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Conservatives have had a complicated relation-
ship with academic freedom. It is not immedi-
ately clear that conservatives should support 
academic freedom in that the case often made 
for academic freedom involves a sort of unleash-
ing, a free play of all ideas in which it is naively 
assumed that truth will win out. It has been used 
as a flimsy defense for notoriously bad scholar-
ship on the simple grounds that all ideas should 
get a hearing, as well as an excuse for something 
approaching indoctrination under the cover 
of pedagogy. The late conservative editor and 
writer William F. Buckley, Jr., attacked academic 
freedom in his 1951 book God and Man at Yale1 on 
precisely these grounds. 

Few of any ideological stripe would dispute 
that academic freedom is frequently abused in 
precisely the manner Buckley describes, using 
the classroom for indoctrination rather than the 
search for truth. However, it does not follow that 
the institution should be abandoned or that it is 
merely a superstition. Russell Kirk responded to 
Buckley and other critics of academic freedom 
with his 1955 book Academic Freedom: An Es-

say in Definition.2 As a tradition of the Western 
university, academic freedom is a long-standing 
practice and one that, according to Kirk, has a 
conservative pedigree. Rather than a dissembling 
superstition, Kirk demonstrates how the tradition 
of granting academic freedom to scholars and 
teachers embodies the university’s commitment 
to the search for truth. This essay explores Kirk’s 
defense of academic freedom with reference to 
his six canons of conservative thought, famously 
enumerated in the introduction to The Conserva-
tive Mind.

Buckley argued against academic freedom on 
the grounds that it was simply a “superstition,” a 
mere cover for indoctrination. And not only did 
Buckley believe that his description was true, but 
that the supporters of academic freedom knew it 
to be true. Buckley writes, 

I believe it to be an indisputable fact that most 
colleges and universities, and certainly Yale, the 
protests and pretensions of their educators and 
theorists notwithstanding, do not practice, can-
not practice, and cannot even believe what they 
say about education and academic freedom.3

Buckley attacked the notion of “laissez-faire 
education, that “‘all sides should be presented 
impartially,’ that the student should be encour-
aged to select the side that pleases him most.”4 
For him, this was impossible. In every discipline 
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there are standards. Some poetry is good, and 
some is bad. The good poetry professor discrimi-
nates against bad poetry and favors good poetry 
in his assignments. He cannot teach all poetry, 
so he must decide what is worth teaching and 
only add that poetry to the syllabus.5 If rhetoric 
regarding academic freedom were believed, such 
basic discernment regarding the teaching of good 
poetry would be a violation of academic freedom 
because all ideas deserve a hearing.

According to Buckley, the same sort of discern-
ment should be exercised regarding good eco-
nomics and right religion. “The truth of Chris-
tianity and free enterprise, Buckley argued, had 
been established by history and tradition.”6 An 
institution as prominent and important as Yale 
should propagate such truths. For Buckley, capi-
talism and Christianity were clearly superior to 
their ideological rivals in the eyes of Yale’s alum-
ni and administration. However, Yale continued 
to teach socialism and denigrate religion in its 
economics and religion departments while claim-
ing to teach capitalism and Christianity when 
fundraising with alumni. Buckley described this 
situation as Yale’s “twilight zone of hypocrisy 
with respect to her alumni.”7 

When Buckley and others complained about 
the curriculum, Yale defended its purportedly 
socialist and secular professors on the grounds of 
academic freedom. For Buckley, academic free-
dom served as a cover for the teaching of their 
ideology. Buckley did not argue against the teach-
ing of ideology, but advocated that Yale teach the 
right ideology.

Yale’s alumni should remedy Yale’s situation 
by refusing to fund Yale’s hypocrisy and, through 
their substantial financial means, force Yale to 
uphold the values of the alumni, namely, capital-
ism and Christianity. Moneyed interests should 
determine the content of the curriculum at Yale. 
While Buckley decried “laissez-faire education” 
in the classroom, where all ideas could gain 
an equal hearing, he advocated for a different 
type of laissez-faire education in which wealthy 
alumni would determine the ideology of the 
curriculum. In other words, “The alumni, as the 
purchasers and consumers of Yale’s product, and 
as the supporters of Yale through their contribu-
tions, deserved the same sovereignty as did the 
consumer in the marketplace.”8 Buckley’s Yale 

would be an institution for the advancement of 
the ideology of its alumni. 

Russell Kirk’s response in Academic Freedom 
to Buckley’s argument rests on the contention 
that academic freedom, whatever abuses may 
occur under that name, is a valuable tradition 
that reflects the high mission of the university 
to search for truth. Furthermore, he argues from 
conservative principles to arrive at a defense of 
academic freedom that proves more robust than 
most liberal defenses of the institution. A helpful 
way to understand Kirk’s conservative defense 
of academic freedom is through his six canons of 
conservative thought described in the introduc-
tion to The Conservative Mind, published just two 
years before Academic Freedom:9

1. “Belief in a transcendent order, or body 
of natural law, which rules society as 
well as conscience.”

2. “Affection for the proliferating variety 
and mystery of human existence . . . .”

3. “Conviction that civilized society re-
quires orders and classes . . . .”

4. “Persuasion that freedom and property 
are closely linked . . . .”

5. “Faith in prescription and distrust of 
‘sophisters, calculators, and econo-
mists’ who would reconstruct soci-
ety upon abstract designs. Custom, 
convention, and old prescription are 
checks both upon man’s anarchic im-
pulse and upon the innovator’s lust 
for power.”

6. “Recognition that change may not be 
salutary reform: hasty innovation may 
be a devouring conflagration, rather 
than a torch of progress.”

Kirk draws his main arguments from the first 
canon, the belief “in a transcendent moral order, 
or body of natural law, which rules society as 
well as conscience.” Man’s search for these truths 
is eternally significant. They are not determined 
by state authority, popular opinion, or scholarly 
consensus. The search for truth lies outside the 
needs or wants of society. Academic freedom 
assures that the institutional university cannot 
abrogate that search on the basis of political pres-
sure or even scholarly disagreement. 

This is not to say that society does not benefit 
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from academic freedom. It does, but academic 
freedom’s benefit to society is not its primary 
justification. The academy is part of society, and 
society benefits when it pursues its proper func-
tion. But it exists for its function, the pursuit of 
truth, and not for the benefit to society. The latter 
is tangential to the primary purpose of the uni-
versity. To put it another way, the academy does 
benefit society, but only when it ignores society’s 
needs and fulfills its primary purpose.

The academy’s function of pursuing truth 
draws from the purpose of the original Academy 
of Plato in Athens, which was founded “to pur-
sue the Truth without being servants of an eva-
nescent community.”10 Indeed, the Academy of-
ten found itself at odds with the political powers 
of Athens. Nonetheless, the Academy is one of 
Athens’ finest bequests to the world. Its indepen-
dence from the political powers is what allowed 
it to critique its age. The Academy’s perceptive 
insights into the nature of political existence have 
enlightened political discourse ever since. 

The medieval university, while not a direct de-
scendent of Plato’s Academy, existed for the same 
reason. “The philosopher, the scholar, and the 
student,” Kirk writes, “were looked upon as men 
consecrated to the service of Truth.”11 It was due 
to its mission of seeking truth that it was granted 
peculiar freedom compared to other associations 
in medieval society. The freedom of the medieval 
academy attached to its founding purpose, the 
pursuit, preservation, and propagation of truth. 

Academic freedom as a custom attached to 
the scholar and teacher because of his vocation of 
pursuing truth. Kirk defines academic freedom as 
“the enduring idea of a special liberty, or body of 
liberties, that is attached to the academic institu-
tion, the teacher, and the scholar.”12 The under-
standing of truth as absolute and immutable did 
not demand restriction of discussion to accepted 
notions of truth. Rather, freedom of the search 
was inherent within the idea of the abidingness 
of truth and the moral and intellectual fallibility 
of humanity.

Truth is inexhaustible and eternal, but human 
beings will only ever partially grasp it. Freedom 
to discuss and dispute arises from the recogni-
tion that truth partakes of the universal, but 
human beings are finite and their understanding 
constrained by experience and historical context. 

Such finite beings should not be empowered to 
shut down discussion and debate, which inevita-
bly would close off further elucidation of truth. 

This understanding of the particularity and 
tenuousness of human existence combined with 
a belief in the universality and absoluteness of 
truth is related to Kirk’s second canon of conser-
vative thought, that conservatives have “affection 
for a proliferating variety and mystery of human 
existence.” Differences of opinion do not chal-
lenge the universality of truth, but confirm the 
particularity and finitude of human existence. Va-
riety is not a challenge to conservatives, and the 
mystery of existence is not a challenge to truth, 
but an invitation to its continuing pursuit. 

If truth is absolute and beyond any human 
capacity fully to grasp, then the search for truth 
requires liberty from human authority, as it, too, 
is finite and subject to error. Academic freedom 
as a custom and rule is a product of this under-
standing of truth. It arose and endured because it 
accurately reflected the nature of man’s search for 
truth. Academic freedom as a custom attached to 
the scholar and teacher because of his vocational 
purpose of pursuing truth. Kirk defines academic 
freedom as “the enduring idea of a special liberty, 
or body of liberties, that is attached to the aca-
demic institution, the teacher, and the scholar.”13 
The scholar is dedicated to the pursuit of truth 
and no devotion outside of that pursuit can claim 
a higher allegiance. 

No scholar has an inherent claim to truth. 
Vigorous debate must accompany this search. 
According to Kirk, this is the reason the medieval 
university guarded its privileges and autonomy. 
Scholars were

free from external interference and free from 
stifling internal conformity, because the whole 
purpose of the universities was the search after 
an enduring truth, beside which worldly aggran-
dizement was as nothing.14

And it is for the continuation of this idea that the 
university defends itself still. 

This discussion of academic freedom as a priv-
ilege attaching peculiarly to the scholar and the 
teacher reflects Kirk’s third canon of conservative 
thought: “civilized society requires orders and 
classes.” The citizen has constitutional rights, but 
the privilege of academic freedom attaches pecu-
liarly to the class of scholars and teachers and not 
to those in every vocation. The scholar and teach-
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er occupy the place of a sort of aristocracy, sitting 
apart from society and pursuing truth aloof from 
the particular social concerns and political pres-
sures of the day. Kirk dubs the scholar a “Guard-
ian of the Word.”15 The scholar works for the sake 
of truth, the teacher works for the sake of private 
endowment of truth, and neither for the relief of 
immediate social concerns. Kirk writes:

The principal importance of academic freedom is 
the opportunity it affords for the highest devel-
opment of private reason and imagination, the 
improvement of mind and heart by the appre-
hension of Truth, whether or not that develop-
ment is of any immediate use to [society].16

This is not to excuse the scholar and teacher 
from his or her role in the community. Indi-
viduals educated in the realm of academic free-
dom, endowed with intelligence and the moral 
imagination, are essential to any society. Such 
an education is not meant for everyone, but “to 
develop the character and talents of individuals” 
who then offer ethical example and leadership 
to the community at large.17 The scholar’s role as 
teacher is essential to the imaginative formation 
of the community. 

It is to the class of scholars and teachers that 
the tasks protected by academic freedom fall, to 
search for truth and to educate a portion of the 
public. To them is given the ability to study and 
express unpopular ideas, shielded from punish-
ment. The result is that society, which requires 
such external criticism, will benefit from an 
articulation of truth bereft of immediate political 
or social value.

This function of the academy provides society 
with fresh criticism. It serves society, but is not 
at the service of society. It is protected by what 
amounts to an aristocratic privilege because 
the larger social whole requires the existence of 
various classes, each working within its own 
sphere to its own end. When there are conflicts 
and criticisms emerging between them, the lack 
of unity should not be cause for concern but for 
celebration of the plurality of authority and func-
tion. The political and social powers of the day 
cannot dictate to institutions assigned the search 
for truth what the outcome or methods of their 
search should be. 

Kirk points to John Dewey’s theories of edu-
cation as problematic precisely because his aim 
is to produce good democratic citizens, uniform 

in fundamental beliefs and trained to pursue the 
common democratic good. In Dewey’s scheme, as 
viewed by Kirk, no class exists to provide outside 
criticism. Education is not a means of achieving 
a higher imaginative and intellectual standard, 
whatever the diversity of those achievements, but 
a means of indoctrination in the values, demo-
cratic or otherwise, of the ruling regime.

Kirk describes this understanding of educa-
tion as “recreation, socialization, and a kind of 
custodial jurisdiction over young people.”18 It 
is hardly the high-minded pursuit of truth that 
would necessitate a special freedom for scholars 
and teachers in Dewey’s academy. 

Kirk’s understanding of academic freedom 
demonstrates a profound respect for the plural-
ity and diversity of society. He defends religious 
universities on the grounds that it is precisely 
out of the religious impulse to defend the search 
for truth that academic freedom arose. Religious 
universities would very well have their own 
academic flavor, depending upon their denomi-
national affiliation and history, which would 
provide diversity across academic institutions. 
This is a reflection of the idea in his fourth canon 
of conservative thought, that “freedom and prop-
erty are closely linked.”19 The private university 
is private property and is thus entitled to have its 
own mission.

Some sectarian schools will put their sectar-
ian mission above academic freedom, some will 
link the two together, and still others will place 
primacy on academic freedom as appropriate 
to the academic institution. Whichever way an 
academic institution chooses, diversity among 
institutions is healthy for society and especially 
for the academic enterprise. 

Buckley would accept academic freedom for 
institutions. Some, such as his expressed hope for 
Yale, would be Christian and capitalist and others 
atheist and socialist.20 But Kirk believed that aca-
demic freedom, in light of its historic attachment 
to scholars and teachers as individuals engaged 
in a particular vocation as “guardians of the 
word,” would provide for a plurality of opinion 
not only between institutions, but between indi-
vidual scholars at the same institution. It “would 
be a dull and unhealthy place,” Kirk writes, “if 
such variety did not exist.”21

The conservative, the liberal, and even the 
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radicalall have their place within the academy. 
The conservative preserves what is best from 
the bank and capital of ages, the liberal applies 
such principles to changing circumstances as 
the means of social preservation, and the radical 
identifies corruption and the occasional necessity 
of substantial reform. This is not to say that these 
roles hold equal value in the academic enterprise. 
Kirk writes: “[B]oth the conservative bent and 
the liberal bent should not only be tolerated, but 
encouraged. If there were no liberals, we should 
find it necessary to invent some; if there were no 
conservatives—but perish that thought.”22 

The wisdom inherent in academic freedom as 
a custom arising over time and attaching to schol-
ars and scholarly institutions as they pursued 
their vocation echoes Kirk’s fifth canon of conser-
vative thought: “Faith in prescription and dis-
trust of ‘sophisters, calculators, and economists’ 
who would reconstruct society upon abstract 
designs.” In this vein, Kirk notes that “Custom, 
convention, and old prescription are checks both 
upon man’s anarchic impulse and upon the in-
novator’s lust for power.”23

Academic freedom may allow sophists to 
opine, but it also restrains administrative in-
novators who claim they better understand the 
needs and purposes of the academic community 
than the scholars who compose it. The custom 
of academic freedom better serves the purpose 
of the academy than imposing upon all scholars 
the political opinion of the hour. Such customs of 
restraint provide a better support for the functions 
of educational institutions over the long run than 
do the dictates of the innovators—even when, 
upon occasion, such innovators may have a point.

Buckley had published a critical review of 
Kirk’s book in a 1955 issue of The Freeman, writ-
ing that Kirk “blandly assumes that all teachers 
are scholars engaged in searching out truth.”24 
But Kirk readily granted Buckley’s point that aca-
demic freedom is often a cover for sophistry. He 
acknowledged that the university was rife with 
sophists, none of whom deserved academic free-
dom because none of them was dedicated to the 
search for truth, the exercise from which academ-
ic freedom receives its sanction. However, any ef-
fort to revoke tenure would no doubt become an 
ideological witch hunt, and many philosophers, 
those devoted to the pursuit of truth, would be 

uprooted along with sophists. 
“It is only out of concern for the Philosophers 

that the Sophists are tolerated in their license,” 
Kirk writes.25 While the philosopher requires aca-
demic freedom in order to pursue truth, he de-
fends it even for the sophist. For it is precisely the 
sophist, because he trades the search for truth for 
the pursuit of power, who cannot be relied upon 
to defend academic freedom as part and parcel 
of the search for truth. The sophist will defend 
academic freedom when it serves his ulterior 
purposes and ignore or partake in its abrogation 
when it does not.  

Kirk even went so far in his defense of aca-
demic freedom as to oppose removing bona fide 
communists from the faculty, as advocated by lib-
erals of the time such as Professor Sidney Hook. 
Kirk argued that firing communists would be too 
great a threat to the sacred doctrine of tenure, one 
of academic freedom’s institutional mainstays. 
No merely ideological disagreement could justify 
violating a tenure contract, designed to protect 
the search for truth from the ideological pressures 
of the age. The custom of academic freedom was 
too important to be jeopardized over political 
concerns.

Related to this defense of academic freedom 
as a custom is Kirk’s sixth canon of conservative 
thought: “Recognition that change may not be sal-
utary reform: hasty innovation may be a devour-
ing conflagration, rather than a torch of progress.” 
Kirk set himself against the reforms of Dewey and 
Buckley, among others. Both would alter the pur-
pose and structure of education, doing away with 
the custom of academic freedom and reorienting 
the academy according to their ideological predi-
lections, however different they might be.

Kirk was suspicious of anyone who heralded 
wholesale reform of an institution hundreds of 
years old and advocated abandoning privileges 
long attached to it. In the case of academic free-
dom, these privileges link the academic institu-
tion to its historical goal of seeking, articulating, 
and teaching about truth. When the custom of 
academic freedom is abandoned, the struggle for 
power dominates the halls of academia.

Buckley viewed the high-minded rhetoric that 
accompanied academic freedom as nothing but a 
dissembling mechanism to distract from the real 
struggle for ideological power within the uni-
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versity. Through God and Man at Yale he sought 
to pull the mask off that struggle and reveal its 
true nature, and to encourage Yale’s alumni to 
assert their own power for their own ideologi-
cal purposes. For Buckley, the struggle for truth 
was ultimately a struggle for the propagation of 
a set of principles, namely, those associated with 
Christianity and individualism. It was a struggle 
for power to disseminate a particular view of 
truth, which was given in set formulations. 

Academic freedom as a principle accompany-
ing the search for truth made no sense in Buck-
ley’s understanding. Buckley could accuse Kirk 
of ignoring the true intentions of academics, 
many of whom were, indeed, sophists pursuing 
their own ideological agendas and indoctrination 
schemes under cover of academic freedom, be-
cause he did not connect freedom with the search 
for truth. Truth was, for Buckley, a set of ideologi-
cal principles that could be taught, and he saw no 
reason why institutions with such wide influence 
should not teach such principles as dogmas. 

Buckley, then, would reduce education and the 
scholarly enterprise to indoctrination in particu-
lar dogmas. His Christian individualist amounted 
to little more than a cog in the wheels of capital-
ist society, reciting a certain creed. This is not to 
say that Kirk rejected creeds, but that for him 
the academy was not simply a means of advanc-
ing particular principles, even if those principles 
were economic freedom, Christianity, or liberal 
democracy. Rather, the institution existed to 
shelter and to nurture the search for truth in an 
environment of prescriptive freedom. 

Kirk’s traditionalist conservatism articulated 
so eloquently in The Conservative Mind served as a 
guide in disputes over seemingly unrelated is-
sues, such as that of academic freedom discussed 
here. The exploration of academic freedom helps to 
concretize the principles of traditional conservatism 
and demonstrate the way in which they serve as 
more than abstract principles and much more than 
window dressing for the status quo. Rather, those 
principles undergird a humane order, a plurality of 
functions and authority supportive of robust free-
dom balanced with stable continuity, and the search 
for truth combined with the freedom to dissent.
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