	Back to Academic Freedom 
	Home Page


LIMACF.doc

Panel Presentation on "Equity and Academic Freedom" at conference on "The University: Autonomy or State Control?", University of Ottawa, January 26-7.
On the Limits of Academic Freedom Outside and Within the Classroom

John J. Furedy, Professor of Psychology, University of Toronto and President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship
The term "equity" has so many different meanings, that its relation to academic freedom is not easy to characterize.  However, it can be said that equity and academic freedom are in conflict whenever equity is taken to imply that there are certain beliefs and assumptions that are entitled to special protection.  I have another talk which takes about an hour to give, which argues that this view is a totalitarian one, and that its recent establishment on Canadian campuses is an instance of “velvet” totalitarianism in the sense that the punishment for holding the wrong opinions are mild compared such unvelvet totalitarian options as being fired, jailed, or even shot.  We can, during discussion, explore this broader velvet-totalitarian theme, but for this panel presentation I'd like to focus on the narrower issue stated in the title of this paper:  "On the Limits of Academic Freedom Outside and Within the Classroom".  I think it will become clear that my position on the limits of academic freedom is indeed in conflict with most equity positions as they have been recently formulated within, and imposed upon, Canadian institutions of higher education.
Speaking still at a general level, I want to suggest that during the last decade, Canadian campuses have been gradually weakening their commitment to “real” academic freedom, defined as freedom of speech and thought not only for faculty, but also for students.  This has occurred as increasing concern has been manifested to ensure that higher education caters to the intellectual “comfort” of individuals—especially of those who are categorized as members of designated groups.  This conflicts with the more traditional view that higher education means being engaged in discipline-centered teaching and research. The Ontario Government's 1993 Zero Tolerance Framework is perhaps the best known symbol of this comfort-oriented approach to higher education.  At least of equal importance is the fact that, except for SAFS and the McMaster University Faculty Association, no other academic organization condemned the underlying ^principle” behind the Framework, but objected merely to some of the wording.  In addition,  during the last few years there have been several instances of gross abuses of academic freedom on Canadian campuses.  To take only four of these abuses, there is, first, the University of New Brunswick's immediate suspension of a professor for opinions uttered outside the classroom.  Second, there is McGill's University's failure to make any attempt to reschedule a lecture on the False Memory Syndrome originally put on by its Department of Psychiatry.  And third there is Carleton University's reprimand of a sociology professor for stating a position in his class on an issue that was relevant to his discipline.  Finally, to remind us that such abuses of academic freedom extend not only to Canadian faculty but also to students, there is the case of a first-year Law student at the University of Alberta who wrote an article in a student paper which criticized the University's employment equity policies.  The assistant Dean who called him into her office and officially cautioned him not to write more of the same, later stated on TV that she did not regard her actions as putting unfair pressure on the student, since, as she said, no "formal charges were laid". What a demonstration of gross "insensitivity"—to academic values!
Even more significant is the fact that Canadian faculty associations have tended to defend not the principle of freedom of speech (real academic freedom), but a kind of “guild” academic
freedom which is focussed not on freedom of speech and thought of all who are engaged (as students and faculty) in higher education, but is rather focussed on the job and financial security of faculty.  This distinction between real and guild academic freedom is, perhaps, most clearly illustrated by the contrasting actions of SAFS and the University of New Brunswick Faculty Association (UNBFA) in the case of the suspended professor.  Both SAFS and UNBFA condemned the local administration when the suspension occurred, but after a generous financial retirement settlement for the professor had been obtained, the UNBFA dropped the case and said little or nothing about the principle of freedom of speech (real academic freedom) that had been violated.  SAFS, on the other hand, reiterated its original censure motion after the settlement.
It has become apparent in the course of considering these and other recent cases of velvet totalitarian attacks on academic freedom that the concept itself requires clarification if one is to ensure that debates concerning this issue are conducted with a maximally high light-to-heat ratio.  The following is my preliminary contribution to the discussion on the limits of academic freedom outside and within the classroom.
“Outside the classroom”.—Individuals who pursue higher education in the university are adults who are there voluntarily.  Accordingly, they are entitled to “at least” the same degree of freedom of speech as are enjoyed by other free adults in democratic society outside the campus.  In Canada there are laws such as the hate laws which, in my view, are totalitarian, but because these laws are on the books, the Canadian academic community (i.e., students and faculty) is also subject to those laws.  However, because the mission of the university is that of free enquiry and discussion of positions which may be very uncomfortable to people, the civic anti-free-speech laws which do exist in Canada should be “less” stringently applied in IHEs because of their special educational mission.  Any governmental guidelines like the Zero Tolerance Framework therefore constitute a fundamental attack on the mission of IHEs, because they suggest that there are “more” rather than “less” limits on free speech on campus than off campus.  They create the impression, in other words, that IHEs should be "islands of repression in a sea of freedom", a principle that may be appropriate for prisons or schools (in the latter the students are not only there by compulsion, but are also not adults), but the principle is not appropriate for higher-education campuses.
The unlimited academic freedom outside the classroom has to be enjoyed equally by students and faculty.  Discussions may sometimes become “ad hominem” and even personally abusive, especially when participants are relatively inexperienced and defending their opinions in a way that is discourteous.  Of course if participants in such a discussion make physical threats, then that has to be dealt with in terms of the criminal law.  And the distinction between inside and outside the classroom is not a purely physical one.  A faculty member who has evaluative responsibility over a student does not enjoy unlimited academic freedom in relation to the student even if s/he happens at the time to be outside the classroom.  Otherwise, however, academic freedom outside the classroom is limited only by Canadian civil laws for both students and faculty.
“Inside the classroom”.—There are three limitations on faculty, which all stem not from any considerations of intellectual, or even emotional, comfort, but from the requirement to maintain the “academic” integrity of the classroom and of the discipline being considered in the classroom.   The three limitations are as follows.

1. ^Discipline Relevance”.  The position being argued for by the faculty member must be relevant to the disciplinary expertise of the faculty member “and” to the content of the course.  For example, the position that "Different sex spouses tend to make better parents than same-sex spouses" cannot be argued for in an applied mathematics class.
2. “Generalized Formulation”.  The position being argued for by the
faculty must be stated in general terms rather than applied in a personal way to a member or members of the class.  The position given as an example in #1 above cannot be reformulated in the form of giving advice to identified homosexual members of the class, telling them not to adopt children.
3. “Education and not Indoctrination”.  It must be absolutely clear that acceptance of the position argued for by the faculty is “not” related to the evaluation of the student's performance in the class.  Course descriptions need to be closely scrutinized to ensure that they do not give this indoctrinational impression.  And because many students come into class with the indoctrinational assumption (to get an A, feed back what the Professor said, only in better English), the indoctrinational assumption must be specifically denied by faculty in class both by their words and by their actions).  Needless to say, the “content” of the position being asserted by faculty should be totally irrelevant to judging whether the position can be asserted (e.g., Rushton case).
It is also the responsibility of faculty in the classroom to ensure that students in the classroom keep to the above three rules of discussion.  To the extent that the principles are not upheld, classroom activity in IHEs become indoctrinational rather than educational, and constitute, therefore a fraud on the taxpayer, who should be able to assume that IHEs are genuine places for critical higher education, rather than indoctrinationlly-oriented prisons or holding houses.
Another corollary of all this is that because the above three limits on in-class academic freedom stem from academic considerations, and are, in many cases, complicated to apply, determination of whether one of the principles has been transgressed must, in the end, be left to those with “relevant” expertise. Especially in the case of #1, “discipline relevance”, only those who have an adequate background in the discipline in question can decide.  For example, without a background in sociobiology and the psychology of individual differences, one cannot have an “informed” opinion on whether a position on average racial differences in intelligence is discipline-relevant in certain psychology courses.  But even for the informed understanding of limits #2 and #3 and “education versus indoctrination”) , it is necessary to have “academic” experience of at least a minimal sort, that is the person making the judgment should have been a student and also should have taught in IHEs.  Accordingly, "equity officers" and commisar-like figures who have recently proliferated on Canadian campuses are not competent to judge these matters, unless they happen to have the requisite and relevant academic background.
