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Biography

John Furedy was born in 1940 in Budapest, and by 1949 (when his parents smuggled him out, eventually to Australia), it was the totalitarian aspect of education there that made the greatest negative impression on him. He came to appreciate the freedom of Australian society especially during his education at Sydney University (1958-65), where students had complete academic freedom, though no academic power. 

Most of his 38-year teaching career at UofT was spent as a faculty member. His teaching and research was in the area of experimental psychophysiology, where his most salient applied activity has been to attack the “lie detector” or “polygraph” (see www.antipolygraph.org). He has also been critical of another application of psychophysiology: biofeedback (see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/biofeed.htm). His main administrative contribution was service on the Academic Board for 15 years from 1990 to 2004. 

In relation to academic freedom and its abuse by political correctness or “velvet totalitarianism”, he has been particularly active since the early 1990s, following the co-founding of the Canadian Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (see www.safs.org ). 

He has also written on topics in higher education with his wife Christine whom he met in 1958 when they tied for 1st in Psychology I at Sydney University. They have considered the advantages of the Socratic over the Sophistic approaches (see, e.g., http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/te/On%20Strengthening%20the%20Socratic_te.doc ). Since his retirement and move back to Sydney (in 2005), he continues to write and talk about these and other issues (see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy). 

However, he also continues with his hobby, bridge, which he used to play in the Toronto department (for a party celebrating the 37th birthday of this departmental interest group, see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/bridge_1.htm), and continues to play in internet tournaments in http://www.bridgebase.com with his Toronto partner and departmental colleague, Paul Muter. 
Academic Freedom vs. the Culture of Comfort at Uof T: Notes from a Forty-year Perspective by John Furedy, Emeritus Professor of Psychology; Cross appointments: Ege University, Turkey; Bar-Ilan and Haifa Universities, Israel.

Like most significant concepts, academic freedom is controversial, and lacks objective specification. My encyclopedic entry on this topic, therefore, is explicitly subjective1, and written from my perspective as a faculty member from 1967 to 2007. I have not held any formal administrative positions, but was a member of the university’s Academic Board for fifteen years (1990-2004). My experience as a student at the University of Sydney (1959-65) was one where students had complete academic freedom (that is, they were evaluated solely in terms of their academic performance, and not at all in terms of their conformity with prevailing opinions). However, students had no academic power over the curriculum or the hiring of faculty. The distinction between academic freedom and power is one I have tried to make explicit for all universities.2 It was an especially salient one during my Sydney student days. I think that academic power should be proportional to an individual’s expertise in the relevant discipline. In those days academic power was clearly tied to the individual’s academic status in the discipline. So at Sydney the (only) Professor of Psychology was one of the university’s twenty-eight “god professors” who was ultimately in charge of the department’s curriculum, hiring procedures, and (in the absence of much external research funds sources) of the research support for its departmental faculty. Sydney’s “god professor”, in other words, was an administrative tyrant, though not an intellectual one. He could order his faculty what topics to cover in their lectures, but not on what line to take on those topics, because to give such orders would have been to diminish the academic freedom of both them and their students.

And in that atmosphere of complete academic freedom but no power for students, it was considered completely irrelevant whether certain statements made either by students or by faculty were “offensive”, and terms like “political correctness” and “hate speech” were essentially unknown. Attacks on academic freedom came from outside the university, mainly from conservative political and religious organizations. An example of this sort of attack occurred in 1961, when the Anglican Archbishop of Sydney preached a sermon in which he condemned the Professor of Philosophy John Anderson’s teaching of “free love” to the students of Sydney University.3 

When I joined Uof T’s psychology department, in 1967, my perception of the state of academic freedom at the university was that it was similar to what prevailed during my student days at Sydney. Some forty years later I think things have changed, though not as dramatically as at some other Canadian universities. Competing with academic freedom (of both students and faculty) was what I have called the “culture of comfort”, according to which the essentially subjective criterion of ‘feeling offended’ had become a valid reason not only for individuals censuring other individuals for their stated opinions, but also (and more significantly) for institutions like the university punishing and even attempting to censor those individuals. Not that the early concept of academic freedom meant ‘anything goes’. One could not, with impunity, libel an individual or groups, but this was a matter of law arbitrated by the legal system of Canada, rather than a matter of culture arbitrated by university administrators (often advised by their equity officers). I think the beginning of the shift came from the rise of the “student power” movement of the 1960s. I noticed the UofT version of this student-power approach was the appointment of a small number of student representatives on the General Committee of the Faculty of Arts and Science Council in 1969. This signaled that the power over curricular matters was to be shared, rather than being the sole responsibility of faculty, as it had been during my student days at Sydney University, where as students, we had no academic power but complete academic freedom. It took some 20 years before academic freedom, in my view, came under attack from a culture-of-comfort approach. This occurred at UofT in 1991 through the formation of a 36-person Presidential Advisory Committee on Race Relations (PACRR), whose mandate was the curricular and academic one of determining whether there were any "lectures or texts which might be offensive to a member of a minority or disadvantaged group". A year later the committee expanded both its size to 41 and its name to PACRRARI, by adding the terms "Anti-racism Initiatives" to its title. Rather than using such long acronyms, I referred to this committee both because of its mission and size as the “Purity Platoon”. The committee followed, in my view, a culture-of-comfort rather than an epistemic approach. The latter approach involves defending the principle (first defended by Socrates against the Athenian democracy's charge that he was 'corrupting the youth') that especially in (higher) education, all opinions should be open to critical examination. The Socratic principle, of course, is more compatible with the academic-freedom than with the culture-of-comfort approach. 

A more substantive development which, in a sense, began the implementation of the mandate of the Purity Platoon was the expansion of the ombudsman’s office to include seven equity officers who were then established, in 1994, as the Equity Group. The Equity Group’s convener and I had a public discussion of this group’s immediate and potential significance for academic freedom that year, for which see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/Interestgroup.doc. In this discussion I stressed both the vagueness of the mandate of the Equity Group, and the potential problems that could arise if sometime in the future some equity officers did not exercise the degree of common sense manifested by the present equity officers.

Some indication of the relative importance of academic freedom and the culture of comfort was obtained a year later when I, as a member of the university’s Academic Board, proposed that a part-time academic freedom officer be appointed as a sort of counter-weight to the considerable size of the Equity Group. The journalist Martin Loney in his 1998 book on Pursuit of Division: Race, Gender, and Preferential Hiring in Canada gives an account of the defeat of this motion on p. 292 of his book.4. This account also provides some information on the cost associated with these equity officers and offices that the university has to bear, a cost that has continued to increase.

Several Canadian universities have had incidents of abuses of academic freedom that resulted in unfavorable exposure and comment in the media. In the 1990s, I would point to the Universities of Western Ontario5, of New Brunswick6 and of British Columbia7. No such gross attacks on individuals in Uof T’s academic community have occurred, perhaps because the senior administrators and equity officers of this university have exercised some common sense An important component of this sort of common sense is to recognize that there is a conflict between academic freedom and the culture of comfort, where at least one practical solution is to seek a “balance” between these two conflicting goals.

Nevertheless, again in the 1990s, the university, like most other Canadian universities, adopted a version of what is essentially a speech code, although, in contrast to the practice in America, is usually not labeled a “speech code” in Canadian universities. The essence of these codes is that they prohibit or discourage not only offensive acts, but also the expression of offensive opinions.8 Of course I was against the adoption of any such restriction of opinions on the grounds that they could offend an individual or a member of a minority group. When I argued against the speech-code concept at the meeting of the Academic Board in 1994, where the motion to adopt such a code was proposed, I thought I had provided a neat reductio ad absurdum example. I asked whether a hypothetical professor of sociology who referred to a hypothetical statistical group difference between the ability of hetero- and homo-sexual parents in bringing up children, would be in violation of the proposed code. The reply was that the equity officers were "well positioned" to make this decision. I found this answer laughable because most equity officers were completely unqualified to render this sort of discipline-related judgment; but nevertheless an overwhelming majority of the Board voted to pass the Uof T version of a speech code, which was then adopted by the Governing Council as its 1994 “Statement on Prohibited Discrimination and Discriminatory Harassment”.9 

Still, there is a big difference between in-principle promulgations of a speech code and its actual implementation. The rationale of this sort of implementation was nicely summarized in 2010 by, Robert Steiner, vice-president of communications, who stated that “the university’s goal is to en-sure that everyone – students and faculty – feels ‘safe and comfortable’ on campus.”10 Of course any civil society wants safety from violent acts, but comfort from opinions which may offend one person or a group of people should not be the responsibility of an institute of higher education.11
To my knowledge, the university’s first explicit use of the culture-of-comfort principle occurred in 2006. In the previous year, the “Danish” cartoons, which represented the prophet Mohammed in a way that offended many Muslims, were published. Some individuals posted notices on the Uof T main campus which advocated publishing some of these cartoons. President Naylor undertook to protect the “comfort” of the university by first going to the university police to inquire whether the police thought that those who posted the notices were prosecutable under Canada’s “hate speech” laws. When the police stated they were not, the president then announced to the Governing Council that he had at least persuaded the university police to declare these individuals to be “persons of interest”.12 It also seems relevant to note the contrast between what I believe was an infringement of academic freedom or, more broadly, freedom of speech, through the implementation of the speech code, and what I would consider the more principled defense of academic freedom or “civil discourse” by Paul Gooch, the president of Victoria University.13
My hope is that, in the future of the university, it will be the perspective of Victoria University’s president that will prevail, but I am not very optimistic.

It seems more likely that culture-of-comfort considerations will play an increasing role in the administration of the university as the forces of political correctness weaken the commitment to academic freedom. For while ‘PC’ is contested more and more in society, I think that it is now implicitly accepted in universities with the emergence of such ideas as the view that equity officers can rule on whether some component of the curriculum is “offensive”. This could lead to the gradual erosion academic freedom which will be increasingly, if subtly, undermined unless committed advocates continue to speak up to protect it. 

Notes 

1. A summary of my position that is a radically academic-freedom, rather than culture-of-comfort one, is a piece I wrote in 2005, a few months before my retirement: http://www.universityaffairs.ca/article.aspx?id=1894 

2. See, for example http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/seven.doc. 

3. For a fuller account of this case in which I, as an undergraduate, played a bit part, see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/ra/Reminiscences.doc. My experience also showed the academic-freedom principle that not only students, but also faculty, should be evaluated only in terms of their academic performance and not at all in terms of conformity with some ideology was accepted by virtually all members of the university. 

4. For this account, see http://books.google.com.au/books?id=y2PJT7hcr6kC&pg=PA292&lpg=PA292&dq=loney+furedy+academic+freedom+officer&source=bl&ots=HFCWlJPJZ4&sig=LmFqXUCGywuc1-QVYTHxqkzLleQ&hl=en&ei=JdH-TfnkB82JrAfzr_nkDw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=2&ved=0CB8Q6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false . 

5. See http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/An_early90.doc). 

6. See http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/unbvelv.doc 

7. See http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/Think%20of%20the%20Salem 

8. For a Canadian legal-journal formulation of the distinction between acts and opinions, see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/Academic%20Freedom.doc). 

9. For a full version of this long statement, see http://www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/policies/harass.htm. The document is a good example of the “balanced” approach to the conflict between academic freedom and the culture of comfort. On the one hand, the document supports freedom of speech (see, for example, the reference to the “the rights of freedom of expression and inquiry”), but it also supports culture-of-comfort concept of the “rights of freedom from prohibited discrimination and harassment”, where discrimination and harassment can include merely the verbal sorts, that is the expression of uncomfortable opinions. There is no formulation of which of these conflicting values trumps the other. In terms of the reductio ad absurdum example I used at the academic board meeting (see text above), I assume it is obvious that, contrary to the advice I was given, neither the equity officers nor any other university authority is a good source for deciding, in a non-arbitrary way, just what stated opinions would constitute “prohibited discrimination and harassment”. 

10. This statement appeared in an article that focused on current attitudes to anti-Semitism rather than on academic freedom (http://www.cjnews.com/index2.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=18590&pop=1&page=0&Itemid=86). However, in my view, the professor in question abused the academic freedom of her students by ordering them not to divulge, outside of her class, what had been discussed in class. 

11. To continue with a personal example from my past as a 2nd year undergraduate student at Sydney University: I was, at the time, a member of the Church of England, and of the Evangelical Union, I may have felt uncomfortable about the suggestion of a History lecturer who suggested that the Church of England owed its origin to Henry VIII wishing to impregnate Anne Boleyn, but at that time and place it would not have occurred to me to expect Sydney University to ensure that I felt “comfortable” with this potentially offensive opinion. It would, of course, been another matter if my physical safety had been threatened by other people on campus. 

12. A later (2008) discussion of the Danish Cartoons affair at UofT and the university’s commitment to academic freedom is available in http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/UT1108.doc. 

13. See http://www.safs.ca/sept2006/gooch.html, in which Gooch notes that “civil discourse is not always comfortable”, and that in a university “offence should call forth more discourse, not shut it down” (or declare that those who have offended should be classed as “persons of interest”, as David Naylor advocated).
