	Back to Academic Freedom 
	Home Page


Velvetot09_final.doc

Academic Freedom Versus the Velvet Totalitarian Culture of Comfort
on Current Canadian Campuses: Some Fundamental Terms and Distinctions
Talk to The Sydney Shove group, January 27, 2009

John Furedy, Emeritus Professor of Psychology

University of Toronto

HANDOUT
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Abstract


 I’ll begin with an elaboration of the terms in the title, for which I claim accuracy, though no comfort. Academic freedom is defined for all members of the academic community (students and faculty) as the right to be evaluated only in terms of performance (merit), and not at all in terms of opinions (comfort). The current contrasting culture of comfort on Canadian campuses is a velvet totalitarian one, where, except for the severity of punishments, the following five salient features of real totalitarian regimes are present: the presence of uninterpretable laws; the presence and power of unqualified pseudo experts; status-defined ethics; freezing fear of engaging in public discussion of controversial but fundamental issues; demonization of dissidents. Distinctions that are clear in principle (though difficult to make in practice, under some circumstances) are asserted to hold between: acts and opinions; opinions and performance; academic freedom and power; symmetrical and asymmetrical power relationships; issue- and person-directed opinions.  In the final part of my talk, I shall raise the question, through a discussion of the case of Andrew Fraser’s treatment by Macquarie University, of whether the Canadian velvet totalitarian administrative disease is starting to infect Australian university administrator

                                                                                                        For web references PTO

Web References
1. University of Toronto’s administration puts Equity Officers in charge of interpreting the university’s speech code: see pp. 21-22 of http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/ice.doc.

2. For my comment on the UBC administration’s suspension of its political science department (which ranked among the top three in Canada, see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/Think%20of%20the%20Salem.doc; for the reaction of some academics to the UBC administration’s late and only partial lifting of the sanctions see http://www.safs.ca/nl12.pdf, article headed “SAFS Board’s Open Letter (#2)”.

3. For my 1993 comment on “Black Thursday”, see piece referring to that day in http://www.safs.ca/nl5.pdf; for a more general commentary on the Canadian campus use of the “sexual harassment” card as a weapon in the armament of the commissar-like equity officers, see Klatt, Heinz (1998). Sexual-harassment policies as all-purpose tools to settle conflicts (for an electronic copy of this book chapter, please email me at furedy@psych.utoronto.ca.

4. For the (Canadian) Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS) explore www.safs.ca for such items as newsletter and issues/cases.

5. For details of this sort of demonization of SAFS, see footnote #4 of http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/vtcc7_af.doc 

6. For details of important distinctions such as acts vs. opinion, see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/Academic%20Freedom.doc 

7. For my memories of my education in the Sydney psychology department (1958-1965), see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/ra/Seminar08_15.doc.

8. For my letter and comments following that letter regarding the Andrew Fraser case, see http://blogs.theaustralian.news.com.au/letters/index.php/theaustralian/comments/academic_freedom_waning_in_the_humanities/
I know that my title does not conform to Polonius's prescription concerning the soul of wit, and for that I apologize. I also know that the title's tone may well be uncomfortable, but for that feature I am unrepentant because, as I hope to show you, my title is accurate, no matter how tactless and polarizing it may be.

I’ll spend most of my time on elaborating and justifying the terms in my title.  Regarding the distinctions that are listed in the second-last sentence of my abstract, and that I think are fundamental to the issue of academic freedom in higher education, I’ll make only make a gross summary statement here, as the handout provides some relevant references that some of you may want to look at later.

Finally, I’m going to raise the issue of the whether what I’ve described as velvet totalitarianism is starting to appear in Australian universities.  I’ll do this by referring to what I take to be a recent example of this tendency. It is an example many of you probably know more of than I do, since I am not as involved in the Australian academe as I was in North America’s during my 40 years of teaching and research there.

Elaboration and Justification of Title's Content and Tone

Academic freedom is, in my view, most appropriately defined as a state where all members of the academic community are evaluated in terms of their academic performance rather than of their opinions, conformity with a certain ideology, or membership in some designated group. For students, this means the freedom to argue for any opinion, and not be downgraded on the basis that an opinion is uncomfortable for, or unacceptable to, one or more members of the academic community, be these fellow students or members of the faculty.

For faculty, academic freedom means the same, so that their opinions, no matter how uncomfortable these may be, should not negatively affect job prospects, promotion, merit pay, and, importantly, the chances of being charged as a racist or sexist. 

The racism and sexism charges are particularly important for faculty for at least two reasons. First, they bear on an individual faculty member's most treasured and fragile possession: her or his academic reputation. 

Second, the charges accuse the faculty member of what is arguably the most serious of academic crimes.  That crime is that the accused not only harbored an ugly and primitive prejudice, but that she or he has also betrayed what is essentially a sacred academic trust: that a faculty member does not allow any prejudice to bias the evaluation of an individual student.  

There are cases where it is difficult to decide whether the bounds of academic freedom have been transgressed, so that ugly prejudice is indeed operating. But this is the case with all conceptually clear distinctions, which should not be abandoned just because there are cases where they are difficult to apply. Would we abandon the distinction between murder and justifiable homicide, just because there are instances where it is difficult to decide which has occurred?

In contrast to this ideal of academic freedom is the culture-of-comfort principle that has been espoused during the last three decades on Canadian campuses. The clearest manifestation of this approach is the introduction of speech codes to all Canadian universities with the exception of two (McMaster University and the University of Western Ontario).

These speech codes vary in wording, scope, and severity. However, all embody the principle that, in addition to certain harassing acts, there are also harassing opinions which constitute unacceptable behavior. These codes, moreover, all go beyond the hate laws of Canadian society which themselves have a totalitarian aspect, inasmuch as they criminalize not just acts, but also opinions. 

Canadian universities began appointing “Equity Officers” in the late eighties.  For these positions it is not necessary to hold even a higher university degree, whereas since the 1960s, a doctoral-level higher degree in the relevant discipline is necessary for a faculty appointment.  One of the roles that equity officers were given was to interpret speech codes.  I give a detailed account of the granting of this role by the University of Toronto to its equity officers in the first reference in your handout. 

In addition to their task of interpreting speech codes, equity officers, even in those two universities that did not have speech codes, were allocated responsibility for giving faculty advice on the curriculum. To use a local example again from my own institution—the University of Toronto-- which is arguably Canada’s most eminent university, and likes to think of itself as the “Harvard of the North”, a 41-person committee was established in 1991.  The mandate of this committee was to "determine whether there is anything in the curriculum which might be offensive to a member of a minority or disadvantaged group".  

A detailed account of the birth, development and name changes of this committee is given in ref. #1 under the header “A committee is born”, but suffice it to say that partly because of the size of the committee and its mandate, I thought and still think, that the term “Purity Platoon” is appropriate, and easier to remember than the ultimate acronym, PACRRARI1. 

In this culture-of-comfort environment, where avoidance of a "chilly climate" is a paramount consideration, there is no real academic freedom. It is subjectively assessed comfort that determines what can be said not only by faculty, but also by student members of the academic community

It is sometimes thought that the comfort criterion interferes and conflicts with academic freedom only in relatively spectacular cases. Such a case comes from the University of British Columbia (UBC). Because some graduate students in the political science department were made uncomfortable by some statements of some faculty, the President, in June, 1995, suspended further admissions to the graduate program of the whole department.    This act by UBC’s administration smeared the academic reputations of at least every member of that department, if not of every member of UBC's faculty.  Reference #2 provides my view of the act in an op ed published in one of Canada’s major newspapers, as well as a more general chapter on the sexual-harassment knife that Canadian equity officers have also wielded.

Earlier, in November, 1993, on two separate Canadian campuses, the comfort-criterion axe was wielded in a similarly crude way by the administrations of the University of New Brunswick (UNB) and McGill. In the UNB case, a professor of mathematics had written a piece on "date rape" in the local student paper, which essentially espoused a conservative Muslim perspective.

On the grounds that this piece was offensive or uncomfortable to some students, the Administration (President and Vice-President of Academic Affairs) immediately suspended the professor.  Only after this act did the UNB’s administration conduct an investigation, which is akin to having the hanging before having the trial.  

And, as it turned out, the investigation indicated that the professor had not legally contravened Canada's civil hate laws, nor even UNB's more rigorous speech code.  But UNB had the hubris to mount a formal conference on academic freedom, where its public stance was that it had not abused academic freedom, but rather was engaged in the discussion of this concept, and the so-called wise balancing of freedom of speech with the needs of designated groups (such as women, who needed to be protected from “sexual harassment” as it was conceived by the university’s equity officers).

FOR A SUMMARY OF THE CASE AGAINST SUCH A SO-CALLED BALANCE, SEE, E.G., http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/rackutb.doc.

Meanwhile, at McGill University, and on the same day (see ref #3), a public lecture by an American researcher to the department of psychiatry on the false memory syndrome was broken up by a feminist group led by a faculty member.  This group considered the speaker's position on this controversial subject to be too offensive for the speaker to be allowed to finish his lecture.

That was bad enough, but what was worse was that the administration of McGill did not reschedule the lecture. Thus the impression was left that on one of Canada's premier universities, an interest group in an audience was in a better position to decide what could and could not be discussed on campus, than the members of the department considered to be expert in the relevant field.

Actually, back in 1990, a couple of equity officers at the University of Western Ontario used their expertise to launch a sexual harassment charge against a male professor of psychology who taught a seminar in child development.  Now I’m all for punishing male faculty who use their academic status to obtain sexually harass their female students, but let me read you this professor’s  account to me of his story.

It was my custom to ask the students to wear name tags to allow me to address them by names. One day, a young woman, Lucrecia, raised her hand but did not have her name tag. I asked her to identify herself, which in a charming and playful way and with a smile she refused to do. In front of the entire class, I then tried to remember her name and the whole class enjoyed the playful exchange. I did remember that her name was unusual and that it started with Lu or La. When, finally, I tried La-Luce she agreed and said "Lucky Lucy." I then repeated "Lucky Lucy" and the nickname stuck. 


At the end of the year, two other women (with final marks of 55%) complained to the Sexual Harassment Officers that they were so perturbed by my calling Lucrecia "Lucky Lucy" that they could not study anymore. Without ever contacting or informing me, the two SH Officers charged me with "repeated and serious sexual harassment in the classroom." 


According to our SH Policy the investigator was obliged to interview the culprit and the victim, and only those. Lucy, however, was not called to testify. To the contrary, Lucy requested that she be interviewed.  This was strenuously resisted by the investigator (a college president from elsewhere), because he anticipated what the "victim" would say. Lucy, however, insisted and, finally, was interviewed, at which occasion, in tears, she told him off as a corrupt official. In addition, she wrote a letter saying how much she loved the course and how innocent the exchange between her and me, in fact, was. She signed her letter "Lucky Lucy"!

In these and other cases, the culture-of-comfort criterion was imposed in a sufficiently crude way as to attract media attention. However, there are many subtle, but significant, ways in which the comfort criterion can pervert academic freedom, and undermine higher education, as even senior and secure faculty give way to velvet totalitarian pressures.

Again, I’ll take an example close to my academic home.  A tenured and well respected faculty member in my department, a specialist in physiological psychology, told a newspaper reporter in 1995 of how he had often in the past referred to the fact that, on the average, there is a sex-related difference in number of fibres in the corpus callosum (which connects the brain's two hemispheres).  The difference is that, on the average, males have more connecting fibres than females.


In an effort to indicate the critical difference between well-known facts and their widely divergent interpretations, he noted there are at least two interpretations of this anatomical sex difference.  On the one hand, men may be more intelligent, because they have more fibres.  On the other hand, women may be more intelligent because they don’t need as many fibers to do the same work as men. The professor has abandoned this humorous and illuminating example in classroom instruction, after he was approached by several female students who informed him that they were made uncomfortable by his remarks.

Many faculty in Canada now admit, in private conversation and even in media interviews, that they censor their language not only when they are explicitly informed that they have made certain students uncomfortable, but also in anticipation of what some students may take objection to. 

Of course it is understandable why, as an individual, my physiological-psychologist colleague would prefer to make a relatively minor adjustment to what he says in class.  He could say that this sort of self censorship is the most rational response.  It avoids a long-drawn-out case which could only harm his academic reputation, as well as putting a considerable strain on his emotional, intellectual, and financial resources. In addition, his self censorship also protects his ability to obtain external funds that support not only his laboratory, but also the income of his graduate students. 

Consider the university in which this sort of self-censorship is the right choice.  It is indeed an institution where comfort rather than the search for truth is the guiding principle.

 It is in this sense that, even without any spectacular cases which come to the attention of the media, Canadian campuses have quietly been transformed from institutions of higher education devoted to the examination of a diversity of contradictory and controversial ideas into adult day-care centres where comfort is the dominant criterion of what topics are raised, and how the discussion of these topics proceeds.

We must all be constantly vigilant against bias, but the bias has to be demonstrated to occur in the individual case through a fair process of investigation.  For that investigation to be fair, it must be sensitive not only to the problems of the accuser, but also to the problems of the accused. If the bias is demonstrated, then the offending individual must be punished proportionally to the seriousness of the academic crime (for that is what it is).

Then there is the issue of ‘systemic’ bias or discrimination. Many argue that a finding that a particular group is under-represented in a university is clear evidence of a bias against that group.  For example, the proportion of women in mathematics departments of high-status universities is markedly less than that in the general population.  Those who argue for the evidential status of such findings for a charge of bias often refer to “systemic” sexism or racism.

However, an elementary reductio ad absurdum of this view is provided by recognizing that it entails that, for example, the fact that white basketball players are under-represented in the NBA, constitutes evidence of systemic anti-white racism in that organization.  The same holds for basketball players who are short.  These  shorties are also under represented in the NBA.

Now to come to what is probably the most controversial aspect of the long title of my paper, I am aware that my use of a term like totalitarian in the Canadian campus context is offensive to some, and may seem to others to be inappropriate. Without the qualifier velvet, the term totalitarian is obviously not applicable to democratic societies like that in Canada. 

Nevertheless, I suggest that, aside from the severity of punishment (which is, of course, an absolutely crucial difference - hence my reference to velvet totalitarianism), other features of totalitarianism do apply to the current Canadian campus scene. Most striking, perhaps, is that in totalitarian societies, the comfort criterion takes precedence over considerations of truth in general and fairness to individuals in particular. Comfort is essentially conformity to institutional ideology. It is, in fact, the comfort of a particular ideology that is protected, rather than that of freedom of opinion of all individuals. 

So under Communist regimes like Stalin's, Mao's, and Castro's, Nazi regimes like Hitler's Germany and (during the early 1940s) European countries under the Nazi yoke, and Calvin's regime in Geneva, it was the comfort of, or adherence to, the prevailing ideology that took precedence over truth and justice. 

In these regimes anything that went against the prevailing ideology, or was deemed to be uncomfortable for people who espoused that ideology, was severely punished without any attention paid either to whether the dissident opinion was true, or to due process in condemning and punishing the offending individuals.

Except for the severity of the punishment, which is, of course, a crucial difference, I suggest that same situation holds on most Canadian campuses, where the ideology which is protected is that of the politics of identity or biopolitics. Individuals who are accused of making others uncomfortable by being, say, "insensitive to equity issues", are punished with the same degree of unfairness  as has been the lot of those who are labeled as "enemies of the people" in totalitarian regimes, where, of course, "people" really connotes the prevailing ideology and not the people at all.

Moreover, in Canada it appears that the comfort criterion operates more strongly on campus than off it. There are many faculty who report that they feel freer to discuss controversial issues like average race differences in intelligence with their off-campus acquaintances than with fellow members of their academic community.

  It is in this sense that the expression "islands of repression in a sea of freedom" that was first used by an American political scientist in the 80s, is a cap that, unfortunately, fits the Canadian campus of today.

More specifically, I would defend the applicability of the term velvet totalitarianism to Canadian campuses, because there are at least five features that are all marks of totalitarianism. 

The first totalitarian feature is the presence of uninterpretable laws. A totalitarian example of this is that in countries behind the former Iron Curtain there was no specification of what it meant to, for instance, be a crypto-capitalist, and therefore punishable as an enemy of the people. A Canadian campus velvet totalitarian parallel is the charge of being a “racist””, where this term is not specified in such objective, legally specifiable behavior as refusing publicly advertised rental accommodation on the basis of race.  Rather, the ugly charge of racial prejudice can be laid simply on the subjective basis that someone is offended by an opinion that is felt to be a racist opinion.  And it is the presence of speech codes, interpretable only by the commissar-like equity officers, that supports this completely subjective use of the race card on Canadian campuses.

These speech codes vary in the severity of their formulation, as well as the enthusiasm with which they are implemented by the university administration and its equity officers. What these Canadian speech codes have in common, is that offense or harassment is defined not in terms of what the forbidden expressions are, but in terms of whether (usually designated-group) individuals are likely to be offended. 

You will recall that the concept that it is the equity officers who should decide what is and is not offensive speech was espoused by my own university administration.  As I mentioned before, I was told that the equity officers who were in the best position to determine whether the speech code had been transgressed by my hypothetical example about a difference in average parenting success between hetero sexual and homosexual couples.

The second feature is the presence and power of unqualified pseudo experts. The clearest totalitarian instance of this sort of figure is the Soviet commissar, who gave advice and even orders on matters concerning which he had no expertise. 

Canadian campus equity officers, who give advice on academic disciplinary issues like the nature of the curriculum, or what faculty should be hired, are commissar-like figures. On North American campuses even colleagues in the same department and the same area within a discipline were once considered to be out of line if they gave advice to other faculty members concerning how and what to teach in their classes. 

Now faculty are expected to accept advice from these "equity commissars," who are not only unqualified in the particular discipline, but often do not even have the requisite general academic background (i.e., a higher degree and experience in the nature of higher education).

Actually, such advice from an ignorant source not only interferes with my academic freedom, but also, and more importantly, interferes with the academic freedom of students in my class.  Those students are entitled to an education in the discipline that I teach, rather than to indoctrination in an ideology that is determined by the commissar-like equity officer, who is ignorant of that discipline. It is in this sense that I suggest that the culture of comfort is at least as detrimental to the academic freedom of students as it is to that of faculty.

A third feature is status-defined ethics. In a totalitarian society, acts of torture and murder are permissible provided the agent is a member of the secret police, and the victim is a "crypto capitalist" (in a communist dictatorship) or a "Zionist conspirator" (in a Nazi dictatorship). 

The current velvet totalitarian parallel is the apparent belief that it is alright to stereotype, say, Anglo-Saxon white males, but not non-Anglo-Saxon, nonwhite, non-males. Of course there is a huge difference between being killed and being stereotyped, which is why I use the qualifier “velvet” in describing the current Canadian campus scene.

A fourth velvet totalitarian feature is freezing fear of engaging in public discussion of controversial but fundamental issues. In totalitarian societies the taboo is against the discussion of any real political issues. In Canadian academia there seems to be a parallel situation. 

For example, in 1993 a professor of sociology at Carleton University in Ottawa asserted in class that, in his view, bi-sexuals who knew they had AIDS and yet continued their sexual activities without telling their partners, were psychopaths. This assertion was deemed to be offensive by some students, and by that afternoon an administrative letter of reprimand had reached the professor.

 About a week later I was contacted in Toronto for a radio interview on this case. At the beginning of our conversation I asked the interviewer what the opinion of the local academics was. 

The interviewer replied that he had contacted about a dozen Ottawa academics, and to a woman/man they all declined to publicly discuss, let alone defend, academic freedom, although they were happy to discuss any other topic like global warming, privatization, and so on. This is just one small indication of a more general reluctance to discuss such issues in any public way that is present on Canadian campuses.

The fifth feature is demonization of dissidents. We are familiar with the ways in which totalitarian regimes exaggerate the power of dissidents or undesirables.  I see a similar trend in the way in which people and organizations are maligned by those on the velvet totalitarian side.   An instance in Canada is reaction to the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS: see ref. #4).  SAFS defends the academic freedom of all individual faculty and students, and also asserts that only merit should be employed in determining such academic competitions as gaining a tenure-stream appointment in a high-status university.

 SAFS has been characterized as a bunch of white-male professors (sometimes terms like "homophobic" and "aging" are also thrown in for good measure), who are concerned only to maintain their almost complete powers and privileges; at one point it was called “racist”.  Ref. # 5 documents this demonization of SAFS in the early nineties by groups that included various equity officers, as well as the Philosophy Department at Brock University.

 In all these instances, of course, demonization is a much more convenient way of dealing with a dissident voice than the alternative of dealing with the arguments that the dissidents raise. And demonization works too. Fearful people shun the demonized, especially when the racist epithet is employed by the demonizers.


Well, regarding the distinctions that are listed in my abstract, the details of and rationale of these distinctions is provided in ref. #6.  The distinctions are particularly relevant for the high-level administrators who run universities, and who, therefore, are ultimately responsible for ensuring that universities stick to their central mission of education through the search for truth, rather than the velvet totalitarian mission of indoctrination through the search for comfort.  


And perhaps I should add that it was education rather than indoctrination that the University of Sydney gave me from 1958-65.  As detailed in reference #7, this was a time and place when the university’s administrators in general, and the head of the psychology department in particular, had a clear idea of the nature and importance of academic freedom, and the difference between education and indoctrination.

A recent Australian example of institutional velvet totalitarianism: Macquarie University’s UNB-like treatment of Andrew Fraser

You will recall that I talked about the 1993 Uni. New Brunswick administration’s abuse of the academic freedom of a mathematics professor and of his students.  Well, in 2006, a year after my return home, I came across a rather similar case of an Australian academic, Andrew Fraser. 

Fraser, a lecturer in law at Macquarie University, had written controversial article on emigration that was felt to be racist by some readers.  The university’s administration, in an eerie echo of UNB’s action against its mathematics professor, forbade Fraser to teach his law classes.  Ref. #8 contains a letter from me to The Australian on this velvet totalitarian act by the university’s administration, as well as some other comments on this issue.

I want to note two points.  First, at a later time, and in a different context, the university’s vice-chancellor, Steven Schwartz, correctly claimed that it is absolutely fundamental for universities to safeguard academic freedom, and to defend the right and responsibility of academics to decide on the content of their courses.  However, though correct, this claim was weakened by the fact that it was the VC’s administration that abused the academic freedom not only of Fraser, but also of the students he was teaching.

Second, I should emphasize that although it is contingently true that most of the current velvet totalitarians are on the left of the left-right political spectrum, and although it is also contingently true, and has been for some time, that most the non-hard-science academics are also on the left, there is a truth that matters more.  This truth that is there has been a gradual weakening of the enlightenment principle of education by the opposing totalitarian principle of indoctrination.

So in my view, and contrary to most of the commentators who sent messages that can be read in Ref. #9, one should not focus either on the content of what is taught, or the position of most academics on the left-right or any other political spectrum.  Rather, the focus in a university in a free or open society should be on education through the conflict of ideas, instead of indoctrination.

Finally, you probably noticed that all my examples of Canadian campus VT are from the nineteen nineties, so you may well ask what the current situation is like.  One difference is that there are no longer such extreme, media-noticeable cases of the abuse of academic freedom.  However, as I can detail during the discussion session, the power of, and financial investment in, the commissar-like equity-officer bureaucracy has been steadily growing, as Canadian universities enter into their third decade of the reign of velvet totalitarianism.  

1 Presidential Advisory Committee on Race Relations (PACRR) added three words to it-- anti-racism initiatives--so that it became PACRRARI.) Five sub-committees (one of which was in charge of curriculum) were established. And its budget demanded $250,000 for the next five years.
