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Academic Freedom vs. Power in the Academic Faculty-and-Student Community: A Pre-socratic, Conflict-of-Ideas Perspective on Enquiry 

John J. Furedy, University of Toronto 

Paper for working conference on "Academic Issues in Canadian Institutions of Higher Education: Focus on Fundamentals", Toronto, June, 1998. 

Higher education is, or should be, principled: based on propositions that provide primary ideal goals. In outlining my view of these principles, I propose some basic distinctions which I suggest are important, even though they may not be easy to apply in certain gray-area cases. I then consider the view's pre- Socratic origins, concluding with comments about the relevance of this tradition for Canadian universities. 

SEVEN PRINCIPLES OF HIGHER EDUCATION: SOME DISTINCTIONS CLARIFIED AND CONCEPTS DEFENDED Seven is a lucky number (and thankfully less than Luther's ninety-four). I hope that by distinguishing the interrelated principles below, it will be easier for critics to bring out specific rather than global objections to my arguments. 

1. The central mission of the academic community is epistemologogical--the search for truth. 

Because I take a realist view of epistemology (that there can be an increase in knowledge of the world, but that--contrary to naive realism--knowledge is always falible), I have formulated the central mission as one where the academic community (comprising both faculty and students) is engaged not in establishing the truth, but rather in the search for truth. Although this search tends to be more straightforward in the hard sciences than in the humanities, there is the possibility of error in all disciplines, and disagreements are therefore expected even in the "hardest" of sciences. (This sort of hard-science dispute is exemplified, for instance, by Einstein's disagreement with his younger colleagues like Heisenberg and Bohr, colleagues who argued for indeterminacy in quantum physics).

To argue that the search for truth is the university's central mission is not to say that it is the only mission. Nor is it to suggest that members of the academic community are motivated only by this central mission, and are not influenced by other factors such as greed, envy, fear, selfishness, and even altruism of the Mother-Theresa sort. 

2. Academic freedom should belong equally to all members of the academic community. 

Although there is a variety of conceptualizations of academic freedom, I suggest that its essence is the right of all members of the academic community to be evaluated in terms of academic performance, rather than on the basis of conformity with some ideology, or on the basis of membership of some designated group (however deserving of support on other grounds that group may be). To say this does not imply that the judgments of academic performance will always be sound. Far from it. 

3. Academic power should vary with expertise in the relevant discipline or disciplines, and so cannot be egalitorian. 

Here I think of academic power as the amount of influence an individual has in situations where there is an academic dispute about alternative actions--for example, evaluating faculty or student work, or making changes in the curriculum. In contrast to academic freedom, academic power should be unequal and roughly proportional to expertise in the relevant discipline or disciplines. Academic power tends to be correlated with academic rank, but this correlation is far from perfect. For example, over an issue involving expertise in chemistry, a full professor of psychology like me should have less academic power than an undergraduate chemistry major, because my education in chemistry ceased after junior high-school. In this sense of academic power, disciplinary expertise is more important than academic rank. 

On more general aspects of academic functions such as PhD supervision, there is a greater correlation between power and rank, in that only members of the professoriate will typically have had the experience of supervising PhD research. Still, even in such cases, greater power does not necessarily imply that, in a dispute, the individual with more expertise will always be right. The only implication is that, other things equal, the individual with greater academic power will be right more often than the one with less power. 

Accordingly there is, quite properly, a hierarchy of academic power. The next two principles deal with two characteristics of the hierarchy which, in the current jargon, may be labelled as "elitism" and "non-inclusivity." 

4. Appropriate elitism in the university is based on systematically assessed intellectual performance. 

Performance differences exist among all levels of the academic community, although they are somewhat easier to measure validly among introductory-level undergraduate students than they are among senior full professors. I do not suggest that the *reasons* for these individual differences are clear, or that they lie only in differences of intellectual ability. But the fact is that there are performance differences, and these tend to lead to status differences even among individuals who hold the same academic rank. Moreover, since levels of productivity also shift within the same individual as a function of time, it is to be expected that subtle and sometimes even marked changes of relative status will occur during any individual's academic career. 

5. Appropriate non-inclusiveness in the university is based on academic, discipline-related expertise. 

There are, in my view, at least two categories of legitimate exclusion in academic decision-making: (a) exclusion of members of the non-academic community [rich or prominent individuals, influential interest groups (represented recently on Canadian campuses by "officers" who are purportedly expert in "equity issues")] from decisions relating to curriculum development and research directions in the university; (b) exclusion of individual members of the academic community from decisions that require expertise (in a discipline or disciplines) that those individuals do not possess. An instance would be my claim (Furedy, 1998a) that even senior academics who do not have an expertise in physics should not be involved in the question of whether a particular candidate should have been placed first in four tenure-stream job competitions conducted by the U. of T. physics department. While a department should rely on external expert assessors for *advice*, those assessors are quite properly excluded from having voting rights in what should be, in the end, each department's or division's decision in recommending hiring and promotion. 

These sorts of legitimate exclusions need to be distinguished from exclusions based on academically irrelevant factors such as "race" (I think not only of explicit legal discrimination against American blacks up to mid sixties, especially in the South, but also earlier, more subtly enforced partial or total quotas against Jews in North American universities), and gender (where again discrimination was often not explicit, but was, nevertheless, extremely damaging to the university's academic functioning and to individual opportunities). 

6. The evaluation of merit (or academic performance) can never be perfectly accurate, but it must be fair. 

Even so-called objective, multiple-choice tests of introductory undergraduate performance in the basics of a subject do not correlate perfectly with true academic merit. This is so not only because there are random errors due to variations in individuals at the time the test is administered. But, more importantly, it is so because no test can have perfect validity. In particular, small differences in test scores (say between an A- and a B+) which are of considerable psychological significance for each student, do not necessarily reflect real differences in academic merit. 

Essay- and thesis-evaluation of advanced undergraduate and graduate work is much more subjective. Nevertheless, the assumption underlying the whole grading enterprise is that there is a significant, though far from perfect, correlation between grades and true merit. If there is not, then grading has become arbitrary, and without any genuine *raison d'etre*. I think the idea of external examining, wherein experts in the discipline who are unconnected with the particular university act as examiners, has at its basis the maintenance of academic standards under conditions where there is a need to protect against gross instances of human error in the evaluation of very complex essay- and thesis-based academic performance. The rationale of external examining is not that it renders the evaluation of academic merit in students a precise and error-free process, but only that it prevents the commission of such blatant errors. 

Still, even if the test-, essay-, and thesis-based grading were highly accurate, this would not guarantee that it reflected true academic merit. We are all too familiar with graduate students with excellent undergraduate grades who have failed to be successful graduate scholars, and also with those with relatively poor undergraduate grades who have later turned out to be excellent academics. Furthermore, there are honest disagreements among faculty concerning the relative academic merits of individual students. High- level intellectual activity, like all other high- level activities, cannot be judged with infallibility, but that does not mean that it cannot be judged at all. 

The evaluation of academic performance in faculty is even more complex, whether this be at the hiring, tenure-granting, and promotion stages, the yearly formal evaluations (for merit increases), or the informal evaluations involved for instance, in deciding, the allocation of facilities, teaching loads, and awards. Quasi-objective indicators such as citation counts, impact counts, and publications in high-quality journals are useful in these evaluative decisions, but it is common knowledge that sole reliance on these measures can lead to gross distortions, especially when it comes to comparing individuals rather than large departments. Yet it is essential for the healthy functioning of any university that these sorts of evaluations are carried out conscientiously, and that the results of the evaluations be not completely arbitrary. 

One way of summarizing the claim about judgments of academic performance is to state that it is reasonable to insist that the judgments be *fair*. This in turn implies that the judgments are not politicized (by consideration of ideology or identity politics), and that they be rendered by those who are competent (through having a background in the relevant academic disciplines) to make them. 

Fairness applies to judgments of performance at all levels in the academic community. It is in this egalitarian sense that academic freedom, like justice in society, should be equal and indivisible. When an undergraduates essay gets down-graded because the opinions expressed are "uncomfortable" or "offensive" (i.e., contrary to the prevailing ideology), a competition for an academic scholarship is won even only partly because the winner belongs to a designated group, a new faculty member is hired mainly because of gender or race, or a senior faculty member's promotion is denied even partly on the grounds of gender or race, justice has been denied. The academic community as a whole should be concerned, not only the individuals or "collectivities" affected. 

7. Not even the most powerful administrator should, *qua* administrator, make academic decisions. 

The basis for this exclusionary principle rests on the distinction between the academic and other staff in the university. In my view, the functioning of the university's academic community (which comprises faculty *and* students) has to be viewed as primary, and all other work that is necessary for that functioning is secondary. One way of putting this is to say that all administrative functions (from those of the cleaning staff to those of the university's president) have to be viewed as serving the fundamental academic function. Sometimes, as in the case of deans who are still actively engaged in teaching and research, the same person may perform both administrative and academic functions, so the distinction has to be applied to roles rather than people. Still, in most cases, it is possible to classify individuals in terms of whether they are, or are not, members of the academic community. 

Obviously, administrators are hierarchically ranked in terms both of salary and control over the university. And in terms of control, the president properly has more than any other individual. Nevertheless, even the president must answer, in the end, to concerns about the *academic* reputation of the institution. Hence the president, in terms of that office, should make only administrative rather than academic judgments. 

A recent illustration of the distinction between administrative and academic judgments is a tenure denial case at York University. Former president Susan Mann overturned positive tenure decisions made by a candidate departmental committee and the relevant higher academic bodies. President Mann argued that, in her *academic* opinion, the professor's performance was not sufficiently meritorious. The Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS) protested president Mann's action on the grounds that, in her administrative role, she had no right to render an academic judgment (Furedy, 1998b). Of course, had Mann identified a *procedural* irregularity in the way in which the committees' decisions were made, it would have been proper of her to step in. That would have been an example of an administrative decision that is made in the service of proper academic functioning, and quite different from rendering a specific academic judgment about how good an academic, in president Mann's opinion, the professor was. 

THE PRE-SOCRATIC ORIGINS OF THE SEVEN PRINCIPLES 

The concept which underlies the view I have advanced in the previous section is that of disinterested enquiry, the idea that it is valuable for a society to have some people engaged in considering problems for their own sakes, rather than being concerned only with pragmatic matters. This concept first emerged in a systematic way among a group of philosophers who lived in Ionia (now Anatolia in modern Turkey) who are known commonly as the Pre-Socratics. As the philosopher-historian John Burnet put it, people like Thales and Heraclitus, gave us the "Greek way of thinking about the world" (Burnet, 1930, p. v). 

Although most people now (and even many within the universities) pay only lip service to disinterested enquiry, and many outsiders even sneer about "the ivory tower" or "merely academic" way of looking at things, it is the concept of disinterestedness that distinguishes a free, civilized society from a totalitarian, barbaric one. It is only in a former sort of society that *independent* committees of enquiry are set up to investigate controversial issues. If it is shown that any member of such a committee is either inexpert or has a vested interest (i.e., cannot be disinterested), there is a political price to pay. That political price could not exist were there not general (though not complete) acceptance of the concept of disinterestedness and of expertise. The latter can only be genuinely obtained in institutions that study problems rather than prejudge solutions on the basis of some ideology. 

I have previously argued that the concept of disinterested enquiry introduced by the Pre-Socratics was responsible for the fact that civilizations that preceded that of ancient Greece, and were technically better developed, nevertheless failed to develop genuine science (Furedy, 1992). I referred to the Babylonians, who lived under optimal conditions for observing the movements of planetary bodies, and who made these observations with considerable precision and mathematical rigor. The Babylonians developed only astrology and not astronomy because they viewed those movements as being relevant to the pragmatics of daily living, rather than as phemona of intrinsic interest. It was the Greeks who developed astronomy as a science, and the idea of universities where communities of scholars (teachers *and* their students) could study these problems in a disinterested way. The problems, moreover, could range from what we now classify as the "hard" sciences, "social" sciences, through to the humanities. The only common feature of that ancient academic community was that there had to be an interest in the problem for its own sake, whether this happened to be the question of the terracentric vs. heliocentric views, or the question of the essential difference between tragedy and comedy, and what was common to both. 

The life and death of Socrates illustrates disinterested enquiry, the search for truth. It is not the content of the problems that Socrates tackled e.g., What is the nature of piety [the *Euthyphro*]? Is the soul immortal [the *Phaedo*?], but the form of enquiry that he adopted that is of lasting interest. The essence of that form was the conflict of ideas through dialogue. All assumptions were open to critical examination, independently of how uncomfortable or "offensive" for the many and/or the powerful criticism of certain assumptions might be. 

The conflict of ideas was also a characteristic of the first university founded by Socrates's pupil and emmanuensis, Plato. This is not to say, of course, that prior institutions (as the priesthoods in Egypt and Babylon) did not have arguments about certain aspects of theology. What was unique about the Socratic method, however, was the view that, in the search for truth, *all* assumptions were open to critical examination. There is also little question that, although the central aim of truth-search institutions differs from the more utilitarian or "practical" aims of other institutions, there are important practical benefits for society from universities. 

Although, as I have suggested, the concept of disinterested enquiry is, in the long run, a positive influence for society as a whole, this does not mean that the activity is well accepted. To begin with, in any discussion in which opposing viewpoints are examined, the conflict of ideas is often associated with the conflict of persons. Euthyphro, at the end of the dialogue that bears his name, probably hates with a vengeance that wretched old man whom he had offered to help with advice about how to "beat the rap" of the impiety charge for which, ultimately, the arrogant ugly old fellow would be executed. The feelings of the majority of the court that (democratically) condemn him at the end of his trial were probably also hostile. Moreover, the search for truth that involves the questioning of cherished assumptions generates ill feelings not only among the disputants themselves, but also among other powerful groups which perceive that questioning certain assumptions undermines their influence, and even leads to social disorder. 

The Athenian democrats, indeed, used this sense of the "public good" to cut short the Socratic enquiry. Similarly, the Church (which, at the time, saw itself as representing the public good) opposed Galileo's enquiry into the movements of the heavenly bodies not because it was centrally concerned with the question of whether the terracentric or heliocentric view was true, but because Galileo's search for truth had undesirable consequences for the established social order. Whereas one form of opposition to inquiry is that it is dangerous, another is that it is a waste of time. Many of the subjects of Galileo's patron prince undoubtedly wondered whether it mattered whether far-away Jupiter had moons, whereas this question was so important to Galileo, that he was willing to cheat and lie to get his hands on a telesscope. 

To this day, the "public good" (whether is defined in the social-engineering terms of political correctness, or in the corporatist view of the university as a branch of business) stands in opposition to the university's central epistemological function, the search for truth. In the final section I shall briefly explore the relevance of the 2500-year old tradition of enquiry for universities, and the ways in which the concept of enquiry can be defended against opposing forces. 

RELEVANCE OF THE 2500-YEAR OLD TRADITION, AND SOME MEANS OF DEFENDING IT 

Universities engage in practical as well as reflective activities. To raise funds to support enquiry, moreover, a monkish, "other worldly" attitude is inappropriate. Galileo recognized this when he was prepared to go to any lengths to get his wealthy patron to fund the telescope project. He emphasized not the power of the telescope to resolve the moons-of-Jupiter question, but the potential to provide earlier warning of the approach of enemy fleets. Nevertheless, just as the early successful enquirers focussed on the basic-research problems being considered, so the conceptual core of any university should be the departments in arts and science faculties. So, even though units like engineering, medicine, and law may bring in more external funds, contribute to university's reputation, and perform important functions, it is on the arts and science disciplines that these professional sectors are based. They are considered to be genuine professions partly because, unlike the pseudo professions like palmistry and so on, they have have an arts and/or science disciplinary core. They apply valid (though never perfectly accurate) academic standards of evaluation, and hence possess academic respectability. 

Professional faculties within a university are particularly vulnerable to improper or ill-considered pressures from corporatism. The indirect effects of corporatism on arts and science disciplines may, nevertheless, be equally serious. To the extent that a university becomes a "business branch plant", it loses its epistemological soul. In the end, both the professional and the basic disciplines suffer from such a loss of academic morale. 

This is not to suggest that universities should cut their ties to corporate entities. If Canadian academic institutions are to meet the needs of society, and to survive, they must try to attract corporate and private support. However, it must be recognized that, to the extent that a university is an academic, enquiry- oriented institution, there will be situations where there is a conflict between academic and corporate aims. For example, such aims may include promoting certain disciplines over others, or even certain approaches within a discipline over other approaches. When such a conflict of interest is latent, it is the university's, not the donor's responsibility to see that the conflict is identified, and resolved in favor of the university's central enquiry function. Often when this is done, the donors are among the first to welcome the resolution, because they, too, are concerned about the academic status of the university in question. 

The other potentially anti-epistemological force is that of political correctness (PC). This is a form of social engineering in the sense that a goal is to foster equality of outcome, rather than only of opportunity. In its most extreme form, PC views the university as just another part of society on which equality (or, as the Canadian phrase goes, "equity") must be achieved. 

For the past six years I have spent considerable time attacking this sort of PC as it has affected Canadian campuses (e.g., Furedy, 1994, 1997a,b,c). Nevertheless, I want to stress here that PC, like corporatism, has some potentially positive contributions to make to the university because of its opposition to inappropriate discrimination. I have argued at the outset that in terms of academic power, the university is not, and should not be, egalitarian, but that in terms of academic freedom (the right for all to be evaluated in terms of their academic performance), equality should prevail. That was certainly not so in the time of Socrates, when slaves and women were excluded from civic life, and from the life of enquiry. Nor was it so for blacks in the Southern parts of the United States up to the sixties. Again, although discrimination against Jews up to the fifties in North America was not totally exclusionary (as in Hungary of the twenties, where the "affirmative action" policy was that a Jew could get in, provide his or her marks were higher than the criterion set for Christian Hungarians), there still was discrimination, and a failure to evaluate solely in terms of academic performance. 

Then, of course, there are the various discriminatory institutional policies which continued, either in an exclusionary or a non-exclusionary form, in North America at least until the mid seventies. Finally, there was *de facto* discrimination, perhaps often unconscious, against the physically handicapped, which made it impossible, or at least difficult, for them to compete fairly against their non-handicapped peers in the academic community. The restoration of fairness of competition for this sort of disability is simple in principle, and involves the provision of facilities that allow the disabled to undertake their studies without debarrment, and hence can compete with others on an academically level playing field. Before the rise of PC, moves in this direction were either non-existent, or far too slow in implementation. The debt owed to the PC movement for making universities more sensitive to these sources of inequality (which, in terms of the definition I have offered here, can also be seen as illegitimate diminishments of academic freedom) is considerable. 

There are situations, however, where PC-originated changes interfere with academic functioning. One rather complex area is that of special services, where students are diagnosed as having a mental disability (the most popular current label is "learning disability" or LD), and are then given more favorable conditions for tests where they are competing against their peers. The problem is especially severe in tests that stress speed rather than power. Maths exams are probably the clearest examples: most maths exams are not completed in time by even the best students. The practice of awarding extra time for such speed-dominated tests, where the amount of time awarded is determined by clinicians who are ignorant of the material being tested, is potentially unfair to the the LD student's competing peers. In the sense of academic freedom that I have used here (the right to be evaluated solely in terms of academic performance), this practcice constitutes an abbrogation of the academic freedom of the competing peers. Moreover, the practice may weaken the academic standards for performance evaluation, and hence damage the reputation of the university. 

The topic of special services is too complex for detailed discussion here, but I would propose a few guiding principles. Physical disability should be compensated, unless there is an obvious relation between the disability (e.g., hand tremors) and the discipline (e.g., a laboratory course in physiological psychology that requires the student to operate on animals). The same principle should apply with mental disability in general, and LD in particular. An additional relevant distinction within the class of mental disability is the distinction between perceptual and conceptual (or cognitive) functions. A visual or auditory disability is clearly perceptual, and is irrelevant for functioning in most disciplines, hence it should be compensated for. 

When it comes to disabilities of conceptual functions, the issue is how relevant is the conceptual disability to mastery of the specific discipline? For example, the ability to *quickly* operate on numbers (arithmetic) and symbols (algebra) would seem to be of obvious relevance for maths courses, so that, especially if performance is tested by predominantly speed rather than power exams, the provision of extra time is unjustified. Of course these distinctions do not resolve the in-between, grey-area instances that arise (for example, extra time in an essay exam for dyslexia which is partly perceptual and partly conceptual). But no principles are applicable clearly in all cases. This does not mean that an unprincipled approach should be taken to the evaluative function of the university. 

A more blatant form of PC interference with academic functioning has been the proliferation of speech codes. (The fact that they are not called such is irrelevant--any document that restricts offensive or "harassing" speech as well as acts is a speech code.) They constitute an illegitimate attack on enquiry. The current institutional attitude concerning those who are most competent to evaluate the application of these speech codes is a matter of serious concern. Speech codes exist on every Canadian campus and when I argued against my own university's instituting a speech code at the academic board, I thought I had provided a neat *reductio ad absurdum* example when I asked whether a hypothetical professor of sociology who referred to a hypothetical statistical, group difference between the ability of hetero- and homo-sexual parents in bringing up children, would be in violation of the proposed code. The reply was that the equity officers were "well positioned" to make this decision. I was the only academic board member who laughed at this ridiculous assertion (ridiculous, because most equity officers are completely unqualified to render this sort of discipline-related judgment), and, to my surprise, the speech code was passed with an overwhelming majority of the academic board.

The Council of Ontario Universities (COU) recently passed the astounding motion that in all academic matters, "equity issues" should be a consideration. In one sense, this is a rather weak statement, but given the breadth of the term "equity issues" and the propensity of growing equity bureaucracy on campus to expand its influence and activities, this could be a considerable threat to the university's academic functioning. The motion at least suggests that in the evaluation of faculty and students, the question of race and sex should be taken into consideration. Moreover, equity officers (who are ignorant in the technical sense of this term) are encouraged by the COU statement to comment on curricular matters about which they are not qualified to make judgments. It is in this sense that I have elsewhere (offensively but, in my view, accurately) referred to equity officers as commissar-like figures on velvet-totalitarian Canadian campuses (e.g., Furedy, 1997c). In some respects the COU's motion is more potentially damaging, in the long term, than the acceptance of speech codes.

At my university, the equity officers and the administration have been intelligent enough not to apply speech codes in silly ways. So, for example, no UofT academic has been suspended in the middle of term on the grounds that s/he had offended the sensibilities of some students, as happened with Prof. Yaqzan at the University of New Brunswick in 1993, and with Prof. Hannon at Ryerson University in 1997. It may even be hoped that, in the future, high-level administrators will cease to make these silly decisions [which constitute professional misconduct rather than merely errors of judgment (Furedy, 1996)] and, in this respect, meet the standard set by my university's administration. 

Unfortunately, the COU's resolution invites abuse of a much more subtle sort. Once one grants the principle that equity officers have the right and responsibility to vet curricula for, say, evidence of "systemic racism", faculty (and their students) come under implicit pressure to modify their enquiry in ways that are unrelated to the problems of the discipline. Most such modification (either through the omission of controversial topics, or through restricting consideration to only those interpretations that are not offensive) will occur in subtle form, but this sort of self-censorship (see also Horn, 1998) has a significant long-term effect on the epistemological enterprise, and is in direct contradiction with the Socratic principle that all assumptions are open to examination. This, rather than the spectacular cases of suspensions, is the more serious consequence of the culture of comfort imposed by PC on current Canadian campuses. 

We need to consider how best to defend against those versions of corporatism and PC which can harm the academic enterprise. In that defence, I suggest, it is important to focus on specific proposed actions, rather than on those who propose the actions. It is all to easy to reflexively respond with such labels as "dirty capitalist" or "crazy leftie". That is a rhetorical response. What is needed is to critically examine the implications of any proposal that has been put forward by any individual or organization. It was again the Pre-Socratic, "Greek way of thinking about the world" that first made a systematic distinction between the propositin and the proposition maker, and insisted that the primary concern must be the validity and relevance of the proposition rather than the status (and power) of the proposition maker. Proposals for the university, whether they are made by corporate, PC, or other interests, must be examined on their merits, on their relation to the central epistemological enterprise that fundamentally distinguishes universities from other institutions. 

In that continuing examination, it must be recognized that organizations inevitably have some incompatible goals. Sometimes, indeed, conflicts between goals occur not only within the same organization, but also within the person. It is up to the academic community (faculty and students) to examine each policy in the light of the community's central mission--the search for truth. 
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