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Introduction

The question were facing here today is the following: is it ethically defensible to teach moral values in universities?

My modest contribution will be here to examine what’s happening when one is answering YES to this question, and what’s going on when we say NO to it. We will judge by the possible consequences of each side.

The small laboratory I’m inviting you in, is North America, more specifically the arena where the fight between liberal education and its enemies is taking place. Two enemies among others, quite different from each other, who pretend to give a radical and final answer to our question here:

· on one hand, Christian fundamentalism, who would answer YES;

· on the other hand, the Marketplace, who would say NO, university is not the place for that.

Christian fundamentalism or the inflation of moral values


Imagine a campus of 5000 students admitted in seven colleges, where we teach that God created universe and human kind in exactly seven days, that evolutionism will make you go to hell, that the Pope (who’s been sent by Satan) is leading a gang of heretics, but a campus where every single student has to pray, learn and live in Jesus Christ holy peace and love.


Imagine a corporate university of liberal arts, where all you’ll learn has to be scrupulously examined before the highest moral standards of the holy Bible scripture. Were your readings, your home works, your associates, your free time, your Internet bookmarks and mails, all your actions are strictly supervised, all in the Name of Jesus.


Welcome to Bob Jones University, Greenville, South-Carolina: the West-Point of Christian fundamentalist American universities which, since 1927, educates a small part of the powerful ultraconservative American elite, regularly visited and honored by the right wing republicans in Congress and White House.


In the early 70’s, Blacks were finally admitted at BJU, but no dating and no interracial marriage were permitted whatsoever.

In 1976, the tax exemption status of Bob Jones University is revoked by the Internal Revenue Service. IRS is arguing that this for-profit university upholds a segregationist admission policy against Black people.

Of course, BJU decides to appeal to the US Supreme Court against this judgment arguing that God Himself had wished the segregation of races and the Holy Scripture are explicitly prohibiting interracial marriages.


In 1983, Bob Jones, whom doesn’t want to give up his policy, is unsuit and ordered to pay a million dollar bill for unpaid taxes.


In march 2000, when this whole affair is falling into a moral and political nightmare involving Bob’s friends like George W. Bush then candidate for presidency, Bob rests his case and publicly declares, before millions of Americans watching the Larry King Live show that night, that « we can’t point to a verse in the Bible that says you shouldn’t date or marry inter-racial »
 and drops this 75 years old segregationist policy given that this « unpopular policy » now strongly hits BJU’s reputation, its competitiveness on the marketplace. This night of March 2000, Bob’s options are clear: contradict himself or perish. Between his traditional interpretation of the Holy Scripture on one hand, and the financial stakes on the other hand, Bob’s choice is pragmatic: the holy scripture of the Marketplace will prevail.


On this evening, for the left wing pro liberal Yankees, it’s the ethical and political basis of the Supreme Court’s ruling that gives them a reason for celebration: a democratic state has no justification to subsidy, via tax exemption, a university that doesn’t share democratic values of equal access to education
.

What is suddenly unfolded by the victory of the US Government and the left liberal wing against BJU:

1- the anti-democratic values – naming the restriction of freedom of Black to marry who they wish to - defended by Bob, in the name of Jesus, are not compatible with the freedom he is counting on to do the kind of business he’s into : academic freedom.

2- Segregationists basis for BJU claims do not hold given the fact that equal access to the free market, the ground on which Bob Jones is relying on, is denied to the Black people.

Thus, for the thinkers supporting liberal education, when Bob is answering such a big YES to our today’s question, Bob Jones is placing us in a malaise pretty near the one Sydney Poitier had when he came for dinner
: a senseless situation in which a university is promoting moral values that are no longer bearable for Bob for political and financial reasons, and ethically indefensible for about everybody else. Answering with Bob such a strong YES, supporting such a maximalist inflation of moral values in college, is the best way to cut the two branches on which universities in democratic societies are sitting: freedom
 and equality
.

But, if the Christian fundamentalist values can hardly be supported in our liberal, democratic and pluralistic multiversities, are their any values that could be legitimately supported on our campuses, going back to our today’s question? 

The knowledge market and its moral values crash


When, in the 80’s, the American liberals were having a hard time recovering from the big party they had after Bob’s defeat, some of them could already see what is going to be the next source of headaches:  marketplace.


Which marketplace? The one we know, where commodities are exchanged. This very liberal capitalism, revered by so many Americans then as a common value like apple pie, the very same marketplace that Bob referred to in order to get rid of the mud.


The day after their 1983 big party, once they were back again to real life, liberals thinkers of the Ivy League – namely John Rawls and Michael Sandel from Harvard, Michael Walzer and Ann Gutmann of Princeton, or Elizabeth Anderson of Chicago, have many reasons to be worried: the free market is not holding its promises, social and economical equalities are rising, distributive justice has to be revisited and probably reformed. By looking at the imperialistic way the market is expanding its tyranny over so many aspects of the private and social American life, the liberals were then wondering if all the goods traditionally considered to be sacred – love, freedom, justice, even faith – are all going to fall into the market scope. Is education, for instance, going to be the next victim of this hyper-commodization and, consequently, become one of the market’s accomplice into its process to create and reproduce social inequalities? Was the education system’s acquaintance with the market heading to the same place where Bob Jones III was already: reproduction of social injustice?


“This should not be the case”, some liberal thinkers are responding.


Rawls leading the way, with his Theory of Justice
, opens the fight with the following principle: every people who have an economic activity, great expectations and some success must look at the ethical justification for inequalities resulting of this and ask himself: are these inequalities beneficial to less advantaged people of our society?


Walzer
, somehow more radically, will answer to Rawls that things are not that simple, that the tyranny of the market and the way it transforms almost everything into commodities, may result in a persistent domination of the market over other ways of assessing things. Partners of this domination, vocations, more specifically, professionalism, far more incline to increase its political and economical power rather to share its privileges.


Sandel
 and Anderson
 to, in the 90’s, are exploring the moral limits of the market and are trying to see if some goods could be shielded from the marketplace.


In a recent visit at dePauw University, Sandel stated the « civic mission of the university is always at tension with the vocational, pre-professional aims. Insofar as universities aim at preparing students to get good jobs and to have successful careers, universities are fitting students to the world. They’re fitting students to social and economic roles and vocations that confer certain rewards. But according to Sandel, universities should not fit students to well and to completely, it should produce misfits…students who don’t take their society’s established roles and practices as given, but instead take those roles and practices as open to criticism, contest, argument, dispute, revision »
 and, we may add, whistle-blowing.


Considering the commercial activities that bridge the gap between universities and the marketplace:

· from the college T-shirts sales in China to the sale of our intellectual property
;

· from the increasing room left to our marketing and recruitment department, to the fast growing numbers of corporative industrial universities (around 2000 in USA) like Motorola University or Caterpillar University 
;

are universities likely to give up their specific role of shaping moral and political character, is also asking Derek Bok, former Harvard’s president 
?

The New Deal of liberal education

Inversely, are the recent massive ethical boom and the reintroduction of some humanities in many curriculum of the vocational education
 – being under pressure by the now worldwide certification agencies to do so – could invite us to believe in a final victory of the liberal education over its enemies?


If ethics ought to stay a mere deontological reenforcement of professionalism and its barriers
, if the code of conducts of Enron, Parmalat, Nortel are merely the new ways of keeping everybody’s mouth shut, I doubt it. And I hope I will be challenged on this by the following speakers today.


Giving some credit to UNESCO recent diagnosis over the cognitive fracture between richs and poors and the contribution of the new knowledge economy to this phenomena
, is there’s still somewhere a little hope to make of our universities the sanctuaries of liberty and equality they could have been, as Amy Gutmann, philosopher and president of the university of Pennsylvania, would ask?


For Gutmann, signing this faustian
 pact could not be a fatality. The University plays its essential role of sheltering these values when - as the main gatekeeper for talents and the main educator of officeholders – were refusing to produce merely gatekeepers of office, well fitted to achieve this gate-keeping in the name of professionalism.


But the American liberal educators and thinkers know better. They know that this control at the output is a necessary but not a sufficient condition in order to make universities put forward equality and distributive justice instead of contributing to cognitive and social fracture.


In an audacious article recently published in Ethics, professor Elizabeth Anderson of Chicago, another liberal, is stating that there’s few cognitive and ethical deficits that we can reasonably suspect among the members of the economically most advantaged classes, given the simple fact that they don’t have so many opportunities to meet people from the less advantaged classes of society
.

In 1981, just a bit before America was going to hold its breath regarding the Bob Jones case, a witty journalist this side of the ocean is asking Valéry Giscard d’Estaing how much is a subway ticket: he didn’t know the answer. At about the same moment, on the other side of the channel, Margaret Thatcher remarked with a very professional posture « that anybody over the age of 30 who used a bus could consider themselves a failure »
… As if the American politicians didn’t have the monopoly of gate-keeping the office and discrimination. Since they are all graduates from famous universities, how come we don’t have a better quality control over the brain we supply the market.

Anderson goes to the point as far as to imply that our universities should take into account these cognitive deficit of the socially advantaged, in regard to leadership they should or should not have given, the values and admission policies there putting forward, the way they educate misfits and whistleblowers able to put social justice at work from outside and within the vocations.


With these kind of analysis, by answering NYES to our today’s question – NO against a maximalist moral promotion, YES for a minimalist liberal ethics, by fighting against all odds for something like freedom, equality and social justice, one could say that American liberal is quite alive and …still in business.
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