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U of T's Position on Freedom of Speech Politicized

Rather than Principled

Web Reference: http://www.news.utoronto.ca/bin6/thoughts/080311-3688.asp  
U ot T Bulletin, Mar 11/08, The Feb. 15 National Post column by George Jonas, Reading between the lines: David Naylor knows which side his fatwa is buttered on (see http://www.georgejonas.ca/recent_writing.cfm?id=623).

Actually, this is not the first time that the university’s current administration, or what Jonas calls the “Voice of the U of T,” has manifested a politicized rather than a principled position on freedom of speech, or its campus equivalent, academic freedom. In 2006, as I noted in a Commentary piece in The Bulletin (Culture of Comfort, April 10, 2006; http://news.utoronto.ca/_bulletin/2006-04-10.pdf), President Naylor reported to Governing Council March 23 that flyers (and, hence, presumably, the distributors) distributed on campus with one of the Danish cartoons that had severely offended many Muslims worldwide remained “points of interest” to the police. I thought that this was likely to set a new precedent in the move of my university towards an institution where comfort is the criterion of what can be thought and said.

A year later, the resurrected proposal of an international boycott of Israeli scholars on account of their government’s policies provided another test of universities’ commitment to academic freedom. Details of how various academic organizations faced this challenge to academic freedom are available on http://www.safs.ca/boycottsmain.html. In contrast with many other prominent universities, the administration’s reaction to this resurrected proposal that Columbia’s president characterized as “utterly antithetical to the fundamental values of the academy” (cited by Barbara Kay’s National Post column Academic freedom under siege, June 20, 2007, (web: http://www.safs.ca/issuescases/kay.html) was, to say the least, a diffident one. In her column Kay reported that “further comment on the boycott campaign’s significant escalation was firmly declined” by the “university spokesperson” who spoke to her on behalf of the administration. By the time that Kay’s column was published, President Naylor had come up with a statement but it was much weaker than the forthright condemnations issued by other universities.

The U of T position was to treat the boycott proposal as a legitimate one, and one to be changed by pleading and friendly persuasion, rather than an illegitimate boycott and an abuse of academic freedom.

So this is the third occasion in three years that the administration has preferred to conform to political fashion rather than to adopt a principled and timely support of freedom of speech and academic freedom. Is it too much to hope that there will soon be a change in the voice of the U of T back to the previous three administrations, all of which were active in the defence of academic freedom and did not engage in abusing it?

John Furedy, Psychology

President Naylor Responds

Web reference: http://www.news.utoronto.ca/bin6/thoughts/080311-3687.asp
Professor Emeritus John Furedy is a tireless champion of free speech who rejects censorship of controversial events on campus such as Israeli Apartheid Week. Rightly, in my view, he has also urged that such events should be open to all and should have free-ranging question-and-answer sessions where debate can be joined.

Professor Furedy has focused on my three-sentence account of the administration’s response to fliers on campus that were deemed Islamophobic by members of the U of T Muslim community.  (For context, readers can reference the relevant lengthy statement online:  http://www.president.utoronto.ca/aboutthepresident/speeches/racistandoffensiveincidents.htm). 

As a free speech advocate, Professor Furedy is an outspoken critic of what he calls “Islamofacism” (http://canadiancoalition.com/forum/messages/27152.shtml) and is clearly concerned that the administration over-reacted by referring this material to the police. I assume Professor Furedy would take the same view of our actions when an anti-Semitic brochure with offensive cartoons appeared on our campuses in the fall of 2005. In response, we moved swiftly to condemn the act, remove the brochures, reassure the Jewish community at U of T and again referred the material to the police.

In this regard, Professor Furedy has elsewhere written: “...I am fundamentally opposed to the concept of ‘hate speech’ which is accepted by most Canadians, and has resulted in what I've called a velvet totalitarian society both on and off Canadian campuses” (http://canadiancoalition.com/forum/messages/27072.shtml).

Here, Professor Furedy and I have differing views. Albeit with misgivings about its potential for abuse, I accept the current Canadian legislation on hate speech. I believe it is entirely reasonable for modern pluralistic societies to be concerned by communications that actively promote hatred of individuals and identifiable groups. I agree with Professor Furedy that no university can sustain its core commitment to free speech if it can be bullied into censorship by those who allege discrimination in response to every provocative, offensive or heretical communication. However, our commitment to free speech does not give members of university communities a license to flout laws against hate speech. And given those laws, the administration may on occasion be obligated to refer concerning material to the police.

This position draws fire from various sides, but, fortunately, makes sense to a great many members of our community. That position, incidentally, also fully explains our response to Israeli Apartheid Week. Instead, Professor Furedy invokes a recent column by George Jonas alleging that the reason we don’t shut down Israeli ApartheidWeek is fear of violent protests by radical Muslims on campus. Suffice it to say that the allegation is speculative bunk.

Last, Professor Furedy's comments on the university’s response to the proposed BUCU boycott are also uncharacteristically wide of the mark. Let me, for the record, juxtapose Professor Furedy’s comments with the relevant text from my Governing Council statement and open letter to BUCU (http://www.news.utoronto.ca/newsbin07/bucu.pdf).

Professor Furedy writes that our response was “much weaker” than other universities and “was, to say the least, a diffident one” as contrasted, for instance, with the statement by one president that the boycott was “utterly antithetical to the fundamental values of the academy.”

Odd: I wrote — “Academic boycotts are antithetical to the university’s most fundamental values. We believe that universities can best protect and enhance human rights by steadfastly guarding and promoting academic freedom and freedom of expression.”

Professor Furedy also states that, “The U of T position was to treat the boycott proposal as a legitimate one, and one to be changed by pleading and friendly persuasion, rather than an illegitimate boycott and an abuse of academic freedom.”

Odd again: I wrote — “The University of Toronto does not condone academic boycotts of any kind….Professors and university teachers worldwide are reading about your proposed boycott and asking themselves: After our Israeli colleagues,who is next? Indeed, academic boycotts targeting scholars in any nation start the global academic enterprise down a dangerously slippery slope of politicization. At the bottom of that slope is a world with diminished discourse among scholars, their students, and their societies.”

Professor Furedy argues, nonetheless, that my communication amounted to “pleading and friendly persuasion.”

Odder still: I affirmed that the University of Toronto, in the years ahead, “will be deepening, not diminishing, its institutional ties to Israeli universities.” To the BUCU secretary generalwho argued that a boycott should proceed if supported by the majority of BUCU members, I wrote: “With respect, I vigorously disagree. While I acknowledge the fact that votes of the Union’s membership determine certain of its negotiating and advocacy positions, the principles of academic freedom must not be vitiated at the ballot box.”

In sum, this administration will continue to support free speech on campus, bounded only by current legislation on hate speech and libel. We shall try to encourage respectful and rational discourse and insist to the greatest extent possible on opportunities for open exchanges of views; but there will be no speech codes. In turbulent times, this middle ground is not the easiest to stake out or hold, but I firmly believe it is where the University of Toronto ought to be positioned.

David Naylor
President

Removal of flyers self-censorship
(Reply to President Naylor by Philip Sullivan)
Tuesday, April 15, 2008 

In March 2006, fliers containing one of the notorious Danish cartoons appeared on our campus. Apparently deeming them hate literature, the anti-racism office had them removed and also forwarded them to the Toronto police for advice. But that body -- which one would not expect to be sympathetic to academic freedom issues -- nevertheless did not consider the fliers to promote hate, calling them only "points of interest," whatever that may mean. Responding to criticism by Professor John Furedy (U of T's position on freedom of speech politicized rather than principled,March 11), President David Naylor has defended the actions of the anti-racism office by posing a specious moral equivalence between the Danish cartoons and violence-stoking Nazi graffiti (President Naylor responds, March 11).

The president's concerns for campus well-being notwithstanding, I for one suggest that the anti-racism office has shown inappropriate sensitivity to a religious group, in this case Muslims, at the expense of a timely affirmation of freedom of speech. Flemming Rose, culture editor of Jyllands-Posten -- the Danish newspaper that published the cartoons -- argues in a Feb. 15 opinion piece in the Wall Street Journal that radical Islam is mounting a global assault on freedom of speech. Furthermore the West, guided by incoherent multicultural notions of inclusiveness, seems unwilling to face this ugly fact.

However maladroit the cartoons may be, by any standard they are within the bounds of political satire common in democratic states. More important, such pointed commentary is sorely needed; as Rose noted, the most notorious, that depicting the Prophet with a bomb in his turban, makes a legitimate point. In When Religion Causes Evil, theologian Charles Kimbal -- an ordained Baptist minister, it is to be noted -- shows that all three of the Mosaic religions have a capacity for evil arising from a penchant for absolute truth claims based on questionable interpretations of ostensibly inerrant scripture. Examples from North American Christianity cited by Kimball include assassinations of physicians performing abortions and the assertion in 1980 by the then-president of the Southern Baptist Convention that "God does not hear the prayers of Jews [sic]." Yet, as Rose noted, in the West there is a tendency to self-censorship prompted by the notion that "religious feelings and taboos need to be treated with a kind of sensibility and respect that other feelings and ideas cannot command."

As a courageous response to the Danish police's recent apprehension of would-be assassins of the turban-bomb cartoon's author, Danish newspapers republished the cartoon posted at this university. As an institution devoted to the search for truth -- however offensive it might be deemed by certain individuals -- surely we can do better than run to the police. 

Philip Sullivan

Aerospace studies

George Jonas On The Trouble With Human Rights Commissions

Posted: April 18, 2008, 9:31 PM by Marni Soupcoff

George Jonas

“My object in living is to unite/ My avocation and my vocation/ As my two eyes make one in sight,” wrote the American poet Robert Frost. A. Alan Borovoy, general counsel to the Canadian Civil Liberties Association, would find this a challenge. A civil libertarian by vocation, Borovoy is averse to suppressing what he calls “discriminatory opinion.” But as a social engineer by avocation, he’s not averse to suppressing what he regards as “discriminatory behaviour.” 

Having played a pivotal role in the creation of human rights commissions (HRCs), my old debating partner is concerned that a backlash against his brainchild’s encroachment on the free press — Mark Steyn, Maclean’s, Ezra Levant — may result in HRCs being abolished so they can’t encroach on the free market anymore.

Borovoy considers me part of the backlash. “One of the most articulate members of this group is the ever provocative George Jonas,” he writes in the Toronto Star this week. Thanks, Alan; I thought my battle was lost 30 years ago. If you think not, I’m delighted to have another kick at the can.

The trouble with human rights commissions is that they don’t know from human rights. They think it’s Tom’s human right to work for Dick. In reality, to work for Dick is only Tom’s human ambition. Tom’s human right is to ask Dick for a job without a government telling him that he can’t (or that he must). And Dick’s human right is to hire Tom or not hire him without a government telling him he has to or that he mustn’t.

Discriminatory behaviour is what people engage in when they exercise their human rights. A human right is to choose; to be chosen is a human ambition. Legitimate as an ambition may be, it cannot trump a right — unless the state puts its big foot on the scales.

Borovoy acknowledges this — kind of. “We who campaigned for human rights laws and commissions were prepared to encroach on the free choice of those with power in order to prevent unfair harm to those without power,” he writes. Spoken like a true civil libertarian (said he with a tinge of irony). But then, what are mere civil liberties when confronted with the imperatives of holy social engineering?

Borovoy argues that labeling things “rights” or “ambitions” is just a “packaging fallacy.” “Why isn’t it just as valid to call them both ambitions?” he asks. Ah, but we don’t, do we? We didn’t set up Human Ambitions Commissions in Canada. Perhaps we should, in future, if only for the sake of accuracy.

Next topic: “Professor Furedy invokes a recent column by George Jonas alleging that the reason we don’t shut down Israeli Apartheid Week is fear of violent protests by radical Muslims on campus,” writes University of Toronto President David Naylor in response to a piece by Professor Emeritus John J. Furedy in the U of T Bulletin. “Suffice it to say that the allegation is speculative bunk.”

Well, it’s true. My bunk is speculative; I leave annotated bunk to academics. Columnists speculate; it’s what they get paid for. Luckily, Prof. Naylor helps me speculate by making certain remarks in an open letter (which sparked my column) defending his decision to host Israeli Apartheid Week on his campus. Phrases such as “our policies prioritize safety” and “events on our campuses have been far quieter than the storm surrounding them outside our community” indicate that maybe, just maybe, avoiding radical Arab/Muslim protests has been a factor in Prof. Naylor’s thinking.

Is safety a legitimate concern for a university president? No doubt. Could disregarding Arab/Muslim militancy compromise it? You bet. Did it play a part in the university administration’s thinking? I speculate that it did.

Is such speculation bunk? I don’t think so. Bunk is denying it.

By the way, the point of my initial column wasn’t that U of T should have banned Israel Apartheid Week; my point was that it would have banned a similar event of a different political stripe. The code phrase in Prof. Naylor’s letter is “the difference between free speech and hate speech.” He writes: “We work to help student organizers understand the difference between free speech and hate speech and monitor events very closely if there is any chance they will cross the line.”

How practical! Or, as Orwell might have put it: All speech is free but some speech is freer than others. I will now speculate that the administration would deny the university as a venue for an event organized by Jewish students called Palestinian or Islamic Terrorism Week. Unlike Israeli Apartheid Week, it would be deemed to “cross the line.” 

Read more:

http://network.nationalpost.com/np/blogs/fullcomment/archive/2008/04/18/george-jonas-on-the-trouble-with-human-rights-commissions.aspx - ixzz1B9KKS4Cc
