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hevelone: Why do you think that 
university ethics has been ignored for 
so long?  

keenan: In order to explain how I 
became interested in university ethics, 
I have to back up and talk about the sex 
abuse crisis in Boston as a priest. 

As a priest, you would hear rumors, 
but, you never knew the details. You 
never knew anything like rape or sexual 
assault or anything like that. You heard 
people saying that someone said some-
thing stupid to a younger person. But 
the people who knew, knew how bad 
things were. So there was a certain way 
that we were in our ‘clerical tower’ – to 
borrow the idea of an ‘ivory tower’ from 
the university. Anyway, we had our 
blinders on. 

Both the church and the university have 
a deep arrogance to them. The profes-
soriate could use some humility. The 
clergy need some humility. The fact that 
there hasn’t been any sustained exam-
ination of the university is an indication 
of the arrogance of the university. 

Why did it take some guy to write a 
book in 2015 about the universities 
to say there’re some problems here? 
Everybody reads about sexual as-
sault on campuses. Everybody knows 
about binge drinking on campuses. 
Everybody knows that there are these 

racist-themed parties going on. It 
seems you should ask another question. 
Academics are intellectuals, who should 
be asking a question or two.

It strikes me that there needs to be a 
greater self-examination that happens. I 

don’t think that many organizations do 
a lot of self-examinations.

My book is such a rare bird in part 
because I had another experience in 
another institution – in the clergy. I 
began to realize that I should have the 
same awakening about the university 
that I had about the church. I also live 
in a community where I had three 
colleagues – John Paris, Ken Himes and 
David Hollenbach – all noted ethicists. I 

simply said, do you notice these things? 
This community of ethicists kept egg-
ing me on to keep pursuing this line of 
thought. 

Also we live in Boston, which is a 
university town. So we know about 
things. I follow suicides on campuses 
and the underreporting of suicides. I’m 
not saying that the university is causing 
that particular issue, but it’s an indi-
cation of the lack of transparency and 
of the problematic issues that are on a 
campus.

In terms of arrogance, I have that whole 
big spiel in the book about the professo-
riate being a bunch of isolated people. 
The university is the most autonomous 
of all structures. Because I’m so com-
mitted to the university, I really hope 
my book is followed by lots of books 
like this. I may be a pioneer, but I wel-
come lots of public voices. I don’t want 
to be the isolated professor.

hevelone: Are academics free 
enough to follow with other books?

keenan: Well, that’s funny. I have an 
endowed chair. I’m not literally un-
touchable. I have been subject to so 
many critiques in the past – that’s made 
me stronger to be able to say what I 
say. I’m a faculty member who takes 
seriously my academic freedom, like 
others.
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Here at BC, I can think of about 30 
people who could do this – from Ray 
Madoff and Robin Fleming to Juliet 
Schor and Mary Crane. Notice I’m men-
tioning women, but it would be good 
to see some men jumping into the fray. 
I’m sure more women will get into this, 
because women recognize these issues 
more than men, and men are comfort-
able with their blinders. It’ll be inter-
esting to see how this pans out in the 
future, whether there’s any significant 
group of male professors who agree 
with me. After all, my argument is that 
this is what men created.

hevelone: There are few horizontal 
places of accountability for tenured fac-
ulty. In fact, as a graduate student here 
I had a professor say, “You don’t have 
to fill out those student evaluations. I 
haven’t looked at them in 20 years.” But 
having been an adjunct myself, I have 
worked with people who say, “I have to 
give good grades to my students. I have 
to succumb to pressure, because their 
pleasure is what my job is contingent 
upon. I’m a customer service person.” 
That disparity between the tenured 
faculty and the horizontal accountabili-
ty versus the adjunct faculty is tremen-
dous.

keenan: I actually think that the big-
ger question underneath it is grading. 
I would like to figure out what grading 
is really about. Like at Yale Divinity, for 
instance, they have high pass, pass, fail 
– something like that – three grades. I 
like those three grades. That’s enough. 
What else are we doing? My letters of 
recommendation that I write for stu-
dents are not based on grades. It’s on 
performance. And people reading my 
letters want to read, did she do a good 
paper? If so, what was it on? Because 
they’ll be interested to see what type of 
imagination and capacity this student 
has. They want to know, did the person 
do well on exams? That’s all. They want 
to get a sense of the person. 

I’d love to know, did Abelard, in the 
twelfth century, give out grades? Did 
Lombard give out grades? Did Aquinas 
give out grades? Aristotle didn’t give out 
grades as he was sitting in Athens. And 
yet, if you start talking about grades, 
you start talking about why can’t we 
quantify this? 

All of a sudden, some anxieties about 
output are really there. But we don’t 
look at anything else. We don’t refuse 
tenure to faculty members who are not 
available for their students. 

But we will look at their record of pub-
lishing and their course evaluations. 
We haven’t really thought through what 
performance is, because we’ve not had 
a community that is looking. My point 
is before we have norms, let’s have a 
culture of ethics. We would need to 
have lots of conversations about how we 
mark performance, if we had a culture 
of ethics. 

Hopefully, if we do what I’m suggest-
ing, we will rethink grades. And this 
question of satisfaction by the student 
could be considered less comparing a 

“Does it  do anything 
to enhance the 
common good? Or 
does it  just enhance 
your por t folio? 
To what extent is 
the research of 
the professoriate 
connected to the 
mission of the 
school? That’s 
a deep ethical 
question.”

97 to a 94, and more of a generic way 
of saying it was a high pass, it was a 
pass, or it was a failure.

hevelone:  What type of steps do you 
take to begin to create the culture of 
ethics? And what do you do to insti-
tute it in a more pragmatic way at the 
university? 

keenan: When I finished the book, 
my editor, Sarah Stanton said, “I love 
your book. I’ve been with you the whole 
time, but it needs more bang at the 
end.” That’s when I wrote, “If I were 
president of a university.” Those are 
baby steps that I’m talking about. 

When Ruth Simmons at Brown Uni-
versity set up the committee to look at 
slavery, she knew that this would rock 
Brown, its benefactors, its board, its 
faculty, its alumni – all of the differ-
ent stakeholders of Brown University. 
Therefore it had to be taken with great 
seriousness, and she did by having the 
convocation. She acknowledged it. 

It would be good for us to do that. At 
BC, on March 16, there’s a conference 
on big data. There’s somebody in 
computer science, in economics, there 
are people in psychology and biology. 
I’ve been starting to have conversations 
with these people as partners for this 
event. 

It will be good, because what we’re 
going to ask are questions about the 
research that our faculty does. Does it 
do anything to enhance the common 
good? Or does it just enhance your 
portfolio? To what extent is the research 
of the professoriate connected to the 
mission of a school? That’s a deep ethi-
cal question. 

Before you want to put in norms, you 
want to at least say why you’re doing 
this. And that’s what we’re aiming at. 
This is a groundbreaking type of event. 
So we’ll see what happens.

hevelone: How does academic free-
dom play into that too?
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keenan: Academic freedom already 
has limits when researchers have to 
provide an IRB [institutional review 
board]. The university does not want its 
faculty investigating persons without 
protecting those persons, so they have 
IRBs. There’s one little break that 
happens. Some universities sign off 
on research projects that are looking 
for endorsements so that they can get 
funding for it. Again, going back to the 
role of the professoriate – a little bit of 
humility could go a long way.

hevelone: I would like to turn back 
to the commodification of the uni-
versity just for a minute. What you’re 
saying about grades certainly plays into 
that, but what else can we do? BC is a 
nonprofit, yet there is so much money 
involved in this university and in all 
universities.

keenan: There are some things that 
we are learning. It’s just that, because 
the university is siloed so much, les-
sons learned in one place are not taught 
elsewhere. For instance, the admissions 
office has to deal with legacy applica-
tions. Maybe a family has four genera-
tions of people coming to a university, 
and now they’re expecting their fifth to 
come here.  

The university has really changed sig-
nificantly. Admissions doesn’t automat-
ically open the door. They’ve realized 
that they can’t keep doing that. They’ve 
figured out some algorithm for doing 
this – and I don’t know what on earth 
it is. My point is that admissions has 
looked at it and it has refused entitle-
ment. Commodification is deeply about 
entitlement. 

It’s the same with development. For 
years, development was taking gifts that 
had deep strings attached. Of course, a 
number of universities returned gifts 
because they didn’t want the strings 
that were attached to them. Advance-
ment and development have learned 
some lessons about entitlement too.

It would be nice if those two major 
departments at a university could com-
municate something else to the rest of 
the university about commodification. 
This is why I want to have a conference 
in April 2017, so that we’re thinking be-
yond this to say that there are resources 
within the university, if we were to start 
engaging it. That’s what ethics is about. 
Ethics is about community building. No 
community – no ethics. One of the key 
steps to creating a culture of ethics is 
building up your community.

What I’m interested in is getting 
discussion underway. I want a culture 
of ethics. I want people saying, “But is 
this ethical?” I want people to have the 
language of commodification. I’d like 
them to have the language of sexual 
assault. I would like them to have the 
language of binge drinking. I would 
like faculty to realize that maybe one 
of the reasons why their students are 
sleeping in class is because they were 
arrested last night. 

There’s a certain way that our faculty 
have been wearing blinders, and our 
administrators have been wearing 
muzzles. There’s a variety of ways that 
communication across the university 
hasn’t happened. There’s really no need 
for community if we don’t want to talk 

to one another. We need to change 
these things. 

The greater desire to bring in CEOs 
who have no experience in universities, 
who are alienating and aggressive, is 
part of the problem. It goes back to 
commodification. You search out a 
president whose legacy is going to be 
that he is going to change your num-
bers, you’re going after commodifica-
tion, and you deserve what you get. 

hevelone: What specific issues drew 
your attention to the university? 

keenan:  The two biggest issues that 
first got me into this topic were sports 
and tuition. First it was sports. I really 
could not believe some of these univer-
sities use athletes for entertainment, 
period and nothing more. Universities 
use the athletes so that they become 
famous as a basketball school or a 
football school. It’s a disgrace. If that’s 
what a university does, it’s really a form 
of indentured servitude. 

By the time I got to the end of the book, 
I wanted people to see not the obvious 
but the underlying, so I wanted them 
to see all sorts of other issues. When I 
got to the end of the book, I realized I 
hadn’t done much on sports, so I did 
about 20 pages on it. 
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hevelone:  Connected to that is the 
transformation the university will go 
through in terms of online versus 
in-person services. We’re at another 
cusp in terms of where the university is 
going with the technology that’s avail-
able today.

keenan:  We don’t hear much about 
the MOOCs. That is, those mass open 
online classrooms, where 2000 stu-
dents enroll online. They were telling 
us they were doing it out of a concern 
for educating others, but it seems like it 
was really a moneymaker that was not 
well-designed.

hevelone:  Is there anything else you 
would like to add? 

I tried to show that it wasn’t simply 
concussions. It wasn’t simply a student 
not graduating. It was recruiting ninth 
grade girls for soccer teams. The lunacy 
of the universities’ actions with regard 
to athletics was much bigger and much 
deeper. I knew at the end I would have 
the reader see this, and then they would 
rethink the question on sports. 

The other question was tuition. It’s yin 
and yang. America has three differ-
ent structures. They have either high 
tuition research universities, private 
universities, and, in some states, very 
fine state-funded universities. 

Then you can think of these communi-
ty colleges, which are really suffering, 
more so than any of the other three 
types of schools, and the poor students 
who are going there. Then you have 
these for-profit bidders that are compet-
ing against them. They’re going after 
people who are not being well served by 
the country because we’re not providing 
an education for people who don’t have 
the good fortune of getting into a good 
state-funded university.

The tuition question is a question that 
will only arise when we start taking 
universities seriously. Universities 
are now a matter of the private sector. 
That’s part of the problem. That’s why 
the whole adjunct faculty question is 
connected to it. It’s part of the private 
sector. How did this happen? In most 
of the industrialized world, university 
education is a right and therefore a 
responsibility of the state. Not that all 
countries reach that standard well. 

We’ll never be able to address the ques-
tion of the right to higher education 
until we have other models that we can 
work with. The model that we’re work-
ing with right now is so laissez faire 
that it really leaves the most vulnerable 
weaker. Therein we see that the uni-
versity today empowers the economic 
divide and actually creates more of the 
economic inequities than ever before. 

The question of free tuition is not just 
a question of the university, but it’s also 
a question about perception of it, and 
whether we will rip the university from 
being simply something in the private 
sector.

keenan:  I’m waiting to see how I and 
others will be able to sustain this argu-
ment. That’s what I’m concerned about. 
Will this be just a book? When does it 
become part of the consciousness of the 
American university? I’m interested in 
really putting that out there. 

I’m also interested in having others 
pick this up and take it on their way. I 
talked to Derek Bok, the Harvard Uni-
versity emeritus president, he said that 
he was happy to see that a Jesuit and a 
Catholic book was raising this question, 
because he found that it was Catholic 
universities that kept the ethical ques-
tion alive. 

My problem at times is that Catholics 
just keep it Catholic. When I did this 
book, I decided it was not going to be 
Catholic. I wanted it to say everyone 
should be getting involved in this. So 
it’ll be interesting to see whether it will 
just be Catholic universities asking this 
question or whether I’ll be able to get 
into the universities of Derek Bok, Ruth 
Simmons, Drew Faust or Amy Gut-
mann at Princeton – and see whether 
or not they realize that they have prob-
lems. I did take hope that Faust and the 
question on cheating at the university 
finally realized that Harvard needed a 
culture of honor before they needed to 
articulate norms. I thought that was a 
good move. So we’ll see what happens 
in the days ahead.

hevelone:The world I know is the 
evangelical colleges, which are facing 
their own chaos at the moment. I feel 
like they would be receptive to this 
type of work because there is already 
the greater sense of community and 
common purpose and a desire to undo 
some of that ‘silo-ization’ at the univer-
sity. 

keenan:  There’s a new phenomenon 
happening at our universities – at Cath-
olic universities – and that is the growth 
of Muslim students. 

“The model that 
we’re working with 
right now is so 
laissez faire that it 
really leaves the most 
vulnerable weaker. 
Therein we see 
that the university 
today empowers the 
economic divide 
and actually creates 
more of the economic 
inequities than ever 
before.”
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Muslim students are coming to Catho-
lic universities, in part because they see 
Catholic universities as taking their reli-
gion seriously. However, in an academ-
ic context Muslims are, just like Catho-
lics, living in a secular society. They’re 
not looking for a Muslim university. 
They’re looking for a good university. 
But they want something that supports 
their religion. It will be interesting if we 
see some Muslim faculty and students 
enter into this the way Catholics are do-
ing. Maybe that will be another group. 

It will be also interesting to see Jews do-
ing this. Jews have always had a strong 
ethical set of guidelines about the 
nature of the common good and their 
relationship to it. It will be interesting 
to see how much faith-based motivation 
there is to pay attention to university 
ethics.

hevelone:  Maybe the faith-based in-
stitutions will be the ones that will pick 
up this issue. We’ll see. 

keenan:  Yes, but I hope they won’t be 
alone.

[end]


