-immigrant speakers.36 As univer-
sities struggle to balance free speech, equal access, and safety, groups 
like the Justice Centre for Constitutional Freedom pressure campuses 
to adopt an absolutist notion of free speech. The Centre changed its 
Campus Freedom Index to include “efforts by universities to promote 
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ideological advocacy under the guise of Equity, Diversity and Inclu-
sion,” such as “mandatory trainings (for students, faculty and staff) 
on ‘anti-oppression’ and ‘unconscious bias’ strategies,” as indications of 
free speech violations. The expanded research for the Index was com-
piled by their new Campus Free Speech Fellow, Lindsay Shepherd.37

Doug Ford, Ontario’s far-right Progressive Conservative Party 
premier, ran for election on a platform tying university funding to free 
speech protections.38 The same day Ford released his policy, he hosted 
Jordan Peterson and a free speech student group at his house.39 Ezra 
Levant also noted his “great working relationship” with Ford’s office. 
Ford refused to disavow Faith Goldy after photos of Ford with Goldy 
were widely celebrated by white nationalists as an endorsement.40 In 
January 2019, Ford held a secretive meeting with Jordan Peterson to 
discuss free speech after Peterson had called on Ford to abolish the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission.41 By the end of the year, Ford’s 
government announced that all Ontario universities had adopted the 
mandatory free speech policies, noting that only one out of 40,000 
campus events had been canceled—a room reservation made by the 
Canadian Nationalist Party, a neo-Nazi group.42 

Within this milieu, Atlas Network members have actively protected 
hate speech in the name of free speech. The Canadian Constitu-
tion Foundation (CCF) has launched numerous lawsuits similar to 
those won by its US counterparts, including FIRE, Alliance Defend-
ing Freedom, and the Center for Individual Rights. It seeks to protect 
individuals’ rights to express hateful opinions and prosecutes those 
engaged in enforcing “compelled speech” (a dog whistle for various 
campus diversity and inclusion efforts).43 The CCF’s personnel has 
included the Fraser Institute’s Michael Walker. It has also launched 
the Runnymede Society, a “national student membership organiza-
tion” for law students, aimed at reshaping Canada’s legal and judicial 
systems. Modeled on the Koch-funded Federalist Society, the Runny-
mede Society seeks to ensure that “free speech and intellectual diversity 
remain an active part of Canadian law school life.”44 Their events have 
featured controversial US figures and triggered protests. The 2018 
Runnymede Society National Conference was devoted to “Attacks of 
the Rule of Law from Within,” which, according to the call for papers, 
includes “[e]xcesses of the ‘cultural appropriation’ criticisms,” and the 
threat that “[i]dentity politics” pose to “freedoms of expression, asso-
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ciation, and religion.”45 The Runnymede Society’s $250,000 annual 
budget is overseen by the Canadian Constitution Foundation, and 
includes a $10,000 grant from the Atlas Network.46 

united kingdom

Free speech discussions in the United Kingdom largely focus on 
“no-platforming” campus speakers. Most student unions abide by the 
National Union of Students’ No Platform policy. This policy, created 
in the 1970s following the rise of several far-right groups, prohibits 
individuals or groups with known racist or fascist views from speak-
ing at union events and prevents student union officers from sharing 
a public platform with those individuals or groups.47 The policy lists 
only six groups for de-platforming, including the anti-Islamic English 
Defense League, the jihadist group Al-Muhajiroun, the far-right fascist 
British National Party, and the neo-Nazi group National Action.48 

Spiked Online

Spiked Online—a website that generally rails “against the welfare state, 
against regulation, the Occupy movement, anti-capitalists, Jeremy 
Corbyn, George Soros, #MeToo, ‘black privilege’ and Black Lives 
Matter’”—has taken up the issue of campus free speech in the United 
Kingdom, condemning no-platforming policies, safe spaces, trigger 
warnings, and university sanctions against hate speech.49 Spiked 
unveiled its Down with Campus Censorship campaign in 2014, and 
released its first Free Speech University Rankings the following year.50 
Explicitly mimicking rankings published by FIRE, Spiked ranks uni-
versities and student unions using a red, yellow, or green scale.51 In 
2016, it organized “The New Intolerance on Campus” conference, 
highlighting its campus campaign.52 

Within the first year of its free speech programming, Spiked’s US 
fundraising arm, Spiked US Inc—received $280,000 from the Charles 
Koch Foundation.53 The managing editor told The Guardian that 
the money was used to “produce public debates in the US about free 
speech, as part of its charitable activities,” and to fund campus debates 
called the “Unsafe Space Tour” as well as “four live events, the first of 
which is titled ‘Should we be free to hate?’”54 At least one tour event 
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was sponsored by the local Young Americans for Liberty chapter. The 
Institute for Humane Studies’ video arm, Learn Liberty, developed 
video content drawn from the tour.55 While not publicly disclosing the 
Koch funding to its readers, Spiked did acknowledge that its univer-
sity rankings received sponsorship from Policy Exchange, a right-wing 
British think tank.56 In 2016 Spiked criticized Dakota Access Pipeline 
protestors, and frequently publishes climate denialism, without dis-
closing its Charles Koch Foundation funding. 

Policy Exchange

Policy Exchange’s close ties to the Tory Party have allowed it to play 
an important role in promoting the UK free speech narrative. The 
think tank has been listed as an Atlas Network partner,57 and watch-
dog groups have raised concerns about its “highly opaque” funding.58 
In fact, the other four UK organizations to receive Transparify’s label 
of “highly opaque”—the Institute of Economic Affairs, Civitas, Centre 
for Policy Studies, and the Adam Smith Institute—are also all members 
of the Atlas Network.59 One investigation found that Policy Exchange 
received funding from several of the UK’s leading energy firms while 
simultaneously publishing reports accusing climate activist groups of 
being “extremists,” and recommending laws that “place restrictions 
on planned protest and deal more effectively with mass law breaking 
tactics” in order to preserve the “rule of law.”60

Free Speech Union

Two years after Spiked launched its university rankings, the Higher 
Education Minister Jo Johnson established the national Office for 
Students (OfS), which went on the offensive against no-platform pol-
icies, threatening to “fine or suspend institutions” that no-platformed 
speakers. Johnson claimed that in “universities in America and, wor-
ryingly, in the UK, we have seen examples of groups seeking to stifle 
those who do not agree with them.”61 This campus free speech narra-
tive was largely manufactured by a number of Koch-funded and Atlas 
Network think tanks. The Koch-funded Legatum Institute released its 
2019 “Prosperity Index” report, which claimed to measure a “decline” 
in free speech.62 Legatum received $77,000 from the Koch Founda-
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tion in 2018, and another $77,000 in 2019.63 Citing Spiked’s claim 
that 90% of universities censor speech, the Adam Smith Institute (an 
Atlas Network think tank founded by Antony Fisher) released a report 
warning that “[i]deological homogeneity within the academy” was 
undermining free speech within academia.64 The Institute has received 
money from Koch network donors such as $1.2 million from the John 
Templeton Foundation and $11,000 in 2019 from DonorsTrust.65 

Citing Spiked’s university rankings, the United Kingdom’s Joint 
Committee on Human Rights launched an investigation into student 
speech rights. However, despite the “repeated and high-profile claims 
that freedom of speech in universities is under attack,” the committee 
found no evidence of “wholesale censorship of debate in universities,” 
concluding that “press accounts of widespread suppression of free 
speech are clearly out of kilter with reality.”66 A 2018 BBC study 
similarly found that in actuality—across eight years and 120 univer-
sities—reporters could only identify nine instances of universities 
canceling speakers due to a formal complaint, or 0.0094 cases per 
school per year.67 

However, after the Tories’ 2019 electoral victory, Policy Exchange 
issued a brief encouraging the party to make good on its election prom-
ises to double down on campus free speech. The think tank proposed 
legislation that would protect campus speech that was “unwelcome, 
disagreeable, and even deeply offensive” and allow legal action against 
those responsible for disrupting speakers.68 Policy Exchange also tar-
geted the autonomy of students’ unions, recommending that the 
government’s newly created OfS be allowed to “investigate allegations 
of academic freedom or free speech violations and lead on the impo-
sition of sanctions where appropriate.” Its 2019 report called for the 
adoption of the Chicago Principles, and a 2020 publication took aim 
at protecting the academic freedom of right-wing faculty.69 The free 
speech legislation looked likely to pass in 2019, until Education Minis-
ter Jo Johnson’s abrupt resignation.

Among the actions that led to Johnson’s removal was the appoint-
ment of Toby Young to the OfS board of directors. Shortly after his 
appointment, Young’s academic credentials were found to have been 
misrepresented by the Department of Education.70 His public writing 
and social media posts then surfaced, containing several misogynis-
tic, homophobic, and eugenicist statements. In Young’s defense, Jo 
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Johnson decried the “one-sided caricature from his armchair critics.”71 
Young resigned one day before it was reported that he had attended a 
secretive eugenics conference the previous year alongside neo-Nazis.72 
Not long after, Jo Johnson was removed from his position oversee-
ing universities. An investigation later found political meddling by 
Johnson and other ministers and exposed “serious shortcomings in 
fairness and transparency” in Young’s appointment process.73 

Embittered and emboldened, Toby Young formed the Free Speech 
Union in 2020 on the belief that “free speech is currently under assault 
across the Anglosphere,” particularly in “schools, universities, the arts, 
the entertainment industry and the media.” The organization seeks 
to help “mobilise an army of supporters” for those who are no-plat-
formed, attacked, or fired for their opinions.74 

Young told one interviewer that the Free Speech Union planned to 
encourage students to “set up free speech societies,” and would offer 
advice on how to “stop their guest speakers from being no-platformed” 
and how to deal with student unions and university authorities. He 
specifically took aim at what he called the “problem posed by the 
Equality Act 2010” which allowed “diversity-crats” at universities 
to “prevent the ‘harassment’ of minorities,” and “ensure minorities 
aren’t ‘discriminated’ against by their peers.” At the end of 2020, the 
Free Speech Union listed nearly twenty lawyers on its Legal Advisory 
Council who were “setting up a fully-underwritten insurance scheme” 
to give paying members “access to specialist lawyers” and “completely 
cover any costs associated with legal action.” This council includes two 
US employees of the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, 
numerous Spiked personnel, and the Director General of the Institute 
of Economic Affairs.75 

Recent reporting has revealed that the campus free speech groups 
set up by Young—called Free Speech Champions—are anything but 
places of free expression. Rather, they remain largely beholden to the 
preferred ideology of the Free Speech Union. A number of students 
resigned to protest the expectation that participants uphold a right-
wing political perspective. Students were discouraged from speaking 
about racism, sexism, transphobia, and Islamophobia on the grounds 
that these analytical concepts shut down free speech, and the Union 
strongly insisted that “words opposing racial, sexual and gender equal-
ity should be protected.”76 
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In December 2020, Toby Young claimed credit for the passage of 
Cambridge University’s new free speech policy, suggesting that a sig-
nificant portion of voting members in Cambridge’s governing body 
were aligned with his Free Speech Union. Immediately afterward, 
Young called on Cambridge to revive an invitation to Jordan Peterson 
for a fellowship that the private university had withdrawn the previ-
ous year.77 He bragged that the “coalition of journalists, politicians, 
and intellectuals” that supported Brexit is also “very supportive of free 
speech,” adding that “[i]t feels to me as if this could be the next big 
issue for this coalition to get behind, now that Brexit’s happened.”78 
Young is also a vocal supporter of COVID disinformation and a pro-
ponent of scientific racism.79

Turning Point UK

By 2019, Turning Point USA had launched its British affiliate, to 
a mixture of fanfare among supporters and brutal online parody 
among skeptics.80 The supporters of Turning Point UK (TPUK) also 
included a number of wealthy Brexiteers and Tory backers, including 
John Mappin, a pro-Trump hotelier. When asked about the funding 
of TPUK, Mappin replied: “the whole idea is to stay anonymous … 
That’s how they do it in the United States. It actually doesn’t matter 
who funds it because it’s about the ideas.”81 This dark-money opera-
tion has gained limited traction in the United Kingdom, as evidenced 
by a website that still promises to list its campus chapters shortly.82 
Despite limited campus presence, TPUK still advances free speech 
narratives through its website “Education Watch”—modeled on the 
TPUSA’s Professor Watchlist—which publishes photos and videos 
of professors expressing “political bias.”83 A spokesperson for TPUK 
rejected the accusation that this constitutes a McCarthyite effort to 
silence faculty, insisting that the external pressure encourages profes-
sors to tell “both sides.” When asked about what “both sides” might 
entail, he gave the example of British colonialism: students might feel 
uncomfortable voicing support for colonialism and “[o]f course there 
were atrocities committed, of course there were terrible things done 
in the name of the British Empire, but we don’t think it’s completely 
straightforward.”84 
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As in the United States, the UK campus free speech crisis has been 
manufactured by libertarian think tanks and right-wing media groups, 
creating a largely false “culture war” narrative that serves both liber-
tarian and alt-right political objectives. TPUK exemplifies the cynical 
politics behind these efforts, given that none of the Facebook ads 
announcing its launch were targeted at the United Kingdom, but rather 
at Ohio, California, and Texas—describing supposed free speech out-
rages in the United Kingdom for the purpose of enraging an American 
audience.85 

australia

The campus free speech narrative has also arrived in Australia, again 
largely disseminated by Atlas Network think tanks and adjacent right-
wing media outlets. As in the United States, Canada, and the United 
Kingdom, there remains little evidence that a free speech crisis actually 
exists. However, the narrative that it does has been used to push back 
against anti-hate speech legislation.

Institute of Public Affairs

The Institute of Public Affairs (IPA) is a leading corporate-funded 
free-market think tank in Australia, and a member of the Atlas 
Network.86 IPA receives much of its funding from mining magnate 
Gina Rinehart as well as various major mining, tobacco, telecom, oil 
and gas, and logging companies. It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
IPA has also become a major purveyor of climate disinformation.87 
In 2015 IPA was named a finalist for the Atlas Network’s Templeton 
Freedom Award for its work on repealing Australia’s carbon tax.88 

The institute also replicates campus free speech crisis language, 
modeled on the United States. Between 2016 and 2018, IPA published 
an annual Free Speech on Campus Audit ranking universities on the 
now familiar red, amber, green scale.89 IPA research fellow Matthew 
Lesh summed up his findings, warning that “universities are becoming 
closed intellectual shops” where those “who express a contrarian view 
are far too often treated like heretics.”90 Lesh called for the Australian 
government to legislate “US-style free speech on campus” if universi-
ties were unwilling to make such reforms themselves.91 
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Centre for Independent Studies

The IPA is not alone in importing the specter of a free speech crisis 
to Australia. The Centre for Independent Studies (CIS) is a “classical 
liberal” think tank founded in 1976 by Antony Fisher. CIS, a long-
time member of the Atlas Network, claims inspiration from Rothbard, 
Hayek, and Friedman, and credits Hayek’s essay “The Intellectuals 
and Socialism”—which charges young libertarians to become “sec-
ond-hand dealers” in ideas—as its main source of inspiration.92 

In November 2018, CIS senior fellow Jeremy Sammut released a 
policy paper declaring an Australian free speech crisis, making the 
now standard arguments: accusing “contemporary identity politics” of 
encouraging “political censorship” by de-platforming “racist, patriar-
chal or homo- or trans-phobic” speakers. Sammut called on lawmakers 
to adopt a “compulsory university freedom charter” that would require 
universities to adopt policies consistent with the University of Chicago 
Statement. The “freedom charter” would include a system of “finan-
cial sanctions” for universities that did not impose “disciplinary” 
measures on disruptive students.93 Sammut’s evidence for the crisis 
mainly cites controversies from North America and features long pas-
sages from IPA’s free speech audits. The motivating anecdote, however, 
was a protest triggered at Sydney University by the appearance of the 
known campus provocateur Bettina Arndt. Arndt’s speaking career is 
based on her assertions that sexual assault on campus is an overblown 
“fake rape crisis,” and that #MeToo is a “crusade by feminists to crush 
male sexuality.” The CIS misleadingly reported that protestors “sought 
to enforce their previously issued demand [that] the university deny 
Arndt” a platform on campus.94 To the contrary, an inquiry by the uni-
versity ultimately dismissed allegations that the protestors intended to 
de-platform or shut down the event.95 CIS received $50,000 from the 
Bradley Foundation in the early 2000s.96

Policy Inquiry

Nevertheless, Minister for Education Dan Tehan cited the Arndt inci-
dent and reports by IPA and CIS as the catalysts behind the decision to 
create a commission to review free speech on Australian campuses, led 
by former High Court Chief Justice Robert French.97 When the French 
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Report was published in March 2019, IPA celebrated their role in 
having “instigated” the inquiry and, in a piece titled “Looming Crisis 
of Free Speech,” boasted that their “list of relevant campus incidents” 
was quoted “in toto.”98 IPA’s remarks constitute a shocking display of 
dishonesty since the French Report actually finds no evidence that 
a free speech crisis exists. Naming IPA and CIS explicitly, the report 
states that the review was commissioned because of a “public airing of 
concerns” as well as “recent events in the United States” such as Milo 
Yiannopoulos’s visit to University of California, Berkeley. However, 
“[f]rom the available evidence … claims of a freedom of speech 
crisis on Australian campuses are not substantiated.”99 The commis-
sion noted that nearly identical findings were reported in the United 
Kingdom parliamentary inquiry, which concluded that allegations of a 
crisis were “out of kilter with reality.” The report concurred with offi-
cials from Australia’s top eight universities who testified that the crisis 
narratives “most often draw upon events and trends in the United 
States to argue that the same trends are occurring in Australia,” while 
recycling “some half a dozen incidents over four years … That does 
not amount to a systemic problem.”100 

The fight over free speech in Australia, however, is one front in an 
ongoing libertarian crusade against the country’s federal civil rights 
protections. In particular, IPA and CIS have pushed back against the 
country’s hate speech law, Section 18C, that was spurred by a govern-
ment inquiry into racist violence.101 In the run-up to the Turnbull 
government’s 2016 efforts to reform 18C, the Institute for Public 
Affairs published “The Case for the Repeal of Section 18C” arguing 
that the law “must be repealed” in full and specifically rejecting other 
amendments as “compromises” and “inadequate.”102 The report’s lead 
author argued that natural rights do not need governmental protection, 
and that civil rights—including protections from hate speech—origi-
nate from over-reaching UN treaties, and are akin to Soviet-style state 
control: “[c]oncepts like hate speech, racial vilification, and group 
defamation were conceived in significantly different political environ-
ments to our own.”103 

Neither the lack of evidence nor the staggering growth of violent 
far-right movements have stalled efforts to manufacture a campus 
free speech crisis abroad. The American-made free speech narra-



free speech and koch money

148

tive—developed over decades with millions of dollars invested by the 
Koch donor network—has been successfully exported, such that the 
campus outrage machine has become more networked and increas-
ingly transnational. Provocateurs such as Milo Yiannopoulos and 
Lauren Southern have taken their show overseas after their brands 
have become too toxic locally. American anti-Islamic groups, like the 
Bradley Foundation-funded Middle East Forum, helped fund Rebel 
News in Canada and supported a rally organized by the anti-Islam 
activist Tommy Robinson in London.104 (The rally turned violent 
and included protesters giving the Nazi salute.)105 Koch-funded think 
tanks and student groups have also undermined socialist governments 
in Latin America. In Brazil, for example, the Atlas Network helped 
oust the Workers’ Party from office in 2016, with nearly 30 Brazil-
ian Atlas think tanks working closely with members of Students for 
Liberty.106 Atlas think tanks in Venezuela were also active in under-
mining the government of Hugo Chávez.107 

As Nancy MacLean points out, organized by the Atlas Network, “the 
Koch-backed corporate-anchored libertarian cause is [now] trans-
national.”108 As in the United States, one major strategy deployed by 
the plutocratic libertarian class remains the spread of disinforma-
tion, originating from different directions, and propagated by a series 
of networked groups that, working together, give the appearance of 
widespread grassroots support. The absence of any real evidence 
demonstrating widespread campus free speech violation has not pre-
vented this outrage machine from manufacturing and reproducing 
culture war tropes about “cancel culture,” “social justice warriors,” 
“snowflakes,” “leftist professors,” “trigger warnings,” and “safe-spaces.” 
This network has concocted a portrait of left-leaning academics and 
students as fascist enemies who pose an existential threat to individual 
liberty, economic prosperity, and Western Civilization itself. 

One the one hand, this transnational barrage of disinformation 
serves plutocratic donors well. It becomes a cudgel with which to 
attack those scholars, students, and members of the public who chal-
lenge their particular brand of radical libertarianism. It paints these 
critics as fascists and communist zealots. Doing so, however, requires 
manufacturing a moral outrage that these perceived enemies are sup-
posedly responsible for. After all, accusing someone of critiquing 
a pro-corporate economic and philosophical tradition—or merely 
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demanding racial and economic justice—is not rhetorically sufficient 
to gain political traction. Instead, the false charge of violating free 
speech—and therefore reason, democracy, and decency itself—has 
become an international strategy used to bully those who challenge 
libertarian economic policies and the plutocrats who bankroll them. 

While this strategy has been successful at building cultural support 
for otherwise unpopular libertarian economic policies, it has also 
created space for white nationalists, alt-right activists, misogy-
nists, and others who also rally behind the banner of “free speech.” It 
empowers those who demand the individual—and unregulated—right 
to engage in anti-social and supremacist speech and behavior. Scholars 
and activists wishing to understand the twin rise of global neoliberal-
ism and the nationalist right would be well-served by starting with an 
understanding of the role the plutocratic libertarian class has played in 
fomenting a culture war on, and off, campus. 
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Conclusion: Refusing the  
Plutocratic Free Speech Narrative

This book has demonstrated that the so-called campus free speech 
crisis has been largely manufactured by plutocratic libertarian donors, 
operatives, and academics who operate within the context of the 
broader Koch political network. The hyperbolic narrative of an out-of-
control campus “cancel culture” that maliciously targets conservatives, 
tramples on individual liberty, and routinely uses violence to prevent 
open dialogue is simply overstated. This is not to say that controver-
sies over free speech on campus do not take place. After all, how to best 
protect free speech on campus—especially if one also values academic 
freedom and equal access—is always a difficult intellectual, ethical, 
legal, and political question. These are serious questions and therefore 
demand attention and careful deliberation. 

However, the prevalence of a hyperbolic free speech narrative that 
portends the doom of Western society is far from an innocent error. 
Rather, it is a narrative manufactured within a robust political infra-
structure. And, unfortunately, many faculty, administrators, students, 
journalists, and members of the broader public have fallen for it. If the 
Koch network’s goal is to manufacture social change, then the creation 
of largely integrated academic centers, student groups, media outlets, 
litigation outfits, and political groups has proven incredibly successful 
at advancing the narrative that “free speech” and “cancel culture” are 
the biggest threats facing higher education today. 

How might we push back more successfully against the campus free 
speech narrative? How can we challenge this manufactured “common 
sense”? We suggest three broad strategies. First, do not engage the 
campus free speech narrative; instead follow the money. Second, insist 
upon a distinction between free speech and academic freedom. And, 
finally, draw out the similarities between the manufacturing of the 
campus free speech crisis and other examples of the plutocratic liber-
tarian class weaponizing free speech to make equally disingenuous, yet 
politically expedient, arguments. 
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reject the narrative, follow the money 

A good example of accepting the Koch-manufactured campus free 
speech narrative at face value can be found in a September 2019 article 
from Inside Higher Ed, titled “Free Speech Laws Mushroom in Wake 
of Campus Protests.” This piece examines the various free speech 
bills then making their way through legislatures in Wisconsin, Texas, 
Alabama, and elsewhere. The story begins with the now common 
anecdote of Charles Murray’s 2017 visit to Middlebury College. It 
then provides a quote from FIRE’s legislative director describing their 
work with college administrators to “craft language for colleges that 
uses a lighter touch” than the legislation designed to punish student 
protestors. The author then quotes Chris Kapenga, the sponsor of 
Wisconsin’s highly punitive bill. We learn that this bill builds on the 
template created by the Goldwater Institute, which was written follow-
ing student protests at Middlebury and Berkeley. The story goes on to 
quote the American Council of Trustees and Alumni vice-president, 
who affirms the council’s preference that schools adopt free speech 
policies without legislative mandates. The article nears conclusion by 
referencing the director of education policy at the American Enter-
prise Institute, who chides university administrators for not doing 
enough to protect free speech.1 

The story never mentions, however, that the careers of Murray and 
Yiannopoulos, as well as the student groups that brought them to the 
Middlebury and Berkeley campuses, were funded by the Koch donor 
network. Nor does it mention the connections between the Koch 
network and FIRE, or that Representative Kapenga is also a member 
of the American Legislative Exchange Council.2 The story does not 
mention that the Goldwater Institute, ACTA, and AEI are not only 
funded by the Koch donor network but are also members of the State 
Policy Network, which coordinates political strategy between various 
Koch-funded entities. In fact, only one source mentioned in the entire 
story is not affiliated with the Koch network—a concluding aside 
about the importance of free speech among student athletes. Given 
the article’s overall sourcing and framing, a better headline would be: 
“A Mushrooming Political Operation, Funded by Wealthy Libertari-
ans, Makes Free Speech Laws Appear Needed in the Wake of Campus 
Protests, Which Were Themselves Bankrolled by These Same Donors.” 



free speech and koch money

152

While an admittedly clunky title, this nonetheless more accurately rep-
resents the reality of the so-called free speech crisis. 

As with the Inside Higher Ed piece, most discussions of the so-called 
campus free speech crisis follow a similar script. They start by recount-
ing one of a very small handful of high-profile student protests or 
altercations. These anecdotes are then presented as evidence that a 
crisis actually exists. The narratives then pivot to discussing how stu-
dents, faculty, administrators, and legislators should address this 
supposedly pressing issue, concentrating on discussing who does (and 
does not) have speech rights on campus, bemoaning student protesters 
and liberal professors as having gone too far, asserting the persecution 
of conservative students, and concluding with ideas about how “both 
sides” might be fairly heard. We hear about the need for greater civility, 
and for “good speech” (rather than rowdy protests) to be the antidote 
to “bad speech.” These stories often also repeat the trope of conserva-
tive students as a persecuted minority, boldly standing up against an 
army of coddled snowflakes and out-of-control liberal professors. 

One implication of Free Speech and Koch Money is that rather than 
taking these stories at their face value we should instead pay close 
attention to the gross asymmetry in funding and political organizing 
that allows this political narrative to thrive. Rather than talking about 
whether Milo Yiannopoulos, Ben Shapiro, Charles Murray, or other 
right-wing political pundits, operatives, and provocateurs should be 
allowed on campus, we should instead be discussing how they are 
groomed within a political network, with careers funded by a wealthy 
plutocratic libertarian class, and how these same donors also fund 
the student groups that bring these speakers to campus, as well as the 
legal groups that threaten litigation against universities that deny them 
access. We should also point out the media ecosystem that amplifies 
outrage when these speakers are protested, as well as the academic 
centers, think tanks, and astroturf political organizations that normal-
ize the story of persecuted conservative students. 

We have demonstrated how the political infrastructure that man-
ufactures this narrative is not ad hoc or fleeting but rather one part 
of a broader and multifaceted strategy originally created to funda-
mentally transform society in the ways desired by its plutocratic 
libertarian funders. As seen in the Inside Higher Ed piece, the narrative 
that conservative students need special protections becomes normal-
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ized precisely because Koch-funded think tanks and non-profits flood 
the discourse with culture war outrage, which is then leveraged by a 
number of different actors for political purposes. 

Those who want to push back against the role that plutocratic lib-
ertarians play in higher education, and in society more generally, can 
start by following the money, rather than simply adopting the frame-
work manufactured by the Koch network itself. 

academic freedom, not campus free speech

Contrary to what the libertarian right claims, colleges and universi-
ties are not institutions created to uphold an absolutist notion of free 
speech. As discussed in Chapter 6, public forum doctrine shows that 
campuses were never intended to be open forums where everyone can 
say whatever they want. Rather, universities are created to regulate 
speech and to do so in two crucial ways. First, free inquiry requires 
equal participation in the production and vetting of knowledge. Free 
discussion is only possible among participants who are not excluded 
or dehumanized based on their race, gender, or orientation. Univer-
sities are therefore professionally, pedagogically, and legally required 
to promote both free inquiry and equal access.3 As such, colleges and 
universities regularly find themselves developing speech policies as 
well as inclusion and diversity initiatives that attempt to navigate this 
complicated tension. 

The Koch-funded political operatives, in contrast, pressure uni-
versities into embracing only the most “abstract and rather limited 
conception of the individual outside of a specific social or politi-
cal context.”4 This radical libertarian approach to free speech simply 
ignores the very real histories of power, hierarchy, and marginalization 
as well as structures of racism, sexism, and class. Furthermore, when 
universities are pressured into abandoning campus policies designed 
to promote equal access—often policies developed through normal 
governance procedures—this opens the door for the loudest, brashest, 
whitest, wealthiest, and most provocative voices on campus to remain 
disproportionately empowered. Whether under threat of lawsuit 
or because of recently passed free speech legislation, students who 
have spent years struggling for racial justice on campus are expected 
to quietly listen to Charles Murray—engaging his claims as if they 
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merit engagement. They are also expected to refrain from forcefully 
demanding that their own claims be given at least as much weight. 
The next Milo Yiannopoulos is allowed to spew racist and transphobic 
rants, while trans students and students of color are expected to engage 
in a civil debate to justify their own humanity. These asymmetries only 
become even more exacerbated when some students on campus have 
access to vast resources enabling them to bring controversial speakers 
to campus, and access to lawyers who threaten schools into submis-
sion on their behalf. 

Creating campus policies that genuinely allow for a free exchange of 
ideas requires the hard and delicate work of regulating speech in ways 
that attempt to address these underlying inequalities and asymmetries 
in access. The thoughtful and careful regulation of speech, in other 
words, is a necessary tool for muddling our way through the compli-
cated processes of creating institutions where all students can enjoy 
equal access to the social, political, and intellectual life of the campus. 
Only then is it possible to have a free exchange of ideas. 

Universities also regulate speech through their essential work of 
evaluating arguments and distinguishing good ones from bad ones. Ar-
guments falsified by science, the historical record, or academic debate 
are no longer entertained. Colleges and universities, after all, are not 
the same as public forums—they are not intended to be Speakers’ Cor-
ner at London’s Hyde Park where everybody can stand on their soapbox 
and say whatever they want. As critic Stanley Fish writes: “[f]reedom of 
speech is not an academic value; freedom of inquiry is, and freedom of 
inquiry requires the silencing of voices.”5 In other words, the academic 
enterprise itself is guided not by an absolutist version of free speech but 
rather by the principles of rigorous and consequential debate. Colleges 
and universities—in contrast to, say, newspaper editorial pages, late-
night comedy shows, talk radio, or internet conspiracy websites—exist 
to vet ideas, evidence, and arguments. The protections of academic 
freedom are designed to empower faculty and students to make con-
troversial claims and push the boundaries of knowledge. 

The protection of academic freedom, however, is predicated on 
the demonstration of expertise and participation in a community of 
inquiry. This is why universities routinely refuse to platform all kinds 
of speech. Historians, for example, do not invite Holocaust deniers 
to campus. Biologists do not teach creationism as a valid argument 
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within a discipline founded on the scientific method. Climate sci-
entists do not platform climate change deniers at their conferences. 
Public health experts reject out-of-hand those who deny a causal rela-
tionship between smoking and cancer. Sociologists do not indulge 
eugenicist theories about natural differences between people with dif-
ferent skin colors. Feminist and queer theorists do not find it necessary 
within their discipline to continually defend the established finding 
that gender is socially constructed. These arguments have been settled 
through the process of peer review and rigorous academic inquiry. 
Scholars debate, criticize, and review each other’s work until some-
thing like an agreed-upon field emerges. Once settled, these debates 
become the foundations for additional investigation. Anyone who 
desires to disprove these otherwise settled arguments must subject 
their counter-propositions to the rigors of academic scrutiny. The 
principle of academic inquiry, in other words, holds that “speech reg-
ulation is the university’s very business.”6 

However, when the Koch donor network reimagines colleges and 
universities through the metaphor of a radically unregulated libertar-
ian marketplace of ideas, it seeks to supplant rigorous evidence and 
peer review with the absolutist notion that all claims deserve equal 
attention. Milo Yiannopoulos and Ben Shapiro attack feminism and 
so-called cultural Marxism, yet never demonstrate any evidence that 
they even understand the basic terms of these academic debates. In 
fact, claims that they deserve to speak on campus at all only make sense 
if one assumes that “both sides”—the trained feminist theorist and the 
misogynist provocateur—deserve equal attention. When libertarians 
and conservatives denounce universities as biased and hostile, they are 
often actually insisting on being taught what they want to hear rather 
than being taught the actual academic discussion taking place in the 
disciplinary field. Within the right’s free-speech-as-both-sides frame-
work, teaching an actual academic debate becomes misinterpreted as 
merely expressing political bias. 

Joan Scott makes this argument when she notes that “the Right’s 
reference to free speech sweeps away the guarantees of academic 
freedom,” claiming instead that “the thoughtful, critical articulation 
of ideas, the demonstration of proof based on rigorous examination 
of evidence, the distinction between true and false, between careful 
and sloppy work, [and] the exercise of reasoned judgment”—namely, 
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the judgment of whether certain ideas meet scholarly standards—is 
interpreted as censorship.7 As such, “Their free speech means the right 
to one’s opinion, however unfounded, however ungrounded, and it 
extends to every venue, every institution.”8 

This political weaponization of free speech within higher education 
is especially problematic given that the Koch network platforms an 
armada of speakers professionally groomed to roll back the current 
state of academic debates, especially on issues pertaining to race, 
class, and gender. This barrage takes specific aim at those academic 
arguments that challenge the ideological underpinnings of their pre-
ferred worldview, often an ultra-free-market interpretation of classical 
liberalism. 

This should not necessarily come as a surprise, given that many aca-
demic fields have already raised serious challenges to this libertarian 
intellectual project. Decades of humanities and social science scholar-
ship, for example, have powerfully demonstrated that enlightenment 
notions of individual freedom emerge from asymmetrical racialized, 
gendered, and class relations. Rather than engaging these arguments, 
however, the Koch donor network has simply dismissed them as “cul-
tural Marxism” and “critical race theory,” and opt instead for creating a 
parallel academy where ideas that were soundly rejected in actual aca-
demic fields are revived and widely circulated within privately funded 
academic centers, institutes, journals, and professional associations. 
Freed from the need to subject these ideas to rigorous debate, these 
particularly radical interpretations of classical liberalism circulate 
within a closed and highly subsidized marketplace. The Koch-funded 
academy, in other words, uses donor money to side-step the norms of 
academic rigor. Or, as Ulrich Baer describes it, these:

well-funded efforts exist to impose conservative political view-
points on the curriculum at various universities. These efforts are 
made in the name of fighting political correctness, liberal group-
think, and the alleged ideological corruption of the hallowed realms 
of teaching and research. But they blatantly undermine the principle 
of academic freedom, which aims at establishing the truth and not a 
particular ideological outcome, and which protects the authority of 
experts from political pressure.9
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As such, Koch’s largess and influence in the academic process actu-
ally reveals the fundamental fallacy of the libertarian notion that 
a free marketplace of ideas will weed out weak ideas. After all, the 
Koch donor network finds it necessary to provide external subsidies 
and orchestrate interventionist protections to ensure that its pre-
ferred ideas remain solvent in the face of otherwise overwhelming 
competition. (Not unlike its claim to oppose “crony capitalism” while 
still receiving over a half a billion dollars in federal, state, and local 
subsidies).10 

Students, faculty, and institutions facing the maelstrom of a manu-
factured free speech crisis will inevitably be told that more speech, not 
regulation, is the best response to problematic speech. This argument, 
however, not only ignores the asymmetrical access to the proverbial 
marketplace but also demands that students and scholars participate 
in the endless labor of engaging otherwise discredited ideas simply 
because a donor can pay for a thousand soapboxes. For the Koch 
network, however, this is exactly the point: replacing community-regu-
lated academic speech with donor-bankrolled speech. Doing so means 
that academics, and the broader public, become increasingly com-
pelled to treat the manufactured positions as worthy of engagement. 

context, context, context

As demonstrated in this book, the campus free speech crisis exists 
as part of a broader political strategy, one that involves creating 
well-funded and integrated networks of coordinated and interlock-
ing organizations. This strategy works when these interlocking parts 
appear to act independently of one another. Situating the manufacture 
of the campus free speech crisis within the broader political strat-
egy clearly illustrates the cynical and anti-democratic nature of this 
strategy. 

Theda Skocpol and Alexander Hertel-Fernandez demonstrate that 
the broader Koch-funded political network has made the Republican 
Party, and therefore American politics, more extreme and polarized. 
The Koch network has pushed the party to adopt radical policies 
endorsed by donors but not by the general public, resulting in laws 
that are more partisan, polarizing, and unequal.11 Rather than making 
policy based on majority opinion, policy expertise, and scientific 
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research, the Koch network pushes Republican lawmakers to become 
increasingly deferential to corporate donors and their preferred eco-
nomic interests and ideological positions. 

This corporate-funded political strategy, and corresponding infra-
structure, makes deliberate use of weaponized free speech. For 
decades the Koch network of academics, think tanks, media outfits, 
legal organizations, and political mobilization operations have man-
ufactured structural changes by polluting the discursive space with 
misleading or outright false—but nonetheless politically expedient—
claims and assertions. With their well-funded alternatives, they have 
challenged policies that otherwise enjoy broad public support, and 
often scientifically agreed-upon consensus. Two other manufactured 
crises—the uproar over cap-and-trade legislation and the more recent 
anti-COVID lockdown protests—share many similarities with the 
campus free speech movement. 

In recent years Koch-funded think tanks have become the van-
guard of climate denial.12 In fact, by the late 2000s the Koch network 
had become the primary backer of climate denial, having established 
a veritable “cottage industry” designed to “highlight all the points 
of uncertainty in the scientific debate.”13 After Obama’s 2008 elec-
tion, cap-and-trade legislation was fairly popular and seemed likely 
to pass. However, Koch-funded operatives set out to defeat the Wax-
man-Markey bill by establishing what they called an “echo chamber.”14 
Koch lobbyists commissioned think tanks to write reports that grossly 
inflated the economic costs of the legislation. Koch Industries then 
paid the National Association of Manufacturers to “sponsor” this 
report, along with the Institute for Energy Research (personally 
founded by Charles Koch) and the American Energy Alliance, another 
Koch-funded think tank. In coordinated fashion, Americans For Pros-
perity harnessed the energy of the Tea Party, supplying material and 
strategic support to turn an otherwise disorganized group of activists 
into a well-resourced weapon, capable of channeling ire not only on 
the Affordable Care Act but also on the much more arcane cap-and-
trade bill. To the unwitting legislators, journalists, and general public 
the opposition to cap-and-trade looked widespread and a mile deep. 
In reality, however, the coordinated manufacture and then weaponiza-
tion of think-tank reports “had the effect of making the message from 
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Koch Industries’ lobbying shop seem louder, and far more popular, 
than it really was.”15 

The same strategy was on display in 2020 during the Koch-funded 
protests against coronavirus lockdowns, which similarly included 
creating an echo chamber of opposition. On April 15, 2020, thousands 
of demonstrators arrived in Lansing, Michigan to protest the stay-at-
home orders put in place by the Democratic governor. These seemingly 
grassroots protests were actually organized by the Michigan Freedom 
Fund, established in 2012 to support ALEC’s anti-union legislation. 
Funded by Betsy DeVos, Michigan Freedom Fund works closely with 
the Koch-funded astroturf organization Americans for Prosperity.16 
Protestors berated public health officials, claiming that the stay-at-
home orders and mandatory mask wearing violated individual liberty 
and represented a totalitarian governmental over-reach. Two weeks 
later, unmasked protestors with guns—some carrying “a Confeder-
ate flag and a noose”—pushed their way into the capital building and 
shouted down the legislature in session, which ultimately voted against 
extending Governor Whitmer’s emergency declaration.17 

In addition to the DeVos-funded Michigan Freedom Fund, another 
central organization behind the anti-lockdown protests—the Robert 
Mercer-funded Convention of States—began “leveraging its sweeping 
national network and digital arsenal to help stitch together scattered 
demonstrations across the country, making opposition to stay-at-
home orders appear more widespread than is suggested by polling.”18 
The Convention of States is funded by DonorsTrust, and its presi-
dent, Mark Meckler, co-founded the Tea Party Patriots. Eric O’Keefe, 
the board president of the Convention of States’ parent organiza-
tion, is also a longtime Koch operative (dating back to David Koch’s 
1980 vice-presidential run on the libertarian ticket). Another found-
ing board member is vice-chair of the Texas Public Policy Foundation, 
a State Policy Network member.19 The group America’s Frontline 
Doctors—which made headlines when it was revealed that one doctor 
had made wacky claims about alien DNA and demon sperm—held 
close ties to Tea Party Patriots. Following the 2020 presidential election 
and leading up to the far-right insurrection of January 6, 2021, Koch 
network organizations were also behind the #StopTheSteal protests.20

Paying careful attention to the similarities between the so-called 
campus free speech crisis and the similarly manufactured outrage over 
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cap-and-trade and COVID lockdowns clearly demonstrates how this 
strategy works. First, these three cases all reframe sincere and rea-
sonable institutional and governmental responses to complex social 
issues as hyperbolically coercive suppressions of individual liberty and 
free speech. They fetishize an anti-social notion of personal liberty 
and demonize efforts to develop democratic and collaborative ways 
of addressing systemic harm. Climate denialists, anti-lockdown pro-
testers, and campus free speech activists consider good faith efforts 
to develop public policy (what they call “collectivism”) to be danger-
ous governmental over-reach and, therefore, an existential threat to 
individual freedom. Furthermore, all three groups benefit from an 
outsized right-wing media ecosystem that uncritically reports on and 
circulates their efforts. This ecosystem traffics in outrage and disbe-
lief, framing those who argue for university, state, or federal policies to 
address complex social issues as despotic, unhinged, and threatening. 

Finally, all three cases appear as spontaneous expressions of grass-
roots opposition. However, like the Tea Party,21 they are not organic 
and only enjoy an outsized impact because they are incorporated into 
an existing well-oiled and well-funded infrastructure constructed for 
the purpose of preserving the political, economic, and ideological 
interests of the plutocratic libertarian class. 

Backed by the same funders, sharing overlapping boards, proselytiz-
ing the same anti-government ideology, and benefiting from the same 
right-wing media megaphone, these groups specialize in skewing 
public discussion in ways that perpetuate the myth that only indi-
vidual market choices can solve social ills, and only collectivists and 
governments stand in the way. The ultimate goal, however, is not only 
to defeat particular policies—such as cap-and-trade, lockdown orders, 
or campus hate speech policies—but to use these confrontations to 
advance a radically anti-social ideology that seeks to fundamentally 
discredit otherwise popular governmental policies and institutions. 
After all, if people fundamentally trust the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, the Centers for Disease Control, the World Health 
Organization, or the education provided by state universities then it 
becomes harder to justify replacing these organizations with market 
alternatives. If government interventions are proven necessary to 
address the threats of climate change and a global pandemic then this 
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poses an existential threat to the radical libertarian agenda propagated 
by the Koch network. 

Drawing out the similarities across these three cases also demon-
strates the important role that the weaponization of free speech plays 
in the larger political strategy. As with the campus free speech move-
ment, the effort to legitimize a radical libertarian ideology by disguising 
corporate interests as widely held grassroots concerns requires first 
claiming that the alternative vision is unfairly victimized. For example, 
in a 2019 op-ed, the Charles G. Koch Professor of Economics at Troy 
University, Daniel Sutter, claimed that the usage of the term “climate 
change denier” poses a “threat [to] liberal democracy.” Democracy, he 
argued, is based on “accept[ing] the legitimacy of each other’s beliefs” 
and “using words, ideas, and arguments to advance our favored posi-
tions and accept compromises when necessary.” However, Sutter 
contends that when someone is labeled a “climate change denier” the 
conversation is shut down, making it impossible to hold a reasonable 
discussion about climate policy. Labeling someone a climate denier, 
Sutter concludes, ensures that “many Americans are not allowed to 
advocate for their favored policies through the political process.”22 

The issue, however, is not whether one should be “allowed” to 
advocate climate denial. The right to say stupid, dangerous, and sci-
entifically false things is a protected right. However, Sutter is actually 
complaining because his preferred “belief ” is not being taken seriously 
because it lacks scientific merit. Yet, in line with the Koch network’s 
broader political strategy, Sutter asserts that his “favored position”—
one manufactured within think tanks and non-profits funded by fossil 
fuel companies—should garner equal attention and legitimacy as that 
of climate scientists who have subjected their work to rigorous peer 
review and academic scrutiny. As with climate denial, all kinds of lib-
ertarian fantasies are cooked up within well-funded academic centers 
and think tanks. And when they are revealed as false or otherwise 
unworthy of attention their supporters cry “Foul!” (or, more accu-
rately, “Free speech!”). 

asking different questions

Rejecting the campus free speech narrative, making a distinction 
between free speech and academic freedom, and situating the campus 
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free speech narrative within a broader political strategy makes it possi-
ble to understand just how much is at stake. It also reveals that pushing 
back requires changing the framework within which we address 
these issues. While free speech controversies are not new to college 
campuses, they do not have to be discussed using the framework man-
ufactured by the Koch network. Rather than tolerating overblown 
claims about the decline of free inquiry, we should instead be asking: 
“How can we better balance free speech, academic freedom, and equal 
access?” What kind of thoughtful examinations, vigorous contes-
tations, democratic deliberations, and institutional governance can 
make campus more inclusive, democratic, equitable, and just? Rather 
than engaging in hyperbolic handwringing, we should instead commit 
ourselves to ensuring that college campuses live up to their potential 
to be spaces for institutional inquiry, soul-searching, and social good. 
Rather than allowing them to be hijacked by externally funded politi-
cal operations with clear partisan objectives, we should appreciate that 
complex issues cannot be reduced to a simple insistence that speech is 
always free and absolute. 

This book demonstrates that contestations over free speech always 
exist within social, institutional, and political contexts. When a free 
speech crisis erupts on a campus, we recommend that students, 
faculty, administrators, journalists, and the broader public not fall into 
the well-honed narrative crafted by the Koch network. Likewise, we 
recommend avoiding arguments about who does (and does not) have 
the right to speak on campus and whether student protestors are over-
reacting. Rather we should ask what made that moment possible, and 
who stands to benefit. We should follow the money. 

After all, without proper context, the seemingly simple question 
“Did students go too far in protesting Charles Murray?” is a loaded 
question. It’s an entirely different question, however, to ask: “Did stu-
dents go too far in protesting Charles Murray, given the fraught racial 
unrest already existing on Middlebury campus; given that Murray was 
brought to campus by the Koch-funded American Enterprise Insti-
tute, which also funded his entire career, which included writing 
academically discredited and racist books; and given that Murray 
received a warm institutional welcome, including from the college 
president introducing his talk?” That is an entirely different question, 
and one that more accurately accounts for the inequalities that exist 
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around speech on college campuses, and in society more generally. 
Also, by acknowledging the true complexity, it becomes evident that 
reasonable people can arrive at different conclusions to these difficult 
questions. 

What are some practical steps to push back against the manufac-
tured culture war narrative? First, we suggest that students and faculty 
research and expose the dark-money-funded academic centers, pro-
grams, and institutes on their campuses. Appendix 2 lists a number of 
useful research tools and resources. Students, faculty, administrators, 
and the general public should also encourage their schools to adopt 
policies that require greater donor transparency. And if provocative 
speakers are brought to campus, consider planning a strategic response 
(see Appendix 2 for recommendations). We also suggest aggressively 
pushing back against campus free speech legislation being introduced 
at the state level. 

The Koch network is a formidable political adversary. Fortunately, 
their strategy works best when it remains hidden, thereby increasing 
their ability to manufacture an exaggerated position that is perceived 
as enjoying widespread, organic, and popular support. Therefore, 
drawing greater attention to the Koch network’s political machinery, 
and the echo chambers it creates (and depends upon), helps increase 
the costs for these organizations and decreases the likelihood that they 
will be successful. 

There are also many important lessons to be learned from under-
standing and exposing the broader plutocratic libertarian strategy. 
As far back as the 1970s, Charles Koch recognized that investing in 
the university—more so than in lobbying, the media, political parties, 
or the courts—provided the greatest return on investment. As such, 
the Koch network has always understood universities to be a strate-
gic terrain worth fighting for. Those of us fighting instead for greater 
civil rights, environmental justice, consumer protection, and an equi-
table economy should take this insight seriously. We should commit 
ourselves to preserving the university as a potential source of greater 
social equality. While we lack the hundreds of millions of dollars to 
create our own centers, programs, journals, professional organiza-
tions, and student groups, we can still use the positions we do hold 
to prevent the plutocratic donors from remaking our universities in 
the image of their corporatist fantasy. The examples of climate denial 
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and anti-lockdown protest demonstrate that the myth of autonomous 
individuals pursuing their self-interest within a radically unregulated 
marketplace cannot provide complex answers to critical social prob-
lems—especially when this proverbial free marketplace includes paid 
propagators of disinformation who demand equal time and attention. 
As such, part of our project is to weed out those ideas that lack merit, 
even if they are bankrolled by millions of dollars. We are not required 
to buy the junk plutocratic libertarians are selling.

There are some indications that the Koch-funded strategy is weak-
ening under increased public scrutiny. For example, in March 2021 a 
leaked phone call revealed the unsurprising fact that the Koch-funded 
political operation is leading the coordinated opposition to the massive 
election reform package. HR1 promises more transparency, greater 
voter access, and democratic inclusion in the electoral process. As if 
scripted, it turns out that a Mercatus-trained researcher was involved 
in conducting the research to craft a response to this bill for Heritage 
Action. This research, however, demonstrated that when HR1 was 
plainly framed as a measure to “sto[p] billionaires from buying elec-
tions” it was a “winning message” across the political spectrum. In the 
leaked recording, Kyle McKenzie reported that they had tried to craft 
responses to this highly effective framing, even testing the message 
that HR1 was “the left’s attempt to use cancel culture to cancel conser-
vatives.” That culture war messaging failed to garner much traction. 
Therefore, to counter the bill, the Koch operatives concluded that they 
were better off going around the court of public opinion and lobbying 
Congress directly, since “winning over public support for this is actu-
ally incredibly difficult.”23 

When the culture war veneer wears thin it becomes possible to see 
the bigger play: an anti-democratic power grab organized by a bril-
liantly conceptualized, deeply integrated, and well-funded partisan 
operation, bankrolled by a plutocratic libertarian class. Understanding 
that makes visible everything at stake. The campus free speech issue 
is not simply about who does, and doesn’t, have the right to speak on 
campus. Rather, it is fundamentally about the kind of a society, and 
university, we want. 
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Appendix 1: Koch Network Payments 
to Organizations Mentioned  

in the Text

Non-profit organizations in the United States are not legally obligated 
to disclose where they receive funding from. However, non-profits that 
make donations must disclose the recipient and the amounts in their 
990 tax documents. For example, while we cannot look at Students for 
Liberty’s 990s to find a list of their donors, we can find SFL listed as 
a recipient of donations in the Charles Koch Foundation’s tax filings.    

This appendix focuses on three of the largest funders within 
the Koch donor network: the Koch family foundations (Charles 
Koch Foundation, Charles Koch Institute, and Claude R. Lambe 
Foundation), the Bradley Foundation (including the Bradley Impact 
Fund), and the twin donor-advised funds used by the Koch network, 
DonorsTrust and Donors Capital Fund (DT/DCF). 

Please note that, except on rare occasions, we do not claim that 
these donations were solicited or explicitly used to fund work around 
campus free speech. Furthermore, because contracts and memoran-
dums of understanding (MOUs) tend to be confidential, we cannot 
demonstrate that particular donations to a non-profit or university 
were earmarked to fund, for example, the writing of a specific report, 
creating certain programing, filing specific legislation or lawsuits, or 
setting up particular academic centers. In fact, many 990s list these 
donations as going towards operating expenses, which either obscures 
the true motivation behind the donation or demonstrates that these 
organizations are funded because they generally contribute to the 
Koch donor network’s long-term political interests, which often 
includes advancing the campus free speech narrative.  

This information was compiled from 990s using the Corporate 
Genome Project, a tool developed by Ralph Wilson to identify the 
structure and function of entities within the Koch network, including 
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the flow of money, people, and policy. Updated figures can be found at 
corporategenomeproject.org.

Because a considerable lag exists in the public disclosure of tax 
information, as of spring 2021 the most recent tax data available is 
from 2019. Furthermore, this list of donors is by no means exhaustive. 
There are countless other well-connected and wealthy libertarian 
institutions who regularly contribute to the Koch political network, 
including the Dick and Betsy DeVos Foundation, Thomas W. Smith 
Foundation, and the Cliff Asness Foundation. Corporations and 
wealthy individuals can also donate independently of their founda-
tions. As such, the funding numbers listed here should be considered 
extremely conservative. 

Organization Koch Bradley DT/DCF Total Time Ch

Adam Smith 
Institute

$0 $0 $11,000* $11,000 2019 8

Alliance 
Defending 
Freedom

$0 $0 $345,850 $345,850 2004–2018 5

American 
Enterprise 
Institute

$2,413,621 $12,202,921 $29,493,730 $44,110,272 1998–2019 3

American 
Legislative 
Exchange 
Council

$3,992,831 $4,182,500 $3,460,821 $11,636,152 1998–2019 6

Americans for 
Prosperity

$52,831,790 $2,587,500 $29,352,752 $84,772,042 2004–2019 6

Arizona State 
University

$7,790,078 $50,000 $80,500 $7,920,578 2009–2019 7

Association 
of Private 
Enterprise 
Education

$390,500 $0 $0 $390,500 2006–2018 7

Atlas Network $689,637 $357,000 $4,265,990 $5,312,627 2001–2019 8
Auburn 
University

$300,000 $0 $350 $300,350 2002–2008 7

Centre for 
Independent 
Studies

$0 $50,000 $0 $50,000 2000–2002 8

Clemson 
University

$3,462,084 $270,000 $7,000 $3,739,084 1999–2019 7

Daily Caller $3,109,693 $500,000 $130,000 $3,739,693 2012–2019 4
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Organization Koch Bradley DT/DCF Total Time Ch

Florida State 
University

$11,497,957 $0 $1,475,922 $12,973,879 2007–2019 7

Foundation 
for Individual 
Rights in 
Education

$5,747,561 $1,995,000 $5,933,950 $13,676,511 2000–2019 5

Fraser Institute $1,996,500 $30,000 $10,000 $2,036,500 1998–2019 8
George Mason 
University

$187,208,553 $3,414,000 $56,332,890 $246,955,443 1998–2019 7

Georgetown 
University

$3,581,500 $1,958,912 $1,113,000 $6,653,412 1998–2019 7

Goldwater 
Institute for 
Public Policy

$317,000 $1,251,000 $4,879,514 $6,447,514 2001–2019 6

Institute for 
Humane 
Studies

$44,665,986 $700,000 $6,784,557 $52,150,543 1998–2019 7

Leadership 
Institute

$233,077 $730,500 $1,624,529 $2,588,106 2001–2019 4

Legatum 
Institute 
Foundation

$154,000 $0 $0 $154,000 2018–2019 8

Manhattan 
Institute for 
Policy Research

$3,117,717 $9,095,000 $2,833,885 $15,046,602 1998–2019 3

National 
Review Institute

$42,815 $1,038,000 $1,946,264 $3,027,079 1998–2019 4

RealClear 
Foundation

$141,000 $110,000 $6,125,000 $6,376,000 2014–2019 4

Sarah Lawrence 
College

$103,500 $0 $0 $103,500 2010–2018 7

Spiked U.S. $280,000 $0 $0 $280,000 2016–2018 8
State Policy 
Network

$129,901 $1,811,500 $49,730,504 $51,671,905 2001–2019 6

Student 
Free Press 
Association

$181,800 $115,000 $1,505,853 $1,802,653 2011–2019 4

Students for 
Liberty

$850,114 $10,000 $2,577,099 $3,437,213 2009–2019 2

Texas Tech 
University

$6,586,100 $75,000 $100,000 $6,761,100 2013–2019 7

Troy University $1,303,000 $0 $60,000 $1,363,000 2010–2019 7
Turning Point 
USA

$0 $583,750 $1,716,650 $2,300,400 2014–2019 2

University of 
Arizona

$2,684,095 $365,000 $538,999 $3,588,094 2008–2019 7
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Organization Koch Bradley DT/DCF Total Time Ch

University of 
California, Los 
Angeles

$376,310 $1,359,883 $399,610 $2,135,803 1998–2019 7

University of 
Maryland, 
College Park

$2,153,927 $175,000 $59,500 $2,388,427 2001–2019 7

University of 
Wisconsin-
Madison

$3,692,860 $4,520,870 $0 $8,213,730 1998–2019 7

Wake Forest 
University

$2,994,510 $135,000 $0 $3,129,510 2009–2016 7

Western 
Carolina 
University

$1,199,054 $0 $0 $1,199,054 2009–2019 7

Young 
America’s 
Foundation

$37,300 $1,294,750 $1,693,607 $3,025,657 1998–2019 2

Young 
Americans for 
Liberty

$3,473,803 $0 $2,446,220 $5,920,023 2012–2019 2

* This amount includes two payments from DonorsTrust to the Atlas Foundation in
2019. One $10,000 payment to Atlas is described as “for the Adam Smith Institute Hayek 
Project.” A note on the $1,000 payment reads “for the John Blundell  Studentships/Adam 
Smith Institute project.”
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Appendix 2: Resources for Activists

This appendix provides resources for those seeking to push back 
against the Koch network on campus, including research tools and 
recommendations around organizing and protest.

how to expose the money behind the campus free 
speech crisis

Understanding the organizations at the heart of the Koch donor 
network’s broader integrated political strategy, and how they intersect 
with your campus, requires research. As a starting bibliography, we 
recommend:

Mayer, Jane (2010) “Covert Operations: The Billionaire Brothers 
Who Are Waging War Against Obama.” The New Yorker, August 23.

Mayer, Jane (2017) Dark Money: The Hidden History of the Billion-
aires Behind the Rise of the Radical Right. Anchor Books.

Mims, Steve (2016) Starving the Beast (documentary). Railyard 
Films.

Vogel, Pam (2017) “The Conservative Dark-Money Groups 
Infiltrating Campus Politics,” Media Matters for America. At https://
www.mediamatters.org/james-okeefe/conservative-dark-money-
groups-infiltrating-campus-politics (last accessed May 2021).

Wilson, Ralph (2018) “Donor Intent of the Koch Network: 
Leveraging Universities for Self-Interested Policy Change,” UnKoch 
My Campus, December. At https://tinyurl.com/y3zugtdb (last 
accessed August 2020).

Wilson, Ralph (2018) “Exposing the Association of Private 
Enterprise Education (APEE),” UnKoch My Campus, December. At 
https://tinyurl.com/yxok78fe (last accessed December 2020)
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Activist groups and media organizations have also complied a number 
of online tools to help uncover and better understand the Koch donor 
network.

Charles Koch University Funding Database (Polluterwatch/
Greenpeace)
This database compiles information from tax forms (990s) to document 
how much money Koch family foundations have given to individual 
colleges and universities. Check out how much Koch money is on your 
campus!

https://polluterwatch.org/charles-koch-university-funding-database

SourceWatch (Center for Media and Democracy)
This wiki provides detailed content pages on major players, organi-
zations, and individuals within the Koch world. They also provide 
extensive research on ALEC and the State Policy Network (SPN). 

https://www.sourcewatch.org

DeSmog Blog
This website tracks how energy companies have funded climate denial, 
and offers a comprehensive database of individuals and organizations 
within the Koch donor network.

https://www.desmogblog.com; https://www.desmog.co.uk

KochDocs
This website curates books, videos, and a number of primary sources 
from Charles Koch and various Koch funded organizations, including 
speeches, tax forms, annual reports, correspondence, and other 
documents. This website is ideal for incorporating into student- or 
faculty-organized research seminars. 

https://kochdocs.org

Corporate Genome Project
This is the author’s database of the Koch network’s highly integrated 
political machine. 

https://www.corporategenomeproject.org/
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when and how to protest a speaker 

Should you seek to exercise your right to protest or demonstrate during 
a speaker’s event on campus, consider the following:

• Define your goal: Do you just want to disrupt the speaker so
their rhetoric cannot be heard or do you want to provide a
counter-narrative? What do you want attendees to take away
from your demonstration? This question will help you decide
which tactics are best to pursue.

• Understand the risks: Be sure you are informed of your state’s
latest protest laws and your campus policies related to student
conduct to help you understand the risks involved with various
forms of demonstration and the necessary safety measures, as
well as to inform alternatives for those who cannot engage in
certain levels of risk.

• Be mindful of who is taking the risk: One’s identity often informs
the risks related to policing and punishment. Can white students 
and allies take on higher risk roles? How will you be mindful of
the roles of undocumented students, students on scholarships,
and students with disabilities play in the action?

• Prepare for retaliation: Have plans in place for a variety of inter-
ventions, including by the police, Immigration and Customs
Enforcement, armed militias and counter-protestors, and the
staff of your institution. Know ahead of time whether demon-
strators intend to obey orders or risk arrest/detention. Have
a system in place to provide support to students who may be
detained or arrested. Be equipped to advocate for students who
are transgender. Make sure you have access to legal counsel.

alternatives to disruptive demonstrations

• Fill event seats: Organize your peers and allies to attend the
event, fill the seats, and then turn your backs on the speaker once 
the event begins. This strategy allows students to demonstrate
while minimizing the risk of being accused of infringing upon
another’s speech, and it takes seats away from others.

• Host an alternative event or teach-in: Host a teach-in outside of
the event as a counter-protest. You can approach attendees as
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they enter the event and ask them to attend your event instead. 
This alternative event could be many things—a facilitated 
conversation, a planning meeting, an educational event, a pizza 
party, whatever. It doesn’t have to be perfect, it just has to exist. 

• Projection: Using a cordless projector, project something on the
wall behind the speaker as they begin to speak. You may get
removed eventually, but it will get your message across without
disrupting the speaker with noise. You can also use this tactic
outside of the event by projecting onto the entrance to the
building.

• Flyering: Hand out flyers with counterpoints to the speaker’s
standard tropes, as well as research that highlights their past
actions and funding sources to inform attendees and the general
public.

• Staggered demonstration: Make a significant number of signs
that are small enough to carry into an event without drawing
attention. One by one, have students holding a sign move to the
front of the room and stand in front of the speaker. Once the
first student gets removed or is asked to leave, allow the speaker
to start speaking again and then have a second student go to the
front... so on and so on.

• Q&A Filibuster: Show up and sit dispersed throughout the
audience. During the Q&A session, ask pointed questions.
Everyone participating should be equipped with the list of
questions and be on the same page about which questions are
a priority. The first person who gets called on needs to ask
question #1, and so on. You can also use this time to make a
speech/comment. This could serve as a filibuster, and it might
allow students to make their voices heard.

considerations for all demonstrations

• Know the facts. Completing the research suggested above will
help make sure you’re able to confidently defend your decision
to demonstrate.

• Have your talking points prepared and practiced. What are the
top three most important points you want to raise? Use those
points to inform your flyers, chants, signs, etc. Oftentimes these
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speakers have a whole host of problematic viewpoints and awful 
histories; it is important that you don’t confuse your audience by 
trying to describe this all at once.

• Have an op-ed ready. Because the media may not cover the event, 
or may not cover your action well, you should have a statement
ready to go out to campus and local media as soon as the event is 
over.

• Always have a debrief session. This work is heavy, and it often
requires students subjecting themselves to listening to people
who don’t believe in their humanity, right to exist, or right to
make their own decisions. You will become burned out if you
mobilize around these events and don’t make time to build
community and support for one another afterward. After events
like this, make time to share food with each other, spend some
time creating art (outside if possible), grab a drink with each
other, go dancing, etc. This is a critically important but often
overlooked best practice.

impactful considerations for faculty 
and community supporters

• Avoid respectability politics: After risk and safety considerations
are measured, faculty and community supporters should not
make a habit of advising students against disruptive demonstra-
tions and tactics. It is critical that allies do not apply pressure on
young people, especially Black activists and non-Black activists
of color, to abide by “respectability politics.”

• Center solidarity praxis: If the goal is to use a demonstration
that disrupts the speaker’s message through noise, community
members should play a vocal role in such actions. This prepara-
tion helps get the job done without putting students or faculty in
jeopardy of expulsion, firing, or other punitive measures. This
means that it is critical for students to build relationships with
allies outside of campus, and for the community to accept the
critical role they can play in facilitating change on campus.

This appendix was assembled with contributions from Samantha 
Parsons, former organizing director at UnKoch My Campus.
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