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Transcript 

Zach Rausch 

Today's episode is released one year after the U.S. Capital Riot. It examines the role of politics in the 

classroom and how good intentions can sometimes lead to disastrous ends. I'm Zach Rausch. Let's 

dive in. 

 

Martha McCaughey 

Faculty members need to really rethink what is the purpose of the University and think about how 

they want to talk about themselves as scholars and as teachers. 

 

Scott Welsh 

Scholars identifying themselves as activists is more of a threat than actually being activists, because 

when they identify themselves as activists, they're undermining not only their own credibility, but 

they're undermining the credibility of the entire University project. 

 

Zach Rausch 

Our guests today are from Appalachian State University. Scott Welsh is Associate Professor of 

Communications, and Martha McCaughey is Professor of Sociology. We'll hear their argument that 

the best way for professors to support democracy is to leave politics out of the classroom. Before 

our interview, here's Martha and Scott's blog, University Professors After the U.S. Capitol Riot: When 

Becoming Part of the Solution Is Part of the Problem. The narrator is Stina Nielsen.  

 

The full blog post can be found on our website here:  

University Professors After the U.S. Capitol Riot: Good Intentions and Disastrous Ends 

 

 

https://heterodoxacademy.org/blog/university-professors-after-the-us-capitol-riot-when-becoming-part-of-the-solution-is-part-of-the-problem/
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Zach Rausch 

Now, our interview. 

 

Alright, Scott and Martha, thank you so much for coming on to Heterodox Out Loud. It's a real 

pleasure to have you both here. 

 

Martha McCaughey 

Pleasure to be here. 

 

Scott Welsh 

Thank you. My pleasure. 

 

Zach Rausch 

And the piece is so timely and so important. But before we dive into the blog, can you both just tell 

me a little bit about your academic background and how you became interested in this kind of work 

and in Heterodox Academy? 

 

Martha McCaughey 

Well, I'm a sociologist, and for many years, I directed a women's and gender studies program at two 

different universities. So, both those fields are often seen as very political, either because of how 

scholars approach the work or because of how outsiders see and interpret the work that we do. So 

I've always thought of myself as a bit of a Maverick and a heterodox thinker, and so for me, 

Heterodox Academy and its values of viewpoint diversity are incredibly important and near and dear 

to my heart. 

 

Scott Welsh 

I'm a rhetorician by training. My PhD was in rhetoric and public culture. I'm currently chair of the 

Department of Communication at Appalachian State University. My interests historically have been 

in how do political theorists think about what political speech should be or look like in a democracy? 

And that begins to spill quite often into what should academics be doing in the context of 

democracy. There was a trend towards thinking about all scholarship as inherently political. And as I 
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began to think through that, I began to have some real questions about whether that was a 

constructive way of thinking about what scholarship is, and I guess, following the events of January 6 

of last year, that question became even more salient again.  

 

Martha McCaughey 

Scott and I were already working on a much longer project on the history of this idea of scholar 

activism and an engaged turn that universities seem to take. And so we've just been meeting and 

talking about this and studying it for so long. And then, when the Capitol Riot happened, we saw 

these scholars and organizations making pronouncements about the Capitol Riot and how 

important it is for faculty members to, in their research and or in their teaching, be more political, be 

more committed to making the right political changes that our society seemed to need. And there's 

just more and more pressure on professors to pick a side in this politically polarized society. And I 

believe we really need to resist that temptation to pick a side, because we'll lose credibility in the 

end if we do that. 

 

Zach Rausch 

The fact that you both work in, like you said, in women's studies and women's gender and sexuality 

that are perceived as being some of the most political fields, why are you different than maybe other 

people in your field? 

 

Martha McCaughey 

In my case, when I was directing women's and gender studies some years ago, we, meaning many of 

us in programs around the country, were targeted by far-right organizations who demanded, 

through Freedom of Information Act requests, our budgets and all kinds of documents and all our 

syllabi. And they tried to position us as having a left-wing political agenda that we were pushing for 

gay marriage rights or lesbian adoption rights or abortion rights. And the only way I knew to defend 

what my program did was to talk about us as academics, which we were. And so our job isn't to 

represent any political activist organization. We're doing scholarship. I began to think about what I 

did in those terms because other people outside of academia were politicizing what we did. 
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Zach Rausch 

To what extent is this actually a problem in the academy, of professors being very political versus 

how much is this just a public perception problem? 

 

Scott Welsh 

My view on that is that, and I've written a little bit about this previously as well in The General 

Philosophy and Rhetoric, that a lot about what scholars do is just traditional scholarship, and they 

identify it as activist or political just because they're studying things that are perhaps controversial, 

and maybe the truths they're uncovering could be politically troubling to some, but that doesn't 

make it political. It just means they're doing scholarship. They're studying things, they're uncovering 

truths, and those truths will perhaps be used by certain kinds of partisans and not others. But that 

doesn't make it partisan. It just means they're doing their jobs as scholars. So, for me, one of the 

main issues is the identification of oneself as an activist is the problem, because they're just doing 

scholarship, and they're doing good scholarship. And it may have political implications, and that's 

what academic freedom is designed to protect is doing scholarship that could have political 

implications. That's why we have academic freedom. That doesn't make one scholarship political, it 

just means it's relevant. And we should want scholars doing relevant things. 

 

Zach Rausch 

And so, as you're both professors, do either of you ever bring your personal politics into the 

classroom? And what does that look like if you do? 

 

Scott Welsh 

I have a sort of a snarky answer. I've never taught a course on Scott Welsh's politics, that's not on the 

books anywhere. I am never the subject of a class, so therefore, my political views aren't relevant. 

 

Martha McCaughey 

And I would say for me, I take great care, and I think professors should take great care, not to try to 

persuade their students to adopt a particular political point of view or take a set of activist actions 

out in the world. Students want to be activists. That's their free choice, of course, and their free 

speech rights and everything else. But to me, especially in women's and gender studies, I mean, 

we're very sensitive to abuses of power, and I think that's a terrible abuse of power that I would 
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have over students, because I'm going to grade them. So, they don't want to cross me, I assume, so I 

wouldn't want them to feel they have to agree with my view. If we talk about the research on women 

who are mothers and also working in the paid labor force, I'm not trying to push an agenda that 

none of them should become barefoot and pregnant, or none of them should be stay at home 

moms, or none of them should be working moms. That's up to them. Our concern is the research on 

these topics and learning how to read the research and understand and describe data and conduct 

research and have a kind of critical thinking and information literacy and a set of skills that will 

hopefully continue to develop throughout your life. 

 

Zach Rausch 

But what do you think about the role of student activism on campus, and is that a valuable part of 

the higher education experience? 

 

Martha McCaughey 

A lot of my students are activists. They tell me about that, and they have every right to say or do 

whatever they want to do. I don't think it's my job to steer them in a particular direction. I'm hoping 

that I'm giving them information literacy skills and communication skills and critical and creative 

thinking skills so that they are better at doing whatever it is they are planning to do with their lives. 

You hear stories of professors giving extra credit to students for going and doing something, 

especially when it's a sort of campus issue. And again, I think that's an abuse of power. I think that 

it's completely understandable that students are going to be very engaged, and that's a good thing, 

that they're engaged with issues and go and do internships and service learning projects and 

community service. There are all kinds of ways students are engaging in projects like that, and I think 

that's great. And I've even taught an entire course on feminist activism. And so many of those 

activist students took my class. But my job wasn't to present them with activist projects that they 

were supposed to engage in; we were studying the history of the struggle for women's rights since 

the 1800s in the United States. 

 

I'm not here to tell you what side to fight on. That's not my job to tell you about that. 

 

Zach Rausch 

One of the lines in your blog that I really, I just think it's such an excellent pithy statement, you say, 

"Scholars are expressly not of the people, our findings are not by the people, and we work only 
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indirectly for the people." What is the role and relationship from your perspective of professors to 

the general public? 

 

Scott Welsh 

Ideally, we would want universities and scholars to be trustworthy, trustworthy sources of 

knowledge, information, results from study that politicians would feel they could use, because they 

could trust it. I feel like the best scholar would be one that folks on the left and the right would be 

comfortable drawing from. 

 

Martha McCaughey 

That's why it's sort of horrifying when a political group or a wealthy donor set of trustees or whoever 

it might be tries to block a professor from being hired or from getting tenure or to plant a professor 

or teacher at a University because they believe that that professor will push a particular political 

agenda. The professors should be protected from those kinds of partisan influences. And that space 

of academic freedom in faculty governance, of the hiring process, and the review process is to 

protect us from being beholden to a religious group, a corporation, a government group, a wealthy 

donor, or an activist group. 

 

Scott Welsh 

I would return to scholars identifying themselves as activists is more of a threat than actually being 

activists, because when they identify themselves as activists, they're undermining not only their own 

credibility, but they're undermining the credibility of the entire University project. 

 

Zach Rausch 

It sounds like the role of the professors really is not a flashy job. It's like a very long, slow, patient 

process. And maybe people won't like that so much. 

 

Martha McCaughey 

Well, it can be frustrating because it is a slow process. If you want to see immediate results or you 

have some big thing you want to push, you either need to do that in your own free time as an 

activist yourself or get into a different profession, because as a scholar, that's not really how it 

works. 
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Zach Rausch 

It's such a good point, and I do think right now, as you said, we really are in a crisis of trust in more 

than just our universities. And in the research that I've seen, there's a really low level of trust from 

the right right now in universities. Do you have any ideas of how do we restore and build back trust 

in our institutions? 

 

Martha McCaughey 

One idea for me is that faculty members need to really rethink what is the purpose of the University 

and think about how they want to talk about themselves as scholars and as teachers. What is the 

role of our research and our teaching and be more clear about that. I think right now we've seen, 

since the 1990s, people talking about themselves making activist changes. You hear faculty say, “My 

activism is in the classroom,” and again, they might not do actually anything very activist, but they 

say that, maybe, to make themselves feel better or they talk about making "artful contaminations" 

through their research. And I think those are things that inadvertently, however unintentionally, do 

undermine that public trust in higher Ed. So, I think that we really, as scholars, need to hold each 

other accountable to the original idea of academic freedom and the real purpose of the University. 

 

Scott Welsh 

Parents are always going to be worried about what's happening to their children. Yes, they're 18 or 

19, but they're still their kids. And so that means we're in this very sensitive spot in a society and a 

culture where people project a lot of kind of control onto us because we're receiving their children at 

this really impressionable time. And so, I think that we need to treat that really respectfully and 

recognizing that could really be abused. And we should kind of try to feel that worry that parents 

might feel the language of we're here to pursue truth and investigate reality and help certain 

students learn to do that is one that both reflects what a University is, and I think it also has 

potential to sort of put some folks a bit more at ease. But when scholars identify themselves as 

activists, we're confirming the worst fears of other parts of society parents. 

 

Martha McCaughey 

Well, in addition, there's other actors at the University. A growing number of middle managers and 

administrators who are not members of the faculty are increasingly seeing themselves as educators 
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of some kind, and they've created a residential curriculum that they "teach in the dorms," and those 

are often explicitly infused with political activist goals. And Scott and I actually wrote a piece on that 

called The Shadow Curriculum of Student Affairs, and it didn't sit well with some people in student 

affairs, but it's the same issue as we have to be careful about inadvertently, or positioning, what 

we're doing, whether we're faculty members or staff members, as pushing a political agenda. We 

also need to hold our colleagues who are not faculty members accountable to this understanding of 

really, ideally academic teaching and scholarship being based in expertise and not being really a 

political agenda underneath. 

 

Zach Rausch 

If our listeners wanted to learn more about both of your work, where would you recommend 

sending them? 

 

Scott Welsh 

I wrote a book about a decade ago, called The Rhetorical Surface of Democracy, and I have a chapter 

in that book that is also directly on this subject that addresses what is the role of scholars in 

democracy? 

 

Martha McCaughey 

Well, my two sole-author books are real knockouts, The Physical Feminism of Women's Self Defense 

and The Caveman Mystique: Pop Darwinism and the Debates over Sex, Violence, and Science. And in 

both of those, I take a somewhat unexpected and bridge-building position within academic work on 

gender. So that might be a place to look at how I do my stuff. 

 

Zach Rausch 

Is there anything that we didn't touch on, anything really crucial, that you want to make sure that 

our listeners take away from your piece? 

 

Scott Welsh 

One thing I might add is that for scholars who really want to see themselves as politically engaged, 

and that's really an important part of their identity, the University's role in society is deeply political 

in the sense that it is reserving a place for the investigation of reality, understanding the world 
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around us that isn't reducible to the political needs of a moment. Democracy needs that. It needs 

that space. The achievement of having a place in society that is not reducible to the desires of a 

President or King or dictator is really an important achievement, and that itself is a really important 

political sort of principle to defend. 

 

Zach Rausch 

Martha McCaughey and Scott Welsh on Heterodox Out Loud. For more from Heterodox Academy on 

politics and higher education, go to heterodoxacademy.org/politicalpolarization. Subscribe and 

download Heterodox Out Loud wherever you listen to your podcasts. Davies Content produced this 

show, and a big thanks to Kara Boyer on our communications team. I'm Zach Rausch, until next 

time. 

 

https://heterodoxacademy.org/library/political-polarization-resource-list/
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