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How progressive is 
academia?

Issue for academic 
freedom? 

Epistemic effects? 



1. The progressive take-over



The trend: 
conservatives/right-

wingers are 
disappearing from 

academia

• Ladd & Lipset (1969) (over 6000 
academics from various
disciplines and 300 institutions)

• 46% left or liberal, 27% 
moderate, 28% 
conservative

• Hamilton & Hargens (1984): 
4506 academics from all
disciplines

• 39% left/liberal, 34% 
conservative/right, 28.1% 
moderate

• HERI (1989-1990): 35478 
academics from 392 institutions

• Far-left: 4.9%, Liberal: 
36.8%, Moderate: 40.2%, 
Conservative: 17.8%, Far-
right: 0.4%

• Rothman, Nevitte & Lichter 
(1999) : 1643 academics from
183 institutions

• 72% left/liberal, 15% 
conservative

• Gross and Simmons (2006): 
1450+ professors from all
disciplines

• 44.1% liberal, 46.6% 
moderate, 9.2% 
conservative (recoded)

• HERI (2016-17) : 20771 
academics from 143 
baccalaureate institutions

• 11.6% far-left, 48% liberal, 
28% moderate, 11.7% 
conservative, 0.4% far-
right



And they have 
all but 

disappeared 
from some 
disciplines 

• Source: Klein & Stern 
(2005), 264



More Marxists 
than 

conservatives?  

• Maybe an exaggeration

• But seems true in quite a few 
social sciences and in the 
humanities (in the US): 25,5% 
self identified as Marxist in 
the Gross & Simmons survey. 

• In the US!

(American Worldview
Inventory 2021: fewer than
1% of American adults have 
adopted Marxism as their 
primary worldview)

• Honeycutt (2022; reported in 
Jussim et al. 2023), a large 
national survey of U.S. 
tenured/tenure-track faculty (n 
≈ 1,861) and graduate students. 

• Among U.S. graduate students 
(all disciplines): 

- 33.7% said “radical” 
described them at 
least moderately well

- 25.4% “activist”

- 20.4% “Marxist”

- 43.9% “socialist”

- 57.8% selected at 
least one of radical / 
activist / Marxist / 
socialist





And 
elsewhere?

• Not too many data

• In UK: looks very similar  
(cf. Kaufmann 2021)

• Belgium/The Netherlands: 
left-ward skew among 
academics, but unclear 
how strong this skew is 



2. Academic freedom in a progressive 
environment



Restrictions on academic freedom are
• Cause of leftist/progressive dominance 
• Effect of leftist/progressive dominance



Why has 
academia 

become so 
progressive? 

• It’s complicated …
• But: 

• Self-selection is key
• Direct and indirect discrimination against 

conservative people and conservative ideas is 
pervasive in current academia



Source: Peters et al. 
(2020)



• ~ 35% of liberal would discriminate against conservatives in hiring decisions
• ~ 25 % of liberals would discriminate against conservatives in reviewing their 

grant applications.

Inbar and Lammers 
(2012): personality 

and social 
psychologists

• ~ 35 % of liberals/conservatives would discriminate against 
conservatives/liberals in hiring decisions

• ~ 20 % of liberals/conservatives would discriminate against 
conservatives/liberals in grant decision

• Note: Willingness to discriminate (WTD) against papers is between 10 and 20 
% in these studies

Honeycutt and 
Freberg (2016): all 

disciplines, but 
limited to California



The mutually 
reinforcing effects of 
underrepresentation 

and discrimination 
(1/2) 

(a) left-leaning folk are at least as willing to 
discriminate against right as the right-leaning are 
willing to discriminate against the left (with 
qualifications about intra-left WTD). 
(b) there are much more left-leaning folk in nearly 
all discipline. 
Result: right-leaning folk are much more likely to be 
the target of discrimination than left-leaning. 



The mutually 
reinforcing effects of 
underrepresentation 

and discrimination 
(2/2) 

Note 1: social desirability likely leads to an underestimation 
of WTD. Kaufmann writes that “a realistic estimate [based on 
his list experiments] would suggest a multiplier of 2” re WTD.  

Note 2: there might also be some ‘implicit bias’ against 
ideological opponents.  Much ‘low quality research’ is 
research people just don’t like. 

Note 3: ideological in-group favoritism/bias/preference (‘this 
confirms my ideological priors, so it should be 
published/funded/…’) 



Indirect 
discrimination 

(1/2)

• New hires: focus on progressive topics



Indirect 
discrimination 

(2/2)



Do note that this is mostly a group 
think effect: it wouldn’t be much 
different if the right dominated 
academia

But it is not solely a group think 
effect: the electorate of right-wing 
parties (in the West!) is less 
inclined to restrict speech than 
the electorate of left-wing parties 
(and this seems more pronounced 
in academia). 



3. Why should we care? 



Legal issues 

In Belgium (and in the EU), the following applies:

Direct discrimination on protected grounds (sex, origin, age, 
disability, religion or philosophical beliefs, political 
conviction, sexual orientation, etc.) is prohibited.

Indirect discrimination is also prohibited, unless the employer 
can show that:
– the measure pursues a legitimate aim (e.g. safety),
– the measure is suitable for achieving that aim, and
– the measure is necessary and proportionate (there is no 
less discriminatory alternative).



Epistemic 
issues

• Progressive values disproportionally impact scientific 
questions

• Progressive values disproportionally impact concepts 

• Progressive values disproportionally impact microdecisions
in research

• Progressive values disproportionally impact interpretations 
in research

• Progressive values disproportionally impact peer review 
(journals, funding agencies)

• Progressive values disproportionally impact the 
management of inductive (and other epistemic) risks

Trust in science is justified because the scientific community is 
organised in a way that invites criticism and challenges to its 
assumptions, methods, and results. When critics are silenced 
and the generation of putative counterevidence is 
discouraged, trust in science loses its warrant.   



Thank you!



Diehl et al. 
(2025)

Within academia: 
‘conservative’ articles, 
lectures or research lines are 
supposed to harm vulnerable 
people (minority groups). So 
motive for canceling and 
discrimination are often pro-
social. Yet, there is also plain 
‘viewpoint discrimination’. 



Ethical issues

‘

‘Still, it’s our duty to discriminate against bad people.’ 


