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ACADEMIC FREEDOM AT THE UNIVERSITY OF 

TENNESSEE: THE MCCARTHY ERA 

MILTON M. KLEIN 

Acade1nic freedom, or the right to teach, research, and publish in 
their fields of scholarship without fear of outside political, economic, 
or religious pressure, is the most highly valued privilege of those who 
constitute the faculties of American colleges and universities. Tradition 
has given the privilege widespread legitimacy except in authoritarian 
societies, but even in democratic governments, academic freedom has 
often been challenged by those who consider it a license to teach 
"subversive" or "disloyal" doctrines. The most serious attack on 
academic freedom in the United States occurred during the early 1950s 
in what has been called the McCarthy Era. 

As chairman of a U.S. Senate subcommittee, McCarthy investigated 
and "exposed" a variety of individuals in government, education, the 
arts, the churches, and the military who1n he considered Communists 
or Con1munist sympathizers, but other congressional committees and 
numerous private watchdog organizations joined in the effort. These 
investigations produced major controversies on the campuses of the 
Universities of California, Wisconsin, and Colorado, Cornell 
University, and the City College of New York, but the University of 
Tennessee was not immune to the hysteria that gripped the nation in
the 1950s.1 

A foretaste of these attacks occun-ed as early as 1923, when seven UT
faculty members were dismissed somewhat summarily.2 Not all were
terminated for reasons that raised issues of academic freedom, but 
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1 On the general theme see Ellen W. Schrecker, No Ivory Tower: McCartbyism
and the Universities (New York, 1986); Peter L. Steinberg, The Great 'Red
Menace': U.S. Persecution of American Communists (Westport, 1985); and 
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2 The incident is discussed fully in James R. Montgomery, Thresbold of a New
Day: T7:;e University of Tennessee, 1919-1946 (Knoxville, 1971), 19-37. 
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