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War, the Soviet Union and China were scarcely integrated into the global econo-
my, and the rare student exchanges between Eastern and Western countries were 
highly supervised. Nowadays, Chinese students are a rising segment at American, 
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versity trains citizens for life while protecting ideas and their authors from the 
tyranny of the majority. To that end, the university is the custodian of the knowl-
edge democratic societies use to make their decisions. But the university also 
protects those who criticize the prevailing shibboleths of the tribe.19 These two 
vocations–custodian and critic–are in tension, and the tensions can explode when 
academic institutions position themselves as public spaces for debating what counts 
as knowledge. While university leadership would like to see their institutions as civ-
il referees in these debates, they cannot avoid being dragged into partisan contro-
versies. And just as in competitive sports, when the university tries to referee knowl-
edge debates, it is inevitable that the players will complain about the referee.

Universities can’t pretend to be neutral arbiters of their societies’ divisions. 
Administrators, faculty, and students can’t stand apart from the racial, gender, 
and class conflicts that divide their societies. Since they are bound to associate 
personally with social identities and their related social-justice claims, the skep-
tical detachment that should characterize academic discussion often falls by the 
wayside. Furthermore, when universities are attacked by political actors on the 
outside, those inside begin defining themselves as defenders of truth, rather than 
as neutral arbiters of social debates. Instead of standing up as guardians of genu-
ine pluralism in democratic dialogues, universities retreat into becoming covens 
of enforced moral consensus. 

Academic institutions have been drawn into the center of democratic struggles 
over justice because their training and research functions, as well as their adjudica-
tive role in cultural debates, give them unprecedented cultural power. University 
research, assisted by massive amounts of state funding and corporate investment, 
has become a key incubator for innovation in society at large.20 Oxford Univer- 
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Universities have power, but their role in “platforming” or “deplatforming” 
speakers and opinions exposes them to political attack.23 They also do themselves 
no favors when students and faculty defend truth claims as if they were identity 
claims, and identity claims as if they were truth claims–or when, as a result, aca-
demics come to care more about winning ideological arguments than advancing 
scholarship. Academic freedom can be destroyed from within for the same reason 
that democracy can, when those who benefit from its freedoms can’t be counted 
on to put its welfare ahead of their own ambitions. Universities are also contested 
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Middle States Commission on Higher Education. Soros was a major donor for the 
U.S. Democratic Party, so attacking him helped Orbán win support among U.S. 
Republicans, including then-President Donald Trump. When Trump was elected 
in 2016, two generations of bipartisan support for U.S. higher education overseas 
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