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In Assessing UBC's Decision, Think of the Salem Witch Hunts 
by John Furedy, Globe & Mail, July 20, 1995 

In an editorial last month (UBC's Brush With Political Correctness - June 22), The Globe and Mail trenchantly evaluated the University of British Columbia's decision to suspend admissions to the graduate program of the political science department because of unproven allegations of systematic racism and sexism in a report that named no specific individuals. Canadian campuses have indeed become sites "of the most cringing conformity," but in some respects the situation is worse than during the McCarthy investigations (a comparison made in the editorial), and might be more appropriately likened to the Salem witch hunts. 

In the McCarthy era in North America, the primary attacks on academic freedom came from outside the campus, while the academic community (students and faculty) either resisted vocally or, at worst, said nothing; few were active in attacking the then politically incorrect (i.e. leftist) academics. In contrast, the attack at UBC on the current politically incorrect came from inside the academic community: from students, some faculty and the harassment bureaucracy. In Salem, too, the accusers were from the community itself. 

The McCarthy era was perhaps less harmful to academic freedom, because the attacks were on the basis of relatively clearly specified acts (e.g. refusing to sign a loyalty oath) by specific individuals. At UBC, on the other hand, the charge of "creating a chilly climate" levelled against the professors is vague in the extreme (cf. being charged as a "crypto capitalist" under Soviet totalitarianism, or as a Jewish sympathizer under Nazi totalitarianism). Both the accusation and the punishment (by UBC;s president) are directed in a collectivist way at the department as a whole, setting the precedent for similar witch hunts against any university department. 

Since the late 1980s, many Canadian campus administrators have either attacked or failed to defend individual academic reputations when spurious allegations have been made; they have cravenly given in to pressure groups. In 1989, for instance, the University of Toronto failed to protect the academic reputation and right to teach, without harassment, of Professor Jeanne Cannizzo, because certain "anti-racist" pressure groups accused her of racism. In 1993, the University of New Brunswick suspended Professor Matin Yaqzan for remarks he made in a university newspaper, and only afterward began to investigate his behaviour. At the same time, McGill University failed to reschedule a public lecture sponsored by its department of psychiatry after the lecturer was shouted down by a group of feminists led by an academic - a professor of psychology. 

Still, these and other examples of administrative Canadian campus cowardice involved only individual academic reputations. What is new in the UBC case is that a whole department, and hence the university itself, is smeared with charges of "persuasive" sexism and racism. One wonders whether a prospective student who retains a modicum of academic self-respect will wish to apply to a university that fails to ensure due process in matters of academic freedom. 

There are two other sets of players whose reactions are important. Perhaps not surprisingly, as Globe reporter Doug Saunders wrote on June 24 (Harassment Policies Aim to Heat Up "Chilly Climate"), "sexual harassment officials say they are enthusiastic about "chilly climate" policies and hope to see them used more widely." The convenor of the eight-member "equity officers advisory board" (which operates with an annual budget of $1.5 million) of the University of Toronto, Paddy Stamp, is quoted as asserting both that "it is necessary that any large organization be prepared to undertake such an investigation," and that such policies allow universities to address complaints that are not covered by laws or human-rights codes." 

Ms. Stamp has apparently forgotten that when the advisory board was formed, it was she who assured the University of Toronto's academic community that her group "would safeguard, not endanger, academic freedom" (U of T Bulletin, June 7, 1993). In light of her comments on the UBC case, I feel quite "harassed" about the sort of "safeguarding" of academic freedom that she and her other equity- advisory officers have in mind for my university. 

But what of the traditional defenders of academic freedom, the faculty associations and unions? In the attacks on individuals such as those cited above, Canadian academic organizations have remained essentially mute. They have defended "guild" academic freedom when tenure has been attacked; but faculty associations have largely ignored individuals whose academic reputations have been smeared, where real academic is at issue. This is why groups such as the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship are growing in strength across Canada. 

Now that some academic administrators have panicked and maligned the reputations of whole departments, perhaps Canadian faculty associations will finally wake up and join those who are struggling to restore academic freedom and reduce the state of silent terror that has Canadian campuses in its grip, and that has indeed transformed them from bastions of free speech and open inquiry into institutions of "the most cringing conformity." 

