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Freedom and Hypocrisy

Roy Harris

When I was casting around for a title under which to bring together the few unoriginal remarks on academic freedom that I’d like to make, I could think of nothing as appropriate as ‘Freedom and Hypocrisy’.


The hypocrisy in question strikes me ever more forcibly each week as I read my copy of Times Higher Education. It is the collective hypocrisy of a profession which bleats about the erosion of academic freedom while constantly devising for itself new instruments of intellectual tyranny. In brief, my thesis is that the current threats to academic freedom in this country in the sphere of higher education are threats in which the academic community itself is complicit. Or, put more trenchantly, I think that restrictions on academic freedom are not only what the academic community deserves but what it wants.


I have only time to mention a few of them here. I want to say something about three in particular:


– the academic complicity in specialization


– the academic complicity in the glorification of peer review


– the academic complicity in the funding lottery.


These are not the most controversial examples. We have only recently learnt of the extent of academic complicity in the attempts to justify torture as an instrument of American foreign policy. But the three I have chosen will do for starters. These three feed into one another, and even if there were no others, between them they combine to make the whole prospect for academic freedom in this country very bleak.


1. Specialization. Anyone who reads the history of European and American universities since the 19th century will recognize the following scenario. The royal road to establishing any subject as an autonomous discipline is to start calling it a ‘science’, regardless of whether it is or not, and then provide it with an arcane jargon which no outsiders can understand. Then at least it sounds like science, because for the general public the hallmark of science is that it has an impenetrable language of its own. The classic case in the popular understanding of these things is medicine. You takes yer tablets and you respects what yer doctor says because you can’t understand a word of it. 


Specialization serves to erect an academic barrier behind which you and your colleagues can hide from external criticism. Better still, specialization precludes academic criticism because no one on the other side of the barrier has the jargon in which to formulate criticism that might be relevant. This is the raison d’être of that other sacred cow of the academic world: the syllabus. The requirement of a self-respecting disciplinary syllabus is that it shall be formulated in terms which only those studying the subject can possibly be expected to understand.


We are dealing here with a form of academic protectionism, and it trumps freedom of inquiry at every turn. Disciplines lose no time in setting up their own forms of orthodoxy. Why? Because, as Thomas Kuhn pointed out nearly half a century ago, most modern academics are a lot of sheep. That is really what Kuhn was driving at when he introduced the concepts of academic ‘paradigm’ and ‘normal science’. Most academics need an orthodoxy to cling on to, because they don’t have the intellectual originality to think ‘outside the box’. 


2. Peer review. The role of peer review is to forestall the objection that research within the discipline is subject to no academic controls whatsoever. The safeguard provided is to ensure in advance that judge and jury are all on the same side. You don’t criticize your peers for fear that they might criticize you. But it’s not just fear of criticism. I once asked a distinguished European scholar working in an American university why he had never published anything critical of a particular theory in his field that I knew he disagreed with, but which was currently the orthodoxy in the department to which he himself belonged. His answer was blunt and to the point. ‘Every year,’ he said, ‘these guys fix my salary’.


That is the financial underbelly of peer review. And the same back-scratching principle operates on a rather different level in so-called ‘Research Assessment’ exercises, and in fact in all those cases where academics willingly allow themselves to be recruited as advisers to serve on government bodies or as members of government committees. So we have reached a situation in which the upper echelons of university staff are in practice imposing government policies on the universities, rather than standing up for academic values against political ​pressure.


3. Funding. Why do academics behave in this way? The answer is ‘money’. It is not only that some research projects require an investment that individual institutions cannot afford. It is also that the academic institution itself has been re-educated into thinking like a business corporation, and individual academic careers are built on notching up an impressive number of large government grants, regardless of the intellectual quality of the research involved. It’s small wonder that in this race academic freedom comes in as an ‘also ran’.


The dangers of making academic inquiry dependent on the support of the state and big business have of course been pointed out before by distinguished academics. Popper and Feyerabend are two names that spring immediately to mind.


Last year a Nobel laureate, Robert Laughlin, published a book called The Crime of Reason, in which he documented the rate at which areas of research were becoming illegal. Because of patents taken out by international corporations and restrictions imposed by governments, original research in an alarming number of fields is becoming prohibited as a criminal activity for the independent researcher. What Laughlin did not point out was the extent to which these restrictions have come into being with the active or tacit support of the academics involved in those fields. They are complicit in what Laughlin calls ‘the criminalization of knowledge’. Laughlin himself simply draws attention to the remarkable complacency with which most academics regard the criminalization of other academics’ research. The fact is that Homo academicus is an unattractive species whose main goal in life is not advancing freedom of inquiry but the myopic pursuit of self-advancement. 


I say nothing of the academics who openly sell out to Mammon and hire their knowledge to the highest commercial bidder. Most of the current evils of the world, from the arms trade to the systematic destruction of natural resources, rely on technologies which would not exist but for the active collaboration of people with the highest academic qualifications.


To sum up, then. If I am right, the problem of academic freedom is a problem caused by the fact that although every individual academic wants freedom for his or her own inquiries, the profession as a whole is structured so as to preclude that. And the majority of academics prefer to keep it that way, because the perceived benefits outweigh the disadvantages. In other words, there is an inherent contradiction between the goal of academic freedom and the professional interests of the supposed freedom-seekers.


So next time you think of complaining about yet another erosion of academic freedom, just pause to ask yourself whether academic freedom is something your colleagues really want; and whether, if they got it, they would know what on earth to do with it.


But I would like to end on a more positive note. As far as I am concerned, freedoms bring with them responsibilities. I believe that academic freedom is an important cause. But if we are to get the general public on our side in this campaign, we need to make it clear what public responsibilities we see academic freedom as entailing. Unless we treat that nexus between freedom and responsibility as a priority, and are prepared to debate it, we must not complain if the non-academic world thinks we have failed to understand academic freedom ourselves.  

