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Abstract
We draw on a dataset of 1,044 state and national party platforms from 1980 to 2025 to track the
evolution of Democratic and Republican positions with respect to higher education.The sector
enjoyed considerable bipartisan support in the 1980s and early 1990s, with both parties gen-
erally expressing the view that 4-year colleges and universities contribute to economic vitality
and student advancement. Starting in the mid-1990s, Republicans’ position gradually became
more critical—even so, there is considerable diversity in views across states as late as 2010.
In recent years, the party’s platforms have become almost uniformly negative toward higher
education. The first line of GOP criticism focused on concerns about speech and alleged lib-
eral bias. In the past decade, the party increasingly focused its criticism on higher education’s
approach to racial and gender/sexuality issues—just as the intensity of opposition ramped up.
Democratic platforms show much more stability but have expressed increased concern about
college costs since the 2010s. Democrats also became more likely to express a liberal posi-
tion on race and gender/sexuality policies just as the GOP became more vocal in criticizing
these policies from the right. Our evidence suggests that the shift in the GOP’s positioning
began at the national level and was instigated by nationally oriented ideological activists rather
than mass-level demands. In a highly polarized and nationalized two-party system, the case of
higher education illuminates the dangers that exist for any civil society institution when one
party becomes hostile to its purposes and orientation.

In January 2023, Florida Governor Ron DeSantis appointed six new members to the Board of
Trustees of New College, a small, alternative liberal arts college. The new trustees, led by the
conservative activist and Manhattan Institute fellow Christopher Rufo, proceeded to fire New
College’s president, Patricia Okker, installing a close DeSantis ally in her place. The trustees,
along with new President Richard Corcoran, immediately began to transform the College, elim-
inating its diversity office and gender studies program, recruiting scholarship athletes to change
the student culture (and predominantly female gender composition), and delaying tenure
approvals that had been voted by the faculty. Nearly a third of the teaching staff and student
body soon departed. Rufo proclaimed that “our all-star board will demonstrate that the public
universities, which have been corrupted by woke nihilism, can be recaptured, restructured, and
reformed.”1

For DeSantis, transforming New College was a way to demonstrate his conservative bona
fides for Republican primary voters in his (ill-fated) presidential campaign. Indeed, DeSantis’s
takeover of New College was a flashpoint in a building Republican attack on higher education
policy. Rufo had become a minor celebrity in the aftermath of the George Floyd protests by
focusing conservative media attention on the alleged threats posed by Critical Race Theory and
Diversity Equity and Inclusion programs.2 The second Trump administration broadened these
attacks by withholding vast amounts of research funds from elite universities while demanding
major changes in their practices regarding admissions, hiring, and campus governance.

This was by nomeans the first time that higher education has been in the political crosshairs.
William F. Buckley Jr.’s God and Man at Yale: The Superstitions of Academic Freedom (1951)
captured conservatives’ growing frustrationwith academia’s support for government activism in
theNewDeal era.3 As he campaigned for governor of California in 1966, Ronald Reagan decried

1As quoted in Isaac Kamola, Manufacturing Backlash: Right-Wing Think Tanks and Legislative Attacks on Higher Education,
2021–2023 (American Association of University Professors, 2024), 31.

2Kamola, Manufacturing Backlash, 30–31.
3Conservatives also spearheaded the effort to impose loyalty oaths on faculty during the McCarthy Era. These initiatives often

gained widespread bipartisan support, however, and were frequently backed by (and at times initiated by) campus administrators.
The loyalty oaths typically targeted state employees in general, though some states—such as California—added further require-
ments specifically on faculty. See Ellen Schrecker,No Ivory Tower:McCarthyism and the Universities (NewYork: OxfordUniversity
Press, 1986).
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the “beatniks, radicals and filthy speech advocates” on the state’s
campuses.4 He eventually sent in the National Guard to quash the
protests at UC-Berkeley’s People’s Park. A few years later, future
Supreme Court justice Lewis Powell, in his influential strategy
memorandum to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, claimed that
business needed to establish conservative think tanks and orga-
nizations to counter purported liberal dominance on university
campuses.5

Nonetheless, until recently, this strain of conservative criti-
cism existed alongside considerable support among Republicans
for higher education. In particular, the important economic role
played by colleges and universities in their communities pro-
vided an incentive for members of both parties to back them.
Despite its liberal reputation, New College long enjoyed strong
support from the Republican legislators representing its Sarasota
home.6 NotwithstandingReagan’s criticisms as governor, one could
argue that the University of California (UC) fared better under
Republican governors than Democratic ones in the 1980s and
1990s: while universities were just one of many programs that
Democrats wanted to fund, the state university system was one
of the few programs that Republican politicians believed bene-
fited their own voters, many of whom sent their children to the
University.7 As discussed below, California Republican platforms
in the 1980s and early 1990s claimed credit for big spending
increases that restored the state university system to national lead-
ership after years of Democratic fiscal neglect. It is hard to imagine
any state Republican Party making a similar case today.

This article traces the development of party polarization
on higher education. Our analysis of 1,044 Democratic and
Republican state and national platforms from 1980 to 2025 tracks
the substantial changes in the GOP’s perspective on higher edu-
cation. The party generally took a positive stance with respect
to colleges and universities in the 1980s and early 1990s, often
advocating for greater resources while praising them as economic
engines that help keep talented young people in their states. There
are signs of change in the mid-1990s as about one-fifth of state
Republican parties criticized alleged liberal bias, perceived limita-
tions on conservative speech, or affirmative action in admissions.
Calls for increased resources also became less common in the
1990s. Republican platforms grew increasingly critical over the
ensuing years. By the 2010s, only one-fourth of platforms had any-
thing positive to say about higher education and just 8 percent did

4Michael Hiltzik, “How DeSantis’ Attack on Education Draws from Ronald Reagan’s
War on UC Berkeley,” Los Angeles Times, March 22, 2023, https://www.latimes.com/
business/story/2023-03-22/desantis-attack-on-education-draws-from-ronald-reagans-
war-on-uc-berkeley.

5Heather Cox Richardson, “Letters from an American” [Substack newsletter],
May 24, 2025, https://heathercoxrichardson.substack.com/p/may-24-2025?publication_
id=20533&utm_campaign=email-post-title&r=y4y4. Ellen Schrecker argues that the
1960s protests and faculty activism sparked a concerted conservative drive to reframe
campuses as sites of left-wing radicalism—an understanding that contributed to chronic
underfunding and to the recent conservative attacks on universities (The Lost Promise:
American Universities in the 1960s, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021). We take
this theme up below.

6Zac Anderson, “Bob Johnson, Who Secured Support for Sarasota’s Arts Institutions,
Dies at 80,” Sarasota Herald-Tribune, September 1, 2025; Jacob Ogles, “The Fight to Save
NewCollege Is on,”Florida Politics, February 19, 2020, https://floridapolitics.com/archives/
319768-the-fight-to-save-new-college-is-on/.

7Luciana Dar shows that Democratic strength in the California legislature was a sig-
nificant negative predictor of the share of state spending that went to higher education in
1976–2006. SeeDar, “ThePoliticalDynamics ofHigher Education Policy,” Journal ofHigher
Education 83 (2012): 785–86.

so in 2024–25. By contrast, more than two-thirds of the state plat-
forms criticized higher education explicitly in the 2020s, generally
focusing on claims about liberal bias, race, sexuality, and campus
speech.8 The broad GOP shift evident in the states is important
for understanding the political response to the Trump administra-
tion’s actions. By the timeDonaldTrump sought to reshape campus
governance, threatened grant funding, and imposed international
student restrictions in 2025, Republicans at the state level had
embraced challenges to higher education, limiting the potential for
pushback from GOP politicians.

For their part, Democrats consistently praised higher educa-
tion in their platforms throughout the 1980s–2020s. Even as the
Democratic coalition shifted over time to include many more
college-educated voters, the party’s stance toward 4-year colleges
and universities was largely stable. The main shift we find is
increased concern with costs and student debt—and alongside this
concern, greater support for loan forgiveness. A second notewor-
thy change toward the end of our period is increased attention to
questions of race, gender, and sexuality. Roughly two-thirds of the
party’s platforms were silent on these areas from the 1980s into
the 2010s. Discussion of race, gender, and sexuality has become
more prominent in Democratic platforms in recent years—just as
Republicans became much more likely to attack prevailing poli-
cies in these domains from the right. While much of the story
traced below is of steady, gradual change among Republicans, the
ramping up of polarization on race and sexuality in recent years is
striking—and likely illuminates why conflict over higher education
has become so intense.

In one sense, the story we trace is a familiar one. Political sci-
entists have explored the development of party polarization across
a range of issues, including the civil rights realignment of the
1960s, the growing party gulf on abortion, gay rights, and guns that
started in the 1970s, and the sharp divide on immigration that
emerged in the early 2000s.9 A common story across most of these
cases is that the parties first began to divide at the state and local
level, with allied groups and, in several cases, ordinary voters, push-
ing the parties further apart. For example, locally rooted Northern
Democratic politicians began to embrace a pro-civil rights posi-
tion in the late 1930s and 1940s in response to pressure from Black
voters, labor unions, and liberal groups. National leaders, seek-
ing to maintain their coalition with white Southern conservatives,
generally resisted this pressure until the civil rights movement
forced a decision in the mid-1960s.10 Similarly, Gerald Gamm and
coauthors show that state Democratic and Republican parties had
diverged on abortion and gay rights before the national parties took
a stand, noting that “party leadership on these issues came from
the states.”11 Kirsten Walters and Theda Skocpol find a somewhat
different pattern when it comes to immigration, with the national

8If one drops platforms that do not include a higher education–focused sentence, more
than 80 percent of Republican platforms in the 2020s included these criticisms. Fewer than
10 percent did so prior to 1995.

9See Eric Schickler, Racial Realignment: The Transformation of American Liberalism,
1932–1965 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016); Gerald Gamm, Justin
Phillips, Matthew Carr, and Michael Auslen, “The Culture War and Partisan Polarization:
State Political Parties, 1960–2018,” Studies in American Political Development 38 (2024):
117–37; Neil O’Brian,TheRoots of Polarization: From the Racial Realignment to the Culture
War (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2024); Kirsten Walters and Theda Skocpol,
“Immigration Clashes, Party Polarization and Republican Radicalizing: Tracking Shifts in
State and National Party Platforms since 1980,” Studies in American Political Development
38 (2024): 1–15.

10Schickler, Racial Realignment.
11Gamm et al., “The Culture War and Partisan Polarization,” 128–29.
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and state parties moving roughly in tandem; even so they identify
important bottom-up elements, noting “early-moving states intro-
duced new themes that later diffused acrossmany states and gained
ground in national party platforms.”12 Walters and Skocpol also
suggest that “grassroots conservatives agitated by immigration and
undocumented immigrants” played a significant role in driving the
changes in the GOP’s positioning.13

These studies collectively offer a view of partisan change that
fits with traditional understandings of the U.S. federal system.
From the founding era, American parties have been decentralized
institutions. Even as competition for the presidency and control
of Congress fostered the formation of national parties, ambitious
politicians’ career ladders still ran through state and local politics—
giving them an incentive to be highly responsive to locally rooted
political, social, and economic constituencies. Given this institu-
tional context, it makes sense that partisan change would typically
bubble up from below.

But American politics has nationalized in recent decades.14
Regardless of geography, the politicians in each party today raise
money from many of the same donors and are attentive to the
same media and activists. Faced with these new incentives, state
parties have become increasingly similar across regions and are
arguably less responsive to locally rooted political economic inter-
ests.15 These developments raise the possibility that the dynamics
for higher educationmay be different from earlier cases of partisan
change. Our evidence suggests that state parties generally moved
after the national GOP began to embrace a more critical stance
toward academia.

We emphasize that this study is an initial effort to understand
a multifaceted, complicated process. Nonetheless, after present-
ing our descriptive results, we consider how our findings relate
to potential explanations for changing party positions. Our evi-
dence regarding the timing of the GOP shift is not consistent with
strong versions of voter-based explanations, such as the emer-
gence of the “diploma divide” in party identification or the decline
in Republican voters’ trust in higher education. The evidence is
more consistent with the argument that nationally oriented con-
servative groups and activists played an important role in sparking
GOP opposition. They articulated themes that would later become
prevalent in GOP platforms, with their earliest successes evident in
the party’s national platforms. Developments on campus—changes
in curricula and in policies regarding speech and harassment, the
increasingly liberal and Democratic allegiances of faculty, admin-
istrators, and students, and the shifting demographic composition
of the student body—may well have fueled these conservative
critiques.

We anticipate that future work will draw on additional data to
delve more deeply into these causal dynamics. The pattern regard-
ing which GOP states moved first and most forcefully against
contemporary academia—and the similar end point reached by

12Walters and Skocpol, “Immigration Clashes,” 8.
13Ibid., 14.
14Daniel J. Hopkins, The Increasingly United States: How and Why American Political

Behavior Nationalized (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2018); Daniel Butler and
Joseph Sutherland, “Have State Policy Agendas Become More Nationalized?” Journal of
Politics 85 (2023): 351–55; Jacob M. Grumbach, “Laboratories of Democratic Backsliding,”
American Political Science Review 117 (2023): 967–84; Paul Pierson and Eric Schickler,
Partisan Nation: The Dangerous New Logic of American Politics in a Nationalized Era
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2024).

15Daniel J. Hopkins, Eric Schickler, and David L. Azizi, “From Many Divides, One? The
Polarization and Nationalization of American State Party Platforms, 1918–2017,” Studies
in American Political Development 36 (2022): 1–20.

Republicans across the United States—are each important to
understand. While we present suggestive evidence that conserva-
tive think tanks and activists played an important role in articulat-
ing themes that would later become prevalent in GOP platforms,
additional research could usefully trace the diffusion of specific
critiques across space and time. State legislation, budgets, and
executive action should also be examined to explore the policy
consequences on the ground more fully. We view the main con-
tribution of this paper to rest on the rich descriptive data we have
assembled, which provides a vantage point to understand the con-
tours and timing of the dramatic transformation in the relationship
between the U.S. party system and higher education.

1. Higher education and party realignment

This study builds on an emergent literature on changes in party
positioning on higher education. While there has been a rich
literature on growing partisan divisions with respect to K-12 edu-
cation,16 scholars have more recently begun to explore how higher
education fits into America’s increasingly polarized party system.

Notwithstanding higher education’s role as a “generator of cul-
tural change and conflict,” Matt Grossmann and David Hopkins
note that there were not “strong policy differences between
Democrats and Republicans until recently.”17 This is evident at the
national level, where few higher education votes divided members
of Congress along party or ideological lines prior to themid-to-late
1990s and congressional reauthorization of the Higher Education
Act was generally routine.18 Since the late 1990s, however, mem-
bers’ roll call votes on higher education have become increasingly
polarized. The Higher Education Act has not been reauthorized
since 2008, as Democrats and Republicans have adopted very
different frames for evaluating needed policy changes.19

Analyses of state spending suggest that partisanship has become
more important at lower levels of government as well. While early
studies tended to support the view that higher education spend-
ing was driven by broad fiscal conditions rather than party,20
several recent studies have found that Republican control is associ-
ated with less support for higher education—particularly since the
Great Recession and in states where white students are becoming
less overrepresented in the enrolled population.21

16For an excellent review, see JonathanCollins and SarahReckhow, “TheNewEducation
Politics in the United States,” Annual Review of Political Science 27 (2024): 127–46.

17Matt Grossmann and David A. Hopkins, Polarized by Degrees: How the Diploma
Divide and the Culture War Transformed American Politics (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2024), 263.

18SeeWilliamR.Doyle, “U.S. Senator’s Ideal Points forHigher Education:Documenting
Partisanship, 1965–2004,” The Journal of Higher Education 81 (2010): 619–44; Denisa
Gandara and Sosanya Jones, “Who Deserves Benefits in Higher Education? A Policy
Discourse Analysis of a Process Surrounding Reauthorization of the Higher Education
Act,” The Review of Higher Education 44 (2020): 121–57. The Reagan administration
did implement changes that tightened access to financial aid, prompting Democratic
criticism. The administration claimed it was returning “to the traditional emphasis on
parent and student responsibility for financing college costs” (David A. Love, “America’s
Student Loan Crisis Stems from a War on Education as a Public Good,” Washington
Post, December 29, 2022, https://www.washingtonpost.com/made-by-history/2022/12/29/
history-student-loan-debt/).

19Doyle, “U.S. Senator’s Ideal Points”; Gandara and Jones, “Who Deserves Benefits.”
20For a review, see Barrett J. Taylor, Kelsey Kunkle, and Kimberly Watts, “Democratic

Backsliding and the BalanceWheel Hypothesis: Partisanship and State Funding for Higher
Education in the United States,” Higher Education Policy 36 (2023): 781–803.

21Ibid. See also Barrett J. Taylor, Brendan Cantwell, Kimberly Watts, and Olivia Wood,
“Partisanship, White Racial Resentment, and State Support for Higher Education,” Journal
of Higher Education 91 (2020): 858–87. A handful of other studies have shown mixed evi-
dence of partisan effects. Alberto Ortega’s regression discontinuity design, which draws
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Beyond spending decisions, Barrett Taylor provides an impor-
tant account of the changing state politics of higher education.
Taylor argues that as higher education institutions diversified
racially, conservatives came to see them as “irredeemably leftist”
and began to challenge their independence.22 Starting in the early
2000s, conservative politicians in several states moved to secure
greater control over admissions, curriculum, and tenure. Taylor
argues that this movement was fueled, in part, by national orga-
nizations such as the American Legislative Exchange Committee,
which sought a broad conservative reordering of state priorities.
Although these effortsmet with varying degrees of success, Taylor’s
case studies of Wisconsin, Arizona, North Carolina, and Iowa
demonstrate that state-level Republicans were active in the 2010s
in seeking to transform higher education.

2. Data

We draw on state and national party platforms as our main
data source in assessing party positioning on higher education.
Platforms offer several advantages in studying partisan change.
They provide a consistent, long-term data source covering many
states. The national parties approve a new platform every 4 years,
while most states write them every 2 years.23 Party officials and
activists devote considerable time and effort to shaping their plat-
forms. The documents can be viewed as a reflection of the relative
strength of specific groups and ideological currents within each
party and as public signals of the party’s stances.24 Indeed, the
inclusion of a supportive plank is often an indication that a group
has won a place in a party’s coalition, signaling the direction that
the party is heading.25 This makes platforms a particularly use-
ful lens for studying shifts in party coalitions and priorities.26
Although citizens rarely read platforms, they are typically covered
in newspapers and can reach voters through a variety of campaign

on data from 1986 to 2015, suggests that election of a Democratic governor is associated
with more spending at Associate’s degree-granting colleges and minority-serving institu-
tions but has no impact on spending formost 4-year public universities (“State Partisanship
and Higher Education,” Economics of Education Review 76 (2020): 101977). Hill and Jones
also find no party effect on overall higher education spending but evidence that Democrats
target spending toward institutions with more minority students (Andrew Hill and Daniel
Jones, “Does Partisan Affiliation Impact the Distribution of Spending? Evidence from State
Governments’ Expenditures on Education,” Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization
143 (2017): 58–77). Dar and Lee find that Democratic legislative strength is positively
associated with funding, but that this effect diminishes when there is high polarization or
unemployment (Luciana Dar and Dong-Wook Lee, “Partisanship, Political Polarization,
and State Higher Education Budget Outcomes,” Journal of Higher Education 85 (2014):
469–98).

22Barrett J. Taylor, Wrecked: Deinstitutionalization and Partial Defenses in State Higher
Education Policy (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2022), 3.

23Platforms are typically drafted by a committee consisting of party officers, elected offi-
cials, and, at times, representatives of groups closely associated with the party; the draft is
then approved (potentially following amendment) by the state (or national) convention.
Platforms usually begin with a preamble or introduction that outlines general party prin-
ciples, followed by a discussion of specific subject areas, such as taxes, jobs, social issues,
and education. In a handful of cases, a party adopted a series of resolutions in lieu of a
platform or to supplement a brief platform that only outlined general principles. Following
Gamm et al., we treat these resolutions as constituting a platform if they are comparable in
scope to a regular platform (see discussion in Gamm et al., “Culture War,” 132).

24Joel Paddock, State and National Parties & American Democracy (Austria: Peter Lang,
2005).

25Brian D. Feinstein and Eric Schickler, “Platforms and Partners: The Civil Rights
Realignment Reconsidered,” Studies in American Political Development 22 (2018): 1–31;
Gamm et al., “Culture War and Partisan Polarization.”

26For a valuable study of the influence of intra-party coalitional dynamics on party posi-
tion change, see David Karol, Party Position Change in American Democracy (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2009).

means. Furthermore, prior studies have shown that elected officials
regularly seek to enact major platform goals.27

Scholars have used platforms to trace broad changes in national
party ideology and agendas and to examine the relationship
between state- and national-level changes on specific issues.28 Ross
Jackson and Brian Heath examine Republican national platforms’
positioning on higher education, finding increasingly negative sen-
timent starting in the late 1980s.29 We build on and extend their
study by examining both parties’ stances across a wide range of
states and the national level. The state-level data are useful because
higher education policy is set both in state capitals andWashington
and because it provides a more fine-grained measure of party posi-
tions. It also provides insight intowhether theGOP shiftpermeated
downward from the national party or bubbled up from below.

While national platforms are easily accessible, collecting state
platforms is challenging. Building on the archival work of sev-
eral scholars over the past two decades, we analyzed 529 state
and national Republican platforms and 515 state and national
Democratic platforms covering 1980–2025.30 We coded the GOP
platforms for the thirty states where we had sufficient cover-
age spanning both the 1980s–90s and the 2020s. We coded the
Democratic platforms for all but five of these states—Alabama,
South Carolina, Illinois, Oklahoma, and Missouri, for which there
were few Democratic platforms.31 As Figure 1 shows, we have
platforms from each major U.S. region—with near-universal cov-
erage west of the Mississippi River. The lack of coverage of Florida
is unfortunate given its prominence in higher education debates,
but we have platforms from several other southern states (Texas,
Arkansas, North Carolina, and the Alabama and South Carolina
GOP). Several northeastern states with a strong machine tra-
dition also lacked sufficient platform coverage (e.g. New York,
Pennsylvania, Connecticut, and New Jersey), making the mid-
Atlantic and lower New England the weakest regions in terms of
inclusion.32 While we lack platforms for Ohio andMichigan, we do

27See discussion in Gamm et al., “Culture War and Partisan Polarization”; see also Paul
T. David,The Politics of National Party Conventions (New York: Vintage Books, 1964); and
Ian Budge and Richard I. Hofferbert, “Mandates and Policy Outputs: U.S. Party Platforms
and Federal Expenditures,” American Political Science Review 84 (1990): 111–31.

28Key studies drawing on national platforms include John Gerring, Party Ideologies
in America, 1828–1996 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Kenneth
Janda, The Democratic Evolution: From Slavery to Equality, 1828–2020 (Social Science
Research Network, Scholarly Paper No. 4895004), https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4895004;
and Matthew Levendusky, The Partisan Sort: How Liberals Became Democrats and
Conservatives Became Republican (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2009). On
state platforms, see Gamm et al., “Culture War and Partisan Polarization”; Feinstein and
Schickler, “Platforms and Partners”; and Walters and Skocpol, “Immigration Clashes.”

29Ross Jackson and Brian Heath, “An Ideological View of College: A Textual Analysis of
Republican Party Platforms from 1948 to 2020,” Open Journal of Political Science 13, no. 4
(2023): 347–68.

30Platforms were obtained from state libraries and publications (e.g. blue books), news-
papers, and party pamphlets (often obtained from state libraries). In recent years, party
websites often include the current platform; the Wayback Machine helped access earlier
platforms that were posted online. Gerald Gamm, Justin Phillips, Daniel Hopkins, and
Daniel Coffey have spearheaded efforts to collect recent platforms; we thank them for
sharing their collections with us.

31We coded one additional Democratic state, New Mexico, for which we had good
Democratic coverage but few GOP platforms. The results presented below are robust to
dropping the states for which we just have one party’s platforms.

32Given the prominent private institutions in New York, Pennsylvania, Connecticut,
and Massachusetts, it is unfortunate that we lack good coverage in each. Neither party
in New York and Pennsylvania regularly writes a platform; we suspect that this is
rooted in the strong machine tradition in each state (see David R. Mayhew, Placing
Parties in American Politics, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986). Connecticut
Republicans have also not approved a platform since the early 1990s. Massachusetts and
Connecticut Democrats regularly write platforms—and express positive views of higher
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Figure 1. State Party Platforms Collected.

have Indiana, Illinois, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, giving us good
coverage for the Midwest. The top panel of Figure 2 displays the
total number of platforms by year, disaggregated by party. The bot-
tom panel depicts annual party platform coverage by state from
1980 to 2025.

We use the platforms to track change and continuity in each
party’s stances with respect to higher education. To identify and
retrieve platform references to higher education, we read through
each platform and conducted a series of keyword text searches
using relevant terms to ensure we did not miss any references
(e.g. education, college, university, teach, teacher, professor, fac-
ulty, student, school, and campus). In many cases, the platforms
had a separate section on education—and in some cases, higher
education. Even so, discussion of higher education was often
included in other parts of the platform,making it necessary to read
through the entire document. We also retrieved all text related to
K-12 education in each platform; future work can fruitfully con-
sider the connections between changing views in these two policy
domains.33

education that are similar to the Democratic platforms in other states. Massachusetts
Republicans have not written a platform since 2018 (we also lack good coverage for the
party in the 1980s and only intermittent coverage in subsequent years). Nonetheless,
there are indications that the party has recently embraced elements of the GOP’s criti-
cisms of higher education: party chair Amy Carnevale issued an official party statement
in April 2024 condemning Harvard, MIT, and Northeastern for allowing what Carnevale
alleged were anti-Semitic protests, concluding that “no institution of higher learning
should receive federal funding if it condones or permits such discriminatory and hateful
protests to persist” (Amy Carnevale, “Standing Against Antisemitism: A Statement from
MassGOP Chair Amy Carnevale,” April 29, 2024, https://massgop.com/standing-against-
antisemitism-a-statement-from-massgop-chair-amy-carnevale/). The following year, the
state party approved a resolution endorsing the GOP national platform’s attack on trans
women’s participation in college sports (https://massgop.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/
08/Protect-Girls.pdf).

33Although we did not code the K-12 text, we noticed that GOP criticism of K-12
schools often came earlier than criticism of higher education. We are planning to explore
this more systematically in future work.

In many cases, it was obvious that a plank referred to higher
education (e.g. references to the state university system). In other
cases, we examined the precise wording and context to deter-
mine whether it was, at least in part, about higher education.
For example, a statement about “all levels of education” was
treated as encompassing both K-12 and higher education; by
contrast, when a plank emphasized “parents” or “children,” we
treated it as focused on K-12 rather than higher education (see
Appendix 1 for a more detailed discussion of the criteria for
inclusion, with examples). While we include all references to
postsecondary education (e.g. community colleges) in our word
count for higher education, our coding of tone and position-
ing focuses on each party’s stance toward 4-year colleges and
universities.

Our primary analysis relies on the authors’ hand-coding of each
platform. This was a labor-intensive process, but we believe that
it is the most effective approach due to the importance of con-
text clues and knowledge of state-level politics in interpreting what
certain planks were intended to convey.34 In preparation for this
hand-coding, the authors developed a detailed guide that speci-
fied the criteria for coding each variable (see Appendix 2 for this
guide).Theguide listed a series of specific questions thatwere asked
about each platform (e.g. Did it advocate for increased or decreased
resources for higher education? Did it include any positive state-
ments about 4-year colleges and universities? Did it indicate that
academic freedom or freedom of speech needed protection on
college campuses? If so, did it suggest that the threat is coming

34Platforms regularly referred to specific legislative or executive initiatives or to
salient local controversies. In those cases, we used news sources to investigate the
context and code the text. An example is Iowa’s 2008, 2012, and 2014 Democratic
platforms, which called for repeal of the “Solomon amendment,” with no other
information. Our coding depended on determining that this was a reference to
the federal law that withheld grant money from universities that hindered military
recruitment.
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Figure 2. State Party Platform Coverage with Annual Summary.

from the right or the left? Did it advocate for or criticize curricu-
lum that is focused on the experiences and perspectives of racial
minorities?).35

The analysis below relies heavily on these specific—and rela-
tively straightforward—questions. However, for a broader perspec-
tive, we constructed a summary measure of the general stance
of the platform with respect to the prevailing structure, poli-
cies, and role of 4-year colleges and universities. This variable
ranged from −2 (negative) to +2 (positive). We coded platforms as
“+2” if they were explicitly positive—for example, discussing the
value of higher education for the state or advocating for increased
resources. Indiana Republicans’ 1996 platform was coded “+2” for
this statement:

In keeping with our long legacy of support for quality education, we restate
our priority of educating future generations at ever-increasing levels of
achievement frompre-school through college and beyond, utilizing the fol-
lowing concepts: We are dedicated to encouraging increased participation
in higher education throughout the state and we are committed to improv-
ing our institutions of higher education, both public andprivate, to enhance

35One limitation that we plan to rectify in future work is that we did not separately
code the platform’s stance toward private, as opposed to public, universities. A handful of
Republican platforms in the 1980s–90s praised private colleges and universities but did not
specificallymention public universities. Nonetheless, in the vastmajority of GOP cases that
we coded as positive, the praise was not confined to private higher education. References to
the positive role of private 4-year colleges and universities essentially disappeared in recent
years, suggesting that the GOP turn against prevailing approaches to higher education was
not confined to the public sector.

the quality of life for Hoosiers and to keep our state competitive in the
future.

The statement can be brief—if it praises higher education, extols its
value, or endorses more resources. An example would be Missouri
Republicans’ 2008 platform, which claimed credit for “Republican
success in increased funding for Missouri’s public universities and
colleges through the appropriations process and the Lewis and
Clark Discovery Initiative.”

Platforms that included only vague, general positive language,
or that had multiple positive statements but also direct criticism of
one aspect of higher education, were coded as +1 (see Appendix 2
for examples of platforms in each scale category). Platforms that
included a roughly equal mix of positive and negative statements,
or that had no evaluative language, were coded as 0.36 Platforms
with multiple negative statements but also more limited positive
language were coded −1. When a platform stated opposition to a
current higher education policy (e.g. calls to end affirmative action
or in-state tuition for undocumented students) but did not criticize
the educational aspects of colleges and universities explicitly, it was
also coded −1.

Platforms that were explicitly negative in tone were coded
−2. An example is Minnesota Republicans’ 2022 platform, which
condemned affirmative action in admissions, called for an end
to scholarships for undocumented students, and declared that

36Platforms that had no higher education text were coded as “99”; the figures displaying
summary tone recode these cases as “0,” but the trends are unchanged if they are treated as
missing.
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“College education should be paid for by students and not taxpay-
ers. At the University level, we should restore academic and intel-
lectual freedom for professors and students, and: Prohibit impos-
ing fees that support student organizations without consent.”37 In
the aftermath of disruptions of conservative campus speakers in
2017–18, California Republicans’ 2019 platform declared:

We believe that the free exchange of ideas at institutions of higher learning
is key to their fundamental purpose. We oppose all censorship of stu-
dent speech on public universities through policies explicit or implicit. We
believe that private institutions of higher learningmust have clear and con-
sistent policies, applied fairly, regarding student speech and expression. All
universities have a responsibility to protect students seeking to engage in
political activism from violent responses from those both affiliated and
unaffiliated with the university.

Given the absence of any positive discussion of higher education,
this clear, extensive criticism of prevailing policies led us to code
the platform as −2.38

To assess the reliability of the hand-coding, each coauthor
independently coded a random sample of fifty Democratic and
Republican state platforms. Seven of the 100 platforms—each
Republican—had no higher education text.They are dropped from
the reliability check since agreement in these seven cases was triv-
ially achieved. (The absence of text itself is informative; as a result,
these platforms are not dropped from the analysis below.) For the
five-point summary measure of positive versus negative tone—
which is arguably a hard test—the coders exact matched 73 percent
of the time. Ninety-seven percent of the cases were within one scale
unit. The two sets of scores correlated at .865 and the weighted
Cohen’s kappa was .86.39 As a further check, we supplemented the
hand-coding with sentiment analysis using an established dictio-
nary of positive and negative words and with an Large Language
Model (LLM)-based coding of whether each platform included
positive text (see discussion below).

3. Results

3.1. Attention to higher education

An initial question is the extent to which each party focused on
higher education. Figure 3, which tracks the average share of words
in each party’s platforms that address higher education, shows that
Democrats and Republicans each devoted about 3 percent of their
platform text to higher education in the 1980s and early 1990s
(each data point reflects the average for all platforms in a 2-year
period—for example, 1980–81, 1982–83—which was about twenty

37The latter referred to conservatives’ complaint that student organizations used fees for
liberal political purposes. Again, this is a case in which contextual knowledge was helpful
in coding the text.

38Distinguishing between degrees of positive (+1 vs. +2) and negative language (−1 vs.
−2) involved some tough coding decisions. As a robustness check, we collapsed +1 and +2
platforms and −1 and −2 platforms into a three-point scale. The trends are nearly identical
if this measure is used in place of our five-point scale (see Appendix Figure 1).

39Weighted kappa is generally recommended for ordinal data since it penalizes mis-
matches that are further apart. We adopted quadratic weights, as large disagreements are
especially concerning. Cohen’s kappa is .75 if linear weights are used; Krippendorf ’s alpha
is .78. These results indicate relatively high intercoder convergence. If the seven platforms
with no higher education text were included (as they are in the overall dataset), the reli-
ability would be slightly higher (since each received the same score from both coders).
The average summary score for each coder was also extremely close (1.12 vs. 1.08). The
largest disagreement occurred for a SouthCarolina platform in 1986,which required exten-
sive contextual knowledge regarding reports issued by a state commission studying higher
education.

to twenty-six platforms per party).40 Republican attention fell in
themid-to-late 1990s and remained in the 2 percent range through
2020, before increasing noticeably in 2022–25. Even as Republicans
wrote less about higher education from the mid-1990s through
2020, the share of K-12 language inGOP platformswas higher than
for Democrats. This suggests that it was something specific about
the party’s perspective on higher education that led to less atten-
tion. Democratic attention wasmore stable by comparison, though
it was, on average, slightly higher after 2010 than before.

While average attention is a useful metric, an alternative is to
ask whether a platform included a substantive discussion of higher
education. To assess this, we examined the share of platforms that
included at least twenty-five higher education-related words.41 The
results, presented in Figure 4, show thatDemocratic platforms con-
sistently included at least aminimal discussion of higher education.
By contrast, many state Republican parties chose not to talk much
about higher education. This is especially the case in 2012–20,
when about 40 percent of GOP platforms included fewer than
twenty-five words on higher education and 24 percent included no
higher education words. In many states, Republicans’ turn against
the higher education sector took place in two stages: initially,
they simply stopped talking about it—and they only later turned
decisively negative in their positioning. This is a case in which
silence was itself indicative of changing priorities, as Republicans
in many states evidently moved away from seeing higher educa-
tion as an important public concernworth serious attention in their
platforms.

3.2. General tone and favorability

We employed several measures to assess the overall tone and
favorability of each platform toward higher education. We start,
in Figure 5, with the summary measure described above, which
provides a global assessment of each platform’s stance toward the
contemporary higher education system. It shows that Democratic
platforms remained consistently positive throughout, with average
scores increasing a bit in the 2010s as they approached the ceiling
of +2 on the −2 to +2 scale.

The story for Republicans is very different. In the 1980s and
early 1990s, GOP platforms were mildly favorable to higher edu-
cation with an average score of about 1.0–1.3; this is about a half
point lower than average Democratic favorability but still clearly
positive on balance. Indeed, just 4 percent of GOP platforms were
coded as on balance negative prior to 1994.There is a steady decline
in Republican favorability over the next 30 years. Even so, the
average score does not turn negative until 2008. By 2024, how-
ever, the average Republican platform score is −1.6. Twenty-two of
the twenty-five GOP platforms in 2024–25 were negative toward
higher education; the remaining three had no higher education
text.

As an example, Kansas Republicans’ 1986 platform—which was
typical of its platforms that decade—advocated “developing incen-
tives for more of the top graduates of Kansas high schools to attend
state universities and colleges,” noting that “too many of our best

40Appendix Figure 2 displays the number of platforms for each party by 2-year period.
41For this analysis, platforms that were unusually short (fewer than 1,000 total words)

were coded as missing if they had fewer than 25 higher education words. This dropped
about 5 percent of GOP and 2 percent of Democratic platforms. The party differences we
observe in Figure 4 would be slightly larger if these platforms were included. The average
platform had 6,204 words.
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Figure 3. Share of Higher Education Words in Platforms, 1980–2024.

Figure 4. Share of Platforms with Twenty-Five or More Higher Education Words, 1980–2024.

students go out of state. Economic development for the long run
will require our retaining these students.” The platform went on to
support “improving the climate for research and development at
our institutions of higher education. If our economy is to diver-
sify and develop, we must help our universities and colleges use
their expertise and expand their research potential.” It had no crit-
icism of higher education. From 1996 onward, the state party’s
platforms were devoid of positive discussion of 4-year colleges and
universities; instead, the platform was either critical or silent. The
2018 and 2022 platforms were the most detailed in their criticism,
with the former criticizing in-state tuition for undocumented stu-
dents and the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanction campaign, while
noting that universities should “be places of learning and impar-
tial instruction, not zones of intellectual intolerance and political
correctness.”

One might worry that the Republican trend is partly explained
by changes in which states wrote platforms. To address this con-
cern, we estimate models using the summary score as the depen-
dent variable, with state fixed effects (and standard errors [SEs]
clustered by state). A simple time trend variable is negative and
statistically significant for Republicans, suggesting that platforms
became .06 (robust SE = .005) more negative on the −2 to +2 scale
each year. This corresponds to a shift of 1.8 scale points across 30
years, or the difference between a neutral platform and a highly
negative one.42 When we instead include a series of dummy vari-
ables for each decade, the estimates tell much the same story: a
relatively small negative shift from the 1980s to the 1990s (−.33,

42The GOP shift started around 1994 and our time series ends in 2024–25, making 30
years a useful basis for thinking about the magnitude of the overall change.
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Figure 5. Platform Average Net Tone Toward Higher Education, 1980–2024.

SE = .17), followed by additional negative moves of roughly .60
in each successive decade (see Appendix 4 for the estimates). The
magnitude of the shift in the 2020s is the same as in the 2000s and
2010s but took place in half of the time (2020–25).

A potential limitation is that coding the summary score requires
subjective judgment. In addition to the reliability assessment
above, we used a standard dictionary of positive and negative
words to assess the valence of each platform’s higher education
text.43 Valence was calculated as the difference between the num-
ber of positive and negative words divided by the number of higher
education words (excluding stop words).44

As Figure 6a shows, the trend for Republicans is similar regard-
less of whether our hand-coding or the sentiment analysis measure
is used. The two series correlate at .76.45 However, the Democratic
estimates for sentiment do not track our hand-coding: the senti-
ment score is often less positive than it is for Republicans in the
1980s and it declines in 2014–24 (see Figure 6b). Our examination
of the negative and positive words employed in these platforms
underscores why hand-coding is, for our purposes, superior to a
simple sentiment analysis approach. The 1980s Democratic senti-
ment scores were driven down, in part, by claims that the Reagan
administration was not doing enough to fund higher education.
The 2014–24 decline in sentiment was due to Democrats’ emphasis

43Minqing Hu and Bing Liu, “Mining and Summarizing Customer Reviews,”
Proceedings of the Tenth ACM SIGKDD International Conference on Knowledge Discovery
and Data Mining, 2004, 168–77, https://doi.org/10.1145/1014052.1014073; see https://
www.cs.uic.edu/∼liub/FBS/sentiment-analysis.html for additional details.

44The median platform included about ninety higher education words and a total of
seven positive or negative higher education words. Note that the results are similar if
we exclude neutral words from the denominator when calculating valence. We omitted
the word “progressive” from the positive list because, in the context of contemporary
Republican platforms, it is a pejorative. (For consistency, we kept it off the list for both par-
ties.)We also removed the word “support” and variants thereof—again, platforms regularly
used the word “support” to discuss both positive and negative ideas. For example, the 2021
Oklahoma GOP platform declared that “we support meaningful reform in the structure of
our higher education system, including: Evaluation of all programs and individuals for the
elimination and reform of substandard performing programs and individuals.”The valence
measure’s correlation with our summary measure is virtually identical when one does not
make these changes, but we believe that they better capture the underlying concept.

45The sentiment score for each individual GOP platform correlates with its summary
code at .57. This is the Spearman correlation since the summary variable is ordinal.

on the debt burden facing students; while this could, in principle,
suggest a negative view of higher education, the context of these
planks suggested otherwise. Debt concerns were coupled with calls
for more financial aid. The platforms consistently emphasized that
everyone should have the opportunity for higher education and the
government needed to pour more resources into the sector so that
it would be affordable for all. New Hampshire’s 2024 Democratic
platform is a telling example. It received a negative valence score
(−.10) for this plank: “All students have the right to access a quality
education, from early childhood through post-secondary college
or career training. Increased funding for public community col-
leges and universities is critical. We believe that all students should
be able to access college or career/technical education without a
crushing debt burden.” The platform’s emphasis on the value of
higher education and the urgency of funding it generously leads
us to regard it as clearly positive toward the sector.46

When one examines simpler measures of platform position-
ing, they tell a very similar story to the summary measure for
both Democrats and Republicans. Figure 7 tracks the share of
platforms that included any positive discussion of 4-year col-
leges or universities. This alternative measure is useful because
it allows for the possibility that GOP platforms continued to see
value in higher education even as they were increasingly criti-
cal of specific policies or alleged biases. An example of a positive
statement is Illinois Republicans’ 1990 declaration that “we take
pride in world class universities, public and private, which edu-
cate exceptional Bachelor-level and graduate-level students, and
which generate important research and technology for Illinois and
the world.” About 70 percent of GOP platforms and 80–90 per-
cent of Democratic platforms in 1980–94 included at least some
positive discussion of higher education. Starting in the mid-1990s,

46We believe that more specialized dictionaries, as well as topic-modeling, may be a
fruitful approach that avoids these limitations. While the very limited variation in the
summary score is a potential explanation for its low correlation with the sentiment score,
we believe the primary issue is that the simple sentiment score is a flawed measure for
Democrats. The strong relationship between the LLM-based coding of whether a platform
includes any positive discussion of higher education and the Democrats’ hand-coded sum-
mary score reinforces our belief that the problem lies with the simple sentiment measure
rather than in the limited variation in Democratic scores (see discussion below).
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Figure 6. (a) Comparing Measures of Republican Platform Tone. (b) Comparing Measures of Democratic Platform Tone.

however, there is a steady downward trend for Republicans. While
more than 40 percent continued to include some positive language
as late as 2010, there is a steep drop in 2012–24. Ninety-two percent
of GOP platforms in 2024–25 included no positive higher educa-
tion references. Fully 165 of the 167 Democratic platforms from
2012 onward included at least one positive statement about higher
education.

As an additional check on the robustness of our coding, we
used the ChatGPT LLM to code whether each platform had any
positive references to 4-year colleges and universities. Our prompt
instructed the LLM to code whether each platform contains “at
least one statement that endorses, supports, prioritizes, or pro-
motes higher education.”47 Appendix Figure 3a,b compares this

47See Appendix 3 for the full prompt given to the ChatGPT API (version 5.2). The
prompt specified that the statement needed to refer to 4-year colleges or universities rather
than only to community colleges. The prompt also specified that descriptive praise or

LLM-based coding to the hand-coded results. Strikingly, the share
of platforms with positive discussion of higher education follows
nearly the same exact time trends using the LLM-based coding
and our hand-coding. The two series correlate at .98 when both
parties are combined (using the party-year as the unit of analysis);
they correlate at .95 if one focuses just on Republican platforms
and at .87 for Democrats.48 The LLM coding thus captures the

value claims (e.g. that higher education is “essential/valuable/important/beneficial/excel-
lent/first-rate/basic/vital”) would count, but that mere mentions of higher education
(absent a positive framing) would not count, nor would “rights/regulations/neutrality
statements” about universities (e.g. Title IX compliance, free speech, admissions rules)
unless they endorse higher education itself. The LLM was also instructed to provide the
evidence that it used to code a platform as positive. The prompt was developed based
on the best practices described in Petter Tornberg, “Best Practices for Text Annotation
with Large Language Models,” arXiv [Preprint] (2024), https://arxiv.org/abs/2402.05129,
accessed March 23, 2026.

48Thetwomeasures correlate at .78 if one uses the individual platformas the unit of anal-
ysis rather than the aggregated measure; Cohen’s kappa is .77, which indicates substantial
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Figure 7. Share of Platform with Any Positive Discussion of Higher Education, 1980–2024.

same transformation inGOPplatforms, whichwent from routinely
expressing a positive view of higher education to rarely doing so
today; it also indicates that Democratic platforms remained posi-
tive throughout. As a further robustness check, we examined the
relationship between the LLM coding and our summary measure
of platform favorability.This is a tough test since the latter measure
is, by design, intended to capture degrees of favorability that are
absent from the simple “anything positive” measure. Nonetheless,
the two series correlate at .95 (again using party-year as the unit
of analysis); the within-party correlation for Republicans was .89,
while it was .83 for Democrats (see Appendix Figure 3c,d for each
trend). While LLMs have important limitations, the results give
more confidence that the stark patterns we find with our hand-
coded data are not likely to be attributable to biases in how the
authors implemented the platform coding.

Another alternative measure codes whether the platform advo-
cated for greater resources for higher education. For example,
California Republicans’ 1984 platform decried the cuts to the UC
andCalifornia StateUniversity (CSU) underDemocraticGovernor
Jerry Brown, noting “the tradition of excellence at these schools
has been threatened by both economic conditions and an inade-
quate commitment by the state.” The platform went on to endorse
Republican Governor George Deukmejian’s

inter-coder agreement between the LLM and the hand-coding. (The within-party correla-
tions are also quite high: .72 for Republicans and .735 for Democrats.) The raw agreement
rate was 90.4 percent. Most of the errors involved the LLM coding a platform as positive
when the hand-coding did not. This disagreement is a bit higher in the most recent years
among Republicans. Inspection of the disagreements suggests that the LLM was mistak-
enly attributing positive sentiment to statements that we regard as neutral or not specific
to higher education. For example, it coded the following as positive: “We encourage indi-
vidual responsibility for retirement needs, children’s higher education and better health
care for our citizens” (Nebraska GOP 2022), “We support any student being able to use
all scholarships, grants, or other financial aid to obtain a degree in the field of their choice,
including religious studies” (Oklahoma 2023, 2025; a reference to ensuring religious studies
students receive aid, rather than a positive statement about aid in general); and “All Texas
students shall have equal access to all state-supported university admissions, grants, schol-
arships based upon measurable academic criteria” (Texas 2024; in context, this opposed
affirmative action).

plan to boost sharply the state’s general fund commitment to these institu-
tions: 24% for UC, and 22% for CSU in 1984-85. This support would allow
campuses to close the [faculty] salary gap immediately, begin the task of
modernizing facilities and, bucking a nationwide upward spiral, actually
reduce student fees at both universities.

Figure 8 displays the share of Democratic and Republican plat-
forms that endorsed devoting more resources to higher education.
Approximately 60 percent of Democratic platforms advocated for
increased resources from 1980 to 2006. The share dropped briefly
during the Great Recession (2008–10) but then rebounded. In
2016–24,more than 80 percent of Democratic platforms advocated
for greater resources. The story for Republicans is much differ-
ent. Although there is some variability across years, approximately
30 percent of GOP platforms endorsed increased resources in the
1980s and early 1990s. The share fell to 10–15 percent in the mid-
1990s and remained in that range through 2010. None of the GOP
platforms drafted after 2010 called for more resources.

At the same time, calls for cuts—which were rare early on—
began to appear in the 2000s. Coding for reductions in spending
was tricky: relatively few platforms explicitly advocated for cuts,
but it was not uncommon for Republican platforms to include
planks that would have amounted to an effective cut. For example,
Texas’s 2022 platform proposed to “freeze public spending on State
higher education until waste and administrative costs are reduced.”
The share of GOP platforms calling for cuts (including indirect
ones, as in Texas) rose from 2 percent in 1980–99 to 16 percent in
2018–25. NoDemocratic platforms called for cuts across the entire
period.

3.3. Features of the GOP critique of higher education

The results above suggest that the Republican turn against the con-
temporary higher education system had both gradual and sudden
elements. A downward trend clearly begins in the mid-1990s, but
there is still considerable diversity across state parties as late as
2010, with a fair number remaining positive even as others were
turning negative and still others were silent. But there is a sharper
critical turn evident in the most recent platforms.
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Figure 8. Share of Platforms Advocating for More Resources for Higher Education, 1980–2024.

Figure 9. Share of Platforms Claiming Threats to Free Speech or Academic Freedom, 1980–2024.

Our reading of the platforms suggests that an early line of criti-
cism focused on alleged liberal bias and limitations on conservative
speech or expression. Figure 9 identifies platforms that indicate that
free speech or academic freedom is under challenge due to intol-
erance either from the left (Republicans) or the right (Democrats).
Such claims are virtually absent from GOP platforms until 1988.
They appear in about 10–20 percent of GOP platforms from the
mid-1990s through about 2014, before ratcheting up to about 30
percent in 2016–24. Democratic platforms rarely pointed to speech
or academic freedom threats from the right, though there is a note-
worthy uptick in 2024, as conservatives’ attack on curricula relating
to race and sexuality became much more prominent.

Figure 10 casts a broader net, examining the share of GOP
platforms that express concerns about higher education’s con-
nection to policies, ideas, or groups that Republicans associate

with liberalism. Even with the most inclusive measure—which
incorporates complaints about speech limitations, curriculum (e.g.
regarding race, sexuality, or history), affirmative action in admis-
sions, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion programs (DEI), Reserve
Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) programs, LGBTQ+ issues, Title
IX enforcement, undocumented students, the political use of fees,
restrictions on guns on campus, alleged anti-Semitism, and gen-
eral liberal bias—fewer than 10 percent of GOP platforms express
one or more such concern in 1980–90. These criticisms steadily
increased in the 1990s, finding their way into about 25 percent of
platforms by 2000; one or more concern was present in the major-
ity of GOP platforms starting in 2008. After flattening out through
2020 (partly due to more states staying silent on higher education),
the share increases dramatically in 2022–24. By our last data point,
fully 88 percent of GOP platforms included at least one concern
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Figure 10. Share of GOP Platforms Expressing Concerns about Liberalism in Higher Education.

about higher education’s association with liberal policies, groups,
or ideas. The only three platforms in 2024–25 not to include one or
more such concern had zero higher education-related words.49

This dramatic uptick focused overwhelmingly on ques-
tions of race, gender, and sexuality. Figure 10 also tracks the
share of the party’s platforms that express a conservative view of
one or more race-related policies (i.e. affirmative action, curricu-
lum about racism or the history of race in the United States, DEI,
or race-based affinity groups) or gender/sexuality-related policies
(i.e. curriculum about gender/sexuality, trans rights on campus,
Title IX enforcement, or campus LGBTQ+ groups).50 It is notable
that concerns about race began to appear with greater frequency
in the 1990s, just as the GOP became less positive toward higher
education. Even so, platforms that discuss race or gender/sexuality
in relation to higher education remained the exception until the
2020s, when there was a precipitous increase for each subject.
By 2024, 84 percent of GOP platforms included conservative
higher-education-related stances on race, sexuality, or both.
So-called “culture war” issues thus went from being essentially
absent from GOP platform discussions of higher education to
being a dominant theme.

Policies regarding race and sexuality have also become more
prominent in recent Democratic platforms. Appendix Figure
4 shows the share of Democratic platforms that take a lib-
eral position on the same race-related and gender/sexuality-
related topics that we examined for Republicans. From 1980 to
2016, 28 percent of Democratic platforms took a liberal posi-
tion on one or more racial issues—generally on affirmative

49The three states wereAlabama,Arkansas, andVermont. Alabama expressed these crit-
icisms in other platforms in the 2020s, but not in 2024 (when it was silent about higher
education). Arkansas stopped talking about higher education entirely after 2012. Vermont
was the only state GOP never to express at least one of these conservative concerns. Prior to
its 2024 silence, Vermont platforms were mildly positive—scoring +1 from 2014 to 2022.

50Our coding here is conservative: references to free speech that do not specificallymen-
tion race or gender/sexuality are counted in our “all concerns” variable but not in our race
or gender categories. As discussed below, these complaints were often closely related to the
argument that efforts to make campuses more inclusive were restricting conservatives’ free
expression rights.

action.51 Only 11 percent of Democratic platforms took a lib-
eral position on a gender or sexuality-related issue during these
years.52 Starting in 2016—coinciding with Donald Trump’s first
campaign—Democrats emphasized gender and sexuality far more
in their platforms. The 2020 George Floyd protests also sparked
increased attention to race. From 2020 to 2024, about half of all
Democratic platforms mentioned each issue.

The increased salience of and polarization on racial and gen-
der/sexuality issues is evident in Figure 11, which plots the mean
score for each party on a summary variable that ranges from −2
(conservative on both race and gender/sexuality) to +2 (liberal on
both). A platform that takes a conservative (liberal) position on
one but is silent on the other is coded −1 (+1). Platforms that take
no position are coded as 0. (No platform in 1980–2025 took a lib-
eral position in one of these areas and a conservative position in
the other.) With both parties largely silent on these issues in the
1980s–early 2000s, the two parties are only about .5 points apart
on this scale.53 But the gap widened dramatically after 2018, with
Republicans moving sharply to the right and Democrats becom-
ing more likely to articulate a liberal position. At a minimum, this
evidence is consistent with the idea that the sharp increase in the
intensity of partisan differences on higher education was bound up
with the parties’ views of race, gender, and sexuality on campuses.

3.4. Cost concerns and views of higher education

While Republican criticism of higher education has largely focused
on questions of alleged liberal bias, speech, race, gender, and sex-
uality, one might ask where concerns about college costs have

51Just under 26 percent of Democratic platforms took a liberal position on affirmative
action in higher education from 1980 to 2016 (none took a conservative position). Only
7.5 percent took a liberal position on another race-related issue during this period (inmost
of these cases, the platform also took a liberal stance on affirmative action).

52Affirmative action planks did often mention gender as well as race, however.
53The brief uptick in the Democratic score in 1984 was largely due to an increase in

pro-Title IX planks that year (nine platforms included a Title IX provision, as compared to
four in 1982). The Supreme Court’s 1984 Grove City College v. Bell decision narrowed Title
IX’s applicability, prompting increased Democratic attention. The ruling was reversed by
the Civil Rights Restoration Act of 1987.
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Figure 11. Party Polarization on Race and Sexuality.

figured into both parties’ positions. The sticker price of attending
college has dramatically outpaced inflation over the past several
decades. While high private university tuition costs generate head-
lines, most states now pay for a much smaller share of the cost
of attending public colleges and universities, with student tuition
and fees picking up the slack.54 Figure 12 presents the share of
each party’s platforms claiming that tuition costs are too high or
impose too big a burden on students and their families. This is
one area where change is much more apparent for Democrats
than Republicans: roughly 20–40 percent of Democratic platforms
included such concerns in the 1980s–2012. In the past decade,
about 60–85 percent has done so. By contrast, the share of GOP
platforms expressing concerns about tuition costs has generally
remained under 20 percent even as college costs have mounted.

The two parties also differ in the implications they have drawn
from higher costs. Ninety percent of Democratic platforms citing
cost concerns also called for increased financial aid for students
or state funding for institutions (which they generally framed as
leading to lower tuition). By contrast, just 16 percent of the (rel-
atively few) GOP platforms expressing cost concerns also called
for greater resources or financial aid. Democratic calls for student
loan relief also increased as the party’s attention to college costs
mounted. While debt relief planks were included in just 3 percent
of Democratic platforms citing cost concerns prior to 2014, they
were in 55 percent of these platforms from 2014 to 2025. Once a
marginal issue for the party, debt relief was a prominent theme in
both the lead-up to and aftermath of President Joe Biden’s executive
orders on the subject.

Several recent Democratic state platforms went further, follow-
ing the lead of Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders in calling for free
public university tuition.55 Oregon Democrats’ 2023 platform pro-
claimed that “We believe in fully-funded, free public education
from preschool through the university level”—but did not offer

54Brian O’Leary and Julia Piper, “How Public-College Funding Has Changed over
Time,” Chronicle of Higher Education, November 8, 2024, https://www.chronicle.com/
article/state-support-for-public-colleges.

55Sanders first introduced legislation for free public college and university tuition in
May 2015. This was before state calls for free tuition began in earnest (Iowa was one of the
first states to follow suit in 2016).

a plan to pay for it. California Democrats’ 2024 platform called
for the state to “work to return to tuition-free public college and
university systems for all Californians funded through progressive
taxation because a college-educated workforce without debt is vital
to California’s future.” Given the challenges involved in obtaining
sufficient state funding for free tuition, this is likely one area in
which Democrats’ higher education commitments may have been
in tension with one another (i.e. quality vs. accessibility).

4. Explaining the GOP turn against higher education: a
preliminary exploration

There are several plausible explanations for Republicans’ increas-
ingly critical stance toward 4-year colleges and universities. We
expect that the data presented above—tracing where, when, and
how the parties have changed on higher education—will provide
a substantial evidence base for an in-depth exploration of these
causal dynamics. We consider how our evidence relates to poten-
tial explanations here, but we view the primary contribution of the
present study to rest on the descriptive evidence tracing the devel-
opment of stark partisan polarization regarding a vital component
of American civil society.

One possible explanation for the emergence of polarized party
stances is that shifting preferences and demands at themass level—
such as changes in the composition of each party’s coalition—
motivated GOP politicians to shift their views. College-educated
voters, who traditionally aligned with the Republicans, moved
to the Democrats starting in the early 2000s, while non-college
voters—especially white voters, but recently also Latino and Asian
American—have become more Republican.56

56Grossmann and Hopkins, Polarized by Degrees; Jonathan Zingher, “Diploma Divide:
Educational Attainment and the Realignment of the American Electorate,” Political
Research Quarterly 75 (2022): 263–77; Bernard Fraga, Yamil Velez, and Emily West,
“Reversion to the Mean, or Their Version of the Dream? Latino Voting in an Age of
Populism,” American Political Science Review 119 (2025): 517–25. William Marble finds
that controlling for other factors (e.g. income and race), college graduates’ shift toward
the Democrats started in the 1980s (“What Explains Educational Realignment? An Issue
Voting Framework for Analyzing Electoral Coalitions,” OSF, https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.
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Figure 12. Platform Concerns about High Tuition, 1980–2024.

The timing of the platform changes, however, is not consistent
with the idea that the diploma divide was the initial source of the
GOP’s turn against contemporary higher education.The changes in
the party’s positioning had started by themid-1990s, well before the
diploma divide emerged. Republican partisanship among college-
educated white Americans was about ten points higher than it was
for non-college-educated whites as of 1996—a margin that was lit-
tle changed from1980.57 As late as 2012, party identification among
college-educated and non-college-educated white Americans was
essentially identical.58 By that time, GOP platforms were already,
on balance, negative toward higher education—a sharp contrast to
their positioning in the 1980s and early 1990s.

This is not to dismiss the potential role of voters in pushing
the issue evolution further along once it was well underway. The
vociferous criticism evident in recent GOP platforms would likely
have found a less favorable reception among the party’s base had it
still relied as heavily on college-educated voters. Indeed, the same
cultural, gender, and racial issues that have been at the forefront
of the most recent battles over higher education likely played an
important role in generating the diploma divide in the first place.59

Aclosely related potential explanation for party position change
is decreased trust in higher education among Republican voters.
Drawing on a diverse set of survey data, Brady and Kent show
that similar shares of Democrats and Republicans had “a great
deal” of confidence in higher education from the 1970s through
the 1990s.60 A small gap opened in the mid-to-late 1990s, but it
was driven by increased Democratic confidence rather than a GOP
decline. Republican voters’ confidence in higher educationwas still

io/2e3jp). But Democrats’ edge among non-college voters persisted long after this shift
began.

57Grossmann and Hopkins, Polarized by Degrees, 127.
58Ibid.
59Michael Barber and Jeremy C. Pope, “The Crucial Role of Race in Twenty-

First Century U.S. Political Realignment,” Public Opinion Quarterly 88 (2024): 149–60;
Grossmann and Hopkins, Polarized by Degrees.

60Henry E. Brady and Thomas B. Kent, “Fifty Years of Declining Confidence &
Increasing Polarization in Trust in American Institutions,” Daedalus 151 (2022): 43–66,
https://doi.org/10.1162/daed_a_01943.

about as high in 2006 as it had been 20 years earlier.That year,more
than twice as many GOP voters expressed a “great deal” of confi-
dence (35 percent) as indicated they had “hardly any” confidence
(16 percent) in higher education.61 Given thatGOPparty platforms
had already shifted substantially by 2006, it appears that declin-
ing voter confidence mostly followed, rather than led, the party
position change.

A precipitous drop in Republican voter confidence started in
2008, opening a widening gulf between the parties. The share
of Republicans expressing a “great deal” of confidence fell to 25
percent by 2012—the same as the share expressing “hardly any”
confidence. Even so, when asked whether higher education has a
positive or negative effect on the country, Republicans were on bal-
ance still positive as late as 2015 (54–37 percent), though less so
than Democrats (70–22 percent). Republicans became much more
negative over the next few years, such that by 2019, 59 percent
believed higher education had a negative impact, while 33 percent
cited a positive impact.62

61Henry Brady provided this more detailed breakdown of the data (i.e. the share with
“hardly any” confidence) in Brady and Kent (“Fifty Years of Declining Confidence”);
personal communication, September 18, 2025.

62Interestingly, Democratic voters’ confidence also fell after 2008, but at a much slower
rate than among Republicans; Democratic confidence in 2018 was about as high as
Republican confidence in the 1970s–early 2000s. A 2025 PEW survey suggests continued
erosion in Democrats’ evaluations of higher education. Sixty-five percent of Democrats
reported that higher education was going in the wrong direction in 2025, as compared
to 49 percent in 2020. (Fully 77 percent of Republicans reported that higher education
was moving in the wrong direction in 2025, as compared to 66 percent in 2020.) In the
2025 survey, members of both parties believed that universities are failing to keep tuition
affordable (78 percent of Democrats vs. 82 percent of Republicans). But Democrats were
much less likely than Republicans to believe schools are failing to develop students’ critical
thinking skills or to expose students to a wide range of opinions. Republicans were also
more likely to say that schools are doing a fair or poor job preparing students for well-
paying jobs (64 percent, vs. 47 percent of Democrats). See Kim Parker, “Growing Share
of Americans Say the U.S. Higher Education System Is Headed in the Wrong Direction,”
Pew Research Center, October 15, 2025, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/
10/15/growing-share-of-americans-say-the-us-higher-education-system-is-headed-in-
the-wrong-direction/. Christopher Ellis shows that Democrats and Republicans now also
disagree on the purpose of a college degree. Democrats believe that a college degree’s value
primarily rests with the skills an individual gains. Republicans are more likely to believe

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X26100327 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.31235/osf.io/2e3jp
https://doi.org/10.1162/daed_a_01943
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/15/growing-share-of-americans-say-the-us-higher-education-system-is-headed-in-the-wrong-direction/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/15/growing-share-of-americans-say-the-us-higher-education-system-is-headed-in-the-wrong-direction/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/15/growing-share-of-americans-say-the-us-higher-education-system-is-headed-in-the-wrong-direction/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X26100327


16 Eric Schickler and Elina Maria Rodriguez

The rapid collapse in GOP confidence in 2015–19 likely played
a role in enabling the dramatic increase in GOP platform hostility
in the early 2020s. Nonetheless, the platform evidence is not con-
sistent with the idea that declining voter trust was the root cause of
the changes in Republican positioning: national and state leaders
had adopted a much more critical stance toward higher education
before the bulk of the mass-level change.

An alternative explanation for the GOP shift that we believe
better fits the evidence is that it was the product of a long-term
strategic initiative led by nationally oriented ideological activists
and foundations. Indeed, declining trust among GOP voters was
likely in part attributable to the success of this elite strategy.

The historian Ellen Schrecker traces the extended campaign to
transform higher education hatched by conservative elites in the
1970s.63 The Powell memo of 1971 laid out a strategy for redress-
ing the prevalence of liberal views on American campuses through
business funding of “a staff of highly qualified scholars in the social
sciences who do believe in the [free enterprise] system. It should
include several of national reputation, whose authorship would
be widely respected—even when disagreed with.”64 The founding
of the Heritage Foundation in 1973 was an early instantiation of
this strategy, which gained steam in the late 1970s when former
Nixon Treasury SecretaryWilliam Simon used his perch as head of
the Olin Foundation to direct money to “conservative intellectuals,
student interns, alternative campus newspapers, and right-wing
faculty groups.”65 TheBradley, Coors, and Smith-Richardson foun-
dations also “pouredmoney into this project,” as did Charles Koch,
who launched the Center for Libertarian Studies in 1976.66

Conservative efforts initially focused on gaining a foothold in
academia, providing in the words of Simon, “a nesting place …
for brilliant scholars.”67 While this necessarily involved criticism of
what Simon referred to as “academic chic,” the strategy was not pri-
marily framed as an attack on academia as a sector. But Schrecker
argues that the conservative approach shifted in the mid-1980s as
conservative groups began to directly attack higher education.68

that college graduates would have been successful regardless of their education and that
the diploma mostly serves as a resume signal (“The Partisan Divide over Higher Education
is Deeper Than You Think,” Good Authority, May 29, 2025, https://goodauthority.org/
news/america-partisan-divide-over-higher-education-is-deeper-than-you-think/).

63Ellen Schrecker, The Lost Soul of Higher Education: Corporatization, the Assault on
Academic Freedom, and the End of the American University (New York: New Press, 2010).

64Lewis F. Powell, Jr., “Confidential Memorandum: Attack on American Free Enterprise
System,” August 23, 1971, https://scholarlycommons.law.wlu.edu/powellmemo/. The
Powell memo was one manifestation of a broader concern in elite conservative circles that
universities were home to radicalism hostile to business and core American values. For
example, the American Enterprise Institute published several analyses in the early 1970s of
the dangers posed by radicalized students and faculty in the wake of the Vietnam War. See
Robert H. Bork, Howard G. Krane, and George D. Webster, Political Activities of Colleges
and Universities: Some Policy and Legal Implications (Washington: American Enterprise
Institute, 1970); and Will Herberg, C. Herman Pritchett, David Fellman, Valerie Earle, and
Sidney Hook, On Academic Freedom (Washington: American Enterprise Institute, 1971).

65Schrecker, Lost Soul, 101.
66Ibid. On Koch, see Ralph Wilson and Isaac Kamola, Free Speech and Koch Money:

Manufacturing a Campus Culture War (London: Pluto Press, 2021), 20.
67As quoted in Schrecker, Lost Soul, 102. See also Wilson and Kamola, Free Speech and

Koch Money, 20.
68Schrecker, Lost Soul, 102. Even in this early period, conservative publications, such as

Commentary, launched broadsides against left-wing influences on campus. For example,
in reviewing the work of “radical historians” who he alleged attack American institu-
tions, James A. Nuechterlein charged that “social science and humanities faculties all over
the country serve as museums of a mood that the rest of the nation has put behind it.”
Neuchterlein’s essay, written in October 1980, conveyed conservatives’ confidence that
leftist influences were fighting a losing battle as the Reagan era loomed. Neuchterlein,
“Radical Historians,” Commentary, October 1980, https://www.commentary.org/articles/
james-nuechterlein/radical-historians/.

The first major front in this attack was controversy over
the teaching of western civilization, which soon broadened
into debates over speech and “political correctness.” William
Bennett, who served as President Reagan’s head of the National
Endowment for the Humanities (1981–84) and Secretary of
Education (1985–88), and Lynn Cheney—who succeeded Bennett
at the NEH (1986–93)—articulated the case that college campuses
were hostile toward the expression of traditional western values.69
In 1984, Bennett issued a report on higher education, To Reclaim a
Legacy, claiming that humanities curricula had lost sight of univer-
sities’ “vital role as a conveyor of the accumulated wisdom of our
civilization.” While Bennett acknowledged that higher education’s
“increased accessibility to women, racial and ethnic minorities,
recent immigrants, and students of limited means is a positive
accomplishment of which our nation is justly proud,” he went on
to assert that increased pluralism should not lead to a diminished
focus on core western values.70

Four years later, when Stanford University’s faculty Senate
voted to replace its required Western Culture course with a new
course that included texts from a wider range of cultures, Bennett
pounced, accusing Stanford of “an act of intellectual suicide” and
claiming that the University was “choosing works based on the eth-
nicity or gender of their authors.”71 For her part, as NEH head,
Cheney decried the reduced focus on western civilization and his-
tory in humanities courses, claiming that college students “don’t
know what ‘The Federalist Papers’ were … they have got Stalin’s
wordsmixed upwithChurchill’s, orKarlMarx’swordswith theU.S.
Constitution.”72 As a remedy, Cheney advocated a core curriculum
emphasizing western culture and values.73

These conservative arguments captured national attention with
the publication of Alan Bloom’s Closing of the American Mind
(1987). Bloom provided an “insider” perspective regarding the
alleged devaluing of free thought in American universities amid
what he characterized as the rise of moral relativism and ignorance
of the western canon. The book gained extensive media cover-
age, bringing the argument that academia was intolerant of dissent
to a wide audience.74 During these same years, Dinesh D’Souza,
who had first started to gain prominence as an undergraduate
(1980–83) while writing for the Dartmouth Review—itself funded
by the Olin Foundation—put forward the argument that campuses
shut out conservative voices. Writing for the Heritage Foundation’s
Policy Review in 1986, D’Souza claimed that administrators pun-
ish conservative free expression, while refusing to apply campus

69Schrecker, Lost Soul, 106. Conservative opinion journals, such asNational Review and
The Public Interest published several articles anticipating Bennett and Cheney’s complaints
about revisionist curricula displacing western civilization and values. See, for example,
MichaelNelson, “What’sWrongwithHistory?”Public Interest, spring 1980, 124–31; Russell
Kirk, “Repeating History,” National Review, September 16, 1977; Russell Kirk, “Redoubts
of Liberal Education,” National Review, July 25, 1980. Bennett himself contributed to the
Public Interest, critiquing universities’ retreat from traditional core curricula (see “The
Collegiate Miscellany, Public Interest, Fall 1978, 154–59).

70William J. Bennett, To Reclaim a Legacy: A Report on the Humanities in Higher
Education (Washington: National Endowment for the Humanities, 1984). See also Roger
Kimball, “Debating theHumanities at Yale,”NewCriterion, June 1986, https://newcriterion.
com/article/debating-the-humanities-at-yale/.

71For a discussion of this episode, see Mark Bauerline, “When William Bennett
Came to Stanford,” American Conservative, January/February 2023, https://www.
theamericanconservative.com/when-bill-bennett-came-to-stanford/.

72Sarah Fritz, “Lynne V. Cheney: Skating over Controversy at the Humanities
Endowment,” Los Angeles Times, May 13, 1990.

73Lynne V. Cheney, 50 Hours: A Core Curriculum for College Students (Washington:
National Endowment for the Humanities, 1989).

74Schrecker, Lost Soul, 106–07, 118.
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rules equally to liberal speech.75 D’Souza joined the American
Enterprise Institute in 1989 and, with support from Olin, began
work on Illiberal Education (1991), which decried campus speech
codes and diversity policies. It spent 15 weeks on the New York
Times bestseller list.76

The University of Michigan’s adoption of a so-called “speech
code” in 1988 dramatized conservatives’ charge that liberal cam-
puses were imposing a new orthodoxy that limited free expres-
sion. Although a federal district court struck down the code a
year later as overly broad and vague, the term “political correct-
ness” began to emerge as a rhetorical frame among conservatives.
President George H.W. Bush’s University of Michigan commence-
ment speech (1991) denounced the “notion of ‘political correct-
ness,” claiming that while it arises from “the laudable desire to
sweep away the debris of racism, sexism and hatred … it declares
certain topics off-limits, certain expressions off-limits.”77 As the
Michigan case suggests, conservative leaders and writers were, at
least in part, responding to real changes in campus culture and
to the increasingly liberal leanings of college faculty (see discus-
sion below), but they were also strategically seeking out potential
controversies that would undermine higher education’s political
standing.

Given the work of these nationally oriented conservative lead-
ers and activists, it is perhaps not surprising that the GOP’s 1988
national platform identified restrictions on free speech as an issue,
noting that freedom of speech is “one of the first lines of education.
This freedom should be afforded to all speakers with aminimumof
harassment.”78 Although the plankwas not nearly as explicit as later
condemnations, it is noteworthy that this provision was the first of
any GOP platform in our period to include what would become a
key GOP line of criticism against higher education.79

The war over “political correctness” accelerated in the early
1990s, with conservative activists working with media allies, such
as Rush Limbaugh, to expose incidents of campus intolerance
toward conservatives. Schrecker notes that “though often exagger-
ated and endlessly recycled throughout the anti-PC literature, there
were enough real incidents of persecution by overzealous campus
administrators to give the conservative campaign credibility.”80 The

75Dinesh D’Souza, “Shanty Raids at Dartmouth,” Policy Review, Spring 1986, 28–34.
76Dinesh D’Souza, Illiberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex on Campus (New

York: Free Press, 1991). See also Schrecker, Lost Soul, 103–14; and The Editors, “The
Academic Left Strikes Back,” The New Criterion, November 1991, https://newcriterion.
com/article/the-academic-left-strikes-back/.

77Maureen Dowd, “Bush Sees Threat to Flow of Ideas on U.S. Campuses,” New York
Times, May 5, 1991. See also Paul Berman, ed.,Debating P.C.:The Controversy over Political
Correctness on College Campuses (New York: Laurel, 1992).

78Michigan GOP platforms, which only appeared sporadically, are not in our dataset.
The party evidently wrote no platform in 1988; the following year, it passed a series of five
policy resolutions that roughly correspond to a platform in scope. The resolutions made
no reference to higher education; they did touch on K-12 education (but not in the con-
text of free speech). “Issues Committee: Resolutions,” Republican State Convention, Grand
Rapids, Michigan, February 1989.

79When one considers the Trump administration’s efforts to limit certain forms of
speech, it is ironic that Republicans’ increased skepticism of higher education began with
calls for free speech. Oklahoma Republicans’ 1988 platform also claimed to be concerned
about limits on free speech, but it focused on “the rights of those who speak out against
homosexuality and oppose the establishment of homosexual or gay studies.” The same
plank opposed the establishment of clubs for gay students and a “Gay Bill of Rights.” While
we coded the platform as expressing opposition to alleged speech restrictions, its focus
on one group—gay students—and its explicit support for restricting those same students’
associational rights, distinguished the Oklahoma platform from most GOP planks regard-
ing speech restrictions that were adopted in the 1990s and early 2000s. Oklahoma’s interest
in restricting the rights of sexual minorities would, however, find an echo in many GOP
state platforms in the 2020s.

80Schrecker, Lost Soul, 108.

conservatives also turned the spotlight onto courses and curric-
ula that they alleged reflected a decline in standards, treating each
case as an example of “wishy-washy faculty surrendering to their
campuses’ radicals by jettisoning the West’s cultural treasures and
replacing them with inferior but politically correct texts.”81 Many
of these controversies focused on content related to race, gender,
and sexuality, a harbinger of the concerted attack on Critical Race
Theory, DEI, and gender studies that would come to fruition in the
2020s. The developing conservative media ecosystem—which first
gained a widespread audience with Talk Radio in the late 1980s
but soon encompassed Fox News and social media—helped bring
national attention to what otherwise might have been local stories
about campus controversies.

This building conservative critique of academia found further
expression in the GOP’s 1996 national platform. It promised that
“to protect the nation’s colleges and universities against intolerance,
we will work with independent educators to create alternatives to
ideological accrediting bodies.” It went on to suggest that in the
wake of rising tuitions, “meeting the higher education needs of
America will require new, public and private institutions that are
flexible, able to apply new technologies, willing to provide access
to all those who need it, cost-effective and that place no burden on
the American taxpayer.”

As is evident in Figure 10, accusations of ideological bias were
still uncommon in state platforms in 1996 even as the national
party took up the issue. The idea that alternatives to traditional,
taxpayer-supported 4-year colleges and universities were needed
had also not yet appeared in state platforms but would become
more prominent in the ensuing years. This was the first national
platform thatwe coded as, on balance, negative.That same year, just
three of twenty-six GOP state platforms were coded as negative,
while eleven were positive and the remaining twelve were neutral.

The national platform continued to be, on balance, negative
in 2000. Strikingly, Bush’s 2004 reelection—in the wake of pas-
sage of No Child Left Behind—dropped much of the criticism of
higher education (andof educationmore generally) andwas, on the
whole, positive.However, the 2008 platform—and each subsequent
national platform—was clearly negative.82 It included a section on
“special challenges in higher education,” that is worth quoting at
length:

Free speech on college campuses is to be celebrated, but there should be no
place in academia for anti-Semitism or racism of any kind. We oppose the
hiring, firing, tenure, and promotion practices at universities that discrim-
inate on the basis of political or ideological belief. When federal taxes are
used to support such practices, it is inexcusable. We affirm the right of stu-
dents and faculty to express their views in the face of the leftist dogmatism
that dominates many institutions. To preserve the integrity and indepen-
dence of the nation’s colleges, we will continue to ensure alternatives to
ideological accrediting systems.

The section went on to criticize the “hostile atmosphere toward the
ROTC” on many leading universities’ campuses, noting that the
party will “rigorously enforce” the law “which denies those insti-
tutions federal research grants unless their military students have
the full rights and privileges of other students.”While 36 percent of
GOP state platforms were negative by 2008, the average summary
score for the states remained slightly positive and only about half

81Ibid., 116.
82The 2008–16 national platforms did continue to include positive statements about

higher education, but the criticisms were extensive, outweighing the positive language
based on our coding criteria (see Appendix 2 on these criteria).
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expressed one ormore of the long list of conservative concerns that
we tracked (see Figure 10). By contrast, the 2008 national platform
voiced several of the complaints thatwould becomeprevalent at the
state level in the ensuing years. It was also the first to mention anti-
Semitism and one of the first to suggest that ideological litmus tests
were being applied to hiring, tenure, or accreditation processes.83

We thus date the national platform shift to 1996—five of the
six national platforms from that year through 2024 were on bal-
ance negative, with later platforms increasingly harsh.The national
party was among the first to adopt a critical stance toward the
higher education system. This national leadership offers a stark
contrast with the civil rights, abortion, and gay rights cases, each
of which emerged first at the state and local level. In these cases, a
substantial number of state parties had taken a clear stand before
the national parties shifted.84 Coupled with the evidence that the
higher education issue evolution started before the emergence of
the diploma divide and the decline in GOP voter trust in higher
education, it appears that elite-led processes likely played a more
important role in this case than in these earliermajor realignments.

The speed and near-uniformity with which GOP state parties
embraced attacks on DEI, race- and gender/sexuality-based cur-
ricula, and trans students in the early 2020s is also consistent
with the idea that national-level actors and media messages—
rather than bottom-up processes—were central (see Figure 10).
Conservative think tanks and foundations—including those active
since the 1970s, such as the Manhattan Institute and Heritage,
and newer ones, such as Russell Vought’s Center for Renewing
America—played a key role in sponsoring reports, podcasts, and
op-eds targeting universities’ policies on race, gender, and sex-
uality.85 Conservative cable television outlets and social media
platforms acted as a force multiplier for these efforts, making it
more likely that each case of an alleged campus outrage would
become a national story.

This seems a far cry from a locally rooted bubbling up pro-
cess, and points toward the nationalization of the media and group
environment as likely a major part of the higher education issue
evolution. In today’s nationalized politics, the process through
which issues become highly partisan may be very different from
earlier eras. Rather than emanating from state and local politi-
cians and parties responding to specific constituent demands, issue
polarization todaymay be driven by nationally oriented ideological
groups with little connection to grassroots actors.86

It is important to acknowledge that these conservative activists’
view that academia was aligned with the other side politically
had a real empirical basis. Surveys of college and university fac-
ulty from the late 1960s onward have consistently shown that
self-identified liberals and “far left” faculty outnumber conserva-
tives. Nonetheless, when the American Enterprise Journal’s Public
Opinion magazine asked the question, “American Professors: How
Liberal?” in 1978, the conclusion presented was “American pro-
fessors are more liberal than professionals in other occupations,

83A plank expressing concern about alleged anti-Semitism (including anti-BDS planks)
did not appear in any state platforms until 2016. It also appeared in the 2016 and 2024
national platforms.

84Feinstein and Schickler, “Platforms and Partners”; Gamm et al., “Culture War and
Partisan Polarization,” 128–29.

85Kamola, Manufacturing Backlash.
86It is plausible that such national-level processes are especially important in driving

polarization in sectors, such as higher education, where localism traditionally gave rise
to bipartisan support. Every state is home to multiple higher education institutions that
historically have been seen as providing economic and social benefits to their communities.

but they are far from being radicals or extreme liberals.”87 But
faculty have become more liberal and Democratic in recent
decades. As of 1989–90, 45 percent identified as liberal or far
left, as compared to 16 percent who identified as conservative
or “far right”; even so, it is worth noting that a majority (55
percent) still identified as either “middle of the road” or on the
right. The share of self-identified liberals started to grow in the
mid-1990s, constituting 55 percent by 2004–05 and 59 percent
in 2019–20, while just 10 percent identified as conservative or
far-right.88

Studies of faculty political donations also suggest a move to
the left, though the data prior to 1990 is sparse. Thomas Kent
draws on Adam Bonica’s DIME scores to estimate the ideology of
university-affiliated donors from 1980 through 2014.89 He finds a
small (but imprecisely estimated) liberal tilt in the 1980s, which
then increased steadily over the ensuing decades. By the time that
Republican platforms were attacking liberal bias in the mid-to-
late 1990s, university-affiliated campaign donations clearly tilted
to the left, with mean ideology estimates similar to the press
and scientists. This leftward drift accelerated after 2000, and by
2012–14, university-affiliated donors were among the most liberal
of the twelve groups studied by Kent. Of course, Republicans’ own
policies—including their increasingly skeptical view of climate
change science—likely encouraged this faculty shift.90

Surveys of college students have also shown that an earlier edge
for liberals and Democrats has widened since the early 2000s.91
These data underscore a deeper conservative concern that the
experience of attending college itself churns out more liberal and
Democratic voters. Although the causal evidence on this point
is mixed,92 the emergence of the diploma gap—along with the

87The article quotes political scientists Everett Carl Ladd and Seymour Martin Lipset
in drawing this conclusion. The survey found that 45 percent of faculty were liberal or
on the left, while 30 percent were conservative. See “American Professors: How Liberal?”
Public Opinion, May/June 1978, 37, https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/
Volume001_Issue001-1.pdf?x97961.

88See Alexander Astin, William Korn, and Eric Dey, The American College Teacher:
National Norms for the 1989–1990 HERI Faculty Survey, Higher Education Research
Institute, UCLA, 1991, 44; Jennifer Lindholm, Katalin Szelenyi, Sylvia Hurtado, and
William Korn, The American College Teacher: National Norms for the 2004–2005 HERI
Faculty Survey, Higher Education Research Institute, UCLA, 2005, 44; Higher Education
Research Institute at UCLA, Data Tables for 2019–2020 Faculty Survey, 2020, 11.The share
of liberals slipped a bit in the 2022–23 survey: 56 percent identified as liberal or left, 31.5
percent as middle of the road, and 13 percent as conservative or right (Higher Education
Research Institute at UCLA, Data Tables for 2022–2023 Faculty Survey, 2023, 28).

89Thomas B. Kent, “Partisan Polarization of Trust in Societal Institutions: Causes and
Effects” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2023).

90See Grossmann and Hopkins, Polarized by Degrees, chapter 7, on Republicans’ grow-
ing skepticismof science. Interestingly, RepublicanCongresses andPresidents have (at least
through 2020) continued to fund scientific research at levels that often exceed Democrats.
See Alexander C. Furnas, Nic Fishman, Leah Rosenstiel, and Dashun Wang, “Partisan
Disparities in the Funding of Science in the United States,” Science 2025 (389): 1195–1200,
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adx5154.

91Victor Saenz andDouglas S. Barrera, “Findings from the 2005 College Student Survey
(CSS): National Aggregates,” February 2007, 12; Sidronio Jacobo and Diana Lopez, “2018
College Senior Survey,” Research Brief: Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA,May
2019, 1.

92For a meta-analysis that finds only limited effects, see Ernest T. Pascarella and Patrick
T. Terenzini,HowCollegeAffects Students, Vol. 2: AThirdDecade of Research (San Francisco,
CA: Jossey-Bass, 2005). By contrast, BrendanApfeld and coauthors provide substantial evi-
dence that university education causes more liberal views. See Brendan Apfeld, Emanuel
Coman, John Gerring, and Stephen Jessee, A Liberal Education: The Social and Political
Impact of the Modern University (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2024). A study
using sibling fixed effects to control for family background finds significant effects on gen-
der egalitarianism and civil liberties, but not on general left–right ideology. See Colin
Campbell and Jonathan Horowitz, “Does College Influence Sociopolitical Attitudes?”
Sociology of Education 89, no. 1 (2016): 40–58.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X26100327 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Volume001_Issue001-1.pdf?x97961
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Volume001_Issue001-1.pdf?x97961
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.adx5154
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X26100327


Studies in American Political Development 19

growing Democratic edge in counties that are home to a top col-
lege or university93—may have accentuated Republicans’ belief that
something about what is going on in college classrooms is leading
students toward liberalism.

The timing of changing faculty and student partisanship is thus
broadly consistent with the changes in GOP positioning and quite
plausibly worked in tandem with conservative think tanks and
media’s campaign to highlight examples of alleged faculty and
administrator bias and of student intolerance. Together, they likely
contributed to Republican politicians’ and voters’ perception that
university campuses were increasingly connected to causes that
they opposed.94

With academia increasingly associated with liberalism, it is per-
haps not surprising that Republican officials and staff are now
less likely to be drawn from highly rated colleges and universi-
ties. For example, Craig Volden, Jonathan Wai, and Alan Wiseman
find that Republican members of Congress have become much
less likely to be graduates of elite educational institutions over
the past 50 years—while Democrats have become more likely
to be elite institution alums.95 A similar pattern characterizes
White House staff, with recent Democratic presidents employing
staffs with a substantially higher share of elite educated indi-
viduals than Republicans.96 To the extent that top universities
benefited from a political culture in which the elites of both par-
ties were drawn from their ranks, that advantage has dissipated.
Even so, the early shift in Republicans’ national platforms—which
occurred at a time when national leaders were still largely elite-
educated—leads us to be skeptical that this was an initial cause
of the GOP’s issue evolution, even if it subsequently reinforced
it.97

4.1. State-level variation and the GOP turn against
contemporary higher education

While our evidence suggests that national forces were critical to the
higher education issue evolution, state-level variation should pro-
vide additional leverage for teasing out the causal dynamics. For
example, future work could fruitfully explore the extent to which
changes in GOP elites’ educational backgrounds correlate with
changing party positions at the state level. Similarly, state-level data
will be helpful for evaluating the argument that the increased repre-
sentation of people of color in the student population has provoked
theGOPbacklash.98 Theshare of white students in degree-granting

93See Michael J. Andrews, William Marble, and Lauren Russell, “The Long-Run
Effects of Colleges on Civic and Political Life,” SocArXiv 5v9zw_v1, Center for Open
Science.

94William G. Howell, “Trust Violations in Research Universities,” Journal of Economic
Perspectives, Forthcoming.

95Volden, Wai, and Wiseman, “On the Decline of Elite-Educated Republicans
in Congress,” Perspectives on Politics 2025: 1–13, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1537592725102260.

96Alan Andrade, Kenneth Lowande, Abigail Paegert, and Saloni Singh, “Educational
Polarization: Evidence from the White House Staff,” unpublished manuscript, University
of Michigan.

97An interesting question for further research is whether Republican politicians’ own
children continue to go to 4-year colleges and universities—and if the types of institutions
that they attend have changed. A recent study suggests that students’ political views are
beginning to affect their college enrollment choices (see Riley K. Acton, Emily E. Cook, and
Paola Ugalde A., “Political Views and College Choices in a Polarized America,” September
2025, https://edworkingpapers.com/ai25-1280).

98Taylor, Wrecked; Dominique Baker, “Pathways to Racial Equity in Higher Education:
Modeling the Antecedents of State Affirmative Action Bans,” American Educational
Research Journal 56 (2019): 1861–95.

institutions fell from 70 percent in 2000 to 62 percent in 2010 and
56 percent in 2016. During that period, the share of Latino students
nearly doubled from 10 to 19 percent, while the share of Asian
Americans rose to 6 percent and the share of Black Americans
went from 12 to 14 percent.99 Drawing on data from 2006 to 2015,
Barrett Taylor and coauthors find that party control of state govern-
ment interacts with white racial representation among students to
influence funding for public higher education: unified GOP gov-
ernments have actually spent more than Democratic or divided
governments whenwhite students are overrepresented—but spend
less otherwise.100 As white overrepresentation has fallen in many
states, this is a potential explanation for at least some of the decline
in GOP support.101 The prominence of race-related complaints in
elite rhetoric and GOP platforms—particularly in recent years—is
consistent with the idea that changing campus demographics have
played a significant role.

Although a detailed exploration of state-level variation is
beyond the scope of this article, we briefly consider which states
moved first against higher education. Figure 13 ranks the order in
which each state had its first platform that we coded as negative
on higher education, conditional on that state having no subse-
quent platforms that were coded as positive.102 (This coding would
date the national platform as turning negative in 2008; however,
as noted above, five of six national platforms starting in 1996 were
negative.) The earliest negative states in our sample are Oklahoma
(1988), South Carolina (1988), Minnesota (1992), Kansas (1996),
Oregon (1996), Texas (1998), California (2000), Iowa (2004), and
North Carolina (2004). Southern states are overrepresented (four
out of six for which we have coverage were “early movers”) as com-
pared to non-southern states (five out of twenty-four non-southern
states were “early movers”). But it is striking that a handful of rel-
atively progressive northern and western states also moved early,
which suggests that the GOP shift on higher education was not
simply a reflection of a general conservative movement within the
party.103

If one instead focuses on the “late” movers—those which did
not become clearly negative until 2021 or later—one sees a wide
range of states: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Idaho, Illinois, Nevada,
Nebraska, andWestVirginia; Vermont and Indiana did not become
negative even in their last platforms, though Indiana had become
notably less positive over time and did not write a 2024 platform.104

99U.S. Department of Education, “Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and
Ethnic Groups 2018,” Institute of Education Sciences, NCES 2019-038, 126–27. Changes in
the classification of Asian American students contributed to the decline in the white share,
but most of the decline is not attributable to measurement changes (127). After rising from
2000 to 2010, the share of Black students fell in 2010–16 from 15 to 14 percent.

100Taylor et al., “Partisanship, White Racial Resentment, and State Support.”
101See also Baker (“Pathways to Racial Equity”) on drives to ban affirmative action. On

bills to curtail tenure, see Barrett Taylor andKimberlyWatts, “Tenure Bans: AnExploratory
Study of State Legislation Proposing to Eliminating Faculty Tenure, 2012–2022,” The
Review ofHigher Education 48 (2025): 519–46. In both cases, conservative effortsweremore
likely when non-white students’ had greater representation in the flagship university.

102As an example, Minnesota had negative summary scores in 1984–86 as the state flag-
ship university was embroiled in scandal but was positive in 1990. It was negative again in
1992; while there were several later platforms that were either neutral or silent, the party
was never again positive on balance. It is thus coded as turning negative in 1992.

103For example, early higher education movers California, Kansas, and Oregon each
moved relatively late on abortion compared to other GOP state parties (personal commu-
nication, Justin Phillips, December 9, 2025).

104Prior to 2014, Indiana was one of the most forceful GOP states in articulating
the importance of universities for their state, emphasizing their role in economic com-
petitiveness and in retaining talented young people. By 2016, it dropped such words as
“universities,” “colleges,” and “higher education,” and instead spoke more generally about
“post-secondary and technical education opportunities.” We coded these later platforms
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Figure 13. Timing of Republican State Platforms Turning Negative.

Several of these states were silent on higher education through-
out most of the 2010s, suggesting again that it may be fruitful to
consider when parties choose to ignore, rather than engage with,
prominent institutions. In any case, this list is regionally diverse
and includes both relatively conservative and moderate states. It
also includes states with relatively well-funded university systems
(e.g. Indiana and Illinois) and states with poorly funded systems
(e.g. Arizona and Vermont).105

Although beyond the scope of the present paper to model the
determinants of variation in the timing and extent of party posi-
tion change, we expect that this rich data source will be useful to
scholars as they seek to explain why certain states moved more
quickly and decisively.106 At the same time, the similarity in the end
point reached byGOP state parties in 2021–25—nearly unanimous
in their criticism of higher education—suggests that our attention
should focus as well on the pervasive national forces that led to this
dramatic turnabout.

as mildly positive (+1), but the change in language was striking. It is also worth noting
that the state government has taken important actions reining in the autonomy of public
universities, including program review requirements, post-tenure 5-year reviews, and gov-
ernance changes (Lilah Burke, “Indiana Governor Signs Bill Tying Tenure to Intellectual
Diversity,”Higher Ed Dive, March 14, 2024, https://www.highereddive.com/news/indiana-
governor-signs-bill-tying-tenure-to-intellectual-diversity/710385/). This may be a case in
which policy outstripped platform rhetoric. It also may be that Republicans’ success
in selecting conservative leaders of the state’s leading universities limited the extent of
platform criticism.

105See State Higher Education Executive Officers Association, “State Higher Education
Finance, FY 2024,” 2025, https://shef.sheeo.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/SHEEO_
SHEF_FY24_Report.pdf.

106State-level data on legislative and executive decision-making can also usefully sup-
plement our reliance on platforms as ameasure for party positioning with respect to higher
education.

5. Conclusions

Since taking office in January 2025, the Trump administration
has moved against numerous perceived enemies in American civil
society, including universities,media outlets, liberal nonprofits, law
firms, and corporate diversity policies. The president’s ability to
leverage the regulatory and funding powers of the administrative
state to challenge the autonomy of powerful and well-resourced
civil society institutions requires scholars of American politics to
rethink their understanding of state–society relations in theUnited
States.107

Trump’s specific targeting of higher education appears to have
caught university administrators by surprise. In a sense, that sur-
prise is understandable: the pressure exerted by Trump went well
beyond past precedents—and appears to have violated the law in
several cases. Clearly, something fundamental has changed.

Yet Trump’s assault has not come out of nowhere. It is the cul-
mination of a long process of change in Republican views of higher
education—one with roots that go back several decades. Our anal-
ysis of 1,044 state and national party platforms from 1980 to 2025
shows that Republicans have not always been critical of higher edu-
cation. The party’s platforms in the 1980s and early 1990s were
generally positive. They emphasized the economic benefits that
strong colleges and universities provided for their states and the
nation and often noted the importance of keeping highly educated,
well-trained young people in their states. Beginning in 1988, the

107See Eric Schickler, “What Donald Trump Has Taught Us about American Political
Institutions,” Political Science Quarterly 141 (Spring 2026): 51–60, https://doi.org/10.1093/
psquar/qqaf090; Terry M. Moe and William Howell, Trajectory of Power: The Rise of the
Strongman Presidency (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2025).
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party’s national platform began to elaborate the case that higher
education is biased in favor of liberals. This argument gradually
spread at the state level. Although many state parties remained
positive toward higher education into the early 2000s, the average
platform leaned negative after 2008. The platforms’ tone toward
higher education became steadily more negative throughout this
period, with a more rapid erosion evident after 2020 as race- and
sexuality-related issues became a staple of GOP rhetoric.

This substantial Republican shift coincided with more modest
changes in Democrats’ positioning on higher education. As the
party’s coalition has come to include farmore college-educated vot-
ers, Democrats have become more focused on rising tuition costs
and student loan debt. The party has also focused more on race,
gender, and sexuality in the past decade—roughly paralleling the
GOP shift to the right on these issues. But our reading of the plat-
forms suggests limited evidence that Democrats have responded
directly to Republican attacks with a forthright defense of the value
of higher education.

One might argue that the group with the greatest responsibility
for mounting such a response is not the Democratic Party, but the
leaders of colleges and universities themselves. Although we have
not gathered data on this, it seems that campus leaders—and cam-
pus politicsmore generally—proceeded in something of a vacuum,
where the major shift in GOP views left little mark on either their
behavior or rhetoric until very recently. The moves against tenure
in several red states—and the takeover of New College—drew
localized responses, but nothing approaching a concerted response
from the higher education sector.There aremany good reasons that
there was no such response, including internal campus politics,
coordination challenges across institutions, and genuine uncer-
tainty as to whether any plausible response consistent with core
principles of academic freedom would have materially shifted the
tide of criticism coming from Republicans.108

From our standpoint, however, the case of higher education
underscores how, in a world of intense party polarization, it is
extremely dangerous for any civil society institution when one

108Interestingly, after stumbling initially, universities did eventually mount a coor-
dinated lobbying response to the administration’s reductions in overhead rates. This
effort succeeded in warding off cuts that universities argued would have devastated the
research enterprise at schools across the United States. See Stephanie M. Lee, “How
Higher Ed Staved Off a Research-Funding Bloodbath – For Now,” Chronicle of Higher
Education, February 5, 2026, https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-higher-ed-staved-
off-a-research-funding-bloodbath-for-now.

party views that institution in negative terms. America’s two-party
system has not traditionally been viewed as a source of vulnera-
bility for civil society institutions. Indeed, a polity characterized
by catch-all, federated parties and a diverse, fragmented society
arguably went hand-in-hand in giving rise to a pluralistic poli-
tics that limited authoritarian threats—at least to well-resourced
groups that held sway with locally rooted politicians.109 But in
an era of nationalized polarization, distinctly local interests—such
as state politicians’ longstanding, bipartisan stake in a vibrant
higher education sector that promoted economic growth and
helped keep talent from leaving their state—have lost much of
their force.

New College of Florida learned about this danger in 2023.
Donald Trump and the Republican Party are forcing the
entire higher education sector to grapple with it today. The
future of American higher education depends on how colleges
and universities—and their allies outside academia—collectively
respond. Political scientists have generally not paid a lot of atten-
tion to the study of higher education or of many of the other civil
society institutions that are now under intense pressure. But given
that the future of America’s pluralistic republic rests on the con-
tinued vitality of such institutions, it is well past the time for our
discipline to make it a priority to study their politics and their
relationship to state power.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can
be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898588X26100327.
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