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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. 


