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Letter in February 2000 UofT Bulletin, copy editor’s version

Views on diversity differ

I hope that a recent newspaper article on the Robert Birgeneau’s approach to equity and diversity at U of T has misquoted him, or, if not, that before he takes over the reins of the presidency, he rethinks his position on these aspects of our university. 

The article states that Birgeneau told administrators during a recent visit to Toronto that if they did not share his views on diversity,  "they may as well step down" (The Science of Listening: A reputation as a champion of social equity precedes the university's incoming president, The Toronto Star, Jan. 9).

There is a wide continuum of views on the term “diversity," depending on how important the concepts of merit and equity are considered in the evaluation of academic performance. A position that focuses exclusively on merit is taken by individuals like me and organizations like the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS). According to this position, the only diversity that is defensible in a university is diversity of opinions, or academic freedom, a right that belongs equally to all in the academic community. Any attempt to diversify individuals in terms of their sex, race and other characteristics is opposed as unfair on the grounds that these characteristics are irrelevant to academic merit.

The other end of the merit-equity continuum is represented by champions of "social equity." For instance, the Canadian Association of University Teachers, supported apparently by the U of T faculty association, considers lack of "representativeness" by itself to be adequate evidence for systemic discrimination and has therefore accused U of T’s physics department of "systemic racism" because it does not have as many Asian faculty in it as it has Asian students.

Birgeneau appears to have taken this position on diversity when he concluded, based on what he called "hard scientific data," that there was systemic discrimination against women science professors at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and took immediate steps to  "remedy" the situation.

In between the two poles along the merit-equity continuum are positions like that of our incumbent president, who has continued to fund groups like the Equity Advisory Group but has demanded independent evidence for racial discrimination by the physics department and finding none has refused to condemn it of racism in its hiring for tenure-stream positions.

If accurately quoted, our president-elect's approach would eliminate not only those administrators who agree with the SAFS approach to diversity but also those moderates who do not agree with his own. This does not augur well for those who place some value on diversity of opinion even if they do not agree with SAFS position that other aspects of "diversity" are irrelevant in a university.

I guess I should count myself lucky that I am not an administrator and do not immediately feel the need to "step down" as well. But I am fearful for the future atmosphere of my university if the president-elect really intends to apply his views to his administrators who, presumably, will be forced to exert the same sort of pressures on the students and faculty. 

John J. Furedy
Psychology

