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Academic Freedom Canadian Faculty

Associations and SAFS

John Furedy
Until recently, the media have generally accepted that faculty associations are the font of wisdom when it comes to getting information on the complex topic of academic freedom. Recently, SAFS was said not to have "fought the battle" for academic freedom by the President of the University of Toronto Faculty Association (W. Graham, letter of May 24, 1994 to the Globe & Mail). I responded to Dr. Graham's letter and edited versions of this response were published in the June 13 issue of the University of Toronto Bulletin ("Academic freedom: Real vs. guild" and in the June 20 Globe & Mail ("Academic freedom"). The full version is provided here, with some additional comments.

Real versus guild academic freedom
Bill Graham, president of the University of Toronto Faculty Association (UTFA), asserted in his letter of May 24 ("Cannizzo affair") that it is groups like UTFA that "are most active in defence of academic freedom" rather than, for instance, the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS). However, especially in the last decade, Canadian faculty associations have merely defended a kind of guild academic freedom, and not real academic freedom, which is the principle of freedom of speech and thought, not just for faculty, but for the whole academic community, including students.

The formation of SAFS (after the Cannizzo case) reflects a growing fear among many Canadian scholars that faculty associations have become mainly concerned with issues related to job security and, in many instances, the captives of special interest groups with narrow political agendas. As a result of cases like the Cannizzo affair, SAFS, which began with a handful of members only three years ago, now has over 300 members in Canadian institutes of higher education from coast to coast. It is committed to the principle of real academic freedom. So, in the November 1993 case of Martin Yaqzan, the University of New Brunswick (UNB) professor who was suspended for his controversial remarks in a university newspaper, SAFS was the only Canadian organization outside UNB to censure the university administration. The UNB Faculty Association appeared mainly concerned with obtaining a good financial settlement for Prof. Yaqzan, and once that goal was obtained, has said little about the general principle of freedom of speech.

Again, SAFS has been the only Canadian academic organiza​tion to oppose, in principle, the notion of any speech code in institutes of higher education, such as that proposed in the Ontario Government's Zero Tolerance Framework. As I wrote in March to David Cooke, the Ontario Minister of Education and Training, "SAFS is against the spirit of the document you have issued, quite aside from whatever changes in the wording that may be made," because acceptance of any speech code "means that universities will become institutions of indoctrina​tion and not education".

In contrast, other academic groups (including faculty associa​tions and the national body, the Canadian Association of University Teachers, which Graham claims are "most active in defence of academic freedom") have generally accepted the speech code principle, merely questioning the wording. Thus, in reply to my letter of criticism, David Cooke was quite correct in stating that most other academic organizations appeared to be happy with the basic principles that lie behind the Ontario Government's Zero Tolerance Framework.

Up to the early seventies faculty associations defended real rather than guild academic freedom, and one hopes that they will return to this goal. In the meantime, organizations like SAFS will continue to fill the recent need in Canada to defend the principle of freedom of speech for all members of the community in institutes of higher education.

Further comments

This is not the first time that UTFA's and SAFS's concepts of academic freedom have diverged. One occasion was when the 41-member Presidential Advisory Committee on Race Relations (which I dubbed the "Purity Platoon") was formed. Its initial mandate included checking for any material in texts or lectures that "may be offensive to a member of some minority or disadvantaged group". In its 1991 report, the committee recommended that the curriculum be reformed to eliminate racism and be more "inclusive". I wrote to the University of Toronto Bulletin to suggest that the committee's existence and activities were in conflict with academic freedom (Bulletin, April, 1992, "Academic Freedom at Risk"). As UTFA's president, however, Professor Graham seemed to think that there was no conflict. Academic freedom's important feature, he said, was "certainly to be able to broaden one's knowledge, to step out of narrow boundaries, and to be more inclusive." (University of Toronto Bulletin, December 14, 1992).

To take a more recent example, although UTFA objected to some of the wording of the recent Zero Tolerance Framework (ZTF) that the Ontario Government put forward in early 1994, it accepted the "milder" formulation for a speech code that the [Academic Board of the University of Toronto adopted in the spring of 1994. At the board meeting, Professor Graham expressed strong objections to some of the Framework's wording but did not object in principle to speech codes for institutes of higher education. In contrast, I argued that any kind of speech code was inappropriate and I opposed the board's code.

UTFA has not encouraged discussion of this speech code nor explored the various ambiguities of it, which were recognized even by the Academic Board itself.

However, the Faculty Association of McMaster University opposed the ZTF in principle, rather than just objecting to some of the wording and, hence, appears to have a concept of academic freedom similar to that of SAFS. McMaster appears to be the exception.

Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.
John Milton, Areopagitica
