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John Wright 

The bird's eye view of the disparities in the Academy, I mean, they're now just enormous. There are 

now dozens of studies that document the political disparities. For example, recent studies show that 

there are essentially no Republicans in many social science programs. And that's quite remarkable. 

 

Zach Rausch 

Professor John Wright. Today, we look at why some academic fields have political disparities among 

professors that are somewhere between 40/100:1 (Liberals to Conservatives), but other fields have 

no disparity at all. I'm Zach Rausch. This is Heterodox Out Loud. How do we explain the enormous 

political asymmetries that exist in higher education? Are they the result of discrimination? Self-

selection? Are Liberals just simply smarter than Conservatives? On today's show, we hear from John 

Wright, professor of criminology at the University of Cincinnati. He explains that the political 

disparities that exist in higher education can be understood if we dive into the research on the 

development of criminal gangs. Before we chat, let's listen to John's blog post that he wrote in 2019 

on our website. It's called Political Disparities in the Academy: It's More Than Self-Selection.  

 

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

Political Disparities in the Academy: It’s More than Self-Selection 

 

Zach Rausch 

Now, my discussion with John. John, thank you so much for coming on to Heterodox Out Loud. 

 

John Wright 

That's my pleasure. Thank you for the invitation. 

 

 

https://heterodoxacademy.org/blog/social-science-political-disparities-self-selection/
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Zach Rausch 

You're a criminologist. So, first thing, can you introduce yourself, a little bit about your background? 

And then how did you, as a criminologist, come to be interested in viewpoint diversity and 

Heterodoxy? 

 

John Wright 

I work at the University of Cincinnati and the School of Criminal Justice. My research has been a lot 

of criminological, criminal theory. I started working in an area called biosocial criminology, where we 

look at the nature/nurture issues involved in aggression and violence and all of those things. And 

more recently, I've turned my attention to the important role of ideology and cognitive biasing and 

how these factors influence scholars and how they approach a topic, how they understand issues 

and how that also plays out in public policy, especially crime, anti-crime efforts, and so forth, where 

lives are literally at risk and ideology can kill people. 

 

Zach Rausch 

What drove you to write this blog post, and why do you care about—you kind of touched on it—but 

why do you care about this issue? 

 

John Wright 

So, I mentioned that I have done fair amount of work on the nature/nurture of criminal violence. 

And, it's an area in crime that was pretty much on life support for a very long time. It was likened, I 

guess, to voodoo. And all of my colleagues had warned me to not pursue that line of research. 

Right? That you'll be labeled and that all these horrible things will happen. And I was motivated for 

personal reasons. One of my daughters became sick with anorexia, and I was amazed by the power 

of this. And as I looked into the research on this, there was so much done on the biology of it and 

evolutionary origins. I was really fascinated by this. I mean, if you think of all things, starving 

yourself. Right? Shows you the power sometimes biology and the social triggers that are there. So I 

started working in this area, and I can say that my friends were totally correct in their assessment of 

the consequences that would come along with it. And, like other scholars who work, you send your 

work out and it comes back, and every once in a while you get the reviews that are just dripping in 

blood. 
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I mean, they're just over the top. But then it took a real turn, and it would get very personal. It was a 

substantive impact on my life. Well beyond that, to me, this was just an area of scholarship. And the 

reaction to it, I couldn't really understand, why are people who are trained to be social scientists so 

dramatically opposed to the point of losing their mind sometimes? Well, after I got over being angry, 

I thought, I need to approach this like a scholar. What is it they're reacting to? How are they seeing 

the world? And this turned me on to how they've essentially been trained, in the institution or the 

institutionalization of a certain type of training or viewpoints. And then I read Jon Haidt's book: 

Religion and Politics by Good People, and it really provided me the frame to understand, this is a 

worldview that this stuff conflicts with. 

 

Zach Rausch 

What kind of reactions were you getting for the kind of research you were doing? 

 

John Wright 

There was a concerted rumor campaign. You go through the whole thing, being ostracized, being 

attacked. I've had any numbers of encounters with people that were just over the top, and all of a 

sudden your reputation, your reputation doesn't reflect who you are in the slightest, but that has 

real consequences for you as a human being and your ability to do work as a scholar. 

 

Zach Rausch 

So kind of shifting over to your blog post, can you give us a bird's eye view in terms of what are the 

disparities politically in higher ed now. 

 

John Wright 

The bird's eye view of the disparities in the Academy. I mean, they're now just enormous. There are 

now dozens of studies that document the political disparities. For example, recent studies that show 

that there are essentially no Republicans in many social science programs. And that's quite 

remarkable if you think about what that would take to get to that point. Sociology is estimated to be 

somewhere between 44/100 to one, Liberal to conservative. I estimated about 12,000 members of 

the American Sociological Association, no more than 600 would be moderate to conservative. And 

most of those don't work in higher education. And it's not only that. More research is now showing 
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that the administration, which most of the administration is drawn from ranks of faculty, those same 

disparities exist. And that also when you look at the people who work at universities, who are part of 

the bureaucratic staff, who have face to face contact with students and so forth, very Liberal. And it's 

important to note that research also tells us that we're not just talking about run-of-the-mill Liberal. 

We're talking about people that are more Liberal than Liberals in the general population. 

 

Zach Rausch 

Is there a reverse trend in any academic disciplines, where you see more Conservatives to Liberals? 

 

John Wright 

I think at best you might see parity. So, for example, the lowest disparity level right now in the Social 

Sciences is in economics, and it's about three to one. As you move into business, medicine, 

engineering, those types of fields, you see 1:1. 

 

Zach Rausch 

In the blog post, I think you really put together a fascinating explanation for how the polarization of 

the fields continues to perpetuate itself. But one thing that I didn't quite get, why did it start in the 

first place? 

 

John Wright 

That's an excellent question. And as academics, we're narrowly trained in that one thing that we do. 

So we study the various things about crime, so we're ignorant about the history of the institution of 

higher education, and we're sort of ignorant about the history in our field. So I was curious about, 

okay, when did this start? How did this happen? And I found a wonderful book that, I don't think five 

people have read, called Advocacy and Objectivity by Mary O. Furner. And Mary O. Furner was 

writing about what she called the crisis of professionalism of American social science from 1865 to 

1905. She goes through sort of the development of the social sciences in higher education, the sort 

of the political fights, and in here she details wonderfully the tension that occurred and was 

occurring between those who saw the social sciences as science, as disciplines where objectivity and 

the pursuit of truth were of the utmost importance, and those who were social reformers, who were 

very agenda-based, hyperpartisan in their politics and who saw science as something to be used in 
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pursuit of those agendas. And this was at the start of sociology, this was at the start of many of the 

social sciences. 

 

So this tension has been with us literally from the beginning. Part of the hyperpolitization that we 

see today is clearly reflected within universities. If you look at sociology and sociology, by all 

accounts is often hyperpartisan, the political disparities are tremendous, if you're a graduate 

student, would you find the moral calling there attractive? Well, if you're very Liberal in your 

orientation, you're going to be welcome with this. This is a social agenda as much as it is, say, a 

research agenda. If you're libertarian, classical Liberal, or a conservative, would you find that type of 

orientation welcoming? Would you be able to find people to work with? If you challenge sort of the 

sacred values of the field, you thought, well, I don't really think that it's social structure, I think it's 

personal responsibility or something like that, would those arguments be given credence and would 

they resonate, and what would be the damage to you if they were? So attractors, and then things 

that repel people. 

 

Zach Rausch 

I thought your connection to criminal gangs to help explain attractors and what gets incredibly 

interesting, and I was wondering if there's an analogous explanation for how do you help break 

them down? 

 

John Wright 

It's kind of funny to see a parallel between criminal gangs and university faculty, because faculty 

sometimes act that way as well. But there are parallels here in the sense that gangs have certain 

rules, they recruit certain types of people, if you violate the rules, you're really punished. They have 

strong in-group/out-group orientation. It's the essence of tribalism, and these are just echoed in 

other forms, and they can be echoed in other forms and faculty settings. 

 

Zach Rausch 

Can you tell me a personal story related to one of the attacks that you've experienced around your 

research and your views? 

 

 



 

 6 

John Wright 

If I were to summarize it, there's a tremendous toll to be paid personally for working in certain areas 

or holding certain views, or if you're not within the political margins of a discipline, there are people 

who will go after you and they will go after you with everything they have. And I've experienced that 

multiple times. And I think the goal is for them not to not only score points, but it's to silence you, it's 

to marginalize you. And that has been something I have struggled with for a very long time. 

Academia can be a very hostile place and a very petty place. This is really the toxic role of politics. It's 

the toxicity of advocacy that sometimes comes into play. 

 

Zach Rausch 

What can be done? How do we reduce the political homogenization that we've seen in particular 

disciplines? 

 

John Wright 

First of all, I think heterodox is the way to go, right? I'm often asked, well, do you want affirmative 

action for conservatives or libertarians? And the answer is always no. What I would like to see is the 

depolitization of academia. If you care about something, if you love something, don't make it 

political, because politics ruins everything we've seen now over the last, especially last five years, the 

extremely negative consequences for academic freedom, freedom of speech, the ability for scholars 

of all sorts to do their job without sanction. Much of this has been driven by the hyperpartisanship 

that is within the Academy. So I think it's about realigning the incentives in the Academy to pursue 

truth, to pursue open inquiry, to pursue free speech, and to think about the types of threats against 

those things. You can pursue any line of research you want to, but there's a line where attacking 

others, isolating others, especially based on what you perceive their political views. This is not 

professional conduct. So there's going to have to be some internal regulation inside the university, 

some professionalism and some of these ideas we just need to fight over. 

 

Zach Rausch 

If you had to summarize your argument and what you've been saying as an elevator pitch, what 

would you say? 
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John Wright 

We can do better with this, right? The evidence is pretty clear that intellectual diversity matters. It 

matters because it aligns the mission with truth seeking. It matters because we learn from each 

other. It gets us out of the bubbles that we create and ultimately, I think it humanizes people and it 

makes us better. As empathetic reasonable scholars, we as academics have to learn to take criticism 

and to think about what's in the long-term best interests of our institutions and not always what's in 

the interest of our careers. If we care about the pursuit of truth and we care about the institution of 

higher education and learning, then let's sit down and talk together. Let's put that on the table. Let's 

find the commonalities that we have so that we can do our jobs better, break down these political 

ideological offenses and work collaboratively. We should welcome people into the Academy who are 

interested in pursuing research and in teaching independent of what political views they may have. 

 

Zach Rausch 

John Wright on Heterodox Out Loud. If you enjoyed this episode, subscribe and listen to more 

thought-provoking takes from our blog authors. Thanks to Davies content for producing this show, 

to Kara Boyer on our communications team. and as always, thank you for listening. I'm, Zach 

Rausch. Until next time.  
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