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Unpublished letter sent to Varsity, December, 2003

ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND THE PALESTINIAN SOLIDARITY CONFERENCE 



President Birgeneau was right to deny the original proposal of the Arab Students Collective (ASC) to hold a conference on campus that explicitly excluded those who did not support the organizers’ views, such as the Palestinians’ "right of return". For the university as an institution, the central issue is not that of the relations between Palestinians and Israelis, but one of academic freedom. On the same academic-freedom grounds, I would have approved of the university's denial of a hypothetical request by a hypothetical “Greater-Israel Students Collective” to hold a meeting which barred anyone who did not agree, for example, that modern Israel's borders should correspond to those in King David's time.

At the time that the ASC’s proposal was rejected by the university’s administration, as the Varsity reported ("Provocative Manji divides audience", Nov 27) Hillel did hold a meeting where the speaker and many members of the audience expressed disagreement with each other. There are places like some churches and some totalitarian political organizations where dissent from “doctrine” or ideology is explicitly ruled out, but no university that treats academic freedom seriously should associate itself with this sort of intolerance, no matter what the content of the favored doctrine may be. President Birgeneau (in contrast to some other presidents of Canadian campuses) and Hillel (in contrast to some other organizations) seem to understand this fundamental aspect of universities that are privileged to exist in what the philosopher Karl Popper called "open societies".

In the event, the organizers of the conference modified their terms, and the university’s administration allowed their meeting By most accounts (e.g., Independent Weekly, Dec 4, 2003, “Al Awda conference takes place peacefully”), no harm has resulted from it.

Freedom of speech that includes the civilized discussion of opposing points of view on emotionally-laden, inflammatory issues is an important aspect of academic freedom, which itself should be viewed as belonging not only to faculty but also to student members of the academic community. So the university's reversal of its earlier refusal to allow this group to hold a conference on campus seems to me to be consistent with the freedom-of-speech aspect of academic freedom.

The academic community (students and faculty, and the organizations that represent them) should control the form, but not the content, of such discussions. When in March 2003, York's President ensured that Dr Daniel Pipes would be heard on campus on the controversial topic of “Barriers to peace in the Middle East’” she was following this principle. In contrast, York's Federation of Students and its Faculty Association advocated preventing Dr. Pipes from speaking. I hope that as individuals, both students and faculty understand the content/form distinction, and deal with positions they consider not only mistaken but even immoral by censuring rather than trying to censor them.

John J. Furedy
Psychology

