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We Can Not Give Up on 
Research Universities 
by Warren Treadgold

I f you want to be hired, tenured, 
or promoted at a major American 
research university as a professor, 

you should either share its ideology or 
pretend you do. That ideology’s basic 
premise is that the world is divided into 
oppressors, all of whom deserve con-
demnation, and groups of oppressed, 
all of whom deserve compensation. 
Exactly why this is so, you had better 
not ask. Since nobody chooses his an-
cestors, you might ask why descendants 
of slaveowners deserve condemnation 
and descendants of slaves deserve com-
pensation. You might even ask why all 
whites deserve blame for slavery, in-
cluding whites whose ancestors owned 
no slaves, opposed slavery, fought and 
died in the Civil War to end slavery, or 
arrived in America after the Civil War. 

Yet if you ask such questions, you 
will not be welcome in American re-
search universities. Instead, you should 
affirm your commitment to “diversi-
ty, equity, and inclusion (DEI),” which 
means excluding oppressors and partic-
ularly excluding anyone who disagrees 
that the world is divided into oppressor 

and oppressed groups. Even if you al-
ready have tenure, at many universities 
(including my own) your annual raise 
will be partly determined by your “con-
tribution” to DEI.

In this situation, many people who 
believe American higher education 
desperately needs reform understand-
ably think we should simply give up on 
research universities. The implicit or 
explicit argument is that research uni-
versities are too far gone to reform and 
their research is so hopelessly tainted 
by leftism and overspecialization as 
to be worthless or harmful. As John 
Agresto puts it in his recent book, The 
Death of Learning, 

The injection of graduate school analyses and 

specialization into the undergraduate curricu-

lum has done much to diminish liberal educa-

tion.... Yes, specialization has been the engine of 

progress in many of the advanced sciences and 

technology, but it is also the cause of so much 

smallness of mind and vision in the humanities.1 

Christopher Rufo writes in an even 
more recent book, America’s Cultural 
Revolution, “The training ground for the 
New Left’s capture of institutional pow-
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er was the university,” by which he pri-
marily means research universities.2

So a good many people think we 
should either support liberal arts col-
leges that are not leftist (like St. John’s 
College, of which Agresto was once 
president, and Hillsdale College), or 
create new liberal arts programs with-
in existing universities (like the Hamil-
ton Center at the University of Florida 
and the School of Civic and Econom-
ic Thought and Leadership at Arizona 
State University), or create new liberal 
arts institutions (like the University of 
Austin and Ralston College), or take over 
existing colleges (New College of Florida 
seems to be the only example so far). 

In short, what we need is not re-
searchers and theoreticians in major 
research universities (like Harvard and 
Berkeley) but teachers of the basic texts 
and heritage of Western civilization. 
Rufo concludes, “The counter-revolution 
must work not to seize the centralized 
institutions, but to disrupt and decen-
tralize them in the interest of small, tex-
tured, and differentiated communities.”3 
This evidently means that we should try 
to disrupt and discredit research univer-
sities and to promote the right kind of 
liberal arts colleges instead.

Yet I believe that many conservatives’ 
rejection of research universities is be-
coming a serious obstacle to reforming 
American higher education. Backed by 
a dominant cultural elite, American re-
search universities are far too powerful 
to destroy. Damaging or discrediting 
them will harm the scientific, technical, 
and medical research that they do but 

that liberal arts colleges cannot do. Re-
search universities will continue to train 
the graduate students who will be hired 
as professors not just by research uni-
versities but by liberal arts colleges. The 
research universities will continue to at-
tract most of the best students, who af-
ter graduating will take leading parts in 
politics, the media, and society and cul-
ture at large. The ideology of demonized 
oppressors and venerated victims will 
continue to dominate academic schol-
arship as long as research universities 
promote it. Conservatives who attack 
not just the current leftism of research 
universities but most academic research 
play into the hands of leftists who claim 
that conservatives disdain advanced ed-
ucation, research, and science. If we turn 
our backs on research universities, left-
ist researchers will turn still more fero-
ciously on the few remaining non-leftist 
researchers. DEI ideologues are already 
targeting mathematics and the sciences, 
promoting and hiring not on the basis 
of academic qualifications but of leftist 
ideology.4

Although some conservatives think 
leftism at research universities can be 
curbed by legislation, most of the laws 
proposed so far will be either ineffec-
tive or counterproductive. Even if laws 
and court decisions stop the many uni-
versities that now require applicants for 
professorships to pledge their loyalty 
to “diversity, equity, and inclusion,” left-
ist faculty and administrators will go 
on hiring only leftist applicants. Since 
requiring DEI pledges merely codifies 
earlier hiring practices at most universi-
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ties, successful applicants will still swear 
loyalty to DEI. Laws requiring students 
to take courses in Western civilization, 
the Constitution, conservatism, or civ-
ics will result in courses that teach the 
evils of Western civilization, the Con-
stitution, and conservatism. Abolishing 
or weakening tenure, the worst proposal 
of all, will let leftist faculty and admin-
istrators fire remaining non-leftist pro-
fessors for their “insensitivity” and “lack 
of collegiality,” while defending leftist 
activists for their “productivity” and 
“service.” The main purpose of requiring 
DEI statements is not to prefer leftists 
in academic hiring (which is already a 
well-established practice) but to exclude 
non-leftists from universities altogether. 
Conservatives who imply that research 
universities are intrinsically leftist sim-
ply reinforce and justify the idea that 
non-leftists have no place in research 
universities.

In fact, most small liberal arts col-
leges (like Oberlin, Amherst, Wesleyan, 
and Sarah Lawrence) are just as mono-
lithically leftist as research universities, 
or more so. A few liberal arts colleges 
are exceptions, and these may well be 
good for students who want a basic 
education before beginning a career in 
business, engineering, or law. But more 
ambitious students have found that a 
bachelor’s degree from a major research 
university offers many more opportuni-
ties than one from St. John’s or Hillsdale. 
Ron DiSantis went to Yale, Ted Cruz to 
Princeton, Josh Hawley to Stanford, and 
Tom Cotton and Elise Stefanik to Har-
vard, but to my knowledge no current 

governor or member of Congress grad-
uated from Hillsdale or St. John’s. When 
I taught at Hillsdale between 1983 and 
1988, its administration cared mostly 
about self-promotion (“outreach”) and 
the quality of most of its courses was 
low, though it seems to have improved 
since then. While I favor assigning great 
books, I think St. John’s goes too far by 
teaching little else and not offering its 
students specific majors.

New College of Florida in Sarasota, 
a formerly “experimental” and “progres-
sive” state college that was originally pri-
vate, is now being reformed on the mod-
el of Hillsdale under a new president 
and board of trustees (which includes 
Christopher Rufo). New College is small 
(about 690 students and 120 faculty), like 
Hillsdale (about 1,600 students and 170 
faculty) and St. John’s (about 780 stu-
dents and 160 faculty on two campuses 
in Annapolis and Santa Fe). Ralston Col-
lege, an entirely new liberal arts college 
of the same general type as St. John’s, 
Hillsdale, and New College of Florida, 
was founded in Savannah in 2010 and 
opened for regular instruction in 2022, 
though it remains very small and not yet 
accredited.5 These institutions say and 
do many of the right things, avoid and 
oppose many of the wrong things, and 
at best give a good education to a few 
hundred students a year and employ a 
few conservative professors who would 
have trouble being hired elsewhere. But 
while every little bit can help, a hand-
ful of colleges of this sort and this size, 
no matter how good, cannot transform 
American education by themselves.
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The University of Austin, founded 
in 2021 and open for instruction in fall 
2024 though not yet accredited, was 
conceived as a more ambitious proj-
ect. In a recent article, its provost de-
scribed it as a “college of the future” 
that “will help rescue American higher 
education.”6 Its founders included for-
mer Harvard professor Niall Ferguson, 
former Harvard president Lawrence 
Summers, and other prominent names 
in American higher education, though 
none of them has joined the university’s 
regular faculty. Its president is a former 
president of St. John’s. But University 
of Austin faculty are not offered tenure, 
which is a feature of almost all colleges 
and universities that aspire to academic 
excellence, including Hillsdale and St. 
John’s. Another warning sign is the uni-
versity’s proposed curriculum, which in-
cludes great books but highlights “Polar-
is Projects,” specialized multiyear plans 
that students define for themselves. 
Agresto has warned against this sort of 
program: “[V]ery often the least liberat-
ing education is the one where students 
get to pick and choose whatever suits 
their current fancy or confirms what 
they imagine their interests are, since it 
ratifies their currently held opinions and 
encourages them to run in place intellec-
tually.”7 The University of Austin seems 
unlikely to offer a better education than 
St. John’s or Hillsdale.

Recently several state research uni-
versities have tried to offer an alterna-
tive to their dominant leftism by creat-
ing liberal arts programs separate from 
their regular academic departments, no-

tably the Hamilton Center for Classical 
and Civic Education at the University of 
Florida. The Hamilton Center, intended 
to become a distinct college of the uni-
versity, will soon offer undergraduate 
majors in “philosophy, politics, econom-
ics and law” and “great books and ideas,” 
with other majors to follow. In an oth-
erwise favorable article, the Economist 
observed that such programs face “two 
related challenges”: to find appropriate 
faculty and, even more difficult, to avoid 
“becoming conservative ghettoes with-
in their universities.”8 Ghettoes are not 
only separate and small but usually con-
sidered inferior by the majority outside 
them. 

The present leftism and intolerance 
of research universities is no proof that 
there is anything wrong with the basic 
idea of a research university, any more 
than the same problems in liberal arts 
colleges prove that there is anything 
wrong with the basic idea of a liber-
al arts college or of higher education 
in general. American colleges and uni-
versities have certainly grown worse 
and more intolerant since the academic 
job market collapsed around 1970. But 
this means that they used to be better 
and more tolerant and could become so 
again. The essential problem is some fif-
ty years of hiring bad professors, who 
have in turn hired even worse profes-
sors, as Rufo has observed: “Over time, 
the radicals shifted to the university as 
a whole, securing positions of influence, 
legitimizing their ideas in sympathetic 
journals, purging reactionaries from the 
faculty, and recruiting cohorts of gradu-
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ate students who would transform the 
spirit of the revolutionary communiqués 
into a dense academic mass.”9 Agresto 
is right that by now most graduate stu-
dents and new assistant professors are 
overspecialized leftist ideologues. That is 
what most academic departments want, 
train, and hire. The cycle can only be 
broken by reforming the system of aca-
demic hiring, now dominated by leftist 
professors who hire other leftists.

Most academic hiring is done by uni-
versity departments, which with the 
permission of administrators draw up 
job advertisements, read job applica-
tions, and choose candidates to inter-
view and hire. Many job advertisements 
not only demand commitment to DEI 
but require specialization in some aspect 
of race or gender. During interviews, 
candidates are often eliminated merely 
on suspicion of being conservative or re-
ligious. As early as 1988 a professor who 
interviewed me at Florida International 
University guessed correctly that I was 
a Republican; I later learned that I was 
hired only because his colleagues were 
unable to believe something so improb-
able without clear proof. 

In 2020 an interviewer asked one of 
my students, a convert to Eastern Or-
thodoxy, why she ate no meat at lunch 
on a Friday in Lent; though she had the 
presence of mind to say she was a vege-
tarian, she soon decided to leave the ac-
ademic profession, partly because of that 
incident. Most department members are 
poorly prepared to select the best can-
didates from hundreds of applicants in 
fields outside their own specialties and 
are mainly interested in hiring compat-

ible colleagues who follow current aca-
demic fashions.

Often the university administration 
makes things worse by eliminating can-
didates whose DEI statements it consid-
ers unsatisfactory before the department 
can see their applications. The relevant 
administrator, usually a dean of arts 
and sciences, is seldom a distinguished 
scholar or qualified to evaluate appli-
cants throughout the humanities and 
social and natural sciences, but is well 
aware of DEI and similar fashions in 
academic hiring. University presidents, 
most of whom are not scholars and have 
many responsibilities outside academ-
ics, have even less time or expertise than 
the deans bring to hiring professors. A 
major reason that critics like Rufo and 
Agresto favor small liberal arts colleges 
is probably that they are small enough 
that their administrators can consider all 
applications for professorships. Conser-
vative administrators can usually identi-
fy and eliminate leftist applicants, whose 
views are obvious from their work and 
interests. Yet since these administrators 
too have trouble telling how good an 
applicant’s research is, they are liable to 
hire merely competent teachers rather 
than outstanding and pioneering schol-
ars who might help change American 
academics for the better.

In a recent issue of Academic Ques-
tions (“A Strategy for Reforming Amer-
ican Universities,” Fall 2023) I proposed 
a strategy that could be used to reform 
even research universities by appointing 
new deans and department chairmen.10 
This strategy could work only at state 
universities in states with Republican 
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governors and legislatures; but those 
include some of the most important re-
search universities in the country, not 
just the University of Florida but the 
University of Texas at Austin, Ohio State 
University, Indiana University, the Uni-
versity of Iowa, and the University of 
Georgia. A university that followed this 
strategy should begin by appointing a 
new dean with responsibility for hiring 
senior scholars as department chairmen. 
For a dean who is a good senior schol-
ar, hiring other good senior scholars as 
departmental chairmen, even outside 
the dean’s field, is much easier than hir-
ing good junior scholars. Senior schol-
ars, most of whom were hired when 
leftists had less control over academic 
hiring than they have now, have pub-
lished enough and been active enough 
to show what sort of thinkers they are; 
some have even joined the NAS, Hetero-
dox Academy, or the Foundation for In-
dividual Rights and Expression (FIRE). 
The new departmental chairmen, given 
authority to override other members 
of their departments with the consent 
of the dean, could then be assigned the 
more difficult task of hiring good junior 
scholars.

Some people may doubt that enough 
candidates with strong credentials and 
without leftist prejudices can be found 
to hire as new department chairmen and 
professors. In today’s academic climate 
no one can be quite sure how many 
non-leftist professors there are, because 
such professors have good reasons to 
hide their views. Yet a confidential sur-
vey of professors in 2022 by FIRE found 
that 17 percent identified themselves as 

“moderate,” 25 percent identified them-
selves as “conservative,” and 50 percent 
thought that required statements by 
applicants affirming a commitment to 
DEI “are an ideological litmus test that 
violates academic freedom.”11 While a 
“moderate” or “conservative” professor 
may be to the left of moderates or con-
servatives in the population at large (one 
study found only 4 percent of U.S. fac-
ulty voted for Trump in 2020).12 the fact 
that half the professors surveyed dis-
liked mandatory DEI statements is en-
couraging, even if they feared to express 
their dislike openly. In any case, the aim 
of reformers of research universities 
should be not to replace DEI with a con-
servative litmus test but to hire the best 
teachers and researchers, who will judge 
others’ teaching and research on the ba-
sis of its quality and not of the race or 
gender of the person who does it.

Excellent scholars still go to graduate 
school, though their numbers are grad-
ually decreasing, and many excellent 
scholars are still teaching, though often 
at obscure institutions. Over the last 
forty years I have served on some two 
dozen search committees for history 
professors at Hillsdale, Florida Interna-
tional University, and Saint Louis Uni-
versity, and participated in many more 
searches as a department member. None 
of these three is a leading university, but 
the academic job market is so bad that 
we received applications from most of 
the leading graduate programs in the 
country. 

The great majority of the searches 
were for tenure-track assistant profes-
sors, though a few were for associate 
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professors or endowed chairs. We often 
had more than a hundred applicants. Al-
most every search included at least one 
truly outstanding candidate who did 
research of obvious breadth and impor-
tance and showed no ideological bias. In 
fact, the best candidates were scarcely 
ever leftists, probably because most left-
ist academics care more about ideology 
than about academic standards. Though 
I regret to say that my departments sel-
dom chose the best candidate, some-
times the best candidate already had a 
job—or later found a job—at an institu-
tion with a worse academic reputation 
than ours. Outstanding scholars still ex-
ist, if you want to hire them.

Hiring outstanding scholars may 
however require you to break some un-
written rules that most academic job 
searches now follow. If the scholars are 
outstanding, you should hire them even 
if they now teach at an obscure institu-
tion, have a job outside academia, have 
no regular job at all, are over sixty years 
old, or have retired (if they will come out 
of retirement). You should definitely not 
exclude applicants for department chair-
men who have no administrative ex-
perience, since leftism is now usually a 
requirement for an administrative posi-
tion. You should emphasize the author-
ity, independence, and administrative 
support the department chairmen will 
have and offer them a higher salary than 
they now have, because presiding over 
what may well be a hostile department 
will often be difficult, at least at first. 
Besides, though many of the candidates 
would be leaving institutions where 

they are badly paid, badly treated, and 
generally unhappy, many would have 
put down roots where they now live and 
often have a spouse who would need to 
find a new job if they moved. Coming 
out of retirement also has drawbacks, 
even for professors who retired early be-
cause they disliked their institutions so 
much.

Any university that follows this strat-
egy should be careful to uphold both 
academic excellence and academic free-
dom, particularly for professors hired 
under the former system. The universi-
ty’s administrators and chairmen should 
be candid about what they are doing and 
should expect and answer criticisms 
from opponents who assert that “di-
versity, equity, and inclusion” are more 
important than academic freedom and 
excellence. If the administrators make 
their case well, they will win over a 
large majority of voters and taxpayers 
and even many professors, and a healthy 
clash of opinions should make the uni-
versity a better and more open place. The 
administrators should emphasize that 
their critics have a right to their opin-
ions and are protected from dismissal 
for their views as a matter of academ-
ic freedom. The new chairmen and the 
professors they select should be distin-
guished enough scholars and teachers 
that they cannot credibly be accused of 
being hired only for ideological reasons. 
Faculty and students who object to the 
new hiring procedures should be asked 
to defend their insistence on ideologi-
cal exclusion at the expense of academic 
distinction. In most states, the new sys-



ACADEMIC QUESTIONS

68

tem should be a political advantage for 
the governors and legislators who intro-
duce it.

This strategy cannot now be enacted 
at most private institutions or at public 
institutions in Democratic states. For 
the present the supply of good academics 
who are not leftists may be too small for 
the strategy to be applied at all research 
universities anyway. But even if only a 
few major state research universities 
adopt it, they will hire many fine schol-
ars who can express their views freely in 
the classroom and outside it, can publish 
important research combating uncritical 
leftism, and can train graduate students 
like themselves who can find academic 
jobs at these research universities and 
perhaps at others. If the reformed re-
search universities do their hiring well, 
one or more of them should soon rival 
such badly compromised research uni-
versities as Harvard and Berkeley, which 
are no longer trying to pursue academ-
ic excellence as they chase their ideas of 
social justice. A state research universi-
ty that seriously attempts to be the best 
university in the country will become 
unignorable and will influence other 
research universities in a way that even 
the most outstanding small liberal arts 
college cannot. But if we simply ignore 
research universities, we cannot hope to 
reform American higher education.
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