	Back to Academic Freedom 
	Home Page


ACADEMIC FREEDOM CANNOT BE “BALANCED” AGAINST OFFENSIVENESS

This is letter to be published in Jan 15, 2001 UofT Bulletin 



While I condemn the tone of Prof. Charles Rackoff's remarks on the memorials for the Montreal murders, I am also disturbed by President Robert Birgeneau's remark, reported in the National Post, Dec. 8, about the "difficulty in balancing deeply disturbing views expressed by members of our community with the university's fundamental principle of free speech".

The president's use of the term "balance" seems to imply that if a view is sufficiently "deeply disturbing" to a sufficiently large number of individuals, this can outweigh ("on balance") the principle of free speech.

Unless an opinion is actually illegal (e.g., is deemed so under Canada's hate speech laws), in which case there is no issue of "balance", the principle of free speech should hold no matter how offensive both the form and the content of the stated opinion may be, especially in a university. In other words, in Canadian society, and especially at a university, if speech is legal, it is free, and nothing needs to be weighed in the balance. This principle, applies, by the way, not only to fauclty but also student members of the academic community. It is up to individuals to judge the tone and content both of Prof. Rackoff's remarks, as well as of the two-metre "F--- of Rackoff" banner that students hoisted in reply; the administration should unequivocally defend the academic freedom of all on campus without invoking concepts like "balance".

Recently, all Canadian campuses have introduced speech codes (i.e., policies that restrict not only offensive behavior, but also offensive speech) which go beyond off-campus legal restrictions, and which have justified the comment that these campuses are "islands of repression in a sea of freedom". It is this Canadian campus context that requires extra vigilance on the part of the academic community, when the leader of Canada's leading university suggests that academic freedom can be "balanced" against the degree of offensiveness of an expression of opinion.
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