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Assignment 2 – Evaluation of 

The Right to Tell the Truth

By Ann Marie B. Bahr


When a situation does not go the way one wants, it is natural to jump in with claims of unmet needs flailing wildly about. The conservative social activist, David Horowitz, created quite a stir when he wrote the “Academic Bill of Rights” to help promote what he called “intellectual diversity.” He very clearly outlined what he thought intellectual diversity meant and how it should be guaranteed to all students attending college. He proposed to protect students from undo “liberal bias” in colleges and universities—a noble thought to some. However, many concerned about protecting academic freedom looked at Horowitz’s work as a front for something far more subversive
. The question is which arguments have the strength to be a call to action—to make a case that something is wrong and needs to change
? Toulmin’s method of argument is the perfect litmus test in validating the strong claim of Ann Marie B. Bahr for the plight of truth in academia through her personal accounts of adverse affects caused by Horowitz’s influence on local political and popular opinion
. 

As printed in our text by Lunsford, et al, (2007), in “The Right to Tell the Truth,” Bahr, a professor of Religious Studies at South Dakota State University, recounts three separate incidents where her students judged her ability to teach as her discipline required. Even though she was of fairly conservative religious background, Bahr found herself censored by her conservative students: for choosing customary and highly acknowledged texts for one of her classes; for entertaining discussion of controversial conservative sects in another class; and for giving her honest, professional interpretation of course material in another. Aghast at the treatment she received, Bahr stated
, 

For the first time in my life, I felt as if I had to leave my commitment to the truth (which is what scholarship is all about!) at the door of the classroom…Like many other academics, I have dedicated my life to the faithful transmission of the truth as best I can discern it. It makes me sick to my stomach to think of falsifying the truth [because of potential threats], or even sacrificing my right to have an informed professional opinion.” (p. 966-967)

Bahr goes on to say that she did not think Horowitz planned on his “Bill of Rights” being interpreted in quite this way or having such adverse effects on education. Unfortunately a significant group of conservative students seemed to choose Horowitz’s ideas as a standard under which they could subvert academic truth in favor of their own ideologies. (p. 966
)

An effective way to judge the soundness and strength of Bahr’s argument is by using Toulmin’s structure of an argument describing claims, grounds, warrants, etc. Toulmin, a British philosopher, determined that a sound argument must contain certain elements that create a natural flow from claims to assumptions that readers can accept in order for them to feel compelled to act. Bahr really hit hard in her claim of a “more dangerous” kind of “political intrusion” by the repugnance she expressed at having to succumb to the abhorrent pressure of students against her teaching methods when she described the shame of being judged by a public “who does not have the academic maturity to know how to use [Horowitz’s] document”—a group that could continue to grow, fanned by Horowitz’s influence on conservative public opinion (p. 967
). Her three examples of student unrest regarding her teachings served as the grounds for her claim and were strong examples of dangers facing academia—that narrow-minded ideological beliefs would overrun the academic search for truth, fanned by inflamed ignorance rather than reason
. 

The real test of the strength of Bahr’s argument is in the assumptions or warrants that the argument rests on
. According to Lunsford, et al, (2007), 

Toulmin pushes you to probe into the values that support any argument and to think of those values as belonging to particular audiences. You can’t go wrong if you’re both thoughtful and aware of your readers when you craft an argument. (p. 170) 
Bahr appeals to her audience, academia, to see the dangers in Horowitz’s “Academic Bill of Rights” from her unique perspective as a member of the conservative right. She stated
 that even sharing the religious ideology of her students did not protect her from censorship by an intolerant student group. She made a strong case for her assumption that others in academia share her desire to present the truth as outlined by each discipline, and supported by “scholarly peers” rather than popular opinion (p. 966). By her own examples, she outlines how professors could lose their ability to practice their discipline with academic freedom—“with the loss of the usual presumption that they are experts in their subject matter, or even with the loss of employment, if they do not agree with popular opinions” (p. 967
). She even went so far as to compare the current liberal majority on campus as more tolerant of her methods of teaching than “her own conservative kind.”

Censorship of academics is not new to this planet. Many countries and many cultures have experienced loss of academic freedom at various times due to pockets of powerful elitists who wished to enforce their ideologies on their environment. This is an age old conflict, it seems. The lesson seems to be in how and when we respond to such challenges. The philosopher, Toulmin, tried to give us guidelines in which to measure an argument’s efficacy—it’s
 call to action. Bahr convincingly placed herself in the role of a standard bearer for the plight of academic truth, using her own personal stories of censorship as the “call to arms” to academia—a call to step up and push back the threat to freedom of expression
.  
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�It is very important that you started this essay with the context concerning conversations about the Academic Bill of Rights.  The reader must understand this background to comprehend the implications of your argument.  Well done.


�Good question.


�End this already strong introduction with a direct statement of the thesis.  The thesis for this paper should tell the reader which rhetorical strengths/weaknesses you will examine here and what the overall impact is on the reader.


�Set up the block quote with a colon rather than a comma.


�This summary is perfect.  It is concise and includes a powerful passage from the original text.  The reader has a strong sense of the article’s tone and main points.


�Very strong language here.


�Well said.


�Strong topic sentence.


�Use the present tense when referring to the author’s stating or speaking or writing.


�Mixing in quotes with paraphrase/summary gives authority to each paragraph without adding too much bulk.


�Check “its” vs. “it’s.”


�Directly restate the thesis here to round this out.  Very nicely done overall!





