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Introduction

PROGRESSIVES RULE HIGHER education. Their rule is not absolute. But
conservatives are scarcer in academia than in just about any other major
profession, including the entertainment industry. Progressives’ domi-
nance is especially impressive in those humanistic fields where politics
falls close to the subjects of inquiry. Conservatives are so scarce, in fact,
that Marxists outnumber them. While less than 10% of social scientists
and humanities professors identify themselves as Republicans, nearly
18% of social scientists regard themselves as Marxists, and 25% of sociolo-
gists do, too.!

The marginality of conservatives cannot be blamed on the 1960s.
Although the academy drifted leftward after the 1960s, progressive
dominance is long-standing. When Republican candidate Dwight D.
Eisenhower easily won the presidency in 1952, a substantial majority of
American professors cast their votes for the Democratic candidate, Adlai
Stevenson. And prior to national surveys, scattered evidence suggests that
academics stood well to the left of most other Americans. In 1939, for
example, hundreds of professors signed a manifesto that expressed faith
in Soviet communism. During these years the Communist Party was so
successful recruiting academics that it became a source of frustration. One
report on American communism noted that there was “more rejoicing in
[the party’s] headquarters over the recruiting of one common laborer than
over ten Ph.D.s.™

Today scholars argue over the scope and power of leftist radicalism in
the professoriate, but none deny the marginality of conservatism. Five
major studies with quite different methodological approaches all placed
the percentage of Republican professors between 7% and 9% in the social
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sciences, and somewhere between 6% and 1% in the humanities. And
they all found that the percentage of self-identified conservatives ranges
between 5% and 17% in the social sciences and between 4% and 8% in the
humanities (see Table I.1). Such consistent results across multiple studies
constitute what social scientists call a very robust finding.

The scarcity of conservatives in academia is not simply an interesting
curiosity. It is also a source of concern to a growing number of think-
ers from across the political spectrum and from varied disciplinary back-
grounds. They argue that the presence of a full spectrum of vantage points,
including conservative ones, is essential to the health of the social sciences
and humanities.* Some politicians outside the Republican fold agree. At
Harvard’s commencement in 2014, Michael Bloomberg told its graduates
that while gender and ethnic diversity matters, “a university cannot be
great so long as its faculty is politically homogenous.”

Table 1.1 Five Surveys of Professors’ Ideology and Partisanship

Klein, Stern, & NAASS** Cardiff& PAP**** Carnegie

Western™ Klein***
Social Sciences
Republicans 9 7 8 7 NA
Conservatives NA 8 NA 5 17
Humanities
Republicans 7 6 9 1 NA
Conservatives NA 8 NA 4 7

* Measures voting behavior to assess partisanship rather than self-identification and
includes only six disciplines.

#% North American Academic Study Survey.
*** Uses voter registration to assess partisanship.
w#¥k Politics of the American Professoriate Survey.

Sources: Daniel B. Klein, Charlotta Stern, and Andrew Western, “Documenting the
One-Party Campus,” Academic Questions 18(1) 2004-2005: 40-52; Stanley Rothman and
S. Robert Lichter, “The Vanishing Conservative—Is There a Glass Ceiling?” in Robert Maranto,
Richard E. Redding, and Frederick M. Hess, eds., The Politically Correct University: Problems,
Scope, and Reform (Washington, DC: AEl Press, 2009), 60-76; Christopher F. Cardiff
and Daniel B. Klein, “Faculty Partisan Affiliation in All Disciplines: A Voter Registration
Study,” Critical Review 17(3—4) 2005: 237-255; Neil Gross and Solon Simmons, “The Social
and Political Views of American Professors,” Working Paper, 24 September 2007, 1-76;
and Daniel B. Klein and Charlotta Stern, “Liberal vs. Conservative Stinks,” Society 45(6)
2008: 488-495.
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And yet this call for more diversity remains a minority view. Most parti-
sans on both sides of the political divide continue to regard academia as an
inappropriate career choice for conservatives. The right, in fact, has long
steered young conservatives away from academic careers by highlight-
ing the excesses of far-left professors and the trials of their conservative
students.’ Pillorying the university for its liberalism, of course, has been
part of the modern right’s rhetorical arsenal ever since the 1950s when
William Buckley penned God and Man at Yale.° While such polemics do
not generally offer explicit career advice, the implicit message has always
been that universities are “unsafe spaces” for conservatives. Those who do
not discourage academia altogether urge intellectually inclined conserva-
tives to find refuge in right-wing colleges and think tanks, rather than seek
careers in mainstream academia. “Conservatives will unfortunately have
to develop their own schools of thought at conservative institutions like
Hillsdale College,” lamented Ron Radosh, at least “until liberal academia
holds out a welcome mat for conservatives.””

Progressive professors, meanwhile, seem inclined to offer similar
career advice to conservatives, albeit for different reasons. While liberal
professors almost certainly think that conservatives are good at some voca-
tions (such as banking or military command), many nonetheless insist that
they lack the needed psychological and cognitive traits for high-level aca-
demic work, such as creativity and open-mindedness.® Conservatives, in
this view, are not graced with what the sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld influen-
tially called an academic mind.® And because conservatives do not possess
academic minds, many liberals presume their enduring scarcity in aca-
demia is a benign consequence of a well-functioning meritocracy. Indeed,
liberals increasingly suggest that there are already too many conservatives
in higher education. Progressives, for example, say that right-wing groups,
such as the Koch Foundation, are compromising the university’s integrity
by paying conservative professors to do their bidding.” In this context,
liberals wonder why anyone would suggest that the university needs more
conservative professors.

While many on the right and left conclude that academia is not an
appropriate career choice for conservatives, they do so without knowing
very much about the right-wing thinkers who are already quietly making
a living as professors. Our book corrects that shortcoming by illuminating
the hidden world of right-wing professors." We interviewed and surveyed
153 conservative professors in six disciplines in the social sciences and
humanities—economics, political science, sociology, history, philosophy,
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and literature—at eighty-four universities. We asked them to provide an
intellectual biography, one that would give us a rich sense of their politics,
intellect, and work life. What we found should prompt conservatives and
liberals alike to rethink their views on higher education and the place of
conservatives in it.

Conservative academics, for example, generally told us that the acad-
emy is far more tolerant than right-wing critics of the progressive uni-
versity seem to imagine. Many right-wing academics, in fact, actually
first began drifting toward conservatism in the academy itself—through
their coursework, friendships with right-wing students, and even their
research. That so many conservative professors abandoned their liberal-
ism when confronted with new perspectives suggests that their minds are
not especially closed ones. And partly because the university is often the
cradle of their intellectual and political identities, conservative professors
are not a movement of outsiders looking to storm progressives’ academic
citadel. Most conservatives feel indebted and connected to the university,
which is why they have at times been the staunchest and ablest defenders
of its traditions."* They are thus unlikely to become the academic minions
of the Koch brothers.

In fact, many conservative academics feel more at home in the pro-
gressive academy than in the Republican Party. This alienation is not
because most conservative academics we interviewed are Rockefeller
Republicans. In some respects, they are more conservative than self-identi-
fied Republicans in the general population. Instead, the Republican Party
tends to trouble even the most conservative professors because they share
with the American founders a small-c conservatism that is sensitized to
the dangers of democratic movements. This political orientation inclines
conservative professors to look askance at the populism that has shaken
up the Republican Party in recent years, especially the Tea Party and its
fiery candidates. In contrast to progressive academics, who often celebrate
mass movements as necessary antidotes to the inegalitarian tendencies
of our economic and political order, and who lament the ways our politi-
cal regime frustrates progressive revolutions,” right-wing professors are
usually comforted by the domestication of conservative movements. Their
antipopulism also makes them unlikely crusaders for any right-wing orga-
nization that lobbies the academy from the outside.

Even if they were more enthusiastic partisans, many conservatives
would still feel at home in academia. This is because they are often
immersed in research topics, methods, and theoretical perspectives that
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they share with their liberal colleagues. Such professors tend to regard
themselves as political scientists or economists who happen to be con-
servatives, rather than conservative political scientists or economists.
And this means that conservatives are often tolerated by their progressive
peers not because they are repressing their politics in a sharply ideologi-
cal work environment or even because of the broad-mindedness of liberal
academics—they are tolerated because large swaths of the academy itself
are not very politicized to begin with.

We do not mean to suggest, however, that conservatives always feel
accepted in academia. As a stigmatized minority, many conservatives
must manage what sociologist Erving Goffman called a “spoiled” profes-
sional identity." That is, they must manage the widespread presupposition
that conservatives are unsuited for the life of the mind. They do so by prac-
ticing many of the same coping strategies that gays and lesbians have used
in the military and other inhospitable work environments.”s Approximately
a third of the conservatives we interviewed, for example, concealed their
politics prior to tenure by “passing” as liberals. Such closeted conserva-
tives generally wait until they are tenured before venturing out of the
ivory tower's shadows, a fact that should give pause to those right-wing
thinkers who recommend getting rid of tenure.® Uncloseted professors,
meanwhile, select from a broad range of strategies to navigate the liberal
academy. Most decide to challenge their colleagues’ prejudices by practic-
ing conspicuous civility, temperance, and broad-mindedness, but a few
opt to be defiant and combative. Others minimize open conflicts by either
avoiding liberal peers or by steering clear of politicized disciplines and
subfields. As one of our subjects put it, “If you are conservative, there [are]
such huge no-go zones.” Some of these zones are large enough to encom-
pass nearly entire disciplines, such as sociology or literature. Thus, unlike
those of progressive scholars, conservatives’ decisions to specialize in one
field rather than another take place within a relatively constrained set of
professional choices.”

Academia’s unwelcoming “no-go zones” have been deeply influenced
by something like what Christian Smith has called a progressive “spiritual
project”—a project that Smith analyzes in the context of his home disci-
pline of sociology, but is embedded in other areas of academia as well.
Academics laboring in such spiritualized academic fields, Smith says,
are driven by impulses and purposes that are sacred in the Durkheimian
sense that they are “hallowed, revered, and honored as beyond questioning
or disrespect.” At their deepest levels, therefore, sociology and its related
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fields seek more than a disinterested understanding of the social world.
The substance of this spiritual project, Smith explains, is committed to
“realizing the emancipation, equality, and moral affirmation of all human
beings as autonomous, self-directing, individual agents.” It is a radical
project, one that seeks systemic, even revolutionary, social change.® When
conservative professors venture into such spiritualized academic terrain,
they often report mistreatment in small and large ways for their intellec-
tual profanity.

The nature of professors’ conservatism matters too, not just their field
of study. Devotees of economic conservatism, for example, tend to report
much more welcoming work environments than do cultural conserva-
tives. The former were more often exposed to arguments on behalf of
their ideals in college, less likely to enter the academic closet, and far less
likely to report persecution by their progressive colleagues. Many on the
libertarian right found an especially welcoming intellectual home inside
economics. Economics, in fact, is the only social science discipline with
anything approaching a rough partisan balance between Democrats and
Republicans. This anomalous development is partly because economics is
also the sole academic discipline with deep roots in the work of a conserva-
tive Enlightenment thinker—Adam Smith.

The conservative economists we spoke with even insisted that their dis-
cipline has become more tolerant of scholars who harbor free-market ideals
in recent decades. There are good reasons to trust this assessment. As the
progressive social movements of the 1960s and 1970s brought scores of
activist-scholars into fields like sociology, literature, and history, the reg-
ulatory experiments of that era helped to revive economists’ traditional
appreciation of markets."” In the wake of the Great Society, prominent free-
market economists were even honored with the Nobel Prize in economics,
including Friedrich Hayek in 1974 and Milton Friedman in 1976. And so,
as conservative intellectuals were grieving over the radicalization of the
humanities, economists were actually drifting rightward toward a neoclas-
sical consensus.

Thus we can tell something like a tale of two conservatives: As the
academy became more receptive to the interests and concerns of liber-
tarians, it grew less friendly to traditionalists. These political currents
in academia roughly mirrored—and perhaps contributed to—shifts in
American public opinion, which liberalized on many social issues, but on
few economic ones.*
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While free-market enthusiasts often find a congenial intellectual home
in the discipline of economics, cultural conservatives can find no com-
parable quarters. Sociology might be cultural conservatives’ most natural
home, since it is a discipline that takes culture and social institutions such
as the family and religion seriously. Yet, as this book will show, outspoken
cultural conservatives in sociology confront a life of isolation and persecu-
tion. In light of this finding, we must regretfully conclude that cultural
conservatives—the defenders of an intellectual tradition with roots in
important thinkers from the ancient world (Aristotle) to the Enlightenment
(Hume and Burke)—may be wise to stay out of the one discipline that is
most singularly devoted to the study of culture. This observation under-
scores a more general and troubling truth: Conservatives are least wel-
come in fields where they are most needed.

Despite such problems, our conversations with conservative profes-
sors suggest that the right-wing critique of the university is overdrawn.
We certainly do not want to minimize the real challenges many conser-
vatives confront in academia. Some of the accounts in this book, after
all, are quite troubling, even shocking. But while conservatives contem-
plating a career in academia—especially those on the cultural right—are
certainly well served by knowing the challenges of being a political minor-
ity, the many successful conservatives in academia show that they do
not have to become debilitating challenges. There is also a long history
of out-groups—from Marxists to libertarians—that successfully created
their own sizable niches inside the university. The problems that do exist,
moreover, will probably not get better until more conservatives enter
academia—a development that is inadvertently slowed by right-wing
attacks on the university.

While the right's distorted views of the academy are rooted in its isola-
tion from the university, the scarcity of conservatives in academia compels
liberal professors to associate conservatism almost entirely with its popu-
list expressions. This is partly why so many liberal professors continue to
believe that the academic mind is a progressive one and why they especially
fear the right-wing populists who attempt to shape the university from
outside its walls. Our findings should quiet those anxieties. While a few
right-wing professors are combative and many others accept monies from
the coffers of right-wing foundations, there is also little reason to suppose
that a surge in conservative academics would undermine the mission and
integrity of the university, at least not if they resemble the ones already
laboring in it.
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Why Conservatives Matter

Our book invites partisans on both sides to consider the possibility that
conservatives fit better in the university than they suppose. That recon-
sideration is long overdue, especially since the scarcity of conservatives in
academia really does matter, though not for the reasons right-wing critics
tend to emphasize. Little evidence, for example, supports the conservative
trope that universities are places where impressionable students are rou-
tinely indoctrinated by leftist professors.

It is better to think of the teaching problem as a missed opportunity,
rather than one of indoctrination. The university is one of the few insti-
tutions that could better prepare students for lives as citizens by expos-
ing them to civil and respectful debates. But that sort of example is hard
to provide with so few conservatives about. Their absence also limits the
exposure of all students to importance perspectives. And it deprives con-
servative student activists of mentors who might deepen their politics and
direct them away from the populist tactics that are increasingly popular in
large universities.*

Some might suppose that a university dominated by progressives
could still achieve these same general ends by introducing their stu-
dents to a wide spectrum of thinkers. It seems doubtful, however, that
liberal professors generally prepare their students for a life as citizens
by exposing them to broad range of conservative thinkers, not when so
many continue to dismiss conservatism as a symptom of closed minds.
Even if there were no such prejudices, many bodies of knowledge are
so imbued with progressive politics that it would be easy to overlook the
occasional dissonant voice.

Beyond the classroom, the near absence of conservative thinkers in
many areas of inquiry undermines knowledge-seeking by making it more
difficult for scholars to converge on the best approximation of the truth.
This is an inevitable outcome of homogeneity, at least in those research
areas where political and moral considerations fall close to the subjects of
inquiry. Politically diverse epistemic communities are better at converging
on the truth partly because they generate a broader range of research inter-
ests and interpretations. Diverse communities are also better because of
the tenacious power of “confirmation bias.” This is the tendency of human
beings to accept findings and theories that are consistent with their preex-
isting beliefs. Norms of objectivity in academia cannot adequately check
confirmation bias because, as psychologists Philip Tetlock and Gregory



