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This anthology, which examines the disturbing rise of online threats and 
harassment directed at academics, emerges at a pivotal moment in our history. 
Recent months have witnessed the rapid erosion of the United States' 
longstanding reputation as a stronghold for academic freedom and free 
expression. This development has rendered assaults on academia, scholars, and 
the very foundations of knowledge distressingly commonplace. Today, we find 
ourselves in a landscape where academia, scientific institutions, and the integrity 
of scientific inquiry face unprecedented challenges. 

While this crisis may appear sudden, its origins are deeply entrenched, driven by 
the rise of far-right ideologies and the pervasive influence of social media. This 
milieu has fostered a growing distrust of academia, dismissing it as a credible site 
for knowledge production across various disciplines. Scholars increasingly find 
themselves viewed with suspicion, their expertise undermined—not solely by their 
research but often by their personal characteristics. 

Furthermore, the online violence that targets researchers transcends mere 
harassment; threats of physical harm reverberate within both digital and real-
world environments. We are engulfed in an era characterised by a perverse 
hyper-anti "woke" sentiment, where virtually anything can be branded as 
"controversial." In the current political discourse, even conventional sociological 
terminology faces censorship, as seen in the current United States 
administration’s campaign against diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. 
Mainstream sociological concepts such as “community” and “institutions,” along 
with terms related to “gender,” “climate,” and other contested fields, increasingly 
find themselves under siege. 

Most alarming is the active erasure of scientific data—decades of research on 
health, climate change, and extreme weather are not merely dismissed but 
systematically deleted. Thus, this book is not only timely; it serves as an urgent 
call to action for all who value the pursuit of truth and knowledge and recognise 
the critical role of academia in society. 



Yet, even in these troubling times, it is crucial to remember that studying 
contested and politicised issues has historically posed discomforts and risks. 
Researchers who engage in these areas have routinely faced backlash and 
threats both within and outside academic circles. Many of us who investigate 
highly politicised topics have encountered this reality, although the severity of 
responses varies significantly across different national and regional contexts. For 
instance, based in Norway—a Scandinavian social democratic welfare state—I 
have enjoyed a comparatively safe and temperate academic environment, where 
academic freedom is largely taken for granted. Nevertheless, my own 
experiences, alongside those of colleagues in the fields of domestic violence and 
post-separation parenting, illustrate that Norway is by no means a sanctuary. 
Concerns over threats to academic freedom are increasingly gaining traction in 
both academic discourse and the media. A study on academic freedom in Norway 
published in 2020 (Strømme, 2020) sparked engagement from the researcher 
union Forskerforbundet (2021). On a positive note, the institutional response to 
threats against academics has shown some improvement. In 2019, the 
Norwegian Institute for Nature Research (NINA) established a task force to 
support researchers under attack (Loge, 2019). Previously, negative reactions 
and threats were issues seldom discussed, with researchers expected to manage 
them privately. However, over the past decade, awareness has grown regarding 
the personal toll on scholars whose research topics or findings stir controversy or 
challenge influential actors, including business interests. Such awareness was, in 
part, amplified by contentious cases involving marine researchers in Norway, who 
have faced vehement backlash from the powerful seafood industry (Fanghol, 
2021). Compounding this, in 2016, former fisheries minister Per Sandberg 
controversially declared that marine research institutes should adopt a more 
"business-friendly" stance, exemplifying how academics and their institutions may 
come under fire for opposing significant stakeholders. Recent examples also 
illustrate that Norwegian researchers have been targeted by their own 
universities. In 2023, for instance, the principal of the Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology publicly condemned researchers from her own 
institution for their work on nuclear power. This backlash prompted her 
resignation, indicating that such attempts at silencing have limitations and can be 
deemed unacceptable. Thus far, academic freedom has been upheld, but despite 
a heightened awareness of institutional responsibilities toward both research 
integrity and the protection of scholars, the support available for those facing 
attacks remains limited. 

Assaults on academia stem not only from external sources but also from internal 
institutional dynamics. A more insidious and less overt form of silencing arises 
from the transformation of academic institutions into business-oriented models 
that prioritise management and administration over research and academic 
freedom. The silencing from above—illustrated by a principal feeling entitled to 
publicly attack her own staff—represents the most egregious outcome of this 
trend. More subtle consequences also manifest, such as an amplified emphasis 
on branding and corporate thinking within academia, which promotes positivity at 
the expense of rigorous research and academic freedom. This shift repositions 
researchers as "ambassadors" of their institutions, leading to increased scrutiny 



and regulation of academics' dissemination of research and engagement in public 
debates. Consequently, the line between individual scholars and their institutions 
becomes blurred, deterring the dissemination of unpopular or controversial 
findings and stifling meaningful public engagement—especially for early-career 
academics. Ultimately, this dynamic can push researchers toward "hot" and 
"fashionable" topics at the expense of long-term inquiry. If academics are 
silenced by their institutions or choose to retreat from public discourse to protect 
their careers, the resulting impact is a less informed public sphere—an outcome 
detrimental to democracy. 

Another crucial aspect of the ongoing silencing within academia is the 
phenomenon of homosociality. Like many social groups, academics tend to 
conform to prevailing trends and ideas, which may lead to academic fields 
becoming echo chambers based on consensus surrounding shared beliefs and 
accepted norms. Challenging dominant narratives becomes increasingly difficult, 
and the inclinations toward consensus and hegemony often lead to the 
marginalisation of critical voices, research, and individuals. This tendency toward 
silencing dissent is well-documented across various fields, from early brain 
research to contemporary gender studies. The harsh treatment of those deemed 
"outsiders," who challenge the established order, remains disturbingly 
unacademic, manifesting in career blockages, monopolisation of publishing 
platforms, and other forms of both personal and structural exclusion. It is 
essential to recognise that much of the silencing within academia originates from 
these homosocial dynamics, which serve to marginalise critical perspectives. 
While such tendencies are not novel, recent trends—including the adoption of 
business-like management practices—may have intensified these processes. 
Homosociality engenders "groupthink," which fosters moral and condemning 
attitudes toward those perceived as "other," both within academia and beyond. 
This is particularly evident in certain disciplines. The practices of labelling and 
non-platforming dissenting voices, rooted in groupthink, contradict academia’s 
role as a space for civil discourse and constructive engagement with differing 
viewpoints. 

There is an urgent need for robust academic inquiry across all topics and for the 
support of those whose voices are silenced. Equally pressing is the necessity for 
uncomfortable dialogues both within and outside academia, accompanied by self-
reflective critiques of academia's potential contributions to the widening political 
divide and the constricting space for public dissent on pivotal issues such as 
gender, climate, migration, post-separation parenting, and war and peace. 
Unsilencing academia—from external threats and internal pressures—should be 
a primary priority going forward; fostering cultures of dissent and a commitment 
to truth-seeking is essential. 
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