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Book Notes

Cancel Wars: How Universities Can Foster Free Speech,  
Promote Inclusion, and Renew Democracy
by Sigal R. Ben-Porath
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2023. 208 pp. $20.00 (paper).

Whether in classes, campuses, or check books, US col le  ges and univer  si ties are 
feeling the force of dem  o cratic ero sion. While col le ges have long been sites of 
conflict  over speech and polit i cal advocacy , that man i fes ta tion of this conflict  
feels unique as parti  san pol i ti cians and donors seek to increase their influence  
over hir ing (Golden & Berg, 2022) and ten ure deci sions (Heyward, 2021), 
the types of research conducted (Callender, 2022), and even classroom dis -
cussions (Hidalgo Bellows, 2022). It’ s eas ier for those who take a zoomed-out 
perspec  tive—like me—to make broader claims about what institu  tions should 
do in an episte  mic eco sys tem writ large or how to shape federal pol  icy to pro-
mote that mis sion. But it is often less clear what many indi vid u als within those 
institu  tions should do. Consider the overworked, under paid, and unpro tected 
adjunct profes sor nav i  gating how to deal with a polit i  cally sensi  tive topic in 
class; the entry-level admin is tra tor looking to sup port their stu dents with out 
alienat  ing another group; the lead er ship try ing to build a sup port ive cam pus 
with out los ing funding from a hos tile con ser va tive leg is la ture. The eth ics of 
navi  gat ing dem o cratic ero sion is arguably hardest on the ground as stake  hold -
ers try to achieve both justice and sur  vival. Such ques tions are urgent yet often 
underexplored. Without more shared conver  sa tions or frame works, actors are 
often left to weather these crises and responses in iso  la tion.

It is here—in this especially chal  leng ing, punishing terrain—that Sigal Ben- 
Porath inter venes. To do so, she lever ages her aca demic research on free dom 
of speech and her personal expe  ri ence con sul ting for higher edu ca tion insti-
tutions in the US, UK, and the Netherlands as they nav i  gated polit i cal con flicts 
among students and fac ulty . The resulting text, Cancel Wars: How Universities 
Can Foster Free Speech, Promote Inclusion, and Renew Democracy, is a careful and  
pre cise guide for fac ulty, admin is tra tors, and stu dents on how to not merely 
sur vive our anti dem o cratic land scape but improve it.

Cancel Wars opens with a dis cus sion of the civic mis trust and polar i za tion 
(chap ter 1) that poison how many iden tify and share infor ma  tion (chap ter 2).  
Unlike those who locate demo  cratic ero sion in the complexities of truth in a 
digi  tal age, Ben-Porath argues that “the main issue seems not to be the infor-
mation  or its pur vey ors, but in its consum  ers, or in the ways in which  cit i zens 
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select, judge, and endorse the informa tion avail able to them” (44–45). In par  -
ticular, polarization fosters “politically motivated reasoning,” or choosing infor-
ma tion for ideo log ical rather than evi  den tiary rea sons. Ben-Porath’s account 
offers exam ples of such moti vated rea son ing, like Charles Mills’s (2007) def-
i nition of the “will ful igno rance” of white ness or the log ics fos tered i n epi-
ste mic echo cham bers. She fur ther con tends that post sec ond ary edu ca tion’s 
dual civic and truth missions posi tion it to help inter  vene against mistrust and  
polari za tion, even if not alone and not per  fectly. Indeed, the book con siders  
US higher educa tion’ s role in perpet u at ing inequal ity too, with only a frac tion  
of the pop u la tion enroll ing and with grad u ates often hav ing bet ter polit i cal 
and eco nomic outcomes. It stresses  that, of course, the educa tion  sec tor can-
not be the only set of insti tu tions within a democ racy inter ven ing but that it 
can be a part of the effort.

        

The remain der of the work out lines both a the o ret i cal frame work for this 
inter ven tion and prag matic action that a vari ety of cam pus stake hold ers can 
take within it. Inclusive freedom “aims to make free spee ch tangi ble by sus -
taining  broad bound aries for per missi ble expres  sion and ensur ing that all  
members of the com mu nity can ben e fit from them” (10). Pursuing this means  
creating opportunities for discourse that permit intellectual risks (or the ability
to “leave behind existing beliefs and accepted knowl edge, to assume that new 
answers are possi ble”) while pre ser ving dig ni tar y safety (or the “assurance that  
all par tic i pants in an exchange are val ued as equal con trib u tors to the shared  
endeavor”) (53). Chapter 3 explores how to reconsider speech on cam pus in  
light of this, carefully problematizing dichot o  mies of speech as either limit -
ing harm ful speech or per mit ting almost all  forms. Ben-Porath instead pro-
poses that agents distin guish between  harm as an experi ence ver sus a  wrong 
as a breach in some one’s rights on cam pus and take harms seri ously “within 
their context” (74). This includes cre at ing con di tions for stu dents to speak  
out when they are harmed and for faculty to be more  responsive  to their con-
cerns. Taken together, this can lead to greater between-group trust, which 
encourages more oppor tu ni ties, leads to more trust, and so on. 

            

Chapter 4 outlines contextual considerations for postsecondary practition-
ers about stu dents’ experi ence  with speech—namely, that K–12 students  have 
limited  oppor tuni ties  in school to practice  speech norms due to histor i cal  rul-
ings from the Supreme Court and more recent cuts to civic edu ca tion ini-
tiatives. Chapter 5 offers more spe  cific recom men da tions and strat e gies for  
nearly every cam pus stakeholder , includ ing trustees and lead  ers (for instance, 
when crafting public state ments), fac ulty (when medi at ing class con flict), and  
even students (when navigating controversial guest speakers). This chapter
will prove invaluable  to stakehold ers  all  across campus  seek ing to navigate and 
improve discourse.

         

         


One of the text’s most impressive accom  plish ments is how its princi  ples safe-

guard against whataboutism, or coun ter ing the iden ti fi ca tion of a wrong by 
deflecting to another topic, often some other action taken by the speaker. Ben-
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Porath’s careful analysis gives administrators the principles to better distinguish 
between types of speech-related con flicts and their poten tial con se quences. 
While a few readers might stiffen at the book’ s emphasis on polar  i za tion, which 
is often cri tiqued for dis trib ut ing equal blame on both sides, that crit i cism 
misses what is a funda  men tal strength of the book: it is positioned so that ever y-
one from trustees to recent under grad u  ates can leverage it to take inclu sive,  
democ racy-pro mot ing action on cam pus while defending that action within the 
mis sion of higher edu ca tion itself rather than sim ple par ti san ship.

         

However, though the book is extremely effective at outlining how to tackle  
individ ual-level dilem mas amid polit i  cal strife, it is at times unclear how struc-
tures outside the uni ver sity might over time com pli cate this response. Some of  
the examples of polit i  cally motivated rea son  ing—like Mills’ (2007) account of 
willful igno  rance or Nguyen’s (2018) account of actions in echo chambers—are  
cases that bite back. Mills (2007), for instance, views will ful white igno rance as 
a sort of ignorance that is “militant, aggres sive, not to be intim i  dated, an igno-
rance that . . .  refuses to go qui etly” (13). Nguyen (2018), too, expects that break-
ing out of an echo chamber may call for an “epi ste mic reboot” that is sparked  
by but distinct from diverse rela tion ships (157). In such a reboot, indi vid u  als 
would have to not only accept differ  ent beliefs and the shortcom  ings of their own 
assump tions, but they would have to put some sub stan tial effort into rewrit ing 
them. Not all dis  agree ments, of course, will be rooted in struc tures as sin is ter as 
the ones Mills and Nguyen imagine. But some ver y likely will be, and even more 
as the con ser va tive media appa ra tus solidifies. It’s unclear what the uni ver sity’s 
role should be in guid ing stu dents in these cases. What does it mean for the uni-
ver sity’s rela tion ship to a democ racy where post sec ond ary insti tu tions, with all  
their barriers to access, disproportionately promote these increasingly challeng-
ing reali  za tions? Does it risk edging closer to tech noc racy if more edu ca  tional 
institu  tions are performing this work via and for only those who can attend?

       

Still, these questions are argu ably posed from a more zoomed-out place   
than where Ben-Porath’s account is situated. In that sense, Cancel Wars is an 
excep tion ally use ful guide for strength en ing cam pus com mu ni ties for those 
who feel them to be most under threat, as well as for devel op ing a stron ger 
sense of the civic trust that democracy  depends on. This new path way, even if 
chal leng ing and imper fect, is worth explor ing both for the urgency of mov-
ing campuses and our broader democracy for  ward and for iden ti fy ing what we 
must leave behind to do so.

megan l. bogia
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Algorithms of Education: How Datafication and Artificial  
Intelligence Shape Policy
by Kalervo N. Gulson, Sam Sellar, and P. Taylor Webb
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2022. 192 pp. $25.00 (paper).

In a later chapter in  their book Algorithms of Education, Kalervo N. Gulson, Sam 
Sellar, and P. Taylor Webb describe the Class Care System in Chi nese schools, 
where soft ware ana lyzes class room foot age to cate  go rize stu dent states into 
behav ioral categories like “lis ten ing,” “writ ing,” and “sleep ing.” Algorithms 
translate this facial data into sta tis ti  cal data by gener  at ing scores between 
0 and 100 that are then used by teachers and admin  is tra tors to mod ify instruc-
tion or inter vene. While this arti fi cial intel li gence (AI) sys tem includes human 
actors by allowing them to use new kinds of data to make deci sions in the class-
room, it also excludes them by blackboxing the (exclusively machine-read  able)  
algorithms and pat tern rec og  ni tion codes at work here. Does a system like  
this provide more con  trol to humans in mat ters of deci sion-mak ing in edu ca-
tion, or does it actu ally take away control? This  par a dox of the blurring of  the 
assumed dis tinc tions between human and machine agency lies at the heart 
of the authors’ key argument in this pro voc a  tive book about AI-based gover -
nance in education.

Discussions about AI in educa  tion today could be consid  ered an exten sion 
of long-standing con  ver sa tions about datafication. However, many crit i cal com-
mentar  ies often bor der on pop u lar cau tion ary sci ence fic tion tropes of robots 
replacing humans in the classroom and in pol  icy mak ing. Gulson,  Sellar, and 
Webb con test this human-machine dichotomy and  empha size that AI in edu-
cation  “does not involve direct replace ment of human minds and bodies, but  
rather it pro duces new ways of think ing through the con junc tion of human 
and non hu man cog ni tion” (2). While ana ly ses of edu ca tion pol icy and gov-
ernance until now have focused on the agencies, iden ti  ties, and rational  i ties 
of human actors and systems, what might they look like in this new era where  
humans and machines inter act to coconstruct deci sions about edu ca tion? In 
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