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Michele Moody-Adams, who received her graduate training in Philosophy at Harvard and is now Director of the Center for Ethics and Public Life at Cornell, is a philosopher with an unusually wide breadth of expertise. Her work ranges over issues in feminism, applied ethics, political theory, and the relationship of philosophy to culture. While many invited speakers at the Center for Ethics and the Professions address ethical issues in public policy and public life, Prof. Moody-Adams’s talk looked inwards to the ethics of the academy, and brought philosophical light to bear on the ethical issues which are to be found within the Universities themselves.

Moody-Adams began her exploration of the relationship between academic freedom, moral diversity and moral education by interrogating the very idea of “academic freedom”. Having traced some of its origins in the earlier practices of English and German universities, Moody-Adams suggested that one of the core beliefs at the heart of the idea of “academic freedom” is the notion that the academy is justified in expecting society to protect it in a significant degree of self-regulation. But academic freedom, as well as having this ‘collective’ element, also has an ‘individual’ element. It involves both the entitlement of universities to be largely self-regulating (the ‘collective’ element), but it also encompasses the freedoms of individual scholars, teachers and researchers within the universities. Individual academic freedom encompasses three significant areas: firstly, freedom over the content and direction of an individual’s research; secondly, freedom with respect to the content and form of teaching; and, thirdly, the right of academics to speak and write as citizens, free of institutional censorship. 

Moody-Adams’s central question is this: Is academic autonomy worth protecting? One must answer this questions, she suggests, with regard to the influence of individual academic freedom on the quality of research, on the educational experience of students, and also on the wider public culture. Such issues are brought into sharp focus if we consider cases such as that of Peter Singer’s appointment to the faculty at Princeton in 1999. Singer’s controversial views on the moral status of the severely disabled elicited a great deal of opposition, and caused a great deal of offence, in the wider public culture. But it was quite right, Moody-Adams suggests, that this opposition and offence were not given undue weight in the decision to grant Singer a tenured professorship. Princeton was right, Moody-Adams argues, in claiming that there could be “no ideological litmus test” for faculty appointments.

Moody-Adams’s defence of academic freedom was a staunch one, but proceeded on the important understanding that academic values of individual autonomy in research and teaching can often be in opposition to liberal democratic values. Protection of academic freedom can often involve the protection of the unpopular and of the offensive. The exercise of academic freedom, therefore, must sometimes affirm values which run counter to values of liberal democracy. This opposition can be due to the substantive content of academic research and teaching. But it can also be due to the simple fact that academic judgments are presented as authoritative, quite independently of any regard for what the majority wants. Using a vivid analogy, Moody-Adams compares the university classroom to a gourmet restaurant, rather than to a free and open marketplace of ideas. The menu is set by the instructor, and is protected by his or her academic freedom. Some things are ruled out because of a lack of quality, and many items on the menu are such as to only be appreciable by those with a developed palate. 

There is often not enough acknowledgement that liberal democratic and academic values can and do conflict, and Moody-Adams tells us that we have to be prepared to allow that such conflicts can run deep. But, despite these tensions, Moody-Adams argues, citizens of liberal democracies nevertheless should protect institutions like the university, where many activities are not themselves governed by liberal democratic values. Moody-Adams sees this entitlement to protection as subject to two conditions:

1.
That any activities governed by non-liberal democratic values must be central to the institution’s ability to carry out its characteristic functions

2.
That carrying out these activities must be likely, in the long run, to promote at least some liberal democratic values.

Moody-Adams argues that universities satisfy both of these conditions. The first is satisfied straightforwardly, as it is clear that academic life has as its prerequisite the protection of academic freedom. The second condition is also satisfied, Moody-Adams argues, because academic training helps citizens to reflect on the fact of moral diversity, and thereby to become more attuned to the sort of moral education needed in a pluralistic society. This, in turn, helps to promote the stability of democratic institutions. Hence, even if there is a prima facie tension between academic and democratic values, the protection of academic freedom serves the long-term needs and goals of a diverse liberal democratic society. Given that the university nurtures and promotes modes of reflection which are good for the stability of a liberal democratic polity, so citizens of liberal democracies need to take an interest in academic freedom.

Moody-Adams concluded her argument by suggesting ways in which the university can better respond to problems of moral diversity. Academic freedom is absolutely a right of non-neutrality. And the justification of non-neutrality is hence important. The non-neutrality must be principled, and its basis must be able to be made clear to those outside the academy as well as those within it. A ‘right of exclusion’ of certain sorts of ideas or traditions is at the heart of academic activity. But the exercise of this right must conform to reasonable principles in order to be justified. It must connect to internal standards of the discipline, or otherwise it must conform to standards more compelling than those which currently prevail within the discipline.

There is a “Right to Offend” in university teaching, Moody-Adams suggests, but subject to four conditions: firstly, one should aim for “truth in advertising”, and one should be clear about material which may be offensive; secondly, care should be exercised in choosing potentially offensive materials, and instructors should think about the strengths and limitations of their audience; thirdly, civility and respectfulness in the classroom should always be maintained; lastly, academics should consider in advance whether the pedagogical value of examining some potentially offensive material really does outweigh the possible risks. Some thoughtful self-censorship is not an entirely bad thing, Moody-Adams suggests, as long as it is reasonable and principled.

The very fact that campus book projects, at universities such as Maryland and North Carolina, have received so much attention and criticism is very significant, Moody-Adams suggests. Their critics realize that these projects will allow students to come to understand alien moral and political views. (In the Maryland case, students were required to read The Laramie Project  by Moisés Kaufman, which dealt with the murder of the gay teenager Matthew Shepard in Laramie, WY; in the North Carolina case, students were required to read selections from The Koran.) Sustained engagement with unfamiliar moral ideas allows citizens to get into the heads of strangers. To some – such as conservative critics of these campus book projects – this is scary, unwelcome and offensive. But to those interested in the democratic health of society it could be vital. Coming to understand an unfamiliar view is not the same as being indoctrinated into it, or converted into it. This significant distinction is one which these conservative critics seem unable to make. But their error need not be repeated, and is easy to avoid. The moral and practical challenge for the academy, Moody-Adams concluded, is to strike a defensible balance between the rights of those – students and others – who are intolerant of diversity and the rights and reasonable expectations of those who are not. Keeping an eye on the importance of moral education for a liberal democratic society, and on the need for an appreciation of moral diversity as part of that education, should help us to get the balance right.

