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WHEN WOKEISM AND THE CORPORATE UNIVERSITY INTERSECT

Frances Widdowson

In my (failed) attempts to grapple with the destruction of academic values and
open inquiry at Mount Royal University (MRU) over the last five years, some
have told me that reified postmodernism (“wokeism”) is just a “fad”. This, they
argue, will “pass” when wokeism’s irrational and socially destructive character
is inevitably recognized.

I, too, held out some hope that we were reaching the “end of [wokeism’s| pen-
dulum swing” in my interview with I.J. Makan on the Kazingram Dialogue in
June 2019. “What makes you hopeful that it’s coming to an end?” Makan
asked me, somewhat skeptically. I mentioned some of the critical responses to
the National Inquiry into Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women and Girls’
claim that the high numbers of murdered indigenous women was evidence of
“genocide” (when, in fact, a RCMP investigation found that 70 percent of mur-
dered indigenous women were killed by indigenous men). I also pointed to the
great year that we had at MRU when the Rational Space Network was able
to hold a number of events, where critical questions like “Is Canada’s Support
for Israel Justifiable?” and “Does Trans Activism Negatively Impact Women’s
Rights?” were rationally discussed.

At the time, I even maintained that, while contract faculty members were right
to be concerned about retaliation, tenured faculty members should not be afraid
to speak freely about their views. I believed that their reticence was largely due
to the negative career implications of poor student evaluations, being deprived
of perks, or having grants dry up. I talked about how I had been encouraging
tenured faculty members to be more outspoken by stating that “[t]his is your
responsibility; you don’t just have a duty in terms of doing stuff on your own
time. You have a responsibility to try to create an environment, which makes
it possible for other people to be able to pursue the truth”. I went on to state
that “it’s up to you to use your academic freedom — that’s why you have it.
You should really gird yourself and just speak out and ... say ‘what’s the worst
that can happen to me?’” Unless a tenured faculty member did something that
was illegal or grossly unethical, I explained, it would be very difficult to remove
them from their position.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dFuOA4ecJRY
https://www.facebook.com/rationalspacenetwork
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uVKgDFYiJTM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-yawM1CRWxE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-yawM1CRWxE
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SUBMISSIONS TO THE SAFS NEWSLETTER

The SAFS Newsletter is published three times a year (September, January,
and April) by the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship and is
edited by the Society’s president, Mark Mercer. ISSN: 1704-5436

The editor welcomes articles, case studies, news items, book reviews, and
letters. Send submissions by email to sergechestnut@gmail.com or by post
to SAFS, 1801 Chestnut St., Halifax, NS B3H 3T7.

Although I was aware of the cases of Denis Rancourt, Ricardo Duchesne, Rick
Mehta and Anthony Hall, T still thought that tenure was a relatively strong pro-
tection for professors. I now realize that this assumption was wishful thinking.
It was a seriously misguided view because it failed to understand the extent to
which universities have become corporate entities and are mainly interested in
protecting their brand and increasing market share. This has made administra-
tors eager to embrace the totalitarian impulses of wokeism.

The phenomenon of reified postmodernism or wokeism has been outlined most
comprehensively by Helen Pluckrose and James Lindsay in their book Cynical
Theories. According to Pluckrose and Lindsay, postmodernism was originally a
relativist position that focused on subjectivity in opposition to objectivity so as
to contest The Enlightenment’s promotion of science, reason, and the pursuit
of a universal truth. Its ability to disarm the academy, however, meant that
postmodernism gradually became “reified”, leading to the aggressive demands
that identities perceived to be oppressed be “made real”. For example, people
who are born male must be declared to be women if they believe this is so, and
no one can deny that any indigenous person is a “genocide survivor”. Today, this
reactionary agenda has taken over all facets of university life, and can be seen
in the burgeoning number of Diversity, Inclusion, and Equity (DIE) initiatives
and offices.

Although administrators are not really true believers of wokeism, unlike many
of the vocal faculty and student activists, it is a useful tool for them because
its celebration of subjectivity facilitates arbitrariness. This can be used against
those who interfere with the capacity of administrators to manage their univer-
sity’s reputation. The totalitarianism of wokeism has helped administrators to
turn any threat to the university’s brand into a disciplinary matter. Wokeism
enables administrators to use policies to paint intellectual disagreements as “ha-
rassment” and “discrimination”, making faculty members reluctant to criticize
any initiative of their employer.

As a board member for the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship, 1 see
many of these cases. The latest concerned Daniel Page, an untenured faculty
member in the Department of Computer Science at the University of Regina.
Page simply said “Yikes” on a social media post in response to a university


mailto:sergechestnut@gmail.com
https://www.amazon.ca/Cynical-Theories-Scholarship-Everything-Identity_and/dp/1634312023
http://drpage.pagewizardgames.com/
https://safs.ca/issuescases/regina-expectation/Daniel%20Page%20comment%20and%20exchange%20screenshot.pdf
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decision to award scholarships to LGBT individuals on the basis of their sexual
orientation and/or gender identity. When the Director of the Centre for Teach-
ing and Learning, Tony Pradhan, asked Page “What’s your problem?”, Page
explained that universities should make decisions on the basis of “affordabil-
ity /accessibility /standards” as opposed to selecting candidates because of their
identities. Pradhan responded by accusing Page of “espousing homophobia”.
In reaction to this name calling, Page got into a protracted discussion with a
number of people. Throughout the interaction Page was respectful and ratio-
nal, stating that there was nothing homophobic in what he had said and that
he was just opposing discrimination and supporting fairness, accessibility, and
high academic standards.

In spite of the fact that Page was criticizing university policy and not LGBT
individuals, and was even doing so in a professional manner when being defamed,
it was he who was called before the Dean of the Faculty of Science. Dean Douglas
Farenick provided Page with a “letter of expectation” that warned him that
his posts had created the “impression in the minds of our students and other
stakeholders that members of the LGBTQ2IA+ community are not welcomed
in your classrooms or, by extension, the University of Regina”. To rectify this
situation, the Dean asked that Page complete online “Respect in the Workplace
training”. The Dean also reminded Page that “as an academic staff member,
it is important to understand how your conduct reflects on the University as a
whole”.

The Dean’s response was one of a typical diversity managerialist whose main
concern is how the university is perceived. In response to Page’s request that
he retract his “letter of expectation”, the Dean compared academic freedom
to firing a gun that can “lead to unintended collateral damage”. According to
Dean Farenick, “one can exercise [academic freedom| with care and thoughtful
purpose, or one can exercise it indiscriminately”. The “care” and “thoughtful
purpose” to which Dean Farenick refers, however, means avoiding saying things
that could upset “students and other stakeholders”. And as the woke are much
more vocal and organized than scholars who value the pursuit of truth, the
university inevitably becomes concerned with selling out academic principles to
satisfy the demands of its most insistent “customers”.

Universities should be the intellectual leaders of society, and this can only oc-
cur when there are strong protections for academic freedom. Faculty members
and students must be able to follow the evidence wherever it leads, and not
have their investigations constrained by political imperatives. And while there
are disagreements about how much academic freedom and freedom of expres-
sion overlap, support for the latter creates the fertile soil that nourishes the
development and dissemination of knowledge.

It is perhaps possible for some universities to save their academic character
by mobilizing the scholarly minded against the anti-intellectual diversicrats and
woke activists. The problem, however, is probably much deeper. Universities are
now only vaguely connected to their intellectual mission, and are more concerned


https://safs.ca/issuescases/regina-expectation/Letter%20of%20Expectation.pdf
https://www.igi-global.com/dictionary/whither-bir-zeit-university/52587
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=10161453158075278&set=a.1015878636898527
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with “putting bums in seats” and fundraising than any educational purpose. It
is even possible that the scaffolding that has been historically developed to
protect open inquiry and disputation has completely disintegrated, and all that
remains is scavenging in the rubble.

Frances Widdowson (widdowsonfrances@gmail.com) is a board member for the
Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship. She is currently working on a
manuscript entitled The Woke Academy: How Advocacy Studies are Murdering
Scholarship and Effective Policy Development.

UNIVERSITY OF REGINA CS LECTURER RECEIVED “LETTER OF
EXPECTATION” (AND MORE) FOR CRITICIZING SCHOOL’S DIE POLICIES

Daniel R. Page

This article is one I was reluctant to write, but felt it necessary. I was planning
to write an article for SAFS about universities employing so-called “Equity, Di-
versity, and Inclusion” (EDI) policies, or DIE. It is my professional opinion as
an educator that the “I” in DIE is incongruent with an appropriate application
of inclusion in universities. Frequently, DIE’s manifestation of the “I” is ex-
clusionary, i.e., exclusionary scholarships, exclusionary /restricted hiring. That
I should need to write this article illustrates how poor a state some Canadian
universities are in, and one may consider this article a plea to other academics
and the general public that something is going very wrong in our universities
and related institutions, very wrong. Put simply, I criticized the DIE policy of
the university I presently teach for, the University of Regina. As a result, I'm
being treated in an unwelcome manner at Regina. I am encountering the very
kind of partiality I was criticizing. This is disappointing as I believe there is
work to be done to improve the school’s standards, which I have undertaken in
my role as Lecturer for the Department of Computer Science.

At the time of writing this article, some documents quoted here are not publicly
available. All those available will include the tag [website], if archived on the
SAFS website.

On September 21, 2021, the University of Regina announced new scholarships
and revealed a so-called “Progress Pride” flag on campus [website]. I publicly
criticized on the website LinkedIn the announcement of new funds for activist
scholarships (paraphrasing and quoting):

1. “The Button Family EDI Award supports an undergraduate student who
has demonstrated financial need and community involvement in social justice
initiatives.”

2. “The Button Family EDI Graduate Research Award supports a graduate
student whose research focuses on social responsibility, anti-racism, inclusion,
or reconciliation.”


mailto:widdowsonfrances@gmail.com
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Notice neither of these awards are about excellence and both are baked in so-
cial justice, DIE, and its related political activist cohorts; all of these subjects
and activities are things of great debate in Canadian society, so when they are
presented like this it seems partial (partiality is the main issue). Seeing the
announcement, my first, natural and common-sense reaction as somebody who
has some understanding of these issues was: “Yikes”. Weeks later my comment
attracted attention. In response, I defended the principle of impartiality and
expressed concerns I had about the university’s decision.

I criticized the university’s lack of impartiality and its bold endorsement of
certain political ideologies as scholarships. The fact that promoting impartiality
and defending the individual dignity and fairness of others at a university, both
important principles, could bring me troubles from administrators, including
logically incoherent and bigoted writings from at least one representative of the
University of Regina [website] and then a Letter of Expectation from the Dean
of Science [website], concerns me. Nowhere in my comments did I write anything
hateful or harassing. In fact, I defended the acceptance of people’s individual
dignity and their ability to be respected as an individual against those who
wished to conflate people’s identities with certain political philosophies and
those who wish to throw bigoted language around carelessly and inhumanely,
like showering a pizza with mozarella. I will always defend the following view,
as an educator:

“I do not care if somebody is missing a leg, an arm, or an eye, I do not care how
you look or how you feel, you are welcome in my class! Everybody is welcome
in my classroom.”

To this date, not a single student of mine, not a single colleague of mine, has
reached out to me with concerns about my comments/criticisms. The only
feedback I received, which I handled in a civil and reasonable manner (given
my training, especially), was on the LinkedIn post. Every bit of criticism that
occurred happened within the LinkedIn thread.

In events described below, concerns about my comments morphed into potential
concerns about my classroom, which is strange in this case as I record all my
university lectures and make all of my lectures publicly available, for the pur-
poses of accessibility and transparency. No incident in my classroom was ever
pointed out to me.

Here is a summary, with little commentary, on what happened next:

o October 14, 2021: As a “Calendar” item, I received an invitation (without
any e-mail or any context) to a Zoom meeting with the Dean of Science, Dr.
Douglas Farenick, with the subject “Respectful University,” for 4:00 PM. I
presumed it was an error as no communications had occurred about it.

e October 15, 2021 - October 27, 2021: I received the first e-mail from Dean
Farenick, on October 15. He had wanted to meet with me at 3 PM that
day, for which I was not available. In e-mail communications I had asked
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him what the topic of the meeting was, and Dean Farenick wrote: “The con-
versation stems from your commentary on the University’s announcement of
the Progress Pride Flag.” I was criticizing my university, I never specifically
commented about the “Progress Pride Flag”; my critiques were about prin-
ciples. I presumed, based on my professional experience at other schools and
places outside of academia, that the Dean would assure the students that my
classroom is a welcoming place and that if there were concerns, they could
be directed toward me to discuss them and partake in academic discourse.
The final communication that day led to the Dean stating:

“I believe that I have made it clear that I am requesting to speak to you in
person via Zoom about a matter that has been brought to my attention by
the undergraduate student body and concerns their impression, based solely
on your social media post, that your classroom is not one where members of
the LGBTQ2IA+ community are welcome.”

Over the next weeks, Dean Farenick refused to resolve the matter simply over
e-mail. This was even after I rebuked his claims (and presented him several
ways to check) and presented several times a simple conflict resolution, such
as repeatedly asking Dean Farenick to assure the student that everyone is
welcome in my class. Instead of assuring me things were fine, Dean Farenick
ignored my worries and needs as a faculty member to prepare for my students
by entertaining these false concerns. Over those weeks, I wrote some of
the most frustrating and heart wrenching e-mails I have ever written to the
Dean, who in my opinion was exasperating the situation by not resolving
any conflicts and neglecting my concerns. I pleaded with him to let me do
my work. We did eventually meet, after he threatened to charge me with
insubordination, on October 28, 2021, at 4 PM. The first time I contacted
my union, URFA, was on October 27, 2021.

e October 28, 2021: I met with Dean Farenick, along with a Member Services
Officer for URFA, Colin Tether, over Zoom. At the meeting, Dean Farenick
alleged a student of mine was concerned, despite presenting no evidence. In
the meeting the Dean stated he had not yet reached out to the student,
despite my requests to help the student. The result of the meeting was the
Letter of Expectation, which summarized most of what Dean Farenick had
stated. I stated nothing during the meeting. I was given a date to complete
a “Respect in the Workplace” online module. I completed this online module
on November 15, but did not send Dr. Farenick the record of this.

e October 30, 2021: I filed my first request for a grievance with URFA, directed
to Colin Tether. I requested the withdrawal of the letter, as my comments
were not inconsistent with fairness, respect or any other academic value. In
my grievance I described my concerns about discrepancies in the letter and
concerns involving academic freedom.

e November 12, 2021: I sent a reminder e-mail to Colin Tether of URFA,
along with some more details from the collective agreement and the policies
protecting me, including policies cited by Dean Farenick.
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e November 16, 2021: I received an e-mail from URFA Member Services Offi-
cer, Landon Schaffer. Schaffer claimed URFA has no grounds to pursue the
grievance. At this time I was not provided any process for appeal.

e November 24, 2021: I again, requested a grievance, to withdraw the letter
and have the matter dropped, to Dr. Britt Hall, URFA President. Along
with carefully citing policies of the collective agreement, and all relevant pro-
cedures, I also mentioned that I had not been given any details for appeal in
my grievance request. Later that day I was informed by the URFA President
that she will not intervene.

e November 25, 2021: Schaffer notified me who to contact to appeal. I asked
URFA’s Executive Director, Dr. Heather Ritenburg, for the approved policy
on grievances and grievance appeals. I also asked what procedure was fol-
lowed for my grievance initially filed on October 30 and for a timeline. My
requests were ignored.

e November 30, 2021: Dr. Ritenburg declined my appeal, claiming that a
violation of one’s academic freedom has to be constituted by disciplinary
action, and stated: “If you have concerns about how URFA has represented
you on this matter, your option is to contact the Ministry of Labour Relations
and Workplace Safety.”

e December 23, 2021: I sent Dean Farenick a formal request to withdraw the
Letter of Expectation and drop this situation completely [website]. Later
that morning, Dean Farenick refused to withdraw the letter, and issued his
own formal response [website].

Before I close, a few remarks:

1. T recommend reading my request to Dean Farenick to withdraw the Letter
of Expectation and the whole situation from December 23, 2021. There I
pointed out several of my concerns about Dean Farenick’s Letter of Expec-
tation.

2. 1 would highly advise reading Dean Farenick’s response from December 23,
2021. I consider much of it concerning from the perspective of academic
freedom and basic procedure.

3. URFA’s contention with my grievance seems to be that what the Dean did
was not disciplinary, despite Article 22 of the collective agreement stating:
“University shall take disciplinary action as the situation warrants. This
shall involve, but not be restricted to, verbal warnings, verbal reprimands,
written warnings, written reprimands, partial or full suspension of duties, and
dismissal. Any disciplinary action undertaken by the University is subject to
the grievance procedures as outlined in Article 21 and, in the case of dismissal
for cause, the procedures outlined in Article 19.3.”

To close, I wish to quote my request to the Dean of Science on December 23,
2021:
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“I believe it is important that universities defend academic freedom and their
faculty. If incidents of this nature can happen to someone such as myself,
whom values excellence, standards, and inclusivity in my classes, no one is safe
from overzealous and unfounded concerns or claims about one’s teaching being
entertained by administrators, that as a result only cause undeserved anxiety
and stress from administrators (not those making the claims).”

Daniel Page (Daniel. Page@uregina.ca) is presently a Lecturer in the Department
of Computer Science at the University of Regina.

FATAL ABSTRACTION: WHEN DIALOGUE TURNS TO DoGMA

Patrick Keeney

Dialogue is the lifeblood of democracy. Just as an artist requires a palette of
many colours or a musician requires the ability to play in different keys, so too
do democracies require diverse opinions and free-flowing and open discussions.

This is why free speech is the ne plus ultra of democracy. The freedom of
individuals to express themselves candidly and openly is the bulwark against
groupthink, irrationalism of various kinds, and authoritarian diktats emanat-
ing from across the political spectrum. What, then, happens when free speech
gives way to cancel culture, de-platforming and doctrinaire rhetoric? What
happens when an invidious, dogmatic ideology captures a nation’s key institu-
tions, including its universities, preventing citizens from openly expressing their
sincerely held views?

This is more than a rhetorical question, and we know at least a good part
of the answer. Tragically, the war-ravaged previous century should raise the
alarm bells of what happens to a nation in thrall to an ideology. Whether it
was the Russian revolution’s “bloody-minded professors,” the rise of fascism in
Germany and Italy, or the brutalities of Pol Pot in Cambodia, the 20th Century
bore witness to entire populations and once-civilized nations being terrorized
and slaughtered in the name of an ideology.

In his final book, This Bloody Century, the late British historian Robert Con-
quest cast a critical eye over the rise of ideological thinking during the twentieth
century and its consequences. Conquest was an ex-communist who knew a thing

or two about suppressing the truth in the name of ideology. He had wanted to
call his book “I Told You So, You Effing Idiots.”

What Conquest thought was most striking about these ideologies, whether em-
anating from the political left or right, is that they embrace a utopian ideal
intended to improve the human condition, especially the lot of the poor and
oppressed. They share with religious cults the aspiration that by cleverly en-
gineering the human soul, we can bring about a new dispensation, one which
can endure for all time and, at long last, bring about paradise on earth. Ide-


mailto:Daniel.Page@uregina.ca

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

ologists believe that if only we are clever enough, we can alter human nature
by re-arranging society, thereby conquering poverty, inequity and scarcity, and
paving the road to the New Jerusalem.

But abstract utopias invariably lead to living hells. In Cambodia, for example,
the Khmer Rouge, in establishing their workers’ paradise, slaughtered approxi-
mately a third of the population, or about 3 million souls. When the soldiers ran
out of bullets, they would bludgeon their victims to death using an entrenching
tool or bury them alive by sealing them in caves. Land mines they planted
still kill about a dozen people every year and continue to blow the legs off of
wandering elephants. All this slaughter and misery was justified, naturally, to
bring about a better, more equitable and more humane world. It was done in
the name of an ideology.

Ideologies occupy a curious place in the intellectual firmament. No thinker
has examined them more carefully than Hannah Arendt in her 1952 book, The
Origins of Totalitarianism.

For Arendt, the ideologies of the 20th Century were something new that lay
outside the categories of western philosophy. What makes them unique is that
they make claims about the world that are immune from falsification by either
experience or logic. For example, she notes that the word “race” in racism does
not signify any genuine curiosity about the human races as a field for scientific
exploration but is the all-encompassing idea by which the movement of history
is explained as one consistent process.

Ideological thinking is contemptuous of the empirical realm. As Arendt puts
it, ideologies establish a “functioning world of no-sense.” Facts and the lived
world of experience are seen only through the lens of an a priori, ideological
explanatory theory. Ideologies start from “an axiomatically accepted premise,
deducing everything else from it.... Ideological argumentation [is] always a kind
of logical deduction.”

And herein resides the steely logic of ideological thought. Like the closed, ax-
iomatic systems of logic or mathematics, ideologies are exempt from reality,
history, and the lived world in which human life occurs. Arendt sums it up this
way: “Ideological thinking .. proceeds with a consistency that exists nowhere
in the realm of reality.”

But what is the ultimate purpose of an ideology? According to Arendt, ideolo-
gies aim high. They are not about the mere transformation of society, “..but
the transformation of human nature itself” (my emphasis). She writes, “[in
totalitarian thought] there is only one thing that seems discernible: we may say
that radical evil has emerged in connection with a system in which all men have
become equally superfluous.” Here, then, is the ultimate nightmarish aim of
totalitarian thought: to render men superfluous.

In Arendt’s analysis, Nazism and communism—the two most prominent forms
of 20th-century totalitarianism—were something new and different from all pre-

10
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vious forms of authoritarian rule: “Totalitarianism differs essentially from other
forms of political oppression.... Wherever it rose to power, it destroyed all social,
legal, and political traditions of the country” (my emphasis).

By definition, then, ideologies are immune from either argument or evidence.
Nothing can sway the committed ideologue, so we need to be wary and con-
stantly guard against allowing ideologies to take root. In the name of ideology,
any truth that casts doubt upon the ideology or otherwise disturbs the commit-
ted ideologue must be suppressed, ridiculed, censored and cast aside.

Ideologies are anathema to democracy. The bland, a-historical assumption that
the totalitarianism spawned by the hateful ideologies of the 20th Century can
be safely confined to history is belied by contemporary zealots of various stripes,
many of whom have found their way into the university.

Wokeism and the University

This leads us to ponder the parlous state of western universities, which have been
captured by a fashionable and intellectually deadening ideology broadly referred
to as “wokeism.” Wokeism promotes “social justice” and claims to be working
on behalf of the oppressed victims of an inherently racist society. Its central
premise is that all white people have privilege and power, which, historically,
they have used to oppress people of colour, who are, by definition, oppressed,
victimized by the systematic racism within western society.

The new orthodoxy advances a politics of identity. Every member of society is
seen not as an individual but as a member of one or another collective, iden-
tified by their race, ethnicity or gender. Identitarianism, that is, embraces an
essentialist view of the individual, making immutable characteristics central to
one’s identity, locking us all into preordained cages. By this metric, blacks can
never escape their victimhood, just as every white person cannot escape being
a racist member of the oppressor class.

This postmodern reversal denies the ideal that we can judge a person by the
content of their character rather than the colour of their skin. Indeed, it asserts
that to strive for a colour-blind society of the kind envisioned by, say, Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., is merely to perpetuate the racism that is built into the
very fabric of society. What is required is rebuilding society’s institutions to
end white privilege by creating affirmative action programs to ameliorate the
historical injustices suffered by marginalized groups of people. Or, as Arendt
might have it, social justice demands a fundamental transformation of the “so-
cial, legal, and political traditions” of what is, in the end, an inherently racist
country.

In sum, wokeism advances a historical view that bifurcates society into oppres-
sors and victims based on race, gender or other immutable characteristics. Like
many, I find this a contorted and tendentious reading of history, one which ob-
scures more than it illuminates. Also, as per ideologies in general, its central

11
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premise — that white people are inherently privileged and racist — is unfalsifiable.
No amount of argument or evidence can sway the committed ideologue that not
all white people are racist, or that some white people are themselves oppressed,
or that some black people have lives of privilege, or are themselves oppressors.
For example, as the new Doyenne of “white privilege”, Robin D’Angelo tells us,
if a white person denies they are racist or advances evidence to that effect, this
is merely further evidence of their built-in racism.

The point in laying this out so baldly is that the university is the critical in-
stitution in a society where scholars and students can and should disinterest-
edly examine such provocative historical accounts. But to do so demands that
the academic community — professors, students, administrators — speak freely
without fear or favour. They need to be able to advance reasons and evidence
supporting their views while listening respectfully to the views of those who dis-
agree. All discussants need the broadest possible latitude to examine their views
without pronouncing their thoughts heretical or morally suspect or beyond the
pale. Put simply, we need to have a rational discussion.

Universities and the Need for Free Speech

Not too long ago, the requirement to question everything — including the ortho-
doxy du jour — was seen as a rather unexceptionable aspect of university life.
Today, universities are in thrall to wokeism, an all-encompassing, totalitarian
dogma. To question wokeism is to adopt the role of the heretic and be cast on
the auto-de-fa carefully prepared for heretics, non-believers or simple skeptics.
While Liberal thinkers were once proud to be seen as guarantors of free speech,
in today’s university, thinkers who fail to conform to the current doctrines of
the woke are denounced, de-platformed and run the risk of losing their career.

Historically, western universities were institutions devoted to the pursuit of
truth, a quest grounded in the belief in the universality of rationality, and
guided by Pascal’s dictum that “we know too much to be skeptics and too little
to be dogmatists.” Until recent years, there was a tacit agreement about in-
tellectual norms, including the spirit of generosity. One listened respectfully to
intellectual adversaries, conceding when they had a better argument or better
evidence.

But universities are in the service of the broader society, and there is no necessity
that society wants their universities to pursue truth. Societies may choose to
use universities as simple vocational schools. They may become centres for
indoctrination, ensuring ideological compliance, so that students emerge from
their university years imbued only with the “correct” opinions.

However, if we accept that the university’s prime mission remains the dispas-
sionate and disinterested pursuit of truth, it is apparent that woke ideology has
deeply harmed our universities and undermined their academic mission. For
example, many universities now see it as part of their remit to further the ends
of diversity, inclusion and equity (DIE), aims that are inconsistent with the dis-
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interested pursuit of truth. When, for example, a university hires a candidate
on non-academic criteria such as race or gender, as they are increasingly doing,
academic values suffer yet another blow. The larger polity might desire, say,
gender equity in various professions. But conflating democratic desiderata with
academic values corrodes the academic mission.

It needs to be emphasized that universities are not democratic institutions.
They may incidentally promote democratic norms, but that is not why they
exist, nor what we want of them. They exist to promote university norms and
values. To phrase it tautologically, academic institutions exist, or ought to exist,
to promote and advance academic values, not democratic ones. What then are
these academic values?

At the centre of academic values lies the notions of truth-seeking and individual
autonomy. Autonomy demands that individuals hold the views they do based
exclusively on the best reasons and evidence available. No professor or stu-
dent should subordinate their views to goals irrelevant to this overarching aim.
Whatever the aims of social justice, or the aims of the broader democratic polity,
they are simply not germane to the quest to find out how things, in fact, are,
which is to say, to ascertain the truth of the matter. Academic ethics demands
that individuals hold their views solely on reason and evidence.

Universities do, however, share with democracy the need for free speech. Both
demand tolerance for viewpoints one disagrees with finds offensive or thinks
importantly dangerous or wrongminded. That professor Jones advances theory
X, while Professor Smith thinks theory X is delusional, demented and dangerous
is grist for the academic mill. Within a university, everyone should be free to
articulate their ideas, no matter how partially formed or ill-founded such ideas
might be. It is only in the attempt to formulate our ideas and in their public
critique that we come to know the truth.

Equally important is the mundane (if frequently overlooked) truth that it is
only in our attempts to articulate our thoughts, no matter how jejeune or ill-
conceived, that we come to know our minds. This is true for all of us, but it
is especially true for students who encounter new ideas, new understandings of
their world, and new understandings of the human condition. They need the
assurance that they can freely speak their mind in their attempts to wrestle
with these new ways of apprehending reality. This is why speech codes, trigger
warnings, safe spaces and all the other scaffolding of the woke university are
anathema to the academic mission, as students self-censor for fear of offending.

The crucial importance of free speech is captured in the idea of liberal learning,
which, as the name implies, has as its core mission the task of “liberating” or
“freeing” the individual from the contingencies of their birth. Liberal learning
seeks to foster the individual’s potentialities, despite the limitations of where
one happens to be born, who one’s parents happen to be, one’s sex, the burdens
of poverty or the burdens imposed by society. Ultimately, the universities’ turn
against freedom is an abandonment of the promise of liberation.
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Within the university, no idea is sacred, and every idea and orthodoxy needs to
be critiqued. No thoughts lie outside the realm of rational debate. Free speech
is essential to this sharing and critiquing of ideas. It is a founding principle of
the university and a crucial component of its DNA. To curtail freedom of speech
is to have only the living corpse — at least as we have historically understood
that institution.

Universities have become dangerous places for those who reject or question the
prevailing woke orthodoxies. Like a neutron bomb, wokeism leaves in place the
scaffolding of the historic university: students, professors, classrooms, courses,
syllabi, lecture halls, administrators, etc., even as it destroys academic careers,
undermines university norms and enervates university culture.

But without freedom of speech, what we cannot have is an institution devoted
to the pursuit of truth, where all ideas are investigated and critiqued, and
where students come to learn of the intellectual inheritance of the race free
from the idolatry and destructiveness of woke ideology. It’s time to return the
university to its historic norms and embrace the first principle of university life:
the unapologetic and unfettered pursuit of truth.

Patrick Keeney (pkeeney77/@gmail.com) is a Visiting Scholar at The Centre
of Multiculturalism and Education Policy at the University of Chiang Mai, and
the Education Advisor to the House of Mercy Foundation, both in Thailand. He
invites readers to visit the Foundation’s website.

Ir NoT Now, WHEN?

Pamela Lindsay

Is there, or ought there be, an appropriate time for faculty to criticize virtue-
signaling statements made by deans or presidents on behalf of their respective
communities?

Here are some stories that made headlines: Ground penetrating radar signals
the location of 215 possible burials on the grounds of the former Kamloops
Indian Residential School. Fifty-one people are killed, forty injured when a lone
gunman opens fire on two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand. The death of
George Floyd is the catalyst for massive anti-police-brutality and BLM protests
in the United States and beyond.

In each case, some Canadian university presidents swiftly issued statements on
behalf of their respective communities, and Deans on behalf of their faculties.

Bill Flanagan of the University of Alberta begins, “With profound sadness, we
learned of the unearthing of the remains of 215 children buried at the site of the
Kamloops Indian Residential School.” Robert Gordon announces that the “Uni-
versity of Windsor has lowered its flags to half-mast ... to honour the lives of the
215 Indigenous children found in a mass grave at the former Kamloops Indian

14


mailto:pkeeney774@gmail.com
https://www.mercy-international.com/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/tk-eml%C3%BAps-te-secw%C3%A9pemc-215-children-former-kamloops-indian-residential-school-1.6043778
https://www.police.govt.nz/news/release/further-charges-filed-following-march-15-attack-christchurch
https://www.vox.com/2020/6/12/21285244/black-lives-matter-global-protests-george-floyd-uk-belgium
https://www.ualberta.ca/the-quad/2021/05/statement-on-kamloops-residential-school.html
https://www.uwindsor.ca/president/321/statement-mass-grave-former-kamloops-indian-residential-school-site

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

Residential School site.” In another statement, Gordon, with Kaye Johnson,
writes, “On behalf of the University of Windsor community we want to express
our shock and overwhelming concern following the heartbreaking events that
led to the tragic death of George Floyd..” (Some campus groups complained
that Gordon and Johnson didn’t say enough.) Meric S. Gertler states, “The
University of Toronto community has reacted with horror and sorrow on hear-
ing of the terrorist atrocities committed against Muslims in Christchurch, New
Zealand yesterday. Our hearts go out to the family and friends of these innocent
people who were so cruelly murdered while at worship.” (Gertler’s use of “ter-
rorist” occurred on March 15, 2019, six days prior to the official addition of that
charge by the New Zealand police. Gertler’s use of “terrorist” was rhetorical,
not factual, at the time he made his statement.)

Criticisms of these statements that might emerge from faculty members include:

1. The ontological status of a community: Is it possible to ascribe a mental state,
such as sorrow, to a community? Some note that even if each member of a
certain community feels sorrow about some event, it’s a fallacy of composition
to claim the community thereby feels sorrow. Others note that it’s possible
for a community to feel sorrow about some event even if none of its individual
members feel sorrow about that event. Still others worry members of the
public don’t think about these ontological distinctions and will likely assume
that the president means to speak for its individual members.

2. Adjectival and adverbial: terrorist atrocities, cruelly murdered, and innocent
people. Some worry that the rhetorical use of such hyperbolic modifiers
contributes more to partisan rancour than to consoling affected people.

3. Meaning and definitions. The word terrorist has a particular definition in-
dexed to some circumscribed domain of discourse. It seems unlikely that
President Gertler has a clue what is meant by “terrorist.” And it’s even
clearer that President Gordon hasn’t a clue what’s meant by mass grave.

4. Factual. The verb “unearth” has two meanings, one literal: to exhume; the
other metaphorical: to be made public or brought to light. When Bill Flani-
gan writes in his “Statement on the Kamloops Residential School burial site”
that, “we learned of the unearthing of the remains...,” he gives no indication
that he means to use “unearthing” metaphorically. Rather the unearthing of
remains at a burial site best indicates the literal meaning of “unearthing”,
which in this case is false. (The site has yet to be excavated.) Whether
Flanigan intended to be misleading, by creating some political spin, is an-
other matter.

5. Partisanship. How is it that a president’s heart, cf. Gertler, goes out to some
causes but not others? Why not to the 743 Canadian victims of gang-related
homicide in 20207 Or to the 1,470 Christians massacred by Nigerian Islamic
Jihadists in the first four months of 20217 There’s no shortage of events for
which a university president might issue a statement of condolence/solidarity.
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So it would be interesting to hear from a university president the criteria used
to decide which of these are statement-worthy and which are not.

6. Others might suggest the President avail himself of a proofreader before
issuing a public statement.

Any of these criticisms can be judged as callous disregard for the suffering of
others. But this disregard can cut more than one way, including to the callous
disregard for the widow’s mite that’s paid the scholar for sound advice. Or for
the individual scholar exercising moral and intellectual integrity, to the best of
her judgement, by asking hard and sometimes unpopular questions.

But maybe unseemliness doesn’t so much reside in the questions as in when
they’re being asked. So let’s consider whether scholars should honour a moment
of silence before criticizing these statements. And, if so, how long that moment
should be.

Mom sends a condolence card on behalf of the family to my aunt whose abusive
husband has just died. It would be unseemly for me to contact my aunt to retract
my endorsement of the card, or to congratulate her on his demise instead. It’s
more likely that I'll privately chastise my mother for speaking on my behalf.

What then of the university president who issues a similar statement on my
behalf? I can ignore it, as many do. Or I can outline my concerns in an email,
“Dear Bill Flanigan, no remains have been ‘unearthed’ at the Kamloops Indian
Residential School site. Here are some credible references. Please revise your
statement accordingly.” And if he doesn’t, which he can’t without replacing his
virtue-signaling with vice-signaling?

I might decide not to follow up. But I might write him repeatedly. Perhaps he’ll
answer with a non-answer, “I’ve received your letter, thank you.” Perhaps he’ll
dig in, “I stand in solidarity with our Indigenous community.” And I wonder
whether by merely asking him to stick to the facts I'm revealing that I don’t
stand in solidarity with our Indigenous community. At this point I might worry
that this way be dragons. I look around at the climate in my community. I
might take a little pride in being labelled a dogged pedant, but not at the cost of
being judged a racist. Should I go public? Is it worth the risk to my reputation
to pull the pin on one seemingly insignificant factoid?

I'm at this uncle’s funeral. My aunt is sitting in the front row, sobbing. Several
people deliver a eulogy. The good times had with my uncle. His boyish grin.
The time he covered a mortgage payment for a friend. Then I stand up. I look
each eulogizer in the eye, and I announce that the only reason I'm here is to
make sure the bastard is dead — the bastard who kicked my aunt’s teeth out
when she was seven months pregnant, who threw her down the stairs and left
her for dead. She deserves better, I say, from all of you.

In fact I probably won’t attend my uncle’s funeral. If T do, I won’t say what
I’'ve just said. Giving a reality check at this time and place might not merely be
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unseemly, it might be gratuitously cruel. I suspect it’s this sentiment that dis-
suades many academics from making criticisms that involve “vulnerable” people.
But some are also dissuaded by the fear others moved by the same sentiment
will rain disapprobation on their heads. So much for Silence is Violence!

So maybe I wait a while. A year. And then I visit my aunt. I take her hand
and tell her I know how hard life was with my uncle, how she deserved better.
We hug. Yet all along, friends and family talk. Each agree my uncle was a
son-of-a-bitch. But no one said so in time to save my aunt’s teeth.

But what if, for the sake of seemliness, I wait a year to address the misinfor-
mation in Flanigan’s statement? His statement will likely be forgotten, even by
him, piled under a landslide of other considerata. Cutbacks. The pandemic. He
might even agree with me, but point at all his other burdens and shrug, “It’s
a little thing, a statement made in a hurry. Information tends to correct itself
as more data is [sic] revealed, and it has” And maybe this is so. Maybe since
there’s no harm, there’s no foul.

But what if for every gaffe, intentional or not, in each of these otherwise inno-
cent statements that goes uncorrected or unchallenged, there is a little erosion
of standards for truthfulness and clarity of meaning? And who should be re-
sponsible for ensuring that this erosion doesn’t occur, that university presidents
(and deans) are kept to higher standards? I say, individual members of the
university community: i.e., faculty.

In grading his first-year paper, I would instruct Bill Flanigan to cite his source(s)
for the “unearthing” of remains at the Kamloops burial site. And if he told me
he was speaking metaphorically, I would insist he disambiguate his meaning.
By his fourth year, I would show Flanigan no mercy for such sloppiness. Why
make an exception for someone acting in the capacity of a university president?
Why not demand the same standards enforced by peer review?

Maybe I'm acting in an unseemly fashion, being uncharitable to both presidents
and faculties. It would be unseemly for a president to wait to issue a statement
of condolences or solidarity. As in the case of my aunt, the sentiment and not its
perfection is what’s required here. And it would be as unseemly for me to send
a letter of correction to these condolences as it would to correct a sympathy
card to my aunt.

I don’t buy this argument. A presidential statement might seem innocuous, but
it’s a thermometer for the university climate, from the issues being endorsed
and those being ignored, to the standards of academic rigour being demanded.
A temperature is a register of feedback from the environment. But from whence
does this feedback come?

I didn’t sign up to be a member of my family. I did to be an academic. But
consider this. Some blame my aunt for her permissiveness, that she chose her
own abuse. Others point out the situation was “complicated”, that they would
have helped if only they knew how. And others claim they tried, to no avail.
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At the end of her marriage, when my uncle died, my aunt opened and closed
condolence cards. Condolences for what? Is it the condolences themselves that
are unseemly?

The onus was on my uncle not to beat my aunt, but beat her he did. The onus
is on me to speak before any more of us lose our teeth.

Pamela Lindsay (contactpam@pam-mentations.com) writes philosophy and so-
cial and political commentary, accompanied by cartoons, at pam-mentations.

PITFALLS OF THE SCHOLAR TURNED ACTIVIST

Stuart Chambers

Professors are trained as impartial researchers. In a nutshell, they defend truth
claims based on the best available evidence and avoid playing the role of a po-
litical advocate. Whenever academics gravitate towards the latter, they begin
mirroring the discourses of an emerging cultural narrative instead of dispassion-
ately interrogating its core arguments.

A perfect case in point concerns an initiative approved by the Faculty of Arts at
the University of Ottawa. The teaching staff recently received an invitation con-
cerning an anti-racist workshop titled “Building Belonging through Antiracist
Pedagogy, 2021-2022.” One of the sponsors was the uOttawa Antiracist History
Group, an organization of uOttawa historians who “wish to educate themselves
on issues related to race and racism and promote antiracism throughout the
university.”

The first goal is laudable and relates to academic values—specifically, the value
of inquiry—but the second involves the dissemination of a favoured ideology, one
that leads educators to adopt the self-evident positions of anti-racist activists.

Take, for instance, a bold assumption forwarded by the uOttawa historians:
“Racialized students and colleagues continue to experience racisms of all kinds,
be it intentional or unintentional, in [..] our university, our faculties, and our
departments.” Here’s the catch: the University of Ottawa has never completed
an independent study on systemic racism.

How then would the uOttawa historians know to what degree racism occurs on
campus? The University of Ottawa has a population of approximately 45,000
students, including over 1000 professors, so anecdotal evidence is completely
unreliable. It tells us nothing about the probability of experiencing racial dis-
crimination.

If questions arise about the frequency of racist acts, the uOttawa historians have
a pat answer: “the belief that there is little or no racism [..] in our university
and in our teaching [...] is itself a barrier to addressing it.” But so is the assertion
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that racism is pervasive or ubiquitous. Without an independent study, we are
only left to speculate.

Campus history also warns against jumping to any conclusions. Back in 2008,
a University of Ottawa student-run group issued a report, insisting that visible
minorities—specifically, Arab, Black, and Asian men and women—were most
often the victims of systemic racism on campus. Law professor Joanne St. Lewis
was asked by the administration to assess this allegation. In her evaluation, she
concluded that the report did not establish the claim of systemic racism “in any
reasonable or analytically plausible fashion.”

To avoid accusations of white fragility, the uOttawa historians make a personal
confession: “We acknowledge that we have individually and collectively perpet-
uated racism and white supremacy.” Promising to do better, they proceed by
publicly shaming one of their fellow colleagues.

Professor Verushka Lieutenant-Duval, who is white, was condemned for using an
“injurious racial term” during one of her online lectures. Back in October 2020,
a controversy erupted when she mentioned that some historically persecuted
minorities reappropriate derogatory terms to liberate themselves from their op-
pressors. At first, professor Lieutenant-Duval discussed the word “queer.” For-
merly used to denounce homosexuals, it is now employed as a badge of honour
to signify both identity and difference. She posited the N-word as another
example—just not the euphemized version.

One member of the uOttawa historians referred to it as “The Clothesline Inci-
dent,” suggesting that these kinds of racial episodes represent the “clothespins
hanging on a clothesline of institutional whiteness.” Yet, in this specific instance,
professor Lieutenant-Duval’s intent was clearly anti-racist. To think otherwise,
one would have to ignore the distinction between use and mention—between
professors who deploy the N-word as a racial slur and those who say it to con-
front racism.

“

The uOttawa historians sidestep context by assuming an absolutist stance: “ut-
tering injurious racial terms does not have any academic justification.” But this
too remains an open question.

Vershawn Ashanti Young, a University of Waterloo drama and speech communi-
cation professor, wrote in The Conversation that his university’s prohibition on
using the N-word “actually serves the purposes of white supremacy and resus-
citates racism.” From his perspective, banning it “functions as a too-easy way
to quash the six or seven insightful ways the word functions in Black culture.”

All educators should pause and reflect upon Professor Young’s nuanced insights.
Debates over sensitive racial issues, especially those considered non-negotiable,
require more conversation. They are not settled by fiat.

By becoming politically and ideologically motivated, the uOttawa historians
encounter pitfalls of the scholar turned activist. Racism is deemed a serious
campus issue without hard evidence. Coworkers are characterized as racist
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without considering their methodological or pedagogical choices. And barring
the N-word is viewed as progressive without recognizing the negative impact on
black professors.

The implications here are obvious. The uOttawa historians are more inclined
to acquiesce to the demands of anti-racist activists and less likely to challenge
their beliefs head-on.

Stuart Chambers, PhD (stuart.chambers@sympatico.ca), teaches in the faculties
of arts and social sciences at the University of Ottawa. This article originally
appeared in The Epoch Times, 22 November 2021.

ScHOOL TEACHERS ARE FINDING LITERATURE Too HOT TO HANDLE

Jim McMurtry

On March 19, 2021, the British Columbia Commissioner for Teacher Regulation
docked a middle school teacher in Prince George, Andrew Dennis, one day’s
pay for showing his Grade 6-7 class the movie To Kill a Mockingbird, arguing
“this film was not curriculum-related, nor is it age-appropriate as it deals with
racism and rape, and contains repeated use of the word ‘n****r’ In the B.C.
curriculum, [the novel] To Kill a Mockingbird is listed as a secondary school
level resource for Grades 10 and higher.” In actual fact, the B.C. curriculum
does not list any books because the province’s school districts are the arbiters
of what books are suitable in schools and at what grades. The Ministry of
Education used to evaluate novels but stopped doing so in 1998, passing the
task over to local school districts which are free to develop their own policies
and procedures. Hence, it was the Prince George School District which decided
the novel was restricted to Grades 10 and up, not the province as reported by
the Commissioner.

BEQUEST TO SAFS

Please consider remembering the Society in your will. Even small bequests
can help us greatly in carrying on SAFS’s work. In most cases, a bequest
does not require rewriting your entire will, but can be done simply by
adding a codicil.

Thank you,
Mark Mercer, SAFS president

For the record, other novels in schools deal with the same content — The Kite
Runner, for instance, with its child anal rape scene has been used in Surrey el-
ementary schools; Of Mice and Men, which is at almost all high schools provin-
cially, has the N-word.

20


mailto:stuart.chambers@sympatico.ca
https://www.theepochtimes.com/are-academic-freedom-and-diversity-on-a-collision-course_4113598.html
https://teacherregulation.gov.bc.ca/professionalconduct/disciplineoutcomes.aspx
https://teacherregulation.gov.bc.ca/professionalconduct/disciplineoutcomes.aspx
https://bctela.ca/catalogue-offers-recommended-novel-titles-for-classroom-use/

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

To Kill a Mockingbird was written by Harper Lee and first published in 1960.
A review in The Guardian newspaper suggests the novel is suitable for children
much younger than Grade 10: “If you are a human being with emotions, this
book will impact you, regardless of age, gender or background. This book makes
you FEEL: that’s the best way to describe it. Ultimately, there’s a reason why
people still read this book. It’s a reason you won’t understand until you pick
up the book, and feel the words speak to you.” Harper Lee herself would have
considered her novel suitable for a younger audience as her protagonist, Jean
Louise “Scout” Finch, is only 8 years old. The Vancouver Public Library has
a list of the “100 best books for BC students,” and To Kill a Mockingbird is
second. PBS online recommends the book from Grades 6-12 and lists it under
“Middle School Titles,” not secondary titles, as part of its “The Great American
Read” collection. It was subsequently voted by viewers “America’s #1 best-
loved novel.” My own school district banned another literary classic, Agatha
Christie’s And Then There Were None — the sixth most read book ever — after
one person in the district objected to its use in schools owing to its original title
with the N-word almost 100 years ago. (The ban came into effect in the 2019-20
school year. My school’s English Department is still trying to find a home for
its hundreds of copies of the book. It is loath to throw them in a recycling bin.)

Poetry has also been considered illicit when read in a classroom. A French
Immersion teacher in Toronto was disciplined in February 2021 because she
asked her pupils to read and analyze a poem by the renowned French poet and
screenwriter, Jacques Prévert. The teacher, Nadine Couvreux, was publicly
denounced by a student in her 10th grade Virtual School Immersion class to
Citytv Toronto for teaching an allegedly “racist” poem. The poem was Pour toi
mon amour (“For you my love”). The Toronto District School Board (TDSB)
spokesperson told the reporter that Couvreux was solely responsible for the
situation since the poem was not part of the curriculum. The teacher was
later the subject of a harsh Zoom interrogation by members of the TDSB. She
received a disciplinary letter warning her that “any future incidents of this kind
may result in further disciplinary action, up to and including dismissal.”

Prévert’s short poem is copied here:

For You, My Love

I went to the market of birds
And T bought birds

For you

My love

I went to the market of flowers
And I bought flowers

For you

My love

I went to the market of ironwork
And I bought chains
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Heavy chains

For you

My love

And then I went to the market of slaves
And I looked for you

But I did not find you there

My love

The word “slaves” caused the contretemps. The Ontario Curriculum states the
following direction for teachers of French Immersion under the subheading Spe-
cific Expectations for Reading Comprehension: “Demonstrate an understanding
of a variety of literary, informational, and graphic French texts, including chal-
lenging texts and texts used in real-life situations.” The Curriculum does not
say anywhere which “poems are not part of the curriculum.” A writer at the
French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo picked up the story and argued that
educational elites across the west are guided by impulses of conformity, by fear
of themselves being called racist, and by woke ideology even though this feminist
poem was written by a well-known anti-racist. The magazine took the side of
Couvreux, calling the Toronto District School Board “fanatical inquisitors” who
seek to “destroy and burn with sadistic joy and political madness.” A writer at
The Times newspaper of London, England also reported on this “transatlantic
‘cancel culture’ row,” saying Prévert’s own granddaughter had written to the
TDSB to criticize its actions.

It is not only teachers who are disciplined. The chairman of the Ontario College
of Teachers’ Discipline Committee, Jacques Tremblay was forced to resign from
the committee due to controversy over a 2008 book he, his wife and a friend
coauthored, The Sexteens and the Fake Goddess, its most salacious description
being of a first-year high school girl with a “gorgeous bosom” and “barely fleshy
buttock.” The girl takes an oath as a new member of the covert Sexteens’ Select
Society, solemnly promising to “develop my teenage life at my own rhythm
inspired by the aphrodisiac cult, which is based on the power of love and the
emancipation of my sexuality”” The book was labelled a “blue-teen” novel in
newspaper reports, and the cover features a topless girl and boy from behind.
For writing the book in his off-hours, Tremblay was eventually forced out of his
teaching job in 2015 and permanently banned from the profession in Ontario.

The Toronto Star headline article at the time of Tremblay’s resignation from
the disciplinary committee was, “Top teacher watchdog who wrote porn resigns.”
The definition of pornography, which comes from the Greek word pornographos
(“writing about prostitutes”), is that it depicts erotic behaviour over aesthetics
and is intended to cause sexual excitement. A review of the book on Amazon
says it “includes a threesome between a student and two teachers and other
highly inappropriate teacher & student interactions.” One result of censoring
books with sex in them is that the swath of the censor’s scythe might be extended
to all sorts of books in society, including the Bible. Margaret Atwood wrote in
1987, “[If its] admonition, ‘be fruitful and multiply’ isn’t an incitement to sexual
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intercourse, I don’t know what is” (“Library doors closed as porn bill ridiculed,”
Globe and Mail, 11 December 1987).

The Toronto Star printed an editorial 26 years prior to its sensationally titled
2011 article on Tremblay which lays out an anti-censorship message:

“If we start censoring the classics because someone finds something offensive in
them, where do we stop? Would we deny access to Dickens’ Oliver Twist because
of how Fagin, a Jew, is portrayed? Would we suppress Homer’s Odyssey because
Penelope, a woman who waits at home for ten years while her husband goes off
on world adventures, is not a realistic model for today’s young women? In the
battle against racism and sexism, the best tools to give our young people are
knowledge, the ability to think critically about what they read, and a profound
respect for the dignity of all human beings, something that underlies all good
literature. This — not censorship — is the way to equip youth to recognize
injustice and to change it” (“Passing the buck for U.S. woes,” Toronto Star, 10
March 1985).

About Dorian Grey, Oscar Wilde said, “There is no such thing as a moral or
an immoral book. Books are well-written or badly written.” The question of
whether Tremblay’s co-authored book is “well written” or “good literature” was
not considered in the proceedings against him. He was punished for contributing
to the construction of what many viewed as an “immoral” and “pornographic”
work, though it is dubious to claim it is either. Indeed, teen novels with sexual
themes and content may have positive aspects. The Australian Research Centre
in Sex, Health and Society’s 2013 National Survey of Australian Secondary
Students and Sexual Health found over 34% of the grade 10-12 students surveyed
had experienced sexual intercourse, while 69% had had some form of sexual
activity. It concludes: “When sex is evidently a part of adolescent lives, it
would be remiss not to include it in the literature written for them.” It would
also be remiss to exclude it from schools, which is why pupils are taught sex
education. Danielle Zimmerman makes the same point: “Sex in YA [young
adult] novels is important and greatly impacts how young people not only view
and understand themselves, but also the world around them.”

Both Andrew Dennis and Nadine Couvreux were disciplined for not choosing
fiction well enough, and Jacques Tremblay lost his certificate permanently for
not writing fiction prudish enough. In the first instance, it was the opinion
of the court, in the second, the court of opinion. All three may identify with
the character Joseph K. in Franz Kafka’s The Trial who cannot understand his
crime: “Someone must have been telling lies about Josef K., he knew he had
done nothing wrong but, one morning, he was arrested.” Tremblay wrote in his
consent agreement: “I respect the College’s position concerning the restrictions
on its members’ freedom of expression, but my vision of the context of this
freedom differs drastically from that of the College.”

Jeremy Bentham argued that a censor “risks nothing by prohibition, but every-
thing by permission.” Banning a book or punishing a teacher will keep some
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parents or other critics at bay, which is why the Providence Catholic School
Board burned and ceremoniously buried 5000 books in 2019, including Asterix
and Tintin, on the counsel of an ironically self-styled “knowledge-keeper.”

There is something arguably immoral or bad in every book, so there is always
an excuse for its removal. As Mark Twain’s literary character Huckleberry Finn
says, “What’s the use you learning to do right when it’s troublesome to do right
and ain’t no trouble to do wrong, and the wages is just the same.” It may be
troublesome to have literature in schools, but it makes students see or think
things they never did before.

Jim McMurtry (jimmemurtry01@gmail.com), who has a Ph.D. from the Univer-
sity of Toronto, is an Abbotsford French Immersion teacher and former Principal
of Neuchatel Junior College in Switzerland. His article originally appeared in
the Canadian Journal of Education, 18 October 2021.

TIGHTEN LAw TO FORCE EMPLOYERS TO RETURN PERSONAL PROPERTY
TO TERMINATED EMPLOYEES

Peter Bowal

It used to be that terminated employees were offered the dignity of a parting
meeting, the so-called exit interview. That was the time to return any property
belonging to the employer and a humane opportunity to collect their own prop-
erty before departing the workplace. That can still be the case, but today —
especially in cases where the worker was suddenly fired and where the pandemic
has loosened the connection between corporate office and home office — there will
be few in-person exit interviews. When Canadian workers are abruptly fired on
the job today, they are promptly escorted out under guard or, if already offsite,
they are denied re-entry to corporate premises and their digital and physical
property.

Out of distrust and anger, and a desire for speedy closure, the employer will
often lock up the terminated employee’s property, sometimes even before com-
municating the termination to the worker. One may have to plead for the return
of one’s tangible personal effects left at one’s workspace. With most records,
lists, databases, emails and other files being stored on corporate servers and in
the cloud, employers pre-emptively lock up the digital property to put it out
of reach of vindictive fired employees. Apart from retrieving physical items,
employees will be even more challenged to recover their own digital property
from the employer.

To be fair, the copyright and ownership in most of what employees generate
on the job for their employer belong to that employer. Conspicuous exceptions
are faculty members in Canadian post-secondary academic institutions. Their
Collective Agreements invariably stipulate that the property in their intellectual
outputs remain with the faculty member. Fired faculty members can hope

24


https://ici.radio-canada.ca/nouvelle/1817537/livres-autochtones-bibliotheques-ecoles-tintin-asterix-ontario-canada
mailto:jimmcmurtry01@gmail.com
https://cje-rce.ca/agatha-christies-books-mysteriously-disappear-from-abbotsford-schools-2/

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

and beg for their property to be expeditiously returned to them. But they
will remain subject to the goodwill, insolence and lingering hostility of their
former academic employer. The return of the scholar’s property may even be
leveraged to hasten settlement and extract a release of liability. Other times,
the failure to return property will be less malevolent, due instead to inattention
and indifference.

Typical Scenario

Consider the plight of a theoretical long-serving professor (let’s call her “Olivia”).
She was fired while enjoying summer vacation. Olivia immediately lost card ac-
cess to her office and all of her intellectual work product spanning the decades’
length of her academic career. She was locked out of all her life’s work. This
included her work files, teaching slides, correspondence, recorded lectures, exam
questions and answers, research data, email records and so on. Under her Col-
lective Agreement, this was all her personal property. It did not belong to her
former employer any more than did her cell phone left on her desk, her coat on
the hook or her car in the parking lot.

Her university employer had required that she store her academic life on its
secure servers. She was assured that the double factor authentication layer of
security was for her protection from external threats. She had no reason to
suspect that her own employer would be the menace seizing her digital assets.

Olivia had no access to anything from her long academic career that was ended
instantly and unexpectedly by her employer. She did not even have her curricu-
lum wvitae to apply for new jobs. People continued to send emails and voicemails
to her work account, but she could not know about them nor obtain them.
Her persistent pleading to her former bosses was ignored. They cruelly kept the
email and voicemail accounts open to everyone but Olivia. Her employer contin-
ued to strangle Olivia’s career and professional life. Worse, knowing how vital
this property was to her, the university disgracefully tried to link the return of
her digital property to settlement of her incipient grievance. Her property and
future as an academic were snatched by her former university employer and held
as ransom like a valuable hostage to get what the university wanted.

The university relented five months later. It finally returned Olivia’s digital
property. She learned then that she had been invited in the interim to job
interviews, conferences, projects and other career opportunities — but due to
the indifference or mischief of her former university employer, she had missed
them all. Damage done.

Ownership of Property

Most digital property generated at work on company equipment and stored on
servers belongs to the employer, but not all. Fach employment relationship is
governed by a combination of legislation and specific contractual rules, including
Collective Agreements and individual contracts.
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The ownership of chattels is usually clear. Many professionals and creative work-
ers, like scholars, retain legal ownership of the work they are paid to produce.
Digital property is intangible and easy for employers to retain. The university
that would never confiscate Olivia’s car left on the parking lot in a fenced en-
closure still imagined it could readily and with impunity confiscate her digital
life’s work.

Terminated Employees at Major Disadvantage

Employers may be tempted to exploit their “possession is nine tenths of the law”
power to withhold property from its owner. This illegal and immoral conduct
today goes unpunished. It fortifies the academic institution with a clear strate-
gic advantage in the employment dispute it has set in motion. The academic
employer can continue to visit suffering and other mischief on terminated em-
ployees to extract greater vengeance beyond the termination. They can sideline
scholars. In Olivia’s case, her former university directed her to obtain her files
from government freedom of information officials who do not serve this purpose.

Apart from begging, former employees may be forced to hire a lawyer to bring
a lawsuit or try to persuade a union (only if it agrees) to escalate a grievance.
Formal legal processes can take many months, and still may be appealed. None
of these recourses is fast, inexpensive or effective. It is essential that scholars
recover their digital property quickly.

Employment Standards Law

Employment standards legislation in every Canadian jurisdiction guarantees
workers minimum job protections such as how earnings are paid, hiring chil-
dren, hours of work, shifts, overtime, holidays and vacation, a variety of leaves
and even minimum notice of termination where there is no cause to fire a worker.
Offences and sanctions back up these regulations. A squad of government en-
forcement officials enforce the standards quickly and effectively on a complaint-
made basis.

Unionized Workplaces?

The Alberta Employment Standards Code also applies in unionized workplaces
[section 2(1)]. Yet unions may secure more enhanced protections in Collec-
tive Agreements. However, Collective Agreements, like individual employment
contracts and employment standards statutes, do not require the return of ter-
minated employees’ property. A version of the draft clause below, accordingly,
is recommended for incorporation into legislation, employment contracts and
Collective Agreements.
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Suggested Legislative Reform

The following amendment to employment standards legislation in the subsec-
tion on termination rights (section 61.2 in Alberta) should be inserted in every
Canadian jurisdiction:

61.2 When an employee has been terminated for any reason, and when any term
of employment or independent contract for services has ended, the employer or
payor, as the case may be, must forthwith within 24 hours of the termination
taking effect, unconditionally return all personal and digital property of the
employee or contractor whose employment or services have been terminated.

Pursuant to sections 129 through 132 of the current Alberta legislation, “any
person who contravenes or fails to comply with” this requirement is subject to a
fine up to $50,000 (individual offender) and $100,000 (corporate offender). The
regulator may also take other enforcement action.

Conclusion

Canadian legislatures have frequently amended their Employment Standards
Codes to accommodate for the pandemic, from layoff notices and recall pro-
visions to granting workers three hours paid leave to get vaccinated against
COVID-19. The Alberta legislature enacted this last amendment in thirty min-
utes the day after the idea surfaced.

Canadian legislatures should adopt the foregoing amendment to protect peo-
ple like Olivia from unscrupulous employers who would continue to harm their
former workers by withholding their personal property from them after employ-
ment or contractor services have ended. This is within the scope of employment
standards legislation, which is to protect vulnerable workers at the hands of
powerful institutions. Employers have the right to terminate one’s employment,
but they do not also have the right to terminate one’s subsequent career or
livelihood.

The timely return of one’s personal and digital property is a basic human and
legal right for all workers, whether they are unionized, full time or part time
and apart from remuneration, job description or length of service. This concern
features prominently in creative industries such as the Canadian post-secondary
academy. The proposed law reform should endure as a permanent minimum
employment standard.

Peter Bowal (pbowal@gmail.com) is Visiting Professor of Business Law at Mer-
cer University in Macon, Georgia.
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TO PROTECT AND PROMOTE ACADEMIC FREEDOM
AND THE MERIT PRINCIPLE IN THE COMING YEARS?

Charles Pincourt

Academic freedom and the merit principle have been suffering attacks for decades.
The frequency and intensity of attacks (using SAFS responses as just one in-
dicator) has accelerated in the past five to ten years, with the period since the
COVID-19 pandemic representing a level of increase not seen before. It is no co-
incidence that the intensity of attacks has gone hand-in-hand with the rise and
consolidation of power of the Critical Social Justice (or Woke) worldview in our
epistemic apparatus, that is universities, funding agencies and governmental in-
stances responsible for this apparatus. That is because the worldview demands
that the “modern” epistemic system be delegitimized, discredited, overturned
and replaced. Critical to this goal is the silencing of dissent which explains
attacks on academic freedom. Similarly, merit gets in the way of the political
project resulting from this worldview of equity, or the retributive redistribution
of resources from “oppressor” or “oppressed” identities. This essay doesn’t be-
labor the details of this history. Instead it looks towards the future by asking
“What is to be done?”

Answering this question was the motivation for the book Counter Wokecraft:
A Field Manual for Combatting the Woke in the University and Beyond that
I wrote with James Lindsay of New Discourses. In this essay I summarize the
takeaways from this manual related to what is to be done.

Effectively doing something requires understanding what has happened and how
it has been done. It’s first important to recognize that this has not happened just
by itself. The movement to overtake our institutions has not been centralized
in a few political leaders or actors; it has been diffuse, although coordinated.
The movement has extensive and deep roots but the blueprint for its campaign
can best be marked by Antonio Gramsci and then Herbert Marcuse. In earnest
it began in university departments, moved up into university bureaucracies and
spilled out into the bureaucracies governing and funding them. The coordination
that took place was around the evolving and emerging worldview hostile to the
modern epistemic system.

In practice (or praxis) this was manifested in coordination consolidating around
a few key principles and two forms of tactics. Micro tactics are the collection of
tactics used in the service of the “grand” tactic of Woke Viral infection. Woke
Viral Infection refers to the attempt to introduce and make the CSJ perspective
the dominant perspective in any and all circumstances, be they departmental
curriculum committees, departmental assemblies, faculty councils or university
senates. The aim of coordinated micro tactics is to facilitate this infection by
exaggerating support for, and quelling dissent from, CSJ advances to facilitate
and consolidate infection.
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The first thing to recognize when evaluating how to counter this movement, and
how to defend academic freedom and the merit principle, is understanding that
it can’t be done alone. I've begun to appreciate that many people in support
of these principles, also tend to be very independent. They believe it is their
responsibility to allow others to pursue their work as they see fit, and they
expect to be left alone by others as well. This has been a contributing factor to
the ease with which our epistemic apparatus has been overtaken.

In order to work together, you first need to figure out with whom you can work.
Given the many tactics used to quell any dissent it is difficult to know what
anyone really thinks about anything anymore. In Counter Wokecraft 1 describe
how to identify potential allies you can work with, and how to start coordinating
and working with them. To be most effective, you need to concentrate allies
in situations where you can have an impact. It is good to have allies from
different departments or universities, but effectively working with them means
concentrating your efforts in particular “situations.” The most intuitive setting
is your own department and departmental meetings, but you can work with allies
across departments in faculty committees, or from across faculties in university
senates, or across universities at funding agencies or with law makers.

2022 ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING OF THE SOCIETY FOR
ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND SCHOLARSHIP
McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario

Friday 13 May 2022, 6:30 — 8:00 pm ET: The Fourth Annual Chris and
John Furedy Lecture on the Contemporary University

“Rationality: What It Is, Why It Seems Scarce, Why It Matters”
Steven Pinker (Johnstone Family Professor of Psychology, Harvard Univer-
sity)

The Furedy Lecture is free and open to everyone.
Saturday 14 May 2022, 9:00 am to 3 pm, Eastern Daylight Time

e 9 — 10 Registration, and Mark Mercer, President, Society for Academic
Freedom and Scholarship: Welcome and news from SAFS

e 10:00 — 11:00 “Government Interference with Academic Freedom: Ger-
man Democratic Republic vs. Canada,” Christina Behme (Philosophy,
Kwantlen Polytechnic University)

e 11:00 — 12 noon Paul Viminitz (Philosophy, University of Lethbridge)
e Noon — 1:30 Lunch Break
1:30 — 3:00 Keynote Address
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“Not For Us to Say: Working Through (and Past) the Conflation of Rad-
icalism with Inquiry,” John McWhorter (Linguistics, Columbia University)

3:10 — 3:45 Business meeting

Only members of SAF'S in good standing may attend the business meet-
ing

Finding allies is of course, only the first step. Once you’ve found allies, you need
to coordinate to understand how to work together. There are at least three levels
of this type of coordination. First you need to discuss tactics you can use in
a particular situation or setting. You can agree for example to say something
if you see a CSJ advance being made, and importantly to support your allies
when they say something. This makes it more difficult for Woke participants to
exaggerate support. Even more importantly, you need to support allies when
an attempt is made to bully or intimidate them. This reduces the success of
Woke attempts to quell dissent.

The second level of coordination is with respect to particular interventions in
a given setting. This involves coordination on how to respond, for example,
to a policy or specific Woke intervention (like removing objective measures of
merit from selection of faculty or students). It also involves coordinating on
interventions and policies you can propose to strengthen academic freedom (such
as preventing departments (or universities) from taking political positions) and
merit in academic decision making. An important category of interventions to
consider are those that help to enable dissent and weaken the effects of Woke
intimidation. These involve many ways of formalizing decision-making and in
particular the use of secret ballot voting.

The third level of coordination relates to identifying situations at which to make
interventions. The general rule here is to aim as high in the epistemic apparatus
as possible. Departmental committees are good (and in fact, departmental hir-
ing committees are probably the highest priority locus of intervention), but fac-
ulty committees are better, universities committees better still, and university
donor, funding agency or government instances the best. In addition to aiming
high, coordination on loci of intervention requires understanding whether a suc-
cessful intervention can be made. There is little use in attempting interventions
in situations that have insurmountable amounts of Woke presence or control.
Coordination in these respects therefore also involves information gathering,
sharing and analyzing to identify the best locations of intervention.

The campaign to overtake the epistemic apparatus of Canada has been long in
the making. We cannot expect to right the ship instantly. At the same time,
for those who value academic freedom and merit, and universities more broadly,
we have a moral obligation to try set things on the right course. By working in
a coordinated and sustained fashion we will be able to.
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“Charles Pincourt” (charles.pincourt@outlook.com) is a pseudonym. Counter
Wokecraft, the book Dr Pincourt wrote with James Lindsay, will be reviewed in
the next edition of the SAFS Newsletter.

DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS OF IDENTITY

Philip Backman

On the 7th of September 2021 Mark Mercer, in his role as President of the
Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS), sent a letter to Dr.
Petra Hauf, the Vice-President of the University of New Brunswick (UNB) Saint
John. The motivation for this contact appears in the second paragraph of Mark’s
letter:

“UNB Saint John is inviting applications for a NSERC Tier 1 Canada Research
Chair in Data Science and Modelling for Coastal Ecosystems.” The advertise-
ment for the position stipulates that “only applicants who self-identify as a
woman will be considered for this opportunity.”

I am a member of one of the two departments that the lucky candidate will
work for, and because of this, I have some observations to add coming from an
‘insider’.

NOMINATIONS FOR THE SAFS BOARD OF DIRECTORS

2022-2023

The Nominations Committee this year consists of the SAFS president,
Mark Mercer (Saint Mary’s), the SAFS past president, Clive Seligman
(Western), and two SAFS members not on the Board of Directors, John
MacKinnon (Saint Mary’s) and Stephen Perrott (Mount Saint Vincent).

Long-serving SAFS board members Andrew Irvine (UBC Kelowna) and
Peter Suedfeld (UBC) have decided to step down from the board after
the Annual General Meeting, in May. Andrew and Peter have done great
work for the society and for universities and intellectual life in Canada, and
SAFS thanks them.

The current members of the Board being re-nominated are: Janice Fia-
mengo; Steve Lupker; Mark Mercer; Clive Seligman; Robert Thomas; and
Frances Widdowson.

The Nominations Committee has received the nominations of Paul Erickson
and Paul Viminitz for the vacant spots on the board.

From Paul Erickson:
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“I was born in the mid-western United States and grew up in California
until I started travelling in 1972. I was in Munich during the ‘72 Olympics
where I had my first encounter with terrorism. On May Day 1973 I was
arrested in Red Square, Moscow, Russia, protesting for human rights. Sub-
sequently, I worked in drug and psychological rehabilitation among western
travellers who found themselves in difficulty in Afghanistan, Pakistan, In-
dia, and Nepal. Since then, I earned a BA in Philosophy, did graduate work
in Theology, and completed a 27-year career in Corrections. On retirement,
I earned a Masters degree in counselling psychology, and I am currently a
registered clinical counsellor, specializing in working with first responders.
I have presented at the Canadian Psychological Association’s annual con-
ference on “Essential characteristics of first responder therapists” and “How
the psychological community promotes terrorism.” My research interests
include: best practices for therapists working with first responders; what
factors contribute to and detract from the development of the therapeutic
alliance between therapists and first responders; terrorist ideologies, and
how to address them; and the impact of the segregation reform project on
inmates and prison staff.

From Paul Viminitz:

Dr. Paul Viminitz, Professor of Philosophy since 1997 at the University of
Lethbridge, specializes in the Philosophy of War, Philosophy of Religion,
Game Theory in Philosophy, and being a pain in the ass of university
administrators.

Elections will be held at the business meeting at the end of the Annual
General Meeting, 13 May 2021, at McMaster University, Hamilton, On-
tario.

First, I should own up to my initial reaction after discovering the content of the
ad. Although there was opportunity, I failed to look at the job advertisement
as it was being drafted over the summer of 2021, and only became aware of the
‘women only’ restriction much later during a department meeting. I remember
clearly thinking at the time about discussing the prejudicial restriction with my
colleagues and department chair, but then had the subsequent thought, ‘Why
bother, this kind of stuff is everywhere now and to argue against it is a waste of
time’. As a member of SAFS I'm not proud of having such a resigned attitude,
but that was how I felt on that day: I shrugged my shoulders and never said a
word.

Then in September I became aware of the SAFS letter. Its content was magnif-
icent: an unassailable polemic on why restricting the hiring to only those who
self-identify as a woman is wrong.

Re-energized, at the next departmental meeting I was ready to talk about the
job advertisement. I began by asking our department chair if she had received
and read the letter from SAFS. She responded positive to both questions and
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added further that there was no plan from our Vice-President to respond to
Mark. From this exchange, along with a conversation from one other cc’d on
the SAF'S letter, I developed the impression that the communication from SAFS
was viewed by our Vice-President as a type of perfunctory gesture, and not of
a serious nature worthy of a response. Our Vice-President’s attitude seemed in
part to be influenced by the knowledge that SAFS sent out many such letters,
with few institutions bothering to submit a reply.

As the conversation evolved, several department members asked to see the letter
and inquired about SAFS because they had never heard of the organization.
(The letter was later sent to all department members.) One professor asked
what I thought was an interesting question. What kind of stick did SAFS
carry? In other words, could SAFS force change? My response was that SAFS
has the power of a good argument, but that that was it.

It was interesting to witness the reaction to the sex specific hiring requirement
for this job. No reaction, that I am aware of, was the reaction from our faculty
of 20 people. Beyond the brief discussion outlined above, I witnessed no push
back. When I asked our chair about the merit principle, she responded that it
will be applied, but applied only to this subset of people.

Recognizing that SAFS was unlikely to receive a reply to their letter, I sent one
of my own to our Vice-President. I said the following,

“I find Dr. Mercer’s arguments to be unassailable, but if lacking in clarity of
thought on the issue I welcome hearing a different perspective.......”. And,

“Further, I think a response letter is necessary to defend against what some —
myself included — will perceive as hypocrisy. I struggle understanding how a
progressive institution like UNB, committed to moving society beyond decades
— centuries — of injustices base on racial and sex differences, that relentlessly
champions equity, diversity, and inclusion, has concluded that an appropriate
course forward is an implementation of this exact disgusting tool of sexism. How
have we reached the point where we believe two wrongs make a right!”

I have not received a reply from Dr. Hauf.

Over these past months I have reflected often on two things: my department’s
indifference to the hiring restriction, and my view that such discrimination is
unacceptable. Why do others — purportedly autonomous academic thinkers —
find this restricted ‘only women need apply’ condition acceptable? Am I, is
SAFS, missing something? Is our judgement flawed?

I went searching for information.

Having recalled how these Tier 1 research chair positions are funded, and sus-
pecting that the ad language was not completely a UNB idea, I discovered this
2017 NSERC publication: ‘Guide for Applicants: Considering equity, diversity
and inclusion in your application. The first paragraph reads,
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“The Evidence is clear. Equity, diversity, and inclusion strengthen the scientific
and engineering communities and the quality, social relevance and impact of
research. Increasing diversity and gender equity in the research enterprise are
key priorities for NSERC and for the Government of Canada.”

Further along in the publication equity is defined, and in part reads as follows.

‘Equity means fairness; people of all identities being treated fairly. It means
ensuring that the processes for allocating resources and decision-making are fair
to all and do not discriminate on the basis of identity’

I think it is fair to conclude that the flawed judgement falls at the feet of the
Government of Canada and UNB, and not with SAFS or myself.

Philip Backman (pbackman@unb.ca) teaches physics at the University of New
Brunswick Saint John.

THE WAR AGAINST ACADEMIC FREEDOM

Philip Carl Salzman

The Enlightenment ideal of the university is a community of scholars seeking
the truth. The methodology of this ideal is a multiplicity of voices and views
engaged in discussion and debate, in seeking and adducing evidence, and in
drawing and challenging conclusions.

Western universities have gradually but decisively moved away from the En-
lightenment ideal. Many institutions have formally committed to Black Lives
Matter, “anti-racism,” and societal transformation. Today’s “social justice”
university has prioritized the political goals of social, economic, and justice re-
form, commonly conceptualized as “diversity, equity, inclusion.” These goals are
applied within the university through policies that shape admissions, funding,
hiring, promotion, residences, ceremonies, and awards.

In practice, “social justice” means preferential treatment for females and cer-
tain minorities, such as people of color, LGBTQ++, indigenous natives such as
American Indians and Canadian First Nations, Muslims, and the disabled, along
with the marginalization of overperforming minorities such as Asians (a.k.a.
“white adjacent”) and Jews (a.k.a. “hyper-white”). It also necessitates discrim-
ination against all males and the majority of whites and Christians. Universities
establish differential standards for different categories of people, and assessment
tools such as standardized exams, for example at the University of California
and the Ontario College of Teachers, are abandoned altogether to guarantee
equal outcomes between demographic groups.

“Social justice” principles have been formally instituted by university adminis-
trations, and are regarded as sacrosanct by many administrators, staff, profes-
sors, and students. Special administrative staff, called “diversity” or “diversity
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and inclusion” officers—numbering dozens or hundreds distributed throughout
university offices and mirroring the political commissars of communist societies—
are charged with policing “social justice” policies and ensuring conformity in
both thought and action among university members.

Criticism of “social justice” ideas or policies has brought opposition, often quite
virulent, not only from university administrations but also from fellow academics
and students, many of whom are self-appointed “social justice” vigilantes op-
posed to “wrong think.” They deem critics of “social justice” to be heretics
who must be either reformed or eliminated. The elimination of such heretics,
involving the removal from administrative, editorial, or teaching positions, and
in some cases, complete excommunication from the university, is increasingly
common in university life, earning the label “cancel culture.”

It is not only university “social justice” policies that may not be criticized.
“Social justice” ideology encompasses wide-ranging, substantive theories about
society, including about race and racism, policing, sex and gender, crime, reli-
gion, and economic success. These include, for example, claims that the U.S.
and Canada are “systemically racist”; that every black male is at risk of being
killed by the police every day of his life; that universities have a “rape culture”;
that economic success is the result of “white privilege”; that sex is not binary;
that all of North America belongs to indigenous natives; that trans-women are
women; and that all of the evils in the world are a result of European imperi-
alism and colonialism. These theories may not be interrogated or contradicted,
however much evidence is brought to bear. Anyone who dares to challenge
such “social justice” doctrines is denounced as a racist, sexist, homophobe,
transphobe, Islamophobe, white supremacist, Klansman, fascist, Nazi, and/or
“literally Hitler.”

Thus many topics relevant to society and to contemporary concerns are closed
off from free inquiry, investigation, debate, and hypothesis. Sociologists, anthro-
pologists, economists, political scientists, education specialists, legal experts, et
al. must either swear fealty to “social justice” dogmata, endorsing them in their
work, or steer clear of these topics and find anodyne subjects to research and
teach.

In today’s “social justice” university, academic freedom means that you can
either endorse the “social justice” policies of “diversity, equity, inclusion,” or
you can stay silent, as Professor Dorian Abbot found out. The Enlightenment
academic freedom, in which members of the university community could pursue
their investigations without restraint and follow them to their conclusions, is
but a distant memory. Universities have mostly given up the search for truth
in favor of the advancement of DEI political goals, and are thus not so much
educational institutions as they are “social justice” seminaries.

Enforcement of compliance with “social justice” ideology and policies does not
rest only on the shoulders of diversity commissars. Some professors and students
are ready to take up the cudgels to batter deviants and heretics. One method
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is to denounce the offender by circulating a petition among fellow professors,
as a hundred Stanford medical colleagues did against Dr. Scott Atlas in 2020,
following which the Stanford Faculty Senate voted to condemn Atlas.

Another popular method of canceling a faculty member is the “open letter,”
written by DEI vigilantes to expunge the community of a heretic. At my home
institution, McGill University, this method is a favorite among student activists.
One such letter was directed to redefining academic freedom as limited to views
that activists find acceptable. I, an emeritus professor of anthropology, was the
example given for clamping down on unacceptable accounts and analyses. Eight
student groups, including McGill’s two anthropology groups, took exception to
a sentence I had written in a publication on my special field of study, tribal life in
the Middle East, although they also condemned many of my other publications,
which they misrepresented, as deviating from their preferred views.

This open letter did not argue that the statement in question was false, nor did
its authors provide contrary arguments or conclusions. In short, they offered
no academic criticism at all. Rather, they claimed that my statement made
them feel “unsafe.” Furthermore, the letter asserted that I am a “racist” and
an “Islamophobe,” although the offending article did not mention either race
or Islam. For the sins of my research findings, and for, as the letter claimed,
bringing disrepute to the university, the authors demanded that my emeritus
status, which I had earned with fifty years of service to the university and to
anthropology, should be revoked.

)

Another open letter at McGill targeted a distinguished senior professor in a
different discipline. In this instance, five student groups attacked Dr. Douglas
Farrow, professor of theology and ethics, for having views of sexuality with
which they disagreed. The letter elaborated at length the students’ objections:
“Dr. Farrow provides his students with a very particular perspective both on
Christian theology and Christian understanding of gender and sexuality, which
not only prevents a diverse learning environment, but also makes numerous
students feel victimized by many of the views expressed by Dr. Farrow.” The
letter goes on to explain how the students are allegedly “victimized”: Professor
Farrow “denies the dignity of their identity and personhood, thus making the
SRS [School of Religious Studies] inaccessible and unsafe to the many LGBTQ+
students.”

The students’ open letter is not shy about recommendations to correct Professor
Farrow’s alleged “bigotry”: “We request that the SRS provide students greater
flexibility in their course choice by assigning additional professors to the manda-
tory classes that are currently taught exclusively by Dr. Farrow. Many of Dr.
Farrow’s classes have been taught by other professors in the past, and we hope
that similar changes can be made again. We also call on the SRS to remove his
homophobic and transphobic works from the display cases in the Birks lobby.”
So basically, the students wish to disappear Professor Farrow for his views.

36


https://drive.google.com/file/d/130OXUjdnwHmfmbiEZWK9d354QHaRi0-r/view
https://news.stanford.edu/2020/11/20/faculty-senate-condemns-actions-hoover-fellow-scott-atlas/
https://www.mindingthecampus.org/2020/12/04/add-me-to-the-list-of-canceled-professors/

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

Once again, the letter offers no academic argument contrary to Professor Far-
row’s views. It instead provides an ad hominem attack, along with a misrepre-
sentation of his views, and does no more in support of its demands than claim
identities or political support for identities. It asserts that this is a sufficient
basis to discipline Professor Farrow.

McGill’s administration, unlike that of many other universities, has not bowed
to politically motivated cancel culture. It has taken a moderate and balanced
position, stating explicitly that academic freedom must be respected, and that
differences of opinion are not grounds for disciplinary actions.

The latest open letter, signed by no fewer than 27 student groups and one staff
group, as well as many individual students and faculty members, demands that
McGill boycott all Israeli educational institutions and all companies which deal
with Israel. The letter also demands that any and every statement deemed to
be pro-Israel be banned from the university:

“We believe in and fight for the rights of students to feel safe and condemn the
McGill administration for not intervening in the spread of hate speech relating
to the expansion of the Israeli settler-colonial project, the expulsion of Palestini-
ans, and the violence against innocent civilians. We demand that McGill fulfill
their mandate of ensuring a safe, non-racist, non-discriminatory environment
by condemning Zionist speech on campus.”

The letter further demands that McGill define “Zionism ideologies and speech as
racism,” and thereby as violations of the university’s policy on discrimination.
And, just in case the point has not been made sufficiently clear, the letter
declares that

“We demand that McGill recognize any speech that advocates for the expansion
of a settler-colonial state, for the expulsion of native peoples from their homes,
and for the use of violence against unarmed civilians as hate speech. Any student
group or student who espouses these ideologies should be held accountable by
the University for their violent, hateful, and harmful speech.”

Note that the letter does not offer to debate the Israel-Palestine issue, or to
provide evidence and arguments to support the authors’ case. No, it simply
demands that any political position but its own be regarded as hate speech and
banned from campus. This letter follows the long-standing policy of the McGill
Daily newspaper to refuse any article or letter it deems to be pro-Israel. It also
follows the long-standing policy of the Students’ Society to block the election
of pro-Israel students and to eject those who were elected. The informal motto
of the Students’ Society is “punch a Zionist today.”

McGill’s response is, once again, moderate and balanced. Here it invokes “equity
and inclusion,” not to suppress academic freedom but to justify it:

“The petition’s demands are in fact wholly antithetical to our commitment to
equity and inclusion. They purport to draw on our commitment to equity and
inclusion to call for measures that would divide our community, notably by
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demanding that we exclude some worldviews and ways of self-identifying from
our campus. We cannot, indeed we will not, allow the misuse of our EDI-based
[Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion] plans and policies to sow strife at McGill.
While each of us enjoys the right to hold and express our own political views,
the University will not respond to calls that would threaten to undermine our
obligation to uphold a safe, respectful and inclusive campus for all.”

The critical phrase for academic freedom is “each of us enjoys the right to hold
and express our own political views.” The question is, how to enforce that?

At my university and others, there are no consequences for ad hominem attacks
on individuals whose views differ from their attackers, nor for demanding that
the individual targeted be punitively canceled. That is, any student, student
group, or professor is entirely free to vilify a fellow member of the university
community and to try to harm his professional reputation. There is no restraint
on attacking others on behalf of a preferred political cause, and to gain kudos
from fellow enthusiasts for doing so. The lack of consequences indicates that
these attacks are acceptable and legitimate.

These attempted political assassinations are poison to the Enlightenment ideal
of the university. It is critical to distinguish between legitimate academic inquiry
and debate, on the one hand, and vicious political attacks on individuals and
segments of the university community on the other. While academic debates
on all topics should be encouraged and supported, political attacks should be
rejected as anti-academic and anti-community.

Toleration of these attacks is a destructive policy for a university. The university
must stand against them by instituting consequences for such attacks. Target-
ing individuals and segments of the university population should be banned
outright. Those who flout the ban must be subject to consequences. University
groups that sponsor and sign onto such attacks should be disbanded. Individu-
als, whether students, staff, or professors, who endorse such attacks should be
disciplined, at least by a negative notation in their records.

University administrators have taken strong steps against sexual assault be-
cause it threatens collegial and academic relationships. Political assault also
poses such a threat. Most universities have disciplinary codes with measures
that could be brought against political assault. At McGill, the student code of
conduct says that “No student shall, by action, threat or otherwise, knowingly
obstruct university activities. University activities include but are not limited
to, teaching, research, studying, administration, public service, scheduled events
and activities.” So when students disrupt research, publishing, and teaching by
trying to punish anyone whose findings and conclusions differ from theirs, they
are in violation of the code of conduct.

Another offense in the Code of Student Conduct is False Accusation: “No stu-
dent knowingly shall falsely accuse another Member of the University Commu-
nity with an offense under the regulations policies, code or collective agreement
to which the accused member is subject.” Accusing another member of one’s

38


https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/code_of_student_conduct_and_disciplinary_procedures.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/code_of_student_conduct_and_disciplinary_procedures.pdf

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

academic community of being a “racist” advances a serious charge—in the cur-
rent climate, it is one of the most detrimental designations. The charge of
“Islamophobia” is also serious. These accusations are particularly dangerous
for an anthropologist, and even more so for a Middle Eastern area specialist.
The damage of such accusations for academic and professional standing is se-
vere. Unless students can substantiate their claims, they have committed an
offense under the code.

Ideological divisions in universities and in contemporary society are broad and
highly charged. This is a difficult situation for university administrators, who
would face serious resistance to reining in extreme political activists and identity
warriors. Yet the health of the university community, its very existence as an
academic institution, is under threat by ideological partisans. Either academic
freedom will be defended, or the university will become a political cult in which
nothing but approved ideological truths may be spoken. University administra-
tors have the responsibility and the power; let us hope that they have the will
to defend academic freedom.

Philip Carl Salzman (philip.carl.salzman@mecgill.ca) is Emeritus Professor of
Anthropology at McGill University, Senior Fellow at the Frontier Centre for
Public Policy, Fellow at the Middle Fast Forum, and President of Scholars for
Peace in the Middle Fast. This article originally appeared on 27 December 2021,
in Minding the Campus.

WELL OF COURSE ACADEMIC FREEDOM IS POLITICAL

Paul Viminitz

The scope of my academic freedom and of your freedom of expression are not
coextensive. That is, I can, and regularly do, say all kinds of stupid things
in the bar that I would be rightly disciplined for publishing in a professional
journal or claiming as a fact in a classroom. Such as? Such as the kinds of drivel
that comes out of QAnon. In the bar I can say that the Dems are a coven of
pedophiles. T can even name names. But not without evidence in the journals
or in the classroom.

On the other hand there are questions I can ask, and offer tentative answers to
them, in the journals or classroom that arguably could count as hate speech if
articulated elsewhere. Such as? Such as that trans women are not women, or
that the Indigenous people of this continent no more owned the land than did
the buffalo that once grazed on it, or that slavery was a godsend, not just for
their descendants, but for those who were themselves sold and shipped across
the Atlantic in 1619. I can write or say these things not because they might
be true — though I think in all three cases they are — but because they raise,
respectively, important conceptual issues about identity, property, and harm,
and because the raising of important conceptual issues is what philosophy is all
about.
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There was a time — albeit briefly — when academic administrators understood
this. That time is now behind us. But notwithstanding they no longer under-
stand this — or perhaps because they now understand it all too well — they still
have to pay lip service to the language of academic freedom, while treating the
raison d’étre of it with utter contempt.

And how are they managing to pull this off? By disguising this abrogation of
academic freedom as paying due attention to student safety. Each of the above-
cited discussions makes trans, Indigenous, and black students, respectively, feel
unsafe. In what way unsafe? That’s the question upon whom neither the
petitioner nor the petitioned-to considers it incumbent on herself to answer. If
pressed — and it’s regarded as churlish to press on this — what it is to feel unsafe
is to feel uncomfortable. And what it is to feel uncomfortable — not unlike what
it is to be trans or Indigenous or black — is to so self-identify.

Do I have a problem with any of this? I do and I don’t. I do because the
invocation of woke-ism to abrogate academic freedom amounts to constructive
dismissal from what, when I signed up for it, I had reason to believe I was
signing up for. So I'm no longer writing and teaching philosophy. Pity that!

But I don’t have a problem with it insofar as the university continues to pay me
rather well for performing this revised service. And insofar as I recognize that
the kind of academic freedom we once and temporarily enjoyed was itself among
the dividends of a radically contingent political victory, a victory that has been,
as its detractors rightly lament, at the expense of competing political interests.
That is, when trans, Indigenous, and black lives finally begin to matter, this
is not the time to suggest they might not. And if that requires silencing these
suggestions, even within the otherwise safe space of the academy, well, so be it!

So, it would seem, the struggle on behalf of and against academic freedom is, like
everything else, a political one. In a political struggle appeals to principle are
post hoc. All we can do, for what little it’s worth, is try to direct the attention
of the widow whose mite has been paying for the one but now for the other,
to the longer-term consequences of replacing critical thinking with the policing
of thinking. Right now she’s a tad preoccupied with more pressing issues, like
Covid. So I’'m not holding out a whole lot of hope.

Paul Viminitz (pinziev@gmail.com) teaches philosophy at the University of Leth-
bridge, in Alberta. He posted this article on his blog on 27 December 2021.

RESISTING EPISTEMIC TRIBALISM AND CANCEL CULTURE IN THE
CLASSROOM

Sinclair A. MacRae

“The idea that obnoxious, misguided, seditious, blasphemous, and bigoted ex-
pressions deserve not only to be tolerated but, of all things, protected is the
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single most counterintuitive social principle in all of human history. Every hu-
man instinct cries out against it, and every generation discovers fresh reasons
to oppose it. It is saved from the scrapheap of self-evident absurdity only by
the fact that it is also the single most successful social principle in all of human
history.”

— Jonathan Rauch, The Constitution of Knowledge: In Defense of Truth, pp.
18-19

One might assume that since the disvalue of tolerating unpopular views is so
intuitively appealing, all defenders of academic freedom need to do to cultivate
respect for dissent — along with the associated rights of freedom of thought and
freedom of expression — is to overcome this wrongheaded intuition by showing
those who have it why they should reject it. Alas, although learning why toler-
ating dissent is socially valuable is straightforward, creating a climate in higher
education in which dissent and viewpoint diversity are esteemed in practice is
much more challenging. This is so for two reasons.

The first is the pernicious impact of cancel culture. As Rauch explains, although
disputes involving criticisms and those employing canceling, or what he calls
“coercive conformity”, both consist in people arguing about something, they
otherwise dramatically diverge:

“Criticism expresses arguments or evidence with the goal of influencing opinion
through rational persuasion. It belongs to the realm of truth-seeking. Canceling
belongs to the realm of propaganda warfare: like other forms of information
warfare, it seeks to organize and manipulate a social or media environment to
demoralize, deplatform, isolate, or intimidate an adversary.” (The Constitution
of Knowledge, p. 218)

For evidence of the affirmation of the techniques of canceling among students
consider the 2018 Gallup poll in which 10 percent claimed that violence is an
acceptable method for preventing controversial speakers from being heard and
37 percent asserted that it is acceptable to shout down such speakers. One
might note that such attitudes are in the minority but concern arises from the
impact that a small number of agitators can have on a majority who might
disagree with their methods but fear their influence.

According to that same Gallup poll 61 percent of students censor their expression
of ideas they fear classmates might find offensive, a number that rose to 68
percent in a 2019 poll commissioned by the Knight Foundation. More and
more of our students are self-censoring because they fear social exclusion by
classmates who practice, or tacitly support, canceling techniques. This results in
what Rauch refers to as “epistemic tribalism”: a state in which the proclivity of
individuals to engage in confirmation bias is compounded by the group dynamics
of conformity bias, resulting in the sort of echo-chamber effect that inhibits
open enquiry and the search for truth and knowledge. Via this path education
is corrupted.
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The second reason why the goal of promoting respect for dissent is so challeng-
ing is that the practice of expressing dissent involves bridging the gap between
knowing and doing. It is not enough that we share a conviction that we should
support viewpoint diversity, we need the courage of our convictions. The main
challenge defenders of academic freedom face is not intellectual; it is motiva-
tional. It is one thing to learn some truth about the world; another to act on
that truth. Acting requires that our students have courage and faith in the
goodwill of their peers. Unfortunately, the impetus of the sort of epistemic trib-
alism that characterizes cancel culture is to threaten those who question their
beliefs, generating the appearance that such acts of resistance will be punished.

The key to emboldening our students to have the courage of their convictions
is to dispel the irrational fear that has been wielded so effectively by the agents
of cancel culture. For the ideologues who practice the techniques of coercive
conformity are extremists, and it is analytic to the concept of “extremism” that
they remain in the minority, wielding more the appearance of power rather
than actual power. Our, and our students’, tendencies to exaggerate that power
evidences our propensity to catastrophize, a propensity we must stolidly combat.
Yes, cancelers’ actions are destructive but their efforts have been exacerbated by
the poseurs, the obsequious, the apathetic, and the fearful who doubt or reject
cancelers’ extremist and confused beliefs but who acquiesce in their harmful
ways, thereby adding to the illusion of their influence. This is how irrational
fear operates. The cancelers’ ability to intimidate largely depends upon stoking
this irrational fear.

We can help our students see through and reject this irrational fear by model-
ing respect for principled dissent in our classes and courses, thereby exposing
as false the assumption that to even entertain dissenting views regarded as of-
fensive, harmful, misguided, obnoxious, and so on, is to court danger and social
exclusion. As more and more people embrace the principles of the scientific
method and reality-based enquiry, the irrational fear that they will be punished
for doing so will dissipate, and as this fear dissipates more will join the side
of reason. As teachers and professional academics not only can we lead this
movement, but we have a duty to do so. We must remember that since coercive
conformists are bad at thinking, their only hope of success is that we turn away
from reason and reality-based enquiry and embrace irrational fears.

One specific way in which I model respect for dissent and viewpoint diversity
in my classes is by regularly playing a game I call “What’s My Problem?” in
which I defend an allegedly erroneous or odious view. The class is charged with
displaying the flaw or flaws in my thinking. Sometimes when we play I really
do have a problem, that is, I really am defending false beliefs and bad values,
but sometimes not. Regardless, the game encourages the critical examination of
societal dogmas in a way that depersonalizes the supposed threat (because I am
playing a role) and results in attacking a set of ideas rather than the proponent
of those ideas. This helps liberate those who are afraid of offending just as it
energizes passionate defenders of challenged beliefs, but it does so in a way that
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shifts the information battleground from the realm of propaganda to the realm
of reason and critical enquiry. As a practical way of entertaining and expressing
dissent and the sort of allegedly obnoxious, misguided, and bigoted views that
Rauch references in the opening quotation, it is a start. It is a step forward.

There is much more to say on this topic but I will conclude with a final piece
of practical advice. Apart from repeatedly emphasizing my pedagogical goal
of encouraging my students to learn to think and care well for themselves, and
apart from modeling the critical examination of ideas in my classes, I try to
help set the tone for my courses, all of which honour dissent and the pursuit of
enlightenment, by inserting the following brief statement into my outlines. Feel
free to use it or amend it for use for your own courses:

Freedom of Thought, Freedom of Expression, and Academic Freedom

Since my main goal is to help you to improve your ability to think and care
well for yourself, being regularly engaged in the classes is a fundamental part of
the overall learning experience and value of the course. This means that I will
be encouraging you to contribute your thoughts to our discussions throughout
the term. Unfortunately, in today’s anti-rationalist and cancel-culture climate
many people are afraid to express their views on a range of topics, including
topics that we will be examining, for fear of offending others, and being mocked
and ostracized. Although you should always exercise good judgment in deciding
what to say, we have a duty to overcome this fear, to resist this groupthink, and,
as always, to have the courage of our convictions. We owe this duty to ourselves,
to each other, and to wider society.

Becoming educated is a political act, one that is necessary for becoming an en-
lightened and responsible citizen. The cult of safetyism that claims that logical
arguments and principled dissent are forms of violence, and that some topics
are too traumatizing to discuss in public, is not only patronizing; it is also sub-
versive. It has evolved into a tool of cancel culture, one that stigmatizes mature
enquiry and rational debate, and that threatens higher education. We must
resist this insidious force to pursue the worthy goals of our course. Therefore,
I will not be avoiding topics for fear of offending you. Such conduct would be
infantilizing. Ours is a course for adults.

We will be welcoming principled dissent because it is only through the ethically
regulated contestation of ideas that the truth will out. Those who fear having
their ideas exposed to the light of open enquiry are attempting to impose their
views by the force of ignorant social coercion. If an idea has merit it will with-
stand critical scrutiny. This process of revealing the truth and the values that
we should care about requires us to exercise our rights to freedom of thought,
freedom of expression, freedom of association, and academic freedom. These
rights also impose corresponding duties on us to respect the rights of others by
listening patiently and compassionately to them. Since our goal is to obtain
some enlightenment our classroom spaces should be ones in which all are free
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to make mistakes and entertain ideas free from scorn and contempt. Remember
that we are judging ideas here — not each other — and that to do this well we
must consider a range of them. Ours is a dispassionate task that requires that
we privilege reason over intuition and the cultivating of rational emotions over
irrational ones.

Sinclair A. MacRae (smacrae@miroyal.ca) is an Associate Professor in the
Department of Humanities at Mount Royal University, in Calgary. Dr MacRae
is the author of An Introduction to Ethics: Theories, Perspectives, and Issues
(Pearson, 2002).

KNOWLEDGE IN AN AGE OF CANCELLERS, TROLLS AND DISINFORMATION:
A REVIEW OF THE CONSTITUTION OF KNOWLEDGE

Kate Talmage

Jonathan Rauch, The Constitution of Knowledge: A Defense of Truth, Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2021.

The Constitution of Knowledge is Jonathan Rauch’s response to an epistemic
crisis. Viral disinformation is challenging our ability to tell truth from false-
hood, and cancel culture is impeding our ability to express ideas freely. Rauch
characterizes these epistemic threats as “two insurgencies”—one predominantly
right-wing and populist and the other predominantly left-wing and elitist—and
undertakes to explain how we can defend ourselves against them.

In prior writings, Rauch conceived of knowledge as the product of a marketplace
of ideas. In this book, he employs a political analogy rather than an economic
one. He contends that the fundamental problem faced by society, both politi-
cally and epistemically, is to induce people with differing opinions to cooperate
without resorting to authoritarianism and that solving this problem requires
a counstitution (47). Drawing on an analogy with the U.S. Constitution, he
articulates the central concept of the book, the “Constitution of Knowledge”.

The institutions, rules, and values that embody the U.S. Constitution in action
comprise a governing structure that forces cooperation by peaceful means. Sim-
ilarly, there are, Rauch suggests, institutions, rules, and values that peacefully
govern knowledge. The academy, journalism, government, and law are the four
institutional pillars of the Constitution of Knowledge (100-102). Their explicit
and implicit rules, such as those that guide peer review and fact checking, and
their core values of objectivity, rationality, accountability, and civility create a
structure for settling epistemic disputes. Those who accept the legitimacy of the
Constitution of Knowledge are members of what Rauch calls the “reality-based
community” (16).

Rauch holds that the Constitution of Knowledge is one of three great liberal
social systems that arose from the Enlightenment. The founding figures of
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these systems are Adam Smith in economics, James Madison in politics, and
John Locke in both politics and epistemology (46). Locke’s key epistemological
claim was that ideas are not innate but come from experience and are therefore
checkable empirically. According to Rauch, while the Constitution of Knowl-
edge was founded on Locke’s empiricism, it was shaped by the views of Charles
Sanders Peirce, who conceptualized knowledge as a communal enterprise (60),
and Karl Popper, who held that scientific knowledge is attained not by verifying
hypotheses but by seeking to falsify them (58). Together, Rauch argues, these
philosophical influences produced a conception of knowledge that is empirical
in the sense that the methods used to check an idea must yield the same result
regardless of the checker and fallibilistic in the sense that any idea can in prin-
ciple be falsified. In other words, in the reality-based community “no one has
personal authority” and “no one gets the final say” (88-89).

Rauch considers the “two insurgencies” to be attacks on the Constitution of
Knowledge, and he observes that both have been facilitated by digital tech-
nologies. The internet and social media platforms are designed to attract the
investment of advertisers and are therefore sensitive not to truth but to pop-
ularity. By focusing on sharing information rather than on validating it, and
by making it relatively easy to hide sources, these technologies vastly accelerate
the dissemination of false and misleading claims (133). Moreover, by rewarding
attention over substance, they encourage self-promotion, amateurism, and ad
hominem attacks, and by tailoring news feeds to individual taste, they entrench
divisions and increase polarization (134).

Rauch uses the term “troll culture” to characterize the use of digital technologies
to spread false and misleading information for personal gain. He considers trolls
to be propagandists and singles out Donald Trump as a master of propaganda
who habitually disregards truth with impunity (172). A key technique employed
by Trump and other power-seeking trolls is the “firehose of falsehood”, which is
an unrelenting dissemination of false and misleading claims in formats such as
fake news and conspiracy theories. The real goal of this technique, according
to Rauch, is not to make people believe lies but to so overwhelm and confuse
them that they lose the ability to distinguish truth from falsehood and become
generally mistrustful and demoralized (165). To combat troll culture, Rauch
urges a strengthening of the Constitution of Knowledge, particularly within
mainstream journalism and government, along with the imposition of truth-
defending measures by social media companies.

The other “insurgency” fuelling the current epistemic crisis is cancel culture,
which is prevalent on many university campuses. In explaining the rise of can-
cel culture, Rauch draws on ideas popularized by The Coddling of the American
Mind (2018), a work of social psychology by Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan
Haidt. According to Lukianoff and Haidt, an overly protective parenting style
has resulted in a generation of students who are so emotionally fragile that
they experience the expression of views they find offensive as a form of violence.
To keep these students safe in their learning environment, “words that wound”
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must be eliminated from campuses. Against this “safetyism” that fosters cancel
culture, Rauch argues forcefully in favour of freedom of speech (202-209). Emo-
tional impact is not equivalent to physical violence, and Rauch contends that
this distinction must be made clearly and upheld consistently within academia.
If students find a viewpoint upsetting, they should be encouraged to counter
it not by cancellation but through reasoned argument, and it is the role of
universities to instruct students in how to do so effectively.

Another concept Rauch borrows from social psychology is “virtue signalling”.
He contends that cancelling “is not fundamentally about the ideas or even the
people it targets” (213-214) but is a way of publicly displaying solidarity with
one’s own group. It is, that is to say, essentially performative rather than argu-
mentative, having no interest in evaluating ideas (215). Rauch argues that this
sort of overactive tribalism must not be allowed to intimidate and demoralize.
While acknowledging that social identities do matter, he insists that they are
not to be played as trump cards to shut down others not belonging to one’s own
tribe (91).

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT

Apart from notices issued by the SAFS Board of Directors, views expressed
in the Newsletter are not necessarily those of the Society.

All or portions of original articles in the Newsletter may be copied for
further circulation. We request acknowledgement of the source and would
appreciate receiving a copy of the publication in which the Newsletter mate-
rial appears. The copyright for reprinted articles remains with the original
publication.

Rauch maintains that the Constitution of Knowledge is endangered when stu-
dents’ emotional comfort or the demands of social activists are prioritized over
free speech and research integrity and that it is therefore imperative that univer-
sities implement measures to ensure that members of the academic community
are not cancelled. He cites numerous examples of positive measures, including
adopting versions of so-called Chicago principles that institutionalize academic
freedom, welcoming and protecting the safety of conservative speakers, consis-
tently disciplining bullies, ceasing to treat ordinary interpersonal conflicts as
grounds for administrative action, and ridding campuses of speech codes (237).

Though the claims of social psychologists are interesting and deserve empirical
investigation, emphasizing such claims when examining cancel culture can result
in a sort of psychologizing that distracts from ideas. Indeed, in certain circles
it has even led to scapegoating “helicopter parents” and ridiculing “snowflakes”
and “SJWs”. Rauch, who is an advocate of civil debate, does not scapegoat
or ridicule. Nonetheless, by understanding cancel culture primarily in terms of
concepts from social psychology, he does not focus on ideas. As Rauch notes,
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the Constitution of Knowledge requires objectivity and depersonalization, the
separating of an idea from the person who holds it (59). Accordingly, when
considering cancel culture, it is important to acknowledge that the ideas of a
“coddled” or “woke” mind can be true and to identify and objectively examine
those ideas without regard to psychology. Rauch, however, devotes little of his
discussion to the ideas held by cancellers and instead follows social psychologists
in emphasizing the emotional hurt suffered by fragile students and suggesting
that activists care only about virtue signalling.

Rauch’s emphasis on safetyism and virtue signalling gives rise to a second, re-
lated concern. By focusing on the most obvious and extreme examples of cancel
culture—shutting down speech because it is labelled “violence” and piling on
outsiders to signal loyalty to one’s own tribe—one risks not perceiving or en-
gaging with ideas that underlie cancel culture as a whole. Rauch’s commitment
to the Constitution of Knowledge implies that to combat cancel culture suc-
cessfully, he must use reason to persuade those promoting ideas that support
cancel culture that these ideas are in fact mistaken. However, persuasion is most
effective when the best ideas of one’s intellectual opponent are sought out and
considered. Even if Rauch is persuasive in arguing that one should not react
to a hurtful word in the same way one would react to being shot by a bullet
and that one should not destroy another person’s career just to display tribal
loyalty, he may still have fallen short by not identifying and addressing ideas
that lie at the root of cancel culture.

What are these root ideas? This question is explored by Helen Pluckrose and
James Lindsay in Cynical Theories (2020). Essentially, Pluckrose and Lindsay
claim that the ideas underlying cancel culture are postmodernist. They consider
the cancellers focused on by Rauch to be part of what they classify as the
third wave of postmodernism, which began roughly a decade ago. However, the
core ideas underlying the acts of these cancellers originated in the first wave of
postmodernism, which began in the 1960s and lasted through the 1980s. The key
figure of the first wave, according to Pluckrose and Lindsay, is Michel Foucault,
and his central idea is that knowledge is socially constructed and intrinsically
bound up with power relations. According to Foucault, all claims of knowledge,
even scientific ones, advance the interests of certain groups while marginalizing
others. Pluckrose and Lindsay contend that these two postmodernist themes—
that knowledge is a social construct and that hierarchies of power determine
what can be known—paved the way to cancel culture.

This postmodernist framework makes clear that cancellers are not breaking the
rules of a reality-based project but are playing a different game. Like Foucault,
they hold that claims of knowledge are made in the service of power and, be-
lieving themselves to have been subordinated by a dominant group, they seek
not rational debate but a reversal of power in their own favour. From their
perspective, it would be pointless to engage in dialogue since the interlocutors
would be their oppressors. The only sensible alternative, they believe, is to shut
down members of the dominant group and thereby assert their own power not
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to be oppressed. Thus, cancellers do not possess what Rauch calls the “epis-
temic conscience” of those within the reality-based system who are committed
to playing by the rules of civil and rational discourse.

The crisis of cancel culture is, as Rauch says, an epistemic crisis and it there-
fore needs to be addressed epistemically, by considering critically the underlying
postmodernist conception of knowledge. It is important to recognize that this
conception of knowledge is not a fringe idea espoused only by emotionally fragile
students and militant social activists. Rather, it is an idea that has gradually
overtaken much of the academy since its inception in the 1960s. Indeed, over
a period of decades, this idea has been validated through well-established aca-
demic systems such as peer review and it is now part of the canon of knowledge
in the humanities, social sciences, and faculties of education.

To counter the postmodernist conception of knowledge effectively, one would
need to put forward an alternative conception that allows one to argue force-
fully that the reality-based project of validating ideas through rational debate is
worth engaging in even if one is marginalized, that knowledge is not fundamen-
tally relative to social hierarchies and hopelessly power laden. It therefore seems
surprising that Rauch places at the centre of his own conception of knowledge
not merely the idea that knowledge is inherently social but what he charac-
terizes as a bold version of this idea: “Knowledge can be made only when it
can be validated by others” (61). It is, Rauch contends, the social, error-seeking
network that is the only legitimate validator of knowledge and, without it, there
is nothing more than personal experience and individual belief. In short, truth,
says Rauch, is “what we persuade each other we know, not what you or I claim
to know” (143).

Not only does Rauch put forward a conception of knowledge that is strongly
social, he also openly acknowledges that elitism and power are inherent in the
Constitution of Knowledge. According to Rauch, the operation of the Constitu-
tion of Knowledge depends on highly educated and credentialed experts working
within specialized fields in elite institutions (106-107), and it does sometimes
result in the oppression of marginalized groups. In fact, he gives a moving ac-
count of the harm he and millions of others suffered as a result of the psychiatric
establishment classifying homosexuality as a mental illness. He profiles Franklin
Kameny, a pioneering gay rights activist, who was fired from his government
job for being homosexual, rebuffed by both the U.S. Supreme Court and the
U.S. Congress in his attempts to seek justice, harassed by the FBI, labelled as
mentally ill by the psychiatric establishment, and considered a criminal by the
legal system. Despite these many trials, Kameny refused to be silenced and
fought for decades against the discriminatory and oppressive views of these in-
stitutions, living long enough to see attitudes towards homosexuality shift and
to receive a formal apology from the government (249).

Despite Rauch’s clear admiration of Kameny, the strongly social nature of his
conception of knowledge would seem to require him to say that when Kameny
embarked on his activism he did not have—and could not have had—=knowledge
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that homosexuality is not a mental illness because at that time this personal be-
lief held by Kameny had not been validated by the relevant institution, namely,
the American Psychiatric Association. It thus appears that Rauch’s epistemic
framework serves to emphasize the power of elite institutions to oppress, not the
power of knowledge to persuade. There is a deep epistemic issue here, one that
raises questions about the Constitution of Knowledge itself. As Rauch notes,
the original U.S. Constitution was flawed by its lack of explicit protections for
individual rights, and James Madison was forced to rectify this by adding the
Bill of Rights to limit certain powers of the government (81). Similarly, it can
be argued that Rauch’s Constitution of Knowledge is flawed because, in uphold-
ing the epistemic power of institutions, it fails to preserve individual epistemic
rights.

The Constitution of Knowledge is a thoughtful and thought-provoking book.
It makes a strong case for what might be called “the first line of defence”
against the attacks of trolls and cancellers. Rauch argues convincingly that
measures such as increased fact-checking and the elimination of campus speech
codes should be implemented to reduce disinformation and enforced conformity.
However, the first line of defence is essentially reactive and protective. By itself,
it is insufficient to combat the current epistemic crisis, which requires a well-
reasoned epistemic response that critically examines root ideas. Without a firm
epistemic foundation, the Constitution of Knowledge is unlikely to withstand
attacks from those who believe that engaging in rational debate is futile because
knowledge is a social construct that serves to empower dominant groups and
subordinate marginalized ones. By putting forward a conception of knowledge
that is itself strongly social and elitist, Rauch is running the risk of fuelling the
epistemic crisis rather than helping to bring it to an end.

Kate Talmage (ktalmage@shaw.ca) studied analytic philosophy during the first
wave of postmodernism, and she did not foresee the rise of cancel culture.

CoURAGEOUS ENOUGH TO WALK ON CAMPUS TRIPWIRES: A REVIEW OF
BEYOND WOKE

Lynne Bryant & Kris Larsen

Michael Rectenwald, Beyond Woke, New English Review Press, 2020 (Trade
Paperback, 238 pages).

The “deplorable” Michael Rectenwald is once again detonating politically cor-
rect landmines, this time with Beyond Woke (2020), a welcome follow-up to
his gem Springtime for Snowflakes (2018). There is jargon, but also many ker-
nels of truth, so readers should persevere. Beyond Woke is worth the effort.
Rectenwald seems intent on getting things off his chest and who can blame him.

Rectenwald correctly states that within the past few decades, “freedom of
speech, academic freedom, and freedom of inquiry have come under attack

49


mailto:ktalmage@shaw.ca

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

and are in full retreat in academia” (p. 41) and beyond, an attack spear-
headed largely by radical feminists, “anti-racists”, LGBTQ activists, and oth-
ers. Furthermore, radicals within the professoriate and student bodies have
had their numbers augmented by the increased hiring of diversity bureaucrats,
with bias reporting, safe spaces, and speech policing becoming de rigueur. This
intolerance has spawned mobs of “true believers” who lash out against those
perceived as threats. Even universities’ invited “guests” have been routinely
shouted down, chased off stage, and/or assaulted.

Pushing back against mostly leftist ideologies has come at an enormous cost to
Michael Rectenwald; a devastating emotional toll, which includes “unfriending”,
personal and professional shunning, and eventual banishment from “the herd”,
to which he had so long been affiliated. Also, from a pragmatic perspective,
anyone pushing back may suffer the financial cost of losing one’s income and
means of support. These outcomes do have serious repercussions in the “real
world” outside the leftist “ivory tower”. Additionally, such chills undermine the
university’s raison d’etre, which is to encourage the free flow of ideas, so as to
gain knowledge through the back and forth of debate, free spirited or otherwise.
Thesis, antithesis, synthesis, as our old pal Hegel might have said.

Rectenwald recounts his experiences as a New York University writing professor
in the fall of 2016 when his critical analysis of transgenderism, social justice,
bias reporting hotlines, safe spaces, trigger warnings, and no-platforming of
speakers came to a head. Backlash from his dean, the Liberal Studies Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion Working Group, and one hundred or so of his fellow faculty
members ensued. He was called “alt-right”, “Satan”, “fragile white male”, and,
of course, “Nazi”, an epithet that is frequently invoked, perhaps by many who
have no clue what it means. Perhaps some “deconstruction” is in order.

Nazism is highly centralized, anti-grassroots, conformist, and totalitarian. Gov-
ernment either owns and controls the means of production or controls and im-
poses directives on those who own the businesses. Freedoms of speech, the
press, religion, and association are verboten and there is anti-semitic persecu-
tion and genocide (an example of racism and anti-religious bigotry). Identity
is based on the collective concept of race, not individual uniqueness, with im-
prisonment, torture, and murder awaiting political dissenters and races deemed
“undesirable”. Modern Nazis would certainly hate Israel and support that Jew-
ish state’s destruction and may plausibly take “the enemy of my enemy is my
friend” approach by supporting - or at least sympathizing with - Hamas and
Hezbollah terrorists, and their sugar daddy, the Iranian theocracy. Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) would be “fashionable” for them and there
would be distrust of churches and the family because they compete with the
state for loyalty. It would be just like a Nazi to arrest ministers and/or fine
them tens of thousands of dollars for conducting church services in violation of
overreaching covid protocols.

While frequently labeled right-wing, Nazism has a great deal in common with
communism. Indeed, both have much more in common with each other than
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either has with traditional Western liberal democracy; thereby reducing to the
absurd any notion that they are one hundred eighty degrees apart on an ideo-
logical continuum.

Hence, Rectenwald’s chapter detailing his rejection of Marxism (2016) also ren-
ders nonsensical any claim that he is a Nazi. Marxism’s Nazi-like totalitarianism
accompanied by its adherents’ fanatical belief in a “cause”, which often extends
to attacking (verbally and/or physically) those who reject their orthodoxy was
a turnoff to Rectenwald, who champions individual freedom, including freedom
of speech. He is no fan of state control and appears not to harbour any animus
towards religion generally or, more specifically, Judaism and, by extension, the
Jewish state of Israel.

Nor is Rectenwald a totalitarian censor. He acknowledges the woke social justice
warrior’s right to express his ideology, but not for it to be the only one on
campus. Instead, it must be one of many ideologies freely expressed without
fear of censorship or persecution.

Criticizing transgenderism is a campus tripwire that Rectenwald triggered and
others trigger at their peril. But Rectenwald, to his credit, didn’t stoop to the
appeasing apology that is all too prevalent, yet often futile. His accusers would
have only said he was “insincere”, or he waited too long, or his “tone” wasn’t
right, or he was forced into it, or the apology wasn’t good enough, so what the
heck, let’s fire him anyway - just the usual stuff. Instead, he doubles down with
ridicule in Chapter 15 by citing several “credible sources” (certainly not that
“horrid beastly” Fox News!) which claim there are anywhere between thirty-one
and one hundred twelve different genders. The New York City Commission on
Human Rights (thirty-one genders) and Facebook (fifty-seven genders in the
US, even more in the UK???) would never be wrong, so we can conclude that
sometimes xx equals xy and sometimes xy equals xx. It is equally true that
sometimes xx doesn’t equal xx and sometimes xy doesn’t equal xy. The plot
thickens when we add that sometimes xx equals xx plus xy and sometimes
xy equals xx plus xy. And lest we forget, it is even possible for xx to equal
something other than xx or xy and xy to equal something other than xx or xy.
Did you get all that? Commit us now!

Chapter 13, “Grievance Studies”, is interesting if only for trying to make sense
of how this area of “study” or, perhaps more honestly, this cult of victimology,
has risen to this level of academic inquiry. It is noted that ethnic and grievance
studies have not gained wholehearted support (and have even been scorned)
in the broader society, and by some, like Rectenwald, within the university
community. Nevertheless, there seems to be no lessening of those who feel that
their social identities should be placed firmly at the centre of their academic
pursuits.

As an aside, it is often argued that radical ideologies, including wokeness or
grievance studies, may be attempts to fill a void left vacant by the abandon-
ment of religion. But Rectenwald points out an interesting difference between
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Christianity, which, elements of conformity notwithstanding, stresses how the
individual can become a better person through relationships with Jesus and
God, and wokeness, which emphasizes submission to and conformity with one’s
group. Yet we are all individuals, all different from everyone else. Indeed, these
differences perpetuate inequalities in intelligence, physical prowess, creativity,
ambition, motivation, etc. And all of this is augmented by differences in interests
and aptitudes, some of which may be more in keeping with market demands and,
therefore, more potentially lucrative than others. Suffice it to say, any ideology
or political system that deemphasizes individuals and their natural inequalities,
perhaps by vainly trying to impose equality of outcome, will succeed only in
disincentivising such attributes as creativity, the work ethic, and intellectual
capability /potential.

Perhaps no review is complete without a criticism, however minor. Rectenwald
notes that NYU has hired several less qualified academics since 2009, many
with MAs, MFAs, and BAs. No detailed explanations are provided for these
hirings and we are left to guess what they may be. Nevertheless, Rectenwald
rightly questions the consequences for academic standards if educators lack the
qualifications to teach their disciplines. What kind of message does this send to
students who may question the importance of a university education when the
institution appears not to respect the importance of a PhD degree or adequate
qualifications for professors? In fairness, Rectenwald qualifies the above by
adding that “teaching with a BA or MA degree may be possible - but only in
the most exceptional cases or creative stardom” (p. 22).

Yet his treatment of MAs generally (or MFAs, MScs, etc.) may be unduly
harsh. Kris remembers way back in antediluvian times when he was a fresh-
man at Acadia University, enrolled in five full year courses. Only two of his
professors had PhDs and three had MAs. One of the MAs was fifty something,
presumably tenured, with more than two decades of experience, and probably
had no intention of ever getting a PhD. The other two, either late twenty or
early thirty-somethings, were working on PhDs. All three were employed full-
time and all were competent teachers with strong command of their discipline.
They were certainly capable of teaching undergraduates. Mind you, this was
forty-five years ago and times change. No doubt PhDs were not as numerous
then and competition today is perhaps more intense. However, an MA very well
versed in her discipline with strong teaching skills ought not to be written off,
even if she falls short of “creative stardom” or being an “exceptional case”.

In summing up, Beyond Woke is a needed push back against the mostly pre-
dominant ideas and almost totally encompassing ideology of wokeism that is
synonymous with current universal orthodoxy practiced at most universities.
Wokeism in most respects is anti-intellectual. It is a banning of the thoughtful
discourse of ideas now deemed to be threatening and non-inclusive. Time spent
at university ought to be and traditionally was a place of advanced learning
and a pathway to achieving full maturity. There is, simply, more to this than
“putting in the time” and cynically receiving a piece of parchment.
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Is there another path forward and a will to change course? If we choose to
remain on our current path, then we can’t be hopeful that the university will
survive. There is a useful sentiment along the lines of “when you are in a hole,
stop digging”. Obviously, mob rule and anti-intellectualism are alive and well
and we have long since reached the point where the digging must stop. Kudos
to Michael Rectenwald for courageously taking up the fight.

Lynne Bryant (larsenke57Qgmail.com) is an Irish-Scottish-Polish-German-Anglican
settler and a retired social worker. Her husband, Kris Larsen, is a Danish-
English-Baptist settler and a retired Nova Scotia civil servant with a background

in adult education and social services. They live in Bible Hill, Nova Scotia, and
diversity is their strength.

FAcTs AND THE PLIGHT OF INDIGENOUS CANADIANS: A REVIEW OF FrROM
TRUTH COMES RECONCILIATION

Philip A. Sullivan

Rodney A Clifton and Mark DeWolf, editors, From Truth Comes Reconciliation:
Assessing the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report, Frontier Centre for
Public Policy, Winnipeg, Manitoba, March 2020 (Paperback: July 2021)

Canada’s Indigenous Peoples disproportionately suffer many serious problems.
Clifton and DeWolf’s book notes that they have the highest rates of all Cana-
dian groups on eighteen indicators ranging from criminality to unemployment,
single motherhood, alcoholism and drug abuse (p. 152). The Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) identifies the Indian Residential Schools
(IRS) system as a major source of these distressing problems. But Clifton and
DeWolf show that, to advance this claim, the TRC’s Report selectively mis-
uses the information the TRC collected. Given the claim’s current widespread
uncritical acceptance—and especially given recent publicity about unmarked
graves—Clifton and DeWolf’s book may encounter opprobrium, but it can con-
tribute towards meaningful resolution of Indigenous Peoples’ serious problems.

The TRC was established in 2007 as part of a settlement reached between the
Federal Government and the Assembly of First Nations following the latter’s
2005 class action lawsuit claiming harms imposed on IRS students. The Com-
mission undertook research and, over 6 years, held hearings across Canada, at
which a few former employees and over 6500 former IRS students testified. The
settlement included payments to former students, with a minimum for all at-
tendees and with scaled individual payments depending on the severity of the
claimed abuse.

It is true that, at certain times and in certain places, IRS schools inflicted
emotional and physical abuse, and were responsible for deaths caused by diseases
and fires. Perhaps the most notorious are the tuberculosis deaths reported in
1906 by Department of Indian Affairs chief medical officer Peter Bryce: sleeping
arrangements in certain hostels contributed to the spread at a time when there
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was no effective treatment. This book shows that these problems constitute
only one aspect of a complicated truth involving many successes, so that the
widely used terms genocide and cultural genocide are highly misleading. The
IRS’s aim was to equip Canada’s Indigenous Peoples with knowledge and skills
necessary to adapt to a rapidly developing modernity being imposed on them
by settlers.

Both editors are familiar with residential schools. In 1966-7 Clifton worked at
a residential hostel in Inuvik, and DeWolf was an IRS student, being the son
of an Anglican priest who served as principal of an Alberta school. Following
their introduction, the book has three parts. Part 1 contains two chapters.
Chapter 1, by Joseph Quesnel, of Métis heritage, describes relevant historical
and legal developments from King George III's Royal Proclamation of 1763
to the 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. The editors’ Chapter 2
outlines what is known about both the IRS structure and issues such as evidence
on malnourishment and abuse.

Part 2 contains seven critical analyses: two by political scientist Frances Wid-
dowson; and one each by historian Gerry Bowler, anthropologist Hymie Ruben-
stein, retired Manitoba Justice Brian Giesbrecht, Mark DeWolf, and psycholo-
gist Masha Krylova. Giesbrecht is notable for his 1992 report on pervasive child
abuse on Manitoba’s Indian reserves, exposing neglect by both native commu-
nities and provincial agencies.

Part 3 contains four personal reflections on their IRS experience: one by Lea
Meadows, whose grandmother was indigenous; one each by Clifton and DeWolf,
and one by Marshall Draper, a retired Hudson Bay Store manager. All four
describe positive student and employee stories.

Quesnels’ history provides insightful background. For example, a series of num-
bered treaties signed between 1874 and 1921, which ceded land to Canada, in-
cluded funding for schools and teachers: “Indigenous leaders recognized that re-
ceiving the ‘white man’s education” would benefit their children” (p. 21). More
recently, a survey described in the 1966 Hawthorn Report “revealed sobering
poverty and very poor economic conditions, as well as lost educational oppor-
tunities for Indigenous children living on reserves” (p. 23). This report also
introduced the idea that Aboriginals were to be considered Canadian citizens
plus, having rights over and above those of the normal citizen.

In 1969, Pierre Trudeau’s Government issued a White Paper rejecting the
citizens-plus proposal, advocating instead the solution of the problems identified
in the Hawthorn Report through “complete integration of Indigenous people into
the mainstream of Canadian society, with the gradual ending” of all prior special
relationships (p. 25). But the Indian leadership vociferously condemned this
proposal. According to political scientist Tom Flanagan, this “touched off a new
era in native politics, the master themes of which were Aboriginal rights, land
claims and self-government rather than the war on poverty...and emphasized
their separateness from, rather than their integration into, the larger society”

(p. 26).
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The 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples recognized these claims,
asserting that Indigenous peoples “have an inherent right to reserve-based gov-
ernments, the education of Indigenous children, and the health and welfare of
Indigenous peoples.... As a consequence the idea of integrating Indigenous and
non-Indigenous peoples into one unified country ended” (pp. 27-8). Also, “over
the past 25 years the idea that Indigenous reserves are nations—First Nations—
has indeed taken solid hold in Canada.” This includes asserting that they have
sovereignty in international law (p. 28).

The TRC Report, issued in 2015, comprises about 3500 pages presented in six
volumes together with 94 “Calls to Action.” The Summary volume was the first
to be issued, and it was this volume which received significant attention by the
press and the public, and even by academia.

I cannot summarize the wealth of information this book presents, so I select a
few points, concluding with two comments. The first and the most disturbing
point follows from Clifton and DeWolf’s analysis of the entire report. The
editors spent five years examining the report, concluding that the Summary and
Legacy volumes contain negative generalizations that “are not [sic!] supported
by evidence presented in the other volumes.... Testimony that is favourable
to the IRS system.... is provided in many volumes...but these testimonies and
their significance are absent from the crucial Summary and Legacy volumes”
(p. 4). In Chapter 8, DeWolf observes that the report describes “in detail some
very positive aspects of the residential schools, and the beneficial aspects that
some of the schools had on Aboriginal children and their communities.” Not
reflecting that balance, “the consequent publicity that [the Summary] received
... has ensured that the totally negative account is the one the public considers
the ‘truth’ that will lead to ‘reconciliation’” (p. 181).

Furthermore, the editors observe that “Only about one third of Indigenous
children were ever enrolled in the IRS...and a great many Indigenous children
received no education at all during the IRS period. However, the (TRC)’s claims
that most, if not all, of the serious problems Indigenous people face today can be
traced back to the residential school experiences of their ancestors look tenuous
at best” (p. 64).

The TRC hearings were controversial. Attempting to replicate an Indigenous
tradition in which “witnesses are called to be the keepers of history when an
event of historic significance occurs,” prominent Canadians were invited to at-
tend. These included—at various times—former Governor-General Michaélle
Jean and former Prime Minister Paul Martin. Giesbrecht castigates use of such
witnesses: they “should never have been appointed if the Commission was seri-
ous about finding the ‘truth’ and convincing Canadians that it had done a good
job. Associating these prominent individuals with the TRC [added] a spurious
credibility to the claims that the Report made, implying that the honorary wit-
nesses supported the most outrageous claims included in the report” (p. 157).

95


https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/canadas-residential-schools-were-a-horror/
https://nctr.ca/about/history-of-the-trc/honorary-witness/

SAFS Newsletter No. 91 January 2022

In the latter respect, Widdowson observes that “[The TRC’s| deference to ..
Aboriginal viewpoints meant that the Commission did not consider the fact
that the recall of traumatic events in highly emotional settings often results
in unreliable accounts.” Such testimony was accepted unchallenged; a bizarre
example claims that “one person was tied up and hung out a window while
being sodomized with a broom handle” (p. 107).

The “public hearings were ... organized and conducted as a form of therapy for
the significant harm that was assumed to have occurred” (p. 101). Thus, when
a Catholic priest declared that “his school provided a good education and a
nurturing environment for the children whose parents sent them there, because
this was the only option for children who lived in remote locations, the audi-
ence became incensed.... [The Chief Commissioner Murray Sinclair] called for
‘health supports’ [for] those who were crying and wailing...” (p. 105). As this in-
cident illustrates, risking opprobrium, a few former IRS staff members and their
children did testify. Their stories “often differed dramatically from the stories
former students told.... [TThe TRC did not attempt to reconcile them with for-
mer students’ stories and did not mention [them] in the Summary and Legacy
volumes” (p. 61). (During the Commission’s 5-year operation, McGill anthro-
pologist Ronald Niezen interviewed over 30 nuns, priests and former students in
northern Quebec and Manitoba: “Almost all the nuns and priests recalled the
schools as places of love and learning...I was struck by the interviewees’ obliv-
iousness or denial of survivors’ experiences. One priest who was accused years
later was neither charged or exonerated.” Many of the former students, “having
no stories or serious difficulties, felt that they had nothing to contribute.”)

The Report’s use of the term cultural genocide is criticized as seriously mislead-
ing. While the Canadian Government’s policy fostered integration, according to
the editors, “claiming that [these] policies were designed to eliminate ‘religious
and racial identities’ is going too far” (p. 4). In this respect, Widdowson’s
analysis of political and economic developments from the 17th to the 20th cen-
tury points out that Indigenous peoples were hunter-gathers with oral cultures
and animistic beliefs; these were eminently unsuited to cultural and economic
developments over which they had no control. For instance, as early as the 17th
Century, the fur trade forced changes in their cultures.

Rubenstein observes that, prior to the arrival of Europeans, North American
indigenous history is a “tale of migration, warfare, slavery, forced assimilation
and genocide.” Yet, for political reasons, Canada’s Indigenous leaders claim
that their cultures were exceptional, living “peacefully in harmony with each
other and with the natural environment.” Somehow, this “idyllic” way of life
was lost after Europeans’ arrival (p. 137). “As erroneous as it is, this view
of Indigenous exceptionalism lies at the heart of the heritage that Indigenous
people ... now claim, and it is the focus of nearly all their current grievances”
(p. 138). Rubenstein suggests that this stance inhibits asking serious questions,
such as “Have the billions spent on Indigenous [Peoples] actually made them
worse off than if they had been treated exactly like non-Indigenous citizens?”
(p. 152).
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Bowler acknowledges that the TRC researchers did “diligent and important
work. The excavation of government and church records, especially the work
done on missing children and unmarked graves, was a triumph of painstaking
scholarship.” He agrees with many of the report’s conclusions, including: chronic
under-funding, inferior education, many instances of child abuse, and leaving
“parents, students, officials and staff in mutual cultural incomprehension” (p.
135).

Nevertheless, Bowler’s assessment of the TRC Report itself is scathing: “it fails
at a fundamental level. No undergraduate student writing a history paper would
be allowed to get away with making extraordinary claims without backing them
up by reference to their sources..” (p. 134). “The conclusions were overtly
determined before the investigation, testimonies were made in violation of the
canons of oral history, many of the authors saw themselves as crusaders righting
ancient wrongs, and fundamental questions were left unasked and unanswered”
(p. 134). He excoriates the allusion to the Nazi Holocaust in the TRC’s use of
the term Survivor to describe all IRS attendees, and particularly the absurdity
Intergenerational Survivor to describe descendants of attendees (pp. 122-23).

Giesbrecht criticizes the TRC’s demand that, in order to fulfil the “First Na-
tion” idea, Canada agree to accept the principles and jurisdiction of the United
Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. As he points out,
the drafters of this declaration envisaged single large groups unrecognized by
a state, not the Canadian situation in which multiple minorities already have
rights. Contrary to the TRC’s claims, “it will almost certainly drive Indigenous
and non-Indigenous further apart” (p. 169).

I conclude making two observations. First, Widdowson describes the nature of
Indigenous Knowledge as characterized by the 1996 Royal Commision: “Aborig-
inal historical conception ... accepted spiritual beliefs and hearsay as evidence
[and] were not concerned with establishing objective truth.... [T]he teller of the
story was as important as the story [being] told” (p. 76). Furthermore, accord-
ing to the Royal Commission, acceptance of the Aboriginal view of history “was
the only way for non Aboriginals to reconcile with Aboriginals” (p. 76). This is
characteristic of the poetic mode of communication typical of oral cultures, and
is opposed to modernity’s descriptive mode, the latter being necessary for reso-
lution of the Indigenous Peoples’ problems. Since this view evidently pervaded
the TRC’s proceedings, it was a prescription for the mutual incomprehension
suggested by Bowler (p. 175), and for the long-term failure of the TRC exercise.

Second, the information presented in this book suggests to me that—Aboriginal
leadership’s objections notwithstanding—the full integration recommended in
the 1969 White Paper is the one most likely to succeed.

I hope that the book’s search for the truth helps Canadians both understand
and improve Canada’s Indigenous People’s lives.

Phil Sullivan (psullivan@utias.utoronto.ca) is Professor Emeritus, Institute for
Aerospace Studies, University of Toronto. Dr Sullivan, a frequent contributor
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to the SAFS Newsletter, joined SAFS soon after it was founded and served on
the board of directors from 1993 to 1998.
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