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I have been asked to discuss "the most dangerous idea in education today," and I am happy to have the opportunity to do so.

To name "the most dangerous idea in education today" we must first say to whom it is dangerous. Do we want to talk about an idea that is dangerous to defenders of our present social and intellectual order? Or do we want to talk about an idea that is dangerous to critics of our present social and intellectual order--in particular, to academic intellectuals seeking more convincing explanations of the way things are?
I would like to discuss the latter: an idea that threatens to suppress criticism and to inhibit the creation of new and fuller accounts of nature and society.  It is the idea that there is a liberal bias in higher education.
Recently, a number of conservative activists, among whom is the well-known David Horowitz, author of The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics, have attempted to persuade the public that there is a "liberal bias" in higher education. They come to that conclusion upon seeing critiques of U.S. foreign policy by political scientists, critiques of traditional social values by humanities scholars, critiques of longstanding religious beliefs by biologists, critiques of our society's economy by ecologists. From their perspective, critiques of the status quo are indistinguishable from advocacy for new "liberal" ways of understanding the world.
Some examples: To those denouncing the academy for "liberalism," criticism by political scientists of our country's foreign policy looks like advocacy of a different foreign policy.  Criticism of racism and sexism embedded in literary classics looks like advocacy for non-racist and non-sexist forms of human interaction, that is, advocacy for civil rights for all groups, and for human rights for all residents of the planet. Criticism of Creationism looks like advocacy for secular science, the foundation of our scientific understanding of nature in the West.  Criticism of our economic, agricultural, and business practices, because of their effect on global warming, for instance, looks like advocacy of alternative fuels, advocacy of pollution controls, advocacy of sustainable agriculture, advocacy of "green" life styles, etc.  All this criticism looks like the advocacy of "liberal" values to defenders of the political and religious status quo.
These conservative activists are recognizing that academic intellectuals are advocating change.  And indeed academic scholars do advocate changes in our thinking, and they do so by exposing misunderstandings, social injustices, myths, and unhealthy habits of mind.  Their exposure of misunderstandings, social injustices, myths, and unhealthy habits of mind does have consequences for society.
What some conservatives are denouncing as a “liberal bias” is actually the quest for truth, which is the responsibility of academic intellectuals. The quest for truth--whether in the sciences, the social sciences, or the humanities--always involves the questioning of established views of the world. Humanities scholars as well as scientists of all disciplines ask of what has previously been held as truth: “Is this longstanding assumption really true?” If the assumption does not stand up to scrutiny, academic intellectuals are obliged to search for what is closer to truth.
And that search is what looks like dangerous liberalism to adherents of longstanding assumptions. From their perspective, any challenge to what they hold as truth is dangerous. 
However, from my perspective, and from the perspective of most academic intellectuals, the denunciation of these challenges as "liberal" is what is truly dangerous.  That denunciation threatens freedom of thought and freedom of speech, and it threatens the search for more accurate explanations for the way things are. 

Most significantly, the descriptive use of the word "liberal" for new explanations for the way things are characterizes the pursuit of truth as a political action. And that characterization of the pursuit of truth, I believe, is the most dangerous idea in higher education today.
The term "liberal bias in the academy" may be new, but the resistance to ground-breaking research is old, as old as learning itself. 
Let me give two historical examples of such resistance: the resistance to the concept of evolution by natural selection in the late nineteenth century, and the resistance to the globalization of the humanities in the late twentieth.

When he published On the Origin of Species in 1859, Charles Darwin undermined the stable model of nature that had been in place for two millennia. His opponents in the 1860s reacted to his theory of evolution by natural selection with fear-motivated anger.

They feared Darwin's nonanthropocentric conception of nature in which all species--including the human species--evolve in time and change is continuous and undirected. Darwin's theory contradicted their vision of humans as God-created, and it contradicted their vision of nature as a divinely ordained and therefore stable hierarchy in which humankind is unique and superior to the rest of the biotic world. Darwin's opponents' resistance to evolution by natural selection was religious. They feared a new answer to the question, "What is humankind's place in nature?"
Today's opponents of the teaching of evolution in the schools, 150 years later, are motivated by the same fear. They do not want their children exposed to an explanation of nature that contradicts what the Bible states as true. 
In the 1980s, in the United States, William Bennett, Lynne Cheney, and other conservative activists attacked advocates for the teaching of world literature in departments of literary study. Bennett argued that "the core of the American college curriculum--its heart and soul--should be the civilization of the West." Allan Bloom, author of the diatribe The Closing of the American Mind, accused feminists and leftists of infusing into undergraduate education a cultural relativism, which, he wrote, "succeeds in destroying the West's universal or intellectually imperialistic claims." 
Globalization was showing faculty the need to study the variety of cultures in the world.  Bennett and his like-minded colleagues were fighting the effect of globalization on the humanities. Their resistance was political. They feared a new answer to the question, "What is the West's place in the world?"
New knowledge, or a new understanding of nature and society, will always threaten the status quo. It will threaten those with investments--intellectual, religious, social, political, emotional, or financial--in the present order of things. 
Yet to the extent that a new idea has greater explanatory power than prevailing ideas, the new idea will eventually supplant the old.
Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection, in the form of the "new synthesis" grounded in genetics, became the basis of modern biology. 

And globalization transformed the humanities, such that the literature, languages, history, religion, philosophy, and visual and performing arts of all the world's cultures may be studied in American colleges and universities today. So did the various civil rights movements revolutionize higher education everywhere, by calling for the examination of racial, religious, social, and gender values in oral and written cultural expressions.
There is no going back to a pre-Darwinian understanding of nature or to a pre-globalized curriculum.
The use of the term "liberal bias" is a contemporary strategy to mobilize the non-academic public to fear professors.  It is founded upon an anti-intellectualism that is deeply embedded in some segments of American society.

And, unfortunately, the idea that colleges and universities are hotbeds of liberalism, which should be controlled, carries enormous persuasive power today.

The term "liberal bias" carries persuasive power in the United States for historical reasons. In the early 1980s, President Ronald Reagan's Secretary of the Interior James Watt said, "I never use the words Republicans and Democrats. It's liberals and Americans," rhetorically making his political opponents seem less "American" than he was. President Reagan's own ridicule of liberalism, and his indictment of the media as "liberal," turned the word liberal into a derogatory epithet, to be avoided by any politician running for national office. 
In the 1988 presidential campaign, Republican candidate George Herbert Walker Bush referred to liberalism as "the L-word," associating it with flag burning, abortion, and affirmative action programs. And he referred to his Democratic opponent Michael Dukakis as a "liberal" and a "card-carrying member of the ACLU." In doing so, he evoked in older Americans the memory from the early 1950s of "card-carrying Communists," leading voters to associate the ACLU with the Communist Party. In response--and I think that this was a terrible mistake with lasting consequences--Dukakis distanced himself from liberalism, instead of claiming liberal values as his own and explaining them.
Since then, politicians and journalists alike have striven to avoid being called "liberal." 
Let me read to you the definition of liberalism in The Harper Dictionary of Modern Thought.  

A political philosophy which originated in the 18th century, reached the height of its influence before 1914, and was historically associated with the idea of freedom: the civil freedom of the individual; free political institutions; freedom of religion; free enterprise and free trade in economics. ... Liberalism in its most characteristic contemporary expression emphasizes the importance of conscience and justice in politics, advocates the rights of racial and religious minorities, and supports civil liberties and the right of the ordinary individual to be more effectively consulted in decisions which directly affect him.

By allowing the political right to turn liberalism into a concept frightening to many citizens, politicians and journalists, as well as academic intellectuals, unintentionally turned liberalism into a political weapon for use by right-wing denouncers of academic intellectuals.
And by not questioning the concept of "bias," politicians and journalists, as well as academic intellectuals, unintentionally endorsed the view that there is one right way to view things and that those people who do not view things the right way are biased.  (Of course, everybody believes that he or she views things the right way and that people who think differently are biased.)
So, after two decades of denunciation of liberals, the accusation of "liberal bias" puts some faculty on the defensive, fearful that the label "liberal" will bring negative attention to their research and teaching and possibly negative consequences to their professional career. The label thus has the potential to create self-censorship in higher education and thereby to impede the advancement of knowledge.
I must insert here my opinion that faculty who are influenced by the label to change what they say, write, and teach are not true academic intellectuals.  True academic intellectuals pursue a better understanding of nature and culture without regard to critics.
I believe that the characterization of the pursuit of truth as "liberal" and politically motivated, a characterization which is driven by the political desire to control the teaching of progressive ideas in the humanities and the social sciences, will have long-range detrimental consequences for the United States. 

If legislators and conservative activists succeed in exercising power over teaching and research in higher education, they will undermine the credibility of research and scholarship in the United States, and accordingly will threaten the intellectual leadership of American colleges and universities in the world. How will we attract graduate students from abroad, who seek the best education they can find on a global scale? How will we retain within our borders the best and the brightest of our own graduate students and our own academic intellectuals? 
Moreover, if the public accepts as a commonplace the denunciation of colleges and universities as hotbeds of liberalism, how open will students be to what their professors try to teach them?  How open will they be to views of nature and culture that differ from their parents' views?  How will they be able to learn anything new, if they enter college with the suspicion that their "liberal" professors are trying to instill "liberal" notions in their heads--and that they should resist that?  

If the accusation of liberal bias suppresses freedom of thought and speech in higher education, it closes down freedom of thought and speech everywhere.
I am not the first to say this, but I will remind us that the only way for one to counter an idea one doesn't like is to propose a better idea that provides a more convincing explanation of the way things are.  The university is where students learn how to do this. 
The university is a place for students to become acquainted with critiques of what they have previously considered true, and to mount such critiques themselves. To protect them from exposure to intellectual challenges is to deprive them of the educational opportunity to think deeply about nature and culture. And it is to deprive our whole society of the benefits of a broadly educated public.
I would urge everybody not to dismiss the campaign against "liberals" in the academy as just a nuisance.  If we ignore it, we risk losing public support for our academic enterprise.  And in a global society where the United States is losing respect abroad for its foreign policy, we academic intellectuals must keep and build public support for our research and teaching to maintain a system of higher education that has been--and still is--worthy of the world's admiration.

The pay-off in our own country will eventually be a better educated American public than we have now, a public with greater respect for education and greater respect for new ideas. The pay-off in the world may be greater respect for one another's values, customs, interests, and beliefs.  And possibly a more peaceful global society.
