Beyond political correctness: which ethics for academics in the public debate?

1. Free to speak out? 

Reading the question before us today — "Are we free to speak out? On the rights and responsibilities of academics in the public debate" —, my first answer was "Of course, we are", and my second "Of course, we are not". 

Of course, we are. Like psychoanalysts, academics act only on their own authority: they should not accept the imposition of any censorship. Each of us is the one who decides whether he/she will speak out or not. As academics, we are free to choose the kinds of objects on which we want to speak out; we are also free to choose how we want to speak out on these objects. In the domain under discussion, we are free to speak out on the multicultural society; free to speak out, in multicultural societies, on kinds of objects like culture, religion or crime; and free to do it in the way we want. 

Of course, we are not. Assuming that, like psychoanalysts, academics act only on their own authority does not mean that they have no responsibility. They have a responsibility, and this responsibility defines the limits of their freedom. As academics, we are responsible for the choice of speaking out, for the choice of the types of objects on which we speak out, and for the way in which we do. Because the situations that we define as real can be real in their consequences, our responsibility extends to the consequences of what we say. In the domain under discussion, we are responsible for the choice of speaking out on the multicultural society; responsible for the choice of speaking out, in multicultural societies, on kinds of objects like culture, religion or crime; responsible for the choice of doing it in the way we do; and, last but not least, responsible for the effects that we produce by speaking out on multicultural society, culture, religion and crime in the way we do. 

I will, as the occasion requires, spell out my views by arguing with Paul Cliteur about political correctness. This, to my mind, is both a good and a bad starting-point.

A good starting-point. According to Michel Foucault, ethics can be thought of as being part of both the history of subjectivity (the relation of the self to itself) and the history of “governmentality” (“the government of the self by the self in its articulation with relations to others”
). In this perspective, political correctness appears to be the version of ethics that is taking shape under the formula of government that Nikolas Rose terms “advanced liberal”
, the stories of Paul Cliteur and Theo Van Gogh being two edifying stories by means of which we are told how we should govern ourselves and what limits we should recognize when using our right to the freedom of speech. Because he knew that his chronicles put himself at risk, Paul Cliteur, though sick at heart, reluctantly chose to become prudent, and survived; to this “self-castration”
, Theo Van Gogh preferred his taste for provocation, and died. For those who failed to understand, Karel Van Gucht, the Belgian Foreign Secretary, made the moral of both stories clear. Theo Van Gogh got what he deserved; he should not have forgotten that, like everyone in advanced liberal democracies, he had the duty to prevent the risks that were threatening his security and the securities he represented. 

A bad starting-point. Framing the question under discussion in terms of political correctness entails the risk of being captured by the governmental rationality of advanced liberal democracies instead of capturing it. Implicitly, it suggests that the only limit of the right to the freedom of speech is or should be the dangerousness of what is said for the person who speaks out, the question of its dangerousness for others being evaded. Similarly, it implies that the only duty that falls on academics engaging in the public debate is or should be the duty to meet both the requirements of the truth and their own security, the question of their responsibility towards other persons remaining outside the scope of the discussion. Michel Foucault once told, “the problem is the politics of truth” (“le problème, c’est la politique du vrai”
). Obviously, the problem is twofold when, as in the domain under discussion, the politics of truth is coupled with a politics of identities. Political correctness is but the advanced liberal way of coping with it, by means of a movement towards the care of oneself. I will plead in what follows in favour of an ethics that would cope with the politics of truth and the politics of identities by means of a movement towards the care of others. 

2. Limits

We are living in societies within which science, just like religion in other societies, is viewed not only as one of the “serious” possibilities for talking about things, but as the most eminent way of speaking “seriously”. As academics, we are invested with the effects of the power that our societies attribute to science, just like ‘ulamas — literally, those who know, those who have the knowledge — are invested with the effects of the power that Islamic societies attribute to religion. Because we are empowered to talk “seriously” about things, our statements are more dangerous than others, whether one trusts in science or not, just like the ‘ulamas' statements are more dangerous than others, whether one believes in religion or not. This, to my mind, is the reason why there should be limits to “academic freedom” over and above what applies to all citizens. The bounds that are effectively set to our freedom however fail to limit the dangerousness of what we say. Let me illustrate.

An analysis of the criminological research conducted into the relationship between migration and crime shows that in the Netherlands, this body of knowledge changed entirely within the course of thirty years, epistemologically shifting from nominalism to realism, politically shifting from (radical) left to (extreme) right. This evolution results to a large extent from a reconstruction of the field within which academics function. Together, the foundation of the Scientific Research and Documentation Centre of the Ministry of Justice and the pseudo-marketization of the field created the conditions of a competition that severely restricted first their possibilities to resist to governmental demands, and next their possibilities not to choose to become the servants of the government
. 

Of course, academics remain formally autonomous. However, assembling them into new relations of power and turning them into providers of scientific products has, to a certain extent, enabled the government of the Netherlands to prescribe what knowledge had to be produced. The Scientific Research and Documentation Centre was entrusted with the mission of surveying on an annual basis the people who lodged a complaint with the police; the aim was to identify the kinds of objects that, because they mattered to them, were objects for knowledge to be about. At the end of the eighties, analysing criminalization and discrimination in the penal system became synonymous to having taboos, and consequently became taboo; conversely, studying criminality and communication in the penal system became synonymous to having the courage to renounce political correctness without forgoing human correctness. Dependency towards external funds and, perhaps, the desire to push themselves forward made some academics forget that criminalization must be viewed not only as a social response to the criminality of individuals, but as a mechanism that fits within a struggle played out in and around the labour market. The pluralization of expertise completed the job, with psychologists and ethnologists generally unaware of what was involved.

It is the demand of labour that tends to fix the social value of the life of those whose only resource is their physical force. Now we are living within societies where (legal) labour costs more than it pays, where the needs for (legal) labour are constantly diminishing and where, therefore, (legal) labour is in abundant supply
; societies where, consequently, (legal) migrant labourers and their children, henceforth objectified as “allochthones”, are more and more viewed as useless, if not harmful to “autochthonous” labourers. Criminologists know that within societies of this kind, criminalization is both a way of managing human beings socially reduced to waste and a way of producing some (illegal) labour supply. Yet, in the Netherlands, most of the criminological research made into the relationship between migration and crime from 1989 onwards does not take account of these facts. What it does is produce a discourse that desocializes and culturalizes the question of crime and that, along with others, depoliticizes and moralizes the question of living in society, paving the way for political philosophers who, like Paul Cliteur, situate the origins of social conflicts in moral dissents and ask, long before the Belgian Home Secretary Patrick Dewael, whether all cultures are equal in value (answer: no — think of Islam)
. They produce authoritative “true discourses which serve to found, justify and provide reasons and principles”
 for a certain authoritarian way of coping with the economic and social domain, “true discourses” meaning here statements that, having been labelled as scientific, are supposed to be true. 

Of course, criminology is a dubious “chit-chat science”
. It is also a dangerous one, especially when academics, hiding from view the fact that criminalization processes are shaped by the demands of the labour market
, seek to establish the strangeness of people who incidentally are no longer strangers at all. Dangerous for the academics who do so: maybe things have gone so far that they put themselves at risk when using their freedom of speech to confine whole groups of the population in identifications which are as many prisons and foreshadow imprisonment. But, first of all, dangerous for the members of the groups who undergo the symbolic and practical consequences of being so defined — all those who, at the same time, are called on to quit the group to which they are said to belong and to remember that none of them is one of us, while what they ask is to be viewed as being part of us without being forced to disown the culture or the religion within which they were born.

3. Duties

Like psychoanalysts, academics are “supposed to know”, and make use of this supposition. Unlike psychoanalysts, who are heedful of its effects in the private conversation of which the cure consists, they seemingly fail to be attentive to its effects when they join in the public debate. Hence the question: if academics are invested with the authority of science, what duties follow from this investment? A first one is quite obvious. Our statements count as “serious” statements because we are supposed to rely on methods relevant to assess their truthfulness; in this sense, we do not act on our own authority, but on the authority of our methodologies. The most elementary professional correctness requires us not to take advantage of our status when, without relying on these methods, we make use of the right to the freedom of speech that we also have as “mere” citizens and human beings. But are there duties to make use of “academic freedom”?

Paul Cliteur seems to be convinced that academics have the duty to break taboos, and the right to do so if their statements are true; he reproves political correctness for keeping them from performing this duty and setting limits to this right. Because I am of Michel Foucault’s opinion that “the problem is the politics of truth”, this, to my mind, is too short: we are living in societies within which academics do tell the truth, by status or by trade, whatever the reliability of what they say. Besides, I am afraid that mentioning political correctness is but a means to dodge the question of the effects that are expected from breaking taboos and of the purposes that are served by “telling the truth”. 

Perhaps we should distinguish between two questions. Do we have, qua academics, the duty to join in the public debate? Are there, beyond political correctness, duties that fall on academics when they engage themselves in the public realm? I will begin with the second one. Let me briefly hark back to psychoanalysis, which is the interaction of an analyst and an “analysing person” (“un analysant” — not “un analysé”, an “analysed person”). Hearing the analysing person, the psychoanalyst may be convinced that he/she understands what it is that makes this person suffer. He/she may be right. He/she may, consequently, decide to confide to the analysing person an interpretation that is true. Telling the truth may produce no effect at all — which is, if I may venture to say so, not the desired effect. It may also produce negative effects, the interpretation destroying the analysing person who cannot cope with it, or positive effects, the interpretation offering the analysing person an opportunity that he/she can take to make sense of his/her life. 

What then is a good interpretation? On which condition is an interpretation good? Being true is not enough: the psychoanalyst who imposes a true interpretation on an analysing person without caring for the effects that it may produce prefers his/her own satisfaction to the cure, whatever it may be that gives him/her cause for satisfaction — the sense of being clever, or the sense of being powerful that he/she gets by means of having someone in his/her power, etc. The ethics of psychoanalysis requires the psychoanalyst to find a way of telling the truth or of suggesting it that cares about the analysing person — a way that is “careful” or, to be more exact, “cureful”. Whence an art of punctuating what the analysing person says so as to offer an opportunity that he/she can take, or refuse to take.

Maybe social analysts should take their inspiration from the ethics of psychoanalysis when they join in the public debate. It is, for two interrelated reasons, what I try to do when I speak out on or in the society within which I live, which is a society that is viewed as multicultural. Indeed, I believe that the only real political correctness lies in addressing those who listen to us as analysing persons (not as analysed persons) and in positing them as subjects (not as objects), whether they are identified as “autochthones” or as “allochthones”; I know that some interpretations can hurt or destroy the persons on which we speak out.
 Philippe Van Parijs mentioned the meeting that took place in Louvain-la-Neuve on the 4th of October 2002 and that offered women and men, whether Muslims or not, whether veiled or not, an opportunity of discussing the political and social uses of the Islamic headscarf in Belgium.
 Words ran high, but because a place was given to each and all, each and all felt respected, and therefore could accept to examine and think about the different assumptions, during the meeting and afterwards. They could even laugh together — what perhaps, given the sensitiveness of the question, is not anecdotal.

Do we have, qua academics, a duty to join in the public debate? The Dutch research that was conducted into the relation between migration and crime from 1989 onwards shows that being empowered to speak “seriously” entails the risk of being dangerous for others. It reveals that the main danger, when we speak out on the multicultural society, is blindness to the relation between cultural struggle and material transformation. It also shows that one of the most dangerous weapons in cultural struggle is reification, which in the circumstances generates a feeling among the “autochthones” that certain inherent features of the culture and the religion of the “allochthones” endanger the former and explain the criminality of the latter, thus justifying their criminalization or even their expulsion. More generally, it demonstrates that academics take a part in cultural struggles, which are but fronts of wider political struggles: being invested with the authority of science implies that they have both the possibility and the opportunity to play a role either in reproducing or in transforming the social structure of the societies within which they live. 

If so, what duties follow from the possibility and the opportunity that we have? And what do we academics want when we engage ourselves in the public realm? This, I guess, is a question to which there is no general or “all-fitting” answer. Yet, as far as I am concerned, I do not see how I could account for the fact that I make it my duty to meet some politico-epistemic standards without referring to the telos at which I aim when choosing to join in the public debate and in the scientific debate as well. At the risk of seeming naïve, I am driven to do so by the sense of having, qua academic, a part to play in resisting the move towards a more unjust society, or even — but this, I fear, is labouring under a delusion — in building a more just society. By “more unjust society”, I mean a society, whether it is “scientific” or Islamic, that excludes or marginalizes some of its members allegedly because of their identity, but in actual fact as a way of advancing and hiding the interests of those in positions of power. By “more just society”, I mean a society within which everyone could make sense of his/her life, whatever his/her culture and religion, and the social betterment he/she represents.

4. Politico-epistemic standards

Joseph Rouse has pointed out that Michel Foucault thought of power as being “dispersed across complicated and heterogeneous social networks marked by ongoing struggles. Power is not something present at specific locations within those networks, but is instead always at issue in ongoing attempts to (re)produce effective social alignments, and conversely to avoid or erode their effects, often by producing various counteralignments”
. Social alignments are heterogeneous and include “not just agents but also the instruments of power (buildings, documents, tools, etc.) and the practices and rituals through which it is deployed”
. As for knowledge, he conceived of it as being “established not only in relation to a field of statements but also of objects, instruments, practices, research programs, skills, social networks, and institutions”, the temporality of the field being “evident in the construction of such epistemic alignments and in the conflicts and resistances they engender”
. 

To say that academics take a part in cultural and political struggles is to recognize that they are included in the alignments that organize and express power. I neither equate the scientific position with some neutral standpoint above or outside the plurality of interacting and competing groups of which a multicultural society is composed, nor project myself into it. May I venture to play on words? If the truth must be told, I do not know what neutral standpoint there could or should be that would enable any agent, whether academic or not, to tell what is Right and True. Academics are no flying geometricians
; they analyse a world that is not in front of or beneath them, but around them and of which they are part. Like other agents, they try to sustain or to challenge some social alignments. Being academics, they do so by trying to strengthen or to undermine some epistemic alignments — that is, by trying to strengthen or to undermine some of the statements, objects, instruments, practices, research programs, skills, social networks, and institutions in relation to which knowledge is established.

I work as a criminologist in a society that is viewed, or “problematized”, as a multicultural society. To resist the move towards a more unjust society requires in the circumstances to develop strategies that enable me to thwart the reconstruction of the field within which I perform or, at least, to evade its effects so as not to be forced to “choose” the standpoint of the government or of the majority when I analyse the relation of crime and migration. It sometimes also necessitates to mobilize other academics and researchers working as sociologists or historians to collectively and publicly challenge governmental authorities about the statements, objects, instruments, practices and research programs which they try to impose under the pretext that taboos need to be broken
. Because “the problem is the politics of truth”, I make it my duty to set truth-claims over other truth-claims that are used to justify unequal arrangements of power.

Because the politics of truth is, in societies that are viewed as multicultural societies, coupled with a politics of identities, I also make it my duty to meet some politico-epistemic standards for social research. The first one is nominalist. I wrote above that one of the most dangerous weapons in cultural struggle is reification. From reading Michel Foucault, I learned to look on objects of knowledge as “political curios that mark an epoch” (“bibelots politiques d’époque”
). Hence the following questions, that I try to articulate with the question of democracy: in which arrangements of power did they emerge as objects, and more specifically as objects for knowledge to be about? If the multicultural society is viewed as a “political curio”, what are the features of the epoch that it marks? Should we not look on it as the political and discursive formation within which it is possible to shape the relation of minority and criminality into an object to know and the Islamic headscarf into an object “amenable to political programming”
? More fundamentally, should we not look on it as the political and discursive formation within which it is possible to shape members of the population into “allochthones” or “Muslims”? How and when were the divisions between a majority and cultural or religious minorities established? What functions do they serve? 

The second standard is structuralist. We have seen that the main danger when we speak out on the multicultural society is blindness to the relation of cultural struggle and material transformation. I hypothesize that the flux of observable events and actions are the products of changeable material arrangements that I try to disclose; more precisely, I make it my duty to take the (transformable) divisions between a majority and cultural or religious minorities as phenomena that I try to map onto an underlying (transformable) material structure.

I call the third standard the polyphonic standard. What is at stake is a matter of voices: whose voices have been included in or excluded from the knowledge that counts as “serious” knowledge? Whose voices have been heard or muted or ignored? The polyphonic standard aims at transforming certain politico-epistemic alignments by the way of hearing all conflicting voices, including the voices of persons who supposedly are members of groups that are looked at as cultural or religious minorities, whom I accost not as analysed but as analysing persons, not as objects to know but as knowing subjects. On the one hand, to tell the story from their point of view is, I hope, an opportunity that they can take to make sense of their life and possibly catch sight of their complicity in their disempowerment. On the other hand, polyphony requires of academics who speak out on the multicultural society to rely on descriptions of the social processes involved in the social construction of cultural and religious minorities that are given from all relevant points of view: from the perspective of those who are in position of power, but also from the perspective of those whose ability to influence political and epistemic alignments is more restricted. It also forces them to examine their suppositions, generate more inclusive concepts for understanding and accounting for those alignments and their transformations, and ultimately produce new interpretations of the reality that they study. 

5. Conclusion

Let me conclude by coming back to some of the questions that were asked today. What are the limits that are set to academic freedom? What limits should academics recognize when they speak out on the multicultural society?  How should these limits be enforced and by whom? 

Political correctness is a kind of limit that partakes of “prudentialism”, which is a form of “privatatized actuarialism”
: an academic who is politically correct is an academic who makes truth-claims without running the risk of endangering him/herself and his/her interests. Because it relies on the care for oneself, it is best enforced by each academic who wants to speak out, whether the danger that arises from those about whom he/she talks is of a physical, economic or legal nature: there are but few Theo Van Gogh who do prefer their taste for provocation to self-castration. 

But should this first kind of limit be enforced or resisted? Political correctness does not favour the move towards a society within which there would be less injustice. In fact, the more powerful the people about whom we talk, the more effective the limits set to academic freedom and the less critical our statements; conversely, the more disempowered the people on whom we speak out, the less effective the limits set to both the possibility and the opportunity that we have to endanger them without endangering ourselves. This comparative effectiveness of political correctness is not of no consequence. Indeed, the more disempowered the persons about whom we talk, the greater the risk that the danger that finally arises from those whom we first endanger be neither of economic or legal nature, but of physical nature. Supposing that political correctness would be the only kind of limit set up to academic freedom, there would be but one alternative for those whose only resource is their physical force: either to accept the damage we cause them or to confirm the stereotype of “normal crime”
.

There is, in addition to political correctness, another kind of limit that ultimately depends on the care for oneself. From the perspective of governmentality, it partakes of advanced liberalism, like political correctness and “prudentialism”. However similar to the first kind of limit it may be, three differences must be noted. The kind of subject that is taken as both a target and a tool of government is not some homo prudens but the “enterprising self”
. The limit set to academic freedom is not the result of a computation of probable losses but the result of a calculation of probable gains. Though it is linked to the care of oneself, it is best enforced by the social agents, whether public or private, who are interested in bounding our freedom and are in position to do so; the most common mechanism of enforcement is a profit-sharing scheme. 

Once again, the question must be posed: should this kind of limit be enforced or resisted? We all know that some contexts make it impossible for academics to speak freely, whether they join in the public debate or function in the scientific field. We are prompt to denounce pressures exerted upon us; to recognize that sets of practices govern our conducts, eventually producing new kinds of objects and new kinds of scientific statements may be more difficult. The care for oneself can make academics docile, and docile academics may forget the only limit that they should admit: their responsibility. Because their responsibility is linked with the care of the others, it is, to my mind, the only one on which we should set a high value; but I do not know how and by whom it should be enforced.
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