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Some Socratic to Sophistic shifts in Australian universities: A fifty-year

Perspective
Outline of talk to Sydney Realists by John Furedy (Sep 13, 2011), based on chapter in a projected book (Dysfunctional Australian Universities, edited by Jim Allan)

For comments please email furedy@psych.utoronto.ca

INTRODUCTION

1.
Basis of perspective: Sydney University student (1958-65) and University of Toronto active faculty member (1967-2005), emeritus back in Sydney (2005).

2.
Writings (with collaborator Christine Furedy, née Roche) on shifts from Socratic to Sophistic direction in North American (including Canadian) higher education (see, e.g., http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/te/100psy2.doc).

3.
Basis of the Socratic/Sophistic distinction and exemplification: search for truth vs. homo mensura; logic vs. rhetoric.

THE SEVEN SOPHISTIC SHIFTS

1. Change from how to think (education in its real sense) to what to think (education in the sense of indoctrination); students as independent thinkers vs as indoctrinated disciples.

2. From ad res to ad hominem forms of argument.

3. Weakening of the concept of academic freedom.  Three illustrations of this progressive homo mensura, Sophistic shift:

3.1
The Senate censure of John Anderson at Sydney University in 1931

3.2
Archbishop Gough’s 1961 criticisms of philosophers and psychologists who taught ‘free love’* 

3.3
Macquarie University’s prevention of Andrew Fraser’s  “corrupting the youth” in his law lectures 2005-6. For some recent comments see:

http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/academ06.htm.

4. From independent inquiry or the Socratic search for truth to the Sophistic concept of the university as dependent tool of society/industry (“relevance”) or of social engineering (“equity”). 

5. From Socratic definition of key terms by argument (part of the examined life, ridiculed by ivory tower and angels dancing on the head of a pin) towards a Sophistic by-experts agreement. 

5.1. In Socrates’ time the term piety is illustrated by the Euthophro and the Sophistic approach is the condemnation of Socrates for impiety by democratic, homo mensura means.

5.2. From fairness to “equity”; equality of opportunity vs. equality of outcomes.

6.
From a Socratic objective, elitist performance assessment towards a Sophistic (homo mensura) subjective, democratic/populist identity assessment of both students and academics

6.1
For students from exam results to interviews and special scholarships based on ethnicity and “gender” (sex).

6.2
For academics the most significant change is the introduction of the opinion-poll method of evaluating university teaching.  The homo-mensura worm introduced into the undergrad classroom with student as consumer rather than learner.
6.2.1
Rationale: Restore importance of teaching relative to research in the evaluation of faculty. 

6.2.2
Unintended consequence:  Behavior shaping of individual, especially younger, faculty for whom student-as-consumer is the only system s/he knows.

7.
Sophistic shift from merit as the sole criterion of evaluation (fair) to “equity” (unfair).  For conflict between merit and “equity”, see research on current Australian tenure-stream advertisements: http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/me/Balance_merit10.doc. For more general pieces on current conflict between merit and equity, see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/equity.htm
BEYOND THE IVORY TOWER: SOCIETAL SPECULATIONS

1. The continuum of ability to differentiate, with grunts of pleasure vs. grunts of pain at the extreme Sophistic end.

2.  The “climate change”  “global warming” doctrine as an example of the Sophistic shift.  Parallel to the Trinity Doctrine of the Nicene Creed (4th century).

3. The influence of political correctness in promoting individual self censorship even by prominent academics who are communicating with the public.

A recent example is of an evolutionary biologist, Robert Brookes, who did not want to appear to prop up sexism or injustice in the way he wrote of the evolution of sex (see http://www.abc.net.au:80/classic/throsby/stories/s3309888.htm).
*Note to section 3.2 of the Seven Sophistic Shifts

For an account of the Archbishop Gough affair see http://escholarship.usyd.edu.au/journals/index.php/SSR/article/view/655/636.  For my own view of the weakening of academic freedom at the University of Toronto (1967-2007), see http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/af/Academ_40yr.doc. 

