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INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK TELLS THE STORY OF A CAMPAIGN I BEGAN IN SEPTEMBER 2003 with the goal of restoring academic standards to liberal arts programs in America’s universities. The idea was to persuade universities to adopt an “Academic Bill of Rights” for students, which was based on academic traditions that had been allowed to atrophy and fall into disuse. It was designed to ensure that instructors 1) provide students with materials reflecting both sides of controversial issues; 2) do not present opinions as facts; and 3) allow students to think for themselves. These are not only educational rights; they are rights basic to a republic created by dissenters, whose political system is founded on respect for the pluralism of ideas.

In terms of resources available, our campaign was relatively modest. I never employed more than three full-time staff people to assist me, and for several years there was only one, my National Campus Director, Sara Dogan.1 By contrast, our opposition—mainly teachers unions and academic guilds—constituted an immensely powerful political lobby. They  were able to draw on hundred million dollar treasuries and rely on operatives based in every college and located in every congressional district.  2 In addition, they could count on the support of the Democratic Party, the education media, and the local press in every university locale.

Despite the odds, my assistants and I were able to recruit hundreds of student volunteers and organize them in chapters on 135 college campuses. Together we managed in a relatively short time to achieve tangible results, bringing our issues to the attention of the public and effecting actual institutional reforms. An early assessment of our efforts by Professor Stephen Aby, a member of the American Association of University Professors and an unfriendly critic, provides a reasonable summary of our accomplishments. His account appeared in the preface to a 2007 book devoted to our campaign and titled The Academic Bill of Rights Debate. “In just three short years,” he wrote, “the debate over the Academic Bill of Rights has become one of the most controversial issues in America’s colleges and universities. By November of 2006, it had already generated over 74 articles in major newspapers, at least 143 articles in all newspapers nationwide, 54 television and radio broadcasts, 47 news wire articles, 20 articles in the Chronicle of Higher Education, 73 articles in Inside-HigherEd. com, dozens of articles in major magazines, and some 150,000 hits in the obligatory Google search.”3


There were other accomplishments as well. Within the first five years of its creation, the Academic Bill of Rights or some version of its principles were 1) written into the federal “authorization act” for higher education and passed through the House of Representatives; 2) unanimously endorsed by both houses of the Colorado legislature; and 3) incorporated in a formal statement by the American Council on Education, an organization that represents more than 1,800 colleges and universities. Pressured by our legislative efforts in Ohio, all of that state’s public  universities, acting through the “Inter-University Council,” agreed to implement the Council’s statement and to provide students with formal grievance procedures to protect their academic freedom rights. This included seventeen universities, including Ohio and Ohio State. In 2005, the Academic Bill of Rights inspired legislation in the Pennsylvania House leading to formal academic freedom hearings—the first such on record. These hearings resulted in the adoption of academic freedom provisions for students at Penn State and Temple universities. Along with the Ohio schools, these are the only universities in the United States today with academic freedom rights for students.

The campaign we launched can only be understood in the context of previous developments in higher education. The modern research university was created in the second half of the nineteenth century during the era of America’s great industrial expansion. Its curriculum was shaped by two innovations: the adoption of scientific method as the professional standard for knowledge, and the extension of educational opportunity to a democratic public. Before these developments, America’s institutions of higher learning were primarily religious and moral schools of instruction. In the words of James Duderstadt, president of the University of Michigan, “Colleges trained the ministers of each generation, passing on ‘high culture’ to a very small elite.”4 The explicit mission of these early collegiate institutions was to instill the doctrines of a particular religious denomination. The teaching of non-religious liberal arts subjects was not designed to foster the analytic skepticism associated with modern science but to pass on the literary and philosophical culture that supported a specific faith.

By contrast, “the core mission of the research university,” as recently summarized by one of its leaders, “is . . . expanding and deepening what we know.” In pursuit of this goal, “the research university relies on various attributes, the most important of which are the processes of rigorous  inquiry and reasoned skepticism, which in turn are based on articulated norms that are not fixed and given, but are themselves subject to re-examination and revision. In the best of our universities faculty characteristically subject their own claims and the norms that govern their research to this process of critical reflection.”5 This open-minded approach has been the credo of American higher education throughout the modern era and is still the norm in the physical and biological sciences and most professional schools throughout the contemporary university.

Liberal arts colleges are the divisions of the university through which all undergraduates pass, and have been traditionally viewed as cornerstones of a democratic society, where students are taught how to think rather than told what to think. The curricula of liberal arts colleges within the modern research university supported these objectives. They were designed to inculcate pragmatic respect for the pluralism of ideas and the test of empirical evidence, and thus support a society dependent on an informed citizenry.

All this began to change when a radical generation of university instructors were hired onto liberal arts faculties in the 1970s and began altering curricula by creating new inter-disciplinary fields whose inspirations were ideological and closely linked to political activism. Women’s Studies was one of the earliest of the new disciplines and remains the most influential, providing an academic model emulated by others.6 The curricula of Women’s Studies programs are not governed by the principles of disinterested inquiry about a subject but rather by a political mission: to teach students to be radical feminists. The formal Constitution of the Women’s Studies Association makes this political agenda clear:
Women’s Studies owes its existence to the movement for the liberation of women; the feminist movement exists because women  are oppressed. Women’s studies, diverse as its components are, has at its best shared a vision of a world free not only from sexism but also from racism, class-bias, ageism, heterosexual bias—from all the ideologies and institutions that have consciously or unconsciously oppressed and exploited some for the advantage of others. . . . Women’s Studies, then, is equipping women not only to enter the society as whole, as productive human beings, but to transform the world to one that will be free of all oppression.7






As a result of the political pressures from feminists, ethnic nationalists, and “anti-war” activists, and the curricular innovations they were able to institute, the academic landscape was transformed. In 2006, state legislators in Pennsylvania gathered at Philadelphia’s Temple University to hold hearings on academic freedom. Among the witnesses to appear before them was Stephen Zelnick, a former Vice Provost for Undergraduate Studies and a member of the Temple faculty for thirty-six years. Zelnick told the legislators of his concern that Temple faculty had grown increasingly monolithic and politically partisan in the years he had been there. “The one-sidedness of the faculty,” he said, “in their ideological commitments and a growing intolerance of competing views [has] resulted in abuse of students, occasionally overt and reported, but most often hidden and normalized, and the degrading of the strong traditions of intellectual inquiry and free expression.”8


Zelnick then spelled out what this meant in terms of the instruction he had personally reviewed. “As director of two undergraduate programs, I have had many opportunities to sit in and watch instructors. I have sat in on more than a hundred different teachers’ classes and seen excellent, indifferent, and miserable teaching. . . . In these visits, I have rarely heard a kind word for the United States, for the riches of our marketplace, for  the vast economic and creative opportunities made available for energetic and creative people (that is, for our students); for family life, for marriage, for love, or for religion.”9


Zelnick’s experience reflected a shift in the academic practices of liberal arts schools that was national in scope and a transformation as dramatic as the changes that took place at the end of the nineteenth century.10  If those changes have been rightly perceived as an educational revolution, the current academic turn represents a counter-revolution—the resurrection of a curriculum that is doctrinal rather than analytic, and the return to a method of instruction in which knowledge proceeds from authority and is designed to instill sectarian truths rather than pursue skeptical inquiries into the facts.

While the new academic orthodoxies are secular, they are no less intolerant of opposing views than their religious predecessors. Their faculty adherents also assign texts to reinforce orthodoxies, while treating dissenters as unbelievers and dismissing their views as not requiring serious consideration. The new academic orthodoxies teach that America is an oppressive society governed by hierarchies that are “racist,” “sexist,” and “classist.” Far from being academic in the dictionary sense of “theoretical” and “not leading to a decision or practice,” the new curriculum is designed to provide cultural support for doctrines that are sectarian and political and that have immediate practical implications. Engagement in political activism is often incorporated directly into the lesson plan.

For example, a course description at the University of California Santa Cruz explains, “The goal of this seminar is to learn how to organize a revolution.” The character of the revolution is then specified as “anti-capitalist” and “anti-racist,”11 and the only texts provided are those that articulate and support these specific revolutionary agendas. No skeptical examination of revolution or of the critics of capitalism or of the left-wing perspectives on racism presented in the course is incorporated into its syllabus.

Similarly, a sociology course in “Collective Behavior and Social Movements” at the University of Arizona offers students credit for political activity and provides them with a menu of left-wing organizations to serve. In the words of the official syllabus, “Here it is, activism for credit. Give four hours to a social movement organization and I’ll give you 200 points.”12 The instructor elaborates,
Tucson has a bunch of great organizations that could use your help. For example, Wingspan has loads of things you can do for lesbians, gay men, transgendered and bisexual people right here in the Old Pueblo. Maybe you’re more interested in endangered species and ecosystem protection—check out the Center for Biological Diversity, an important and influential organization that just happens to be based in Tucson. Consider the Brewster Center, Society of Friends (Quakers), Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, Border Action Network, Humane Borders, or Food Not Bombs.





The political corruption of the academic enterprise is hardly confined to a single university, or to one academic field. Three articles in a recent issue of PMLA, the official journal of the Modern Languages Association, give an indication of the scope of the problem. With forty thousand members, the Modern Languages Association is the largest academic professional organization and is ostensibly concerned with literary scholarship. One of the articles in this issue, however, is titled “Get Up, Stand Up: Teaching Civil Disobedience in the Literature Classroom.” A second is titled, “Using the Civil Rights Movement to Practice Activism in the Classroom.” The third, a dissent from these two, is by Gerald Graff, the outgoing president of the Association. Graff notes mournfully that “it is no longer controversial that a goal of teaching should be to ‘challenge oppressions and  advance social justice.’ The only pertinent questions now are technical ones about how to achieve this goal.”13 In short, according to the testimony of the president of the largest organization of literary scholars, classroom indoctrination in left-wing political ideologies by professors of literature is now an accepted educational practice.

Graff is himself a political progressive but is distinguished by his professional dissent from progressive orthodoxy, in particular his view that teachers should not preach one side of the ideological argument in the classroom but “teach the conflicts,” allowing students to draw their own conclusions. This was the norm in the recent academic past, so it is not surprising that someone like Graff, who belongs to an older academic generation, should defend it. I myself am a contemporary of Graff, and it was my own collegiate experience that prompted me to begin the academic freedom campaign, the goal of which is to provide institutional support for a student’s right to receive a modern scientific education and not be indoctrinated in any orthodoxy, whether it reflects the political prejudices of the Right or the Left.

Because the campaign I organized was about process, it was viewpoint neutral. Consequently, I began it under the assumption that I would be joined by others, liberals such as Gerald Graff among them, and not just conservatives. But for reasons that will become clear in the ensuing narrative, I received almost no support from those quarters, and Graff himself never endorsed my campaign, but only suggested that the concerns it raised were important and deserved consideration.

I was disappointed by this response, but not surprised. What I was not prepared for was the reluctance of many conservatives to support our campaign. While conservatives had long been precise and insightful in recognizing the problematic developments in the university culture, they remained determinedly passive in their response to it.

More than fifty years earlier, William F. Buckley had published God and Man at Yale, a jeremiad lamenting the transformation of Yale from a college whose founders intended it to instill Christian values into a modern research university, the attitudes of which were secular and increasingly liberal. Buckley’s book was the first in a series of critiques of the university that conservatives were to write. These eventually included Alan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind, Dinesh D’Souza’s Illiberal Education, Richard Bernstein’s Dictatorship of Virtue, Neil Hamilton’s  Zealotry and Academic Freedom, Roger Kimball’s Tenured Radicals, and Daphne Patai and Noretta Koertge’s Professing Feminism: Education and Indoctrination in Women’s Studies, which was an analysis of Women’s Studies as an ideological rather than an academic discipline.

But among these knowledgeable and perceptive texts, there were none that formed the basis for an effort towards institutional reform. Conservatives were content to argue against the educational status quo in the hope that others would be persuaded to do something about it—or not. Perhaps this reflected a fatalism inherent in the conservative outlook, leaving many of its adherents content to describe and then regret a cultural fall, but not to support a movement to correct it. Conservatives ably made their case, but little action seemed to follow.

Three years after the appearance of God and Man at Yale, Buckley became the first president of the Intercollegiate Studies Institute, an organization founded by Frank Chodorov. The Institute was designed to teach the curriculum that Yale and schools like it were in the process of abandoning.14 Its target audience consisted of conservative students whom it intended to reach during after-school hours. It was a plan of action typical of the conservative campus organizations that followed—the Young America’s Foundation, the Leadership Institute, Accuracy in Academia, the Eagle Forum Collegians, the Clare Booth Luce Institute, College  Republicans, and various conservative Christian groups. All of these sponsored conservative speakers on campus and recruited on-site representatives to distribute conservative literature. But with exception of the College Republicans, whose principal focus is electoral politics, they did not create student activist organizations or conduct efforts to alter campus structures.  15 Their intent was to develop alternative institutions, not reform existing ones; to foster a traditional culture among conservative college students and develop future conservative leaders. The agenda was to educate individuals, not change the existing educational system.

This was also true of the adult organizations involved in higher education. The National Association of Scholars focused on legitimizing dissenting voices in the academy rather than altering the structures of university governance, although this attitude began to change under the impact of our campaign. The American Council of Trustees and Alumni was organized to uphold academic standards and support a quality education, but did not promote system-wide reform, although it too began to propose institutional changes under the influence of our efforts.

While I was influenced by Buckley’s work, my concern in organizing our campaign was different. Since Yale was a private institution which had been specifically created to transmit a Christian heritage, I was sympathetic to Buckley’s distress over its transformation into a secular university at odds with the values of its founders. Moreover, Buckley was justified in his claim that Yale had severed its religious ties without a formal divorce. But unlike Buckley’s efforts, the campaign I organized was not at odds with the research university itself, nor with its secular foundations or intellectual pluralism. The research university was now an established institution. More than 85 percent of American college students attended publicly funded schools which, unlike Yale, had been created as secular institutions. These schools were not dedicated to the  transmission of religious doctrines but to the pursuit of knowledge through disinterested inquiry. My goal in launching the academic freedom campaign was to stop the erosion of these academic standards and the steady transformation of liberal arts departments into sectarian indoctrination centers for ideological causes.

The intellectual foundations of the modern research university were enshrined in a famous document called the “Declaration of the Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure,” which was issued in 1915 by the American Association of University Professors. In the words of an authoritative account by two law professors, “The draftsmen of the 1915 Declaration sought to establish principles of academic freedom capable of ensuring that colleges and universities would remain accountable to professional standards. . . . ”16 In other words, the cornerstones of both academic freedom and the modern research university were one and the same—the commitment to professional standards, based on scientific method, which were above party and faction.

The system created was self-policing, with faculty in charge of enforcing the standards. The two law professors warned that academic freedom “will collapse if faculty lose faith in the professional norms necessary to define and generate knowledge,” and could only be sustained if academic peers “interpret disciplinary standards in a way that maintains the ... legitimacy of these standards.”17 Thus, the academic freedom protections in the Declaration were limited only to professors “who carry on their work in the temper of the scientific method,” and thus only to professors who practice theoretical skepticism and encourage respect for empirical evidence. The Declaration denied academic standing (and academic freedom) to those who use it “for intemperate and uncritical partisanship.”18


The impetus for our reform campaign was the erosion of these time-honored standards and consequent development of academic faculties  whose political agendas were made possible by the failure of universities to enforce the principles in the Declaration. These faculties were concentrated in the newly created inter-disciplinary fields, which were based on the social critiques of the political Left. In place of the traditional disciplines—history, economics, philosophy—whose standards had evolved in the course of more than a century of scholarship, the new fields were inspired by ideologies such as feminism, whose intellectual scope was all-encompassing and whose methodologies were newly invented. An immediate consequence of this academic revolution was an epidemic of amateurism in academic classrooms.

Newly minted courses on “global feminism”—to take one example—now focused on the workings (and evils) of the international capitalist economic system, but were taught by professors whose academic credentials were not in economics or even sociology or political science, but in Comparative Literature, Education, and Women’s Studies.19 The primary credential for teaching such courses was not an academic expertise, but familiarity with left-wing ideologies.

This academic amateurism in the service of ideology wasn’t confined to new fields like Women’s Studies, moreover. The course “Marxism and Society” at Duke University, for example, is offered (and overseen) not by the Department of Economics or Sociology, but by the Department of Literature and—jointly—by the Education Program, which trains teachers for K-12 schools.20 The course is taught by Michael Hardt, co-author of the book Empire. This is a text popular among academic radicals and has been described by other Marxists as “a Communist Manifesto for the 21st  Century.”21 (Hardt’s co-author, also a Marxist, is Antonio Negri, a convicted Italian terrorist.) According to the official Duke catalogue description written by Hardt, “The course considers the basic concepts of historical materialism, as they have developed in historical contexts. Topics  include sexual and social inequality, alienation, class formation, imperialism, and revolution.”22 Hardt is a professor of comparative literature and has no peer-reviewed academic credential that would qualify him as an expert in history, sociology, economics, political science, or human sexuality.  23


The campaign I undertook in 2003 was an attempt to address these abuses by restoring the academic principles of the modern research university to liberal arts faculties. Its basic premise was that professors were obligated to behave professionally in the classroom, and that students had a right to expect them to do so. These were simple propositions that I spelled out in the “Academic Bill of Rights,” which was based squarely on the 1915 Declaration. Where Buckley wanted to preserve the religious character of Yale, my concern was to defend and restore the professional standards of the modern research university that had been abandoned in its liberal arts divisions. In that sense, the reform I was proposing was conservative as well.

What follows is the history of the campaign—the obstacles we encountered along the way, the successes we achieved, and the prospects for making further progress. It is in some ways a personal story, because the campaign arose out of my concerns, and I have been its spokesman and the chief target of those who oppose it. But it is also a narrative that describes a disturbing development in America’s liberal arts colleges and provides a guide for those interested in reversing it. This is a narrative, in other words, about the fate of higher education in America.

The possibility that this history might be of service to other reform efforts is the most important reason for publishing it. I am convinced that our campaign would have been able to achieve far more if liberals and conservatives interested in the health of our universities (and our democracy) had joined our cause. Of course, I was aware that the political climate  would make the recruitment of liberal allies difficult, even though our campaign was based on well-established liberal principles. For liberalism had undergone significant changes since radicals had mounted a systematic assault on the academic culture in the 1960s, seeking to make its curricula “relevant” and to politicize its educational programs. In the decades since, many self-identified “liberals” ceased to be committed to institutional process, or even to fairness. Many came to regard standards themselves as oppressive. So it was not difficult to understand why recruiting liberal support for the academic freedom campaign should be problematic.

On the other hand, I did not expect the lack of support we received from conservatives and libertarians, particularly since they had the most to gain from the restoration of these academic principles. Conservative texts and the viewpoints that inspired them were excluded from the newly politicized academic curriculum, and conservative and libertarian professors had become a vanishing presence on university faculties as a direct result of the newly politicized approach.24


Opponents of our campaign, however, were quick to portray me as a “pawn” of larger forces and to characterize our effort to restore liberal principles as “a well-funded project of the far Right.”25 This accusation served their political interests, but in the real world, the campaign we waged never became part of any conservative agenda. While Republican elected officials supported our efforts to pass legislative resolutions in more than a dozen states, they retreated quickly after the initial engagements, and only one such resolution—in Colorado—passed both houses of the legislature. Only one Republican Party (Maine) actually incorporated the Academic Bill of Rights into its platform, and only one Republican candidate (also in Maine) ran a campaign on our issue.

More inexplicable was the failure of conservative policy organizations—the Heritage Foundation, the CATO Institute, the American  Enterprise Institute—to embrace or promote our cause. For example, when the American Enterprise Institute held a conference on “academic freedom” well into our campaign, and later published a book, I was pointedly not included.26 Although once a speaker at annual meetings of the National Scholars Association, the invitations stopped once our campaign was launched in 2003, despite the personal support of two of its leaders, Stephen Balch and Peter Wood. Even the California Association of Scholars, a branch of the NAS operating in a state where my offices are located, declined to invite me to its convention.

In the seven years of our campaign, not a single report on our efforts appeared in National Review or the Weekly Standard, the two most widely read intellectual journals of the Right, despite direct appeals to their editors.  Imprimus, a publication of Hillsdale College with a million-and-a half conservative subscribers interested in higher education, ignored us while the president of Hillsdale publicly criticized our efforts. Only one of the four books I wrote on universities, documenting the abuses addressed by our campaign, was reviewed by Commentary or National Review, and none were reviewed by the Claremont Conservative Review of Books, the Weekly Standard, or the Wall Street Journal.27 The Journal  did, however, publish an editorial attacking the Academic Bill of Rights on the libertarian grounds that we appealed to legislatures for endorsements, which the writer regarded as a bad idea. The libertarian journal,  Reason, printed several similar attacks on our campaign, but no report on the abuses we had uncovered or the progress we had made.

By contrast the Chronicle of Higher Education, a liberal publication unsympathetic to our cause, published a lengthy and reasonably balanced cover story on our efforts, as did USA Today. Both assigned reporters to follow me on campuses and report what they saw. Both the New York Times and the Washington Post published substantial and fair-minded  articles as well, although the Times’ “Education” supplement studiously ignored our efforts. In October 2005, an issue of the Weekly Standard did focus on higher education reform with a 10,000-word cover feature titled “The Left University: How It Was Born, How It Grew, How to Overcome It.” The Standard even used our campaign logo featuring the three hear-no-evil, see-no-evil, speak-no-evil monkeys dressed in cap and gown for its cover design. But the story failed to mention our campaign or the Academic Bill of Rights, while the Standard’s editors did not even bother to request permission to use our image .28


The calculated distance which the conservative establishment took towards our efforts reflected the same disposition that lay behind Buckley’s failure to organize a campaign for reforming the university system, despite his prescient critique of its curriculum at Yale. While precise in their diagnosis of what is wrong with the university curriculum, conservatives have remained reluctant to pursue a course of action to correct the abuses. Conservatives are uncomfortable with organized movements generally and institutional reform efforts in particular. They are especially uneasy with conflicts that might bring them into collision with the intellectual establishment, or that would invite unscrupulous ad hominem  attacks from the opposition. Ours involved all three.

There were significant exceptions. I did receive generous and important support for my campus appearances from the Young America’s Foundation and the Leadership Institute, while the conservative publication  Human Events gave attention to our efforts. The talk radio network and FOX News Channel did feature our cases and played an important role in raising the visibility of scandals such as the one involving Professor Ward Churchill, which greatly helped our cause. Sean Hannity, co-anchor of the  Hannity & Colmes show, devoted an unprecedented five segments to my book The Professors, helping to put our concerns before the general public  and induce our opponents to take us more seriously. But these media outlets were also viewed at a distance by the conservative intellectual establishment, and were regarded with ill-concealed contempt by the university audience we were attempting to reach.

The forces ranged against our university reforms were formidable, and regularly—even relentlessly—resorted to gross misrepresentations of the facts and personal smears to prevent a reasonable consideration of our proposals. Chapter nine, describing the academic freedom hearings in Pennsylvania, is particularly instructive in documenting the determination of teacher unions and the Democratic Party to block even an inquiry into whether academic freedom protections for students existed at any of the seventeen public universities in the state and then to obscure the committee’s findings that at fifteen of those schools they did not. Chapter ten describes the faculty resistance to one student’s efforts to use these protections at Penn State University.

While the facts presented in this narrative may seem discouraging, the campaign’s successes suggest that if conservatives had embraced the Academic Bill of Rights and made curricular reform an integral part of their agendas, we would have been able to secure academic freedom protections for students not at two or ten universities, but throughout the higher education system. We would then have been able to proceed with the more difficult task of seeing that these protections were implemented as well.

I am convinced more than ever of the feasibility of the measures we have proposed as I am of the imperative of restoring integrity to the academic curriculum. This book is an effort to persuade Americans in general and conservatives in particular that the reforms described here can be achieved, to explain the difficulties involved, and to show how they can be overcome.





CHAPTER ONE

The Problem


OPPONENTS OF THE ACADEMIC FREEDOM CAMPAIGN HAVE ATTEMPTED to dismiss the Academic Bill of Rights as a “solution in search of a problem.”1 They have described our concerns as “manufactured outrage, manufactured outrage about Women’s Studies, manufactured outrage about leftist professors,” as though the abuses to which we have drawn attention do not exist.2 In point of fact, long before I conceived the campaign, I spent more than a decade traveling to over a hundred college campuses where I met individually with thousands of students and listened to accounts of their classroom experiences.

At first, I was simply troubled by what I heard and marveled at how the academic world had changed since I had been a student forty years before, during what was, in retrospect, a golden age of the modern research university. I was born into a family of card-carrying Communists. My collegiate experience coincided with the Cold War and the tail-end of the McCarthy era. Because of these circumstances, I felt  particularly fortunate when my professors treated me no differently from my classmates, and didn’t single me out for my political views. I do not remember even one of my instructors expressing a personal opinion on the controversial issues of the day, or making remarks that would cast me in the role of a political adversary. This happy educational experience formed the background of my concern for the conservative students I now met.

During my campus visits, students recounted incidents with many professors who had not exhibited the same professional restraint as mine, but instead vented their political prejudices in the classroom, often with great—and intimidating—passion. These stories led me to wonder how my own education would have been affected if my teachers had behaved this way. How would I have reacted, for example, if one had turned to me in the middle of a class and said, “David, why don’t you explain to us why Communists like to kill so many people?” Yet, students I interviewed had experiences not unlike this kind of professorial third degree.

In the spring of 2005, a student came to hear me speak in Connecticut and introduced himself as Nathaniel Nelson, an undergraduate at the University of Rhode Island. Nathaniel told me that he had been singled out as a Christian by his political science professor who was gay, and who asked him in front of the entire class, “Why do Christians hate fags?” The question upset Nathaniel, who didn’t hate gays and didn’t think most Christians did either. But under his professor’s verbal barrage, which invoked Church history from the Middle Ages with which Nathaniel was unfamiliar, he was reduced to a humiliating silence. The subject of the political science course in which this incident occurred was neither Christianity nor homosexuality but “Political Philosophy: Plato to Machiavelli.”3 The professor, Michael Vocino, was not a political scientist but a film librarian with no Ph.D. After we published Nathaniel’s story on our website (and  only because we published Nathaniel’s story), an embarrassed university administration barred Vocino from teaching a course for which he had no qualifications.4


Hearing Nathaniel’s story, I found myself wondering how a student could learn from a teacher who displayed such personal hostility, particularly when it was directed at his religious faith. How could an instructor who has once confronted his student as a passionate adversary then function as his academic mentor? These were questions I thought about every time I encountered cases like Nathaniel’s, and there were many.

One incident had a profound impact on all my thinking. I was on a speaking tour to St. John’s College in northern Minnesota, a Lutheran school that had recently been transformed into a secular institution. As at other schools the faculty and curriculum were overwhelmingly liberal, and the students I questioned could only identify one professor whom they knew to be conservative. In the course of my lecture I said, “If your professors are not assigning texts with views that present more than one side of a controversial issue, you are being robbed of your educational dollar.”

My next speaking engagement was scheduled for the University of Minnesota, which was in Minneapolis, a four-hour drive south. One of the St. John’s students volunteered to drive me to a half-way point where I would be met by a student from the University of Minnesota who would then take me the rest of the way. During the drive, I interviewed her about her educational career. She told me that she was majoring in criminology and that her family lived in a rural area in eastern North Dakota near the Minnesota border. In order to pay the $15,000 tuition at St. John’s, she had borrowed money from her relatives and was also working an eight-hour job after school. In the course of our conversation, she referred to the remark I had made during my speech and asked me, “Are there any articles or books that support the death penalty?” I said, “Of course there are;  didn’t your criminology professor provide you with any?” “No,” she replied, “he didn’t.”

Criminology was hardly my area of expertise, but I was aware that Ernest van den Haag had written a highly regarded book in support of the death penalty.5 I mentioned it to her and asked how she had chosen criminology as a major in the first place. She told me she had a sister who was a year older, who had been murdered when she was eighteen. The killer was a transient who was tried and convicted by the state of Minnesota, which had no death penalty.

I realized then that this young woman had entered a college program to try to heal a wound that would never be healed, and that her request was part of her effort to deal with her pain. Yet she was being denied the means to do so by a criminology professor who thought it was more important to recruit her as an opponent of the death penalty than to be her teacher. This was an inexcusable betrayal of the educational mission. And in ways, it lay at the heart of my decision to take up the cause of students’ academic freedom.




Receptions on Campus 

Over the next few years, whenever I visited a campus, I tried to spend several hours meeting with the students who invited me and also with others who stayed to talk when my lectures were over. I questioned them about the subjects they were studying and the classes they were taking and the teachers who instructed them. Of particular concern for me was whether their instructors treated them respectfully if they disagreed with the instruction, whether their teachers distinguished between fact and opinion in their classroom lectures, whether they made students aware that there was more than one side to controversial issues, and whether they assigned texts that reflected those disagreements.

Since the students who hosted me were almost invariably conservative, it was also my custom to ask them how many professors they could identify who were likely to sponsor their group. The question provided me with a rough estimate of the number of conservatives willing to disclose their views and thus with the number of faculty conservatives available to counsel and support them. Almost invariably the answer was “two or three.”

This was the case at large schools such as Ohio State University, which is a campus with 60,000 students, and at small schools such as Swarthmore with fewer than 5,000. Only twice in my academic travels, which took me to several hundred schools in forty-seven states, did I visit campuses with a significant number of openly conservative faculty members. The two were South Dakota State and Indiana Wesleyan. Only twice did I encounter a liberal professor who was willing to sponsor a Republican club when no Republican faculty member was available. One was a faculty adviser for College Republicans at Roger Williams, who told me that she was a Democrat married to a Republican. She then told me that after becoming a sponsor for the College Republicans her invitations to dinners and social events with her liberal colleagues had become increasingly rare.

On most university faculties conservatives constitute an average of 10 percent of the total.6 But there are generally fewer on the faculties of their liberal arts divisions, which is where most undergraduates take their courses. There are even fewer in particular fields—sociology, psychology, communications, and usually none in Women’s Studies, African American Studies, and Anthropology, whose focus is on political and social issues. “In my almost four years at Dartmouth,” a senior named Dan Knecht observed, “. . . I have yet to meet one conservative professor.”7


The absence of conservative viewpoints on faculties makes the reception accorded to visiting conservative lecturers an important indicator of a school’s attitude towards dissenting ideas. I have spoken at schools such as California State College at Monterey where I was the only conservative  invited to speak on campus in its entire eleven-year history. When I spoke for the first time at Emory University, an elite institution in Atlanta, I was the first conservative invited in four years. My predecessor, Ward Connerly, a regent of the University of California and an African American opponent of racial preferences, had been driven off the stage by violent protesters and was unable to complete his speech.

As I visited various campuses, I was always mindful of the lack of respect that was routinely shown to me by university faculty. It provided insight into the way conservative ideas were likely to be treated in their classrooms. I was the author of many well-received texts, had been nominated for a National Book Award, and was on a first name basis with senators, congressmen, and governors. An academic study identified me as one of the 100 most cited “public intellectuals” in the country.8 But with a handful of notable exceptions, I was rarely invited to universities by administrators or faculty, even more rarely given an official welcome by either, and when I sat down to dinners with my student hosts, it was usually without a faculty member present. If a professor was there, he was invariably the lonely faculty conservative—the one conservative in the history department at the University of Delaware or the one conservative in the government department at Cornell.

I had been a fairly well known radical in the sixties, had edited Ramparts  , the largest magazine of the Left, and written several books that were influential among activists. Since many radicals from that era were now college professors teaching courses for which the books I had written should have been relevant texts, the lack of interest in my visits was hardly without significance and provided a striking contrast to the receptions other figures from that era received whose politics had not changed. In the early nineties, I visited Dartmouth to speak in behalf of the editors of the  Dartmouth Review who were under attack from the school administration  over an editorial they had written. No Dartmouth faculty attended the event. Several weeks earlier, however, the campus had been visited by Angela Davis, a much honored professor at the University of California, but also the recipient of a Lenin prize from the East German police state and still a fervently anti-American Communist as she had been in the 1960s. Four deans of the college attended her speech, as well as other faculty who showered her with praise and treated her as an academic lion.

This wasn’t unusual. Shortly after Ward Churchill became a nationally despised figure for calling the victims of September 11 “Nazis,” I was invited to speak at the University of Hawaii in Honolulu. My appearance was boycotted by faculty and my speech obstructed by student radicals. My student host was particularly embarrassed by the failure of his teachers to meet with me as he had requested. But only weeks earlier, the very same professors, including department heads, had lined up for the privilege of joining the select circle around Churchill whom they held in high regard in spite of—and indeed because of—his public disgrace.9


Many of the reactions to my university visits were actively hostile, requiring a substantial police presence to ensure that no one was hurt. When I spoke at Portland State University, an editorial in the student paper began, “We all know that that some of us would like to snuff David Horowitz. . . .” University administrators studiously avoided me while I was there, but assigned six armed guards to maintain order when I appeared. In the auditorium, where I spoke to 150 students, a history professor also named David Horowitz scurried around the hall handing out flyers which explained that he and I were not the same person, and that he was appalled by my views.10 Twenty years earlier, I had spoken in the same hall as a radical, and called on the students to burn it down; the same professor, David Horowitz, came up to me then and told me how honored he was by my presence.

The attitudes reflected in these faculty boycotts were inexplicable for teachers in a university setting and antithetic to the very spirit of higher education. I made it a practice to refer openly to these boycotts in the lectures I gave. Even if professors disagreed with my point of view, why would they not encourage students to attend my lectures and disagree with the opinions I expressed? I was likely to be the only conservative adult that students might hear in an academic year or possibly in their entire college careers. My presence should have afforded students an opportunity to prepare their own critiques of conservative ideas, which were evidently so different from those of their professors.11 Wasn’t that the goal of an education—to show students how to analyze various perspectives and develop their own? What better way to do so than by confronting a contrarian point of view?

My academic opponents routinely defended extreme views like those of Angela Davis and Ward Churchill by claiming that the purpose of an education was to challenge conventional beliefs. But the argument cut two ways. There was probably no greater demonstration of the monolithic attitude that prevailed in these universities than the failure of liberal faculty to welcome and engage conservative intellectuals when students invited them to campus.

Sometimes the disapprobation of faculty “liberals” took the form of passive resistance, as when professors withheld the extra credit they otherwise routinely provided to students who attended lectures by speakers who shared their views. Sometimes it took a more aggressive form, as when faculty circulated poisonous e-mails over the university Internet to warn students not to attend my talks and to spread misleading and defamatory claims about my agendas and beliefs.12


In 1997, I was invited by students to speak at the University of Pennsylvania. I had just published an autobiography called Radical Son which  was well-received in publications like The New York Times. I had also co-authored a widely-praised critique of the radical sixties called Destructive Generation. One might have expected professors teaching the sixties to take an interest in the work of a former editor of Ramparts and the most prominent critic of the decade. At the time, there were actually hundreds of courses on the sixties in schools across the country. Yet, with one exception—which I initiated—I received no faculty invitations to lecture, and my books were not assigned in their classes.13 My experience, like that of other conservatives, contrasted sharply with the profusion of invitations extended to radicals such as Angela Davis, Noam Chomsky, and Bill Ayers, and the assignment of the books they had written to celebrate the political excesses of the time.

When the Penn students called to invite me, I asked them if the university offered a course on the sixties and was told there was a popular one with an enrollment of several hundred students taught by three professors. I contacted each of the professors in turn and invited them to participate in my event either as a debating partner or a critic of my text. All three refused, and then circulated an e-mail warning students not to attend the event.

The efforts to prevent students from being exposed to viewpoints like mine were not always passive and did not always take place behind closed doors. During a controversy sparked by my book The Professors, an academic friend asked how many times my campus speeches had been disrupted. This was my reply:
I was once hit with a pie, at the beginning of a speech at Butler University in Indiana. I once had to terminate a talk prematurely despite the presence of thirty armed police and four bodyguards at Berkeley. I had to be protected by twelve armed  police and a German Shepherd at the University of Michigan. I was rushed by clearly deranged individuals and saved only by the intervention of a bodyguard, twice—at M.I.T. and Princeton. I was not able to begin my speech until activists from the International Socialist Organization, a Bolshevik cult, were removed by police on at least four occasions (and probably more but I can no longer remember). I had a talk delayed for twenty minutes by demonstrators at the University of Chicago and had to deliver my speech while a large undergraduate stood in the middle of the room with her back to me in protest (she was not removed by the Dean and police officers present because she was black, and they feared adverse publicity). I had talks delayed and disrupted at Portland State, the University of Texas, Indiana University, the University of California (Davis) the University of Washington, the University of Hawaii, the University of Illinois, the University of Delaware, UCLA, San Francisco State, Boston U., Harvard, Wisconsin, Arizona State, and Bowling Green. I had silent demonstrations directed at me in the auditorium where I spoke at the University of North Carolina and the University of Rhode Island. I was streaked by a protester at Purdue University. I had university e-mails circulated to students and faculty by hostile professors insinuating that I was a racist at Gonzaga University, the University of Pennsylvania, and the University of Missouri. I have had to have campus security present routinely, but not always in force (i.e., five or more officers) ever since the first Berkeley speech I gave against reparations in March 2001. I now have a personal bodyguard whom I share with conservative speakers Ann Coulter and Michelle Malkin.14
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