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Velvet Academic Totalitarianism and the Yaqzan Case Letter to Globe & Mail, 1993



Sandra Martin's October 6 article ("When free speech and equality don't mix") is a clear account of the University of New Brunswick (UNB)'s recent conference (When rights collide), which was obviously an attempt to recover from the stupid error of immediately suspending and barring from campus, and only afterwards "investigating", Prof. Yaqzan. However, I disagree that simply by "providing a forum for contrary view", the UNB Administration and the Faculty Association thereby "went a long way toward revamping its negative reputation as a hasty and reactive institution". Rather, UNB has confirmed its velvet totalitarian approach to the question of freedom of speech by the a number of events which followed its initial suspension-prior-to-investigation decision: 

(a) during the period that immediately followed the suspension, the Administration declined to send a senior representative to debate the issue publically, but rather deputized the Student Safety Officer to carry the can; 

(b) after the Administration was forced to pay off the professor, the UNB Faculty Association dropped the case, thereby showing that it was interested in guild academic freedom (i.e., job protection for faculty) rather than real academic freedom (i.e., freedom of speech for all member of the university community, a concept that Alan Borovoy of the Canadian Civil Liberties Association so forcefully defended at the conference);

(c) although the UNB Administration and Faculty Association hosted the conference, neither group spoke out on the issue of where they stand on the freedom of speech issue which had been raised by the Yaqzan affair. 

A hint of where the UNB administration "is coming from" with regard to freedom of speech on their campus may be gleaned from Vice President of Academic Affairs, Tom Traves's written invitation to the conference in the UNB paper, where he opined that "the university has grown rapidly since the 1960s and it now houses a more diverse student body defined by categories such as age, ethnicity, and gender" (my emphases). It is this sort of AAA (Academic Apartheid Administrative) thinking with its ageist, racist, and sexist treatment of students not as individuals but as members of designated groups that has led to the velvet totalitarianism instituted in many Canadian universities by administrators who appear to have forgotten what real academic freedom means.
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