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(NOTE:  Although I am a member of the Provost’s Task Force on Academic Freedom, I am in no way speaking for the committee.  Bob Boughton invited me to share my thoughts on the subject as part of his effort to continue the faculty dialogue on threats to Academic Freedom.  I’m honored to have the opportunity.)
 
In order to prevent myself from veering too far afield, today, I thought I would concentrate on three ideas that seem to be at the heart of how we should regard our Academic Freedom and plot strategies to protect it.  The first is a question:  who are we going to let define who we are?  The second is a line I stole from the Korean War Veterans memorial in Washington:  “Freedom is not free.”  And the third has to do with the unique bond of the teacher-student relationship.
 
Who are we going to let define who we are and what we do?
I fear that the purpose of the “students’ rights” movement is not to protect students from politicized professors.  The purpose of the movement and its legislative initiatives is to define us as threatening​to weaken our influence on society and stifle legitimate academic questions about public affairs.  It’s an effort to further de-fund what we do and restrict us from exploring tough questions that will inevitably challenge power-holders and profiteers.  A vivid example arises from global climate change.  Because evidence is growing that science has discovered a genuine threat to current and future civilizations, the way for others to maintain power is to discredit the science​to define the scientists as the ones who got it wrong.
So first I’d like to talk about what it means to be defined, starting with a few personal comments I offer only as illustration of how we might see this debate in different light.
There are two components to what has become my professional creed:  1) I’m not going to let others determine my fate, and 2) I won’t let others define who I am.  A close friend who listened to these remarks said I sounded arrogant.  I certainly don’t mean to be arrogant.  What I mean is that I accept the responsibility for my convictions.
So let me start with examples of how others have attempted to define me.
While my soul and my spirit are towering figures, my physical stature is less so.  Usually this is irrelevant.  But we all know about studies showing the advantages of being tall​or thin, or white, or whatever.  
I’m also Italian-American, made obvious even in my absence by the fact that my name​Mascaro​ends in a vowel.  Every time Robert Di Nero whacks some guy in a movie about the mob, or when I see the soaring popularity of the Sopranos, I cringe because it feeds negative stereotypes of Italian-Americans.
I’ll spare you the many examples of how my ethnicity has been a topic in meetings with superiors.  But I can tell you what I’ve learned through those meetings:  As long as my conduct and behavior fit the image of how some people see me​as diminutive, non-threatening, cooperative, hard-working, low-maintenance​everything’s fine.  But when I define myself as more intelligent than others expect, as more innovative than others can manage, as more energized than councils of patience can tolerate, I’ve often been labeled “impatient” and “overly passionate,” with my excesses attributed to my ethnic heritage.
In other words, when I define myself in contrast to the narrow view of others, sparks fly.  Members of minority groups know this outcome by the pejorative adjective “uppity.”  It means “you have no right to exceed my low expectations of you, and to show you what I mean, I will put you in your place.”
 
This may seem to have little to do with Academic Freedom, but I offer these personal examples to emphasize that the way others define and see us in the Academy most assuredly affects our freedom, as it has mine.  Among some critics of Academe, the offending epithet is “liberal elite.”  As long as we train students to fill jobs, we’re friendly teachers and we all get along fine.  But when we define ourselves as scholarly professors of critical thinking, or encourage our students to question the status quo, sparks fly​we’re “out of the mainstream,” “liberal elite,” “uppity.”
In my case, I’ve done a lot of soul-searching and decided to fight and correct the false definitions of who I am, which in the long run has led to success.  But standing on principle can be tough.  It demands self-evaluation, warts and all.  (I probably have more in common with former Yankees manager Billy Martin, who was always willing to put his cards on the table, than I do the staid Judge Samuel Alito, who is more inclined to keep his up his sleeve.  But I’m still a work in progress, striving to be more like former New York governor Mario Cuomo, who more skillfully blends passion with dignity.)
So what does this mean to us, as members of the academic community?  It means if we are not going to let others define us inaccurately, we’re going to have to come to terms with our shortcomings at the same time we dig in and correct the mistaken characterizations others use to diminish us.
 
When, under the guise of “student rights,” critics attack us as “liberals,” they don’t mean open-minded and intellectually curious.  They mean harmful; they mean uppity​and we have to correct those false characterizations.
Critics threatening legislation that does violence to our First Amendment rights, interferes with our professional system of checks and balances, and diminishes our worth in a free society would seek to put us in our place by reminding us that we are publicly funded and beholden to a wary legislature, and by suggesting that others​namely political commentators, elected officials, and heads of corporations​know better than we do how a university should function (ignoring, of course, the irresponsible statements of those same commentators, the corruption involving elected officials, and the incompetence of many corporate leaders.)  
If we’re going to rectify these flawed definitions, we’re also going to have to do some soul-searching, bring our strengths to the fore, and set the record straight.
Yes, many of us are liberal​but in the intellectual, open-minded sense.  This is a precondition for employment at any university; otherwise a college education would be little more than a certified training ground for vocational subservience.  Talk about trampling on students’ rights….
Yes, we challenge students to question their beliefs, to make them uncomfortable, to confront them with positions that differ from theirs.  How else will they learn their own core values?
So how can we correct false impressions of who we are and what we do?  We need to get our message out to our many publics.  While it is tempting to focus on our traditional educational and research duties without engaging some of our most vocal critics, we cannot cede the debate to those who displace reason with partisan attacks in the ears of our public.
To illustrate that point, I’d like to borrow a suggestion from my older son Joe, a doctoral student at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee who is studying to be an ecologist.  Joe’s a big fan of Michael Crichton’s science fiction, but he was disappointed with Crichton’s essay questioning global warming in the book State of Fear. In a commentary published in the journal of the Ecological Society of America, Joe offers a lesson we should all take to heart:  
 
State of Fear may be more damning for public perception because it has the ability to fly under the radar of academic attention. . . . [P]erhaps we shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss Crichton’s ability to influence public perception. . . . The sad truth is that the public doesn’t know the difference between an ecologist and an environmentalist, to say nothing of understanding the bio-geochemical complexities of Earth’s ecosystems, or the international quagmire of climate change policy. . . . If the vision of sustainability is to be realized, there must be more pressure on the academic community to encourage peer-reviewed, scientifically oriented output that is not only digestible by, but directed at, the public. . . . The overwhelming pressure to publish must make room for publications that [anyone] can understand.  Even with [popular] writers like Jared Diamond and EO Wilson . . . ecology isn’t getting through.  And now Crichton is stealing the show with an un-reviewed proclamation that we’re not doing our jobs.  We should listen.  Millions of people already are.
 
I think my fellow members of the Academic Freedom task force instinctively understand this principle.  We need to do a better job defining ourselves to other communities so that others can’t define us in false light.  We need to get our message out to counter the negative scripts and restrictive definitions critics are putting in the minds of American taxpayers.  We should use the “engagement” initiative and “service learning” as opportunities to promote who we are and what we contribute to society.
We need to rehabilitate the word “liberal” and expose those who use it as an epithet for what they are, same with the word “taxes.”  Our detractors have so tainted shared public revenue that we’re fighting a losing battle in terms of our funding and moving rapidly toward private education.  Many of our students graduate with tens of thousands of dollars of debt​how is that promoting students’ rights?  
But it’s not enough to believe it or say it​we need to make it visible.  Even if it means facing up to our own shortcomings, we need to resist every attempt of those who cast the academic community in false light.  We shouldn’t let others determine our fate and we absolutely should not permit others to define who we are.  We alone have that ability and that right.
 
Freedom is not free
My last two points are brief.  We can’t claim academic freedom as an “entitlement” unless we’re also going to have the courage to defend it.
Of all the monuments in Washington, I like the Korean War Veterans Memorial the best.  Maybe as a Vietnam Veteran I feel a kinship with those who served in Korea.  The memorial comprises a platoon of soldiers on patrol traveling uphill toward an elevated flag surrounded by slogans, including, “Freedom is not free.”
Although we live in an age sadly lacking in accountability by corporate and political leaders, we cannot stand on tenure or academic freedom or any other civic, public, or professional protection as though we alone are entitled to the freedom we desire. As the old saw goes, “that dog won’t hunt.”  Imagine trying to explain “academic freedom” to a farmer high atop a combine during the height of harvest, when he or she doesn’t know what price the crop will bring.  Or to an autoworker whose plant has been closed or to someone whose health care benefits or retirement benefits have been cut.
That doesn’t mean we don’t have a right to our academic freedom, but it does mean this is not the time to champion it solely on the basis of entitlement, when the social and private promises to so many others are being broken.
By the same token, we can’t sit by and let others pass legislation that will curtail freedom not only for professors and educators but especially students, who will be condemned to a life of blind obedient toil if we fail to do our jobs.
Just as I have in my professional life, we’re going to have to face up to some hard questions about who we are and what we do and take some risks to guarantee our freedom.  And we can’t expect society to be sympathetic to our freedoms at the same time so many of theirs are being withdrawn.
These are ominous times in America and the world and I fear that the Academy may be the last best hope to reverse some worrisome trends.  Since the 1980s, America has become a society of all bricks and no mortar.  The paltry response to Hurricane Katrina, the divisive political climate, the reductions in health-care benefits, attacks on organized labor, the abuse of workers at large retail companies, the de-funding of public education and services, the criminal behavior related to political and industrial lobbying, the misuse of corporate authority​these are all part of the same weakening of the matrix that binds our society.
And even though we are often accused of sitting above the fray in our “ivory towers,” in fact we are under the same assault as so many of the parents of our students.  We have much in common with the masses and we should use that alliance and our considerable interpersonal powers to engage the community on our behalf, for their behalf, and put some mortar between those bricks.  We need to work harder to make our case, to engage the public, and be courageous enough to take some heat in order to reflect more light.
 
The sanctity of the teacher-student relationship
Finally, I’d like to share an anecdote related to this debate about student rights and academic freedom.
Last fall I taught a class on documentaries and American history.  During the second week we viewed War Room, about the Clinton campaign headquarters in 1992.  The film served several educational purposes​it filled a gap in the historical timeline, it showed the fly-on-the-wall shooting technique, and it set up the historical record for viewing a later film in the semester.
At the conclusion of the showing, I asked for comments.  A student in the front row shot his hand in the air and opined that it was an obvious example of liberal bias because the filmmakers failed to also show the Bush campaign.
I felt a chill.  “Wow,” I thought, “Someone’s telling these kids what to say and those scripts are taking hold.”  Senate Bill 24 was threatening then and I thought about Edward R. Murrow and his duel with Senator McCarthy.  “The terror is in my room,” I thought.
This student didn’t yet understand that the Bush campaign was not going to grant the filmmakers access to their camp.  The film was an artistic expression shown after the election.  Yes, it featured a liberal candidate, but it was far from a one-sided rant.
Later I showed a program about the Iran-Contra Scandal.  Once again I asked for questions, once again the same student said, “It’s obviously a liberal bias against Reagan.”  Yes, the program contained commentary, but this was far outweighed by objective evidence from Reagan’s own staffers that the president had violated the Boland Amendment and broken the law.
Then viewing journals were submitted.  On the cover of this student’s notebook was a decal for a political student organization and inside a series of epithets directed toward members of a political party.  Because I don’t use that language with my students, I don’t expect to be subjected to it either, and I wrote as much in my comments.  To the student’s credit, I received an immediate apology for the oversight and the student tore out the offending page and discarded it.  As time passed this collegian began to ask questions to clarify historical facts that competed with former understandings.  Upon turning in the final exam, the student shook my hand and thanked me, saying “You made me a better person.”
I don’t believe I changed this person’s politics, nor was that my goal.  But I do believe I broke through the scripts critics are feeding students about what we do.  And I finally persuaded this student to see what is evident as well as what is between the lines.
Had Senate Bill 24 passed, I would not have had the freedom to design my course the way I wanted to or to explain how to interpret political biases in documentaries without being sidetracked by someone else’s arbitrary measure of “balance.”  I also doubt seriously that I would have been able to engage this student as directly as I did.
These legislative efforts to restrict speech in the classroom will interfere with the teacher-student relationship during the ever-fleeting moments of understanding, which are no less important or personal than a doctor-patient or attorney-client transaction.
 
So, these are my thoughts on Academic Freedom:  We don’t let others define us, we recognize that freedom is not free, and we let no one interfere with the bond we have with our students.
Thank you, Bob for the invitation, John for including me on the committee, and all of you for your kind attention.

