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Text of article with description of cartoon and addition of omitted section in the footnote. 

Cartoon (in color) shows a grey (rocky) mountain with snow peak top set in a blue sky and green ground.  On left is steeper side with man in climbing gear including crampons and pick axe half way up the side, toiling away, and there is a small black storm cloud on the upper left over his head.  On right is a less steep side with convenient steps cut all the way up.  A woman without any equipment is at the bottom, putting one foot on the first step.  No cloud above her, only a bird flying free.  I guess the whole thing could be called a counter to the glass ceiling concept. (description by JJF).  The authors are indebted to the Bulletin’s editor (and other staff members) for the article’s title and the cartoon.

THE PROPORTIONALITY GAME:
Biological versus Intellectual Diversity
Philip Sullivan* and John Furedy*
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The contrast between two commentaries on Simcoe Hall's plans for this university, recently announced in its six year academic plan Stepping Up, could not be more marked.  One dismisses this document as “buncombe”: inconsequential speech made by politicians to placate constituents.  The other commentary is reminiscent of a totalitarian state's party organ.  This contrast is ironic: the hard-hitting critique is in a student publication, the newspaper (Jan.

 8, U of T doublespeak), whereas the cheerleading appears in what should be the voice of thoughtful faculty commentary, The Bulletin (Dec. 15, Planning and Budget Lauds Academic Plan).  The student commentary is brutal, but we agree with it: Stepping Up is long on “buzzword[s] currently used by management professionals” and short on specifics.  Insights into specifics can, however, be gleaned from companion papers to Stepping Up.  

        Here we comment on that version of Companion Paper 5 (CP5) that was referred to in a  November 27, 2003 document  (“Stepping Up: A framework for academic planning at the University of Toronto: 2004-1010") presented by the provost to the Academic Board at its meeting on January 15, 2004.   CP5 describes controversial ideas about equity and diversity, and their relationship to excellence.  We argue that it promotes biological diversity as an inappropriate proxy for intellectual diversity, making the document severely flawed.       

        The title of CP5, “Equity x excellence: equity and diversity,” is a pseudo-mathematical expression indicative of the style of the document and of its drafters' epistemological outlook.   It confuses issues by lumping together both overt and unintentional discrimination under the category “systemic,” suggesting unfamiliarity with the relevant literature and discussion.  The notion of systemic or unintentional discrimination grew out of decisions by the US Supreme Court, and subsequent decisions by our Supreme Court have led to its acceptance in Canada.

        In 1965 a then recently desegregated Southern US electrical utility sought to screen potential employees using a general education test, but this test differentially discriminated against blacks.  The Court disallowed the test, ruling that not only should practices be free of disparate intent, they should not have disparate impact.  In other words, both overt and unintentional discrimination were disallowed.  This is obviously controversial; for example, a general education test can be an effective employability screen.  The US Equal Employment Opportunities Commission complicated matters by declaring that, if an employment pattern was not racially representative of a population it deemed appropriate, the employer had to prove to the Commission's satisfaction that it had not committed systemic discrimination. 

        Uncritical acceptance of these ideas has since become known as the proportionality fallacy: the assertion that, unless institutional ethnic and gender employment patterns are proportional to some population equity advocates deem relevant, discrimination has occurred.  This allegation is riddled with difficulties; for example, in small employment groups, statistical fluctuations can easily account for lack of proportionality. Choosing the relevant population may be difficult. Which population should U of T compare itself with: Toronto, or the much less diverse Canada as a whole?  Also, does not Toronto's rapidly changing demography render any comparison ipso facto meaningless?  These and other problems notwithstanding, CP5 relentlessly propagates the proportionality fallacy.  It proposes hiring outside of Canada to correct the University's perceived imbalances.  Arguing that “exhortation seldom works to achieve equity,” it outlines coercive policies to induce departmental conformity.

        Thirty years ago Oxford University psychologist Corinne Hutt observed that differences in employment patterns between males and females could, even then, be largely explained by differences in personal preferences.  Hence, she argued, unless an unintentional discrimination mechanism such as outdated employment criteria could be identified, the reliance on population comparisons reduces the concept of discrimination to a meaningless tautology.  

        A current Canadian Human Rights Commission case graphically illustrates the consequences of mindless application of proportionality arguments.  Eight women faculty have charged Industry Canada with discrimination in its allocation of the Canada Research Chairs.  But, since available evidence suggests that Canadian university hiring practices ceased discriminating against women by 1970, women's tendency to select certain disciplines combined with Industry Canada's preference for others largely explains the allocation patterns.  One can certainly seek ways to increase, in the long term, the participation of women in the disciplines favoured by Industry Canada, but increasing their representation from the current pool of qualified candidates is unlikely to increase excellence, resulting instead in the selection of lesser qualified candidates.

        In jobs such as community policing, once basic employment standards have been met, there may be valid social reasons for using ethnic and gender criteria to make a final selection.  But in a university the leitmotif must surely be an unremitting search for excellence.  CP5's determination to correct a perceived imbalance in faculty diversity explainable by factors such as demographic trends and group preferences, and not by any identified unintentional discrimination mechanism, cannot be justified.

        Worse still, at a time when colleagues have demonstrated willingness to hire other than white males, Simcoe Hall intends to enforce its social engineering agenda by requiring chairs to outline the diversity strategy to be adopted before any search is approved, and to report on the activities the committee undertook before an appointment is approved.   Platitudes about excellence notwithstanding, this level of interference in an already difficult task of finding not just an academically qualified candidate, but the academically best, must compromise the search for excellence.  But the most depressing aspects of CP5 are its proposals to require new administrators attend indoctrination sessions and to make performance evaluations of academic and other administrators include accounts of their contributions to Simcoe Hall's ideology.

     How can such thinking have developed at Simcoe Hall?  Advocates of the ideology behind CP5 usually base many of their claims on relativist interpretations of knowledge.  As philosopher Larry Laudan has put it, relativism displaces the idea that facts and evidence count  by the idea that everything boils down to subjective interests and perspectives.  Published accounts show that proliferating programs such as those offered under the rubric “critical legal studies,” and similar programs focusing on gender, race and ethnicity, usually base their rationale for separate existence on relativist ideologies.  Furthermore, it is relativistic thinking that leads to a biological approach to diversity.  Finally, believing themselves privy to special insight, individuals imbued with such ideologies tend to develop authoritarian administrative habits.  

        The phrase “engaging with ... epistemological standpoints of ... different cultural and social traditions” in CP5 is a sign that its drafters have adopted a relativist view of knowledge.  This raises fundamental questions about academic planning, so that Simcoe Hall's plans must be carefully scrutinized by all members of the academic community — students, faculty, staff, and alumni — who seek to improve both the academic reputation and the intellectual as opposed to biological diversity of our university.  This scrutiny, at least in public, seems not to have occurred.

        The Shadow University, by Alan Kors and Harvey Silverglate, describes the serious problems created by US university bureaucracies in attempting to promote a biologically based concept of diversity.  They attribute this trend partly to the increasing prominence of university administrators whose primary allegiance is to their careers rather to than to scholarship.  This contrasts with earlier times, in which “presidents and deans most often were chosen from the faculty by colleagues who admired them, and they frequently returned to the faculty after serving a five- or ten-year term.”  Kors and Silverglate argue that, to advance their prospects, these administrators often make Faustian bargains with the prevailing ideology.  Given the coercive tone of and the ideological control implicit in CP5, a similar pattern will likely emerge at this university. 

        At its January 15 meeting, the Academic Board overwhelmingly approved the November, 27, 3003 version of Stepping Up.  Although Simcoe Hall's proposals for ideological control are absent from a later, more sanitized version now called CP6, nevertheless, at that meeting, the Provost stated that any academic unit not adhering to such principles as the equivalence of equity, excellence, and diversity, would be punished by withdrawal of funds. It was this remark that led the second author to (alone) vote against the proposal.

        The inevitable consequence of implementing Stepping Up is a slow, sad, degeneration into mediocrity. 



* Philip Sullivan is Professor Emeritus at the Institute for Aerospace Studies, and John Furedy is Professor in the Department of Psychology.  Both are members of the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship's, having been active on the Society’s board of directors, with Furedy having been a former president (1993-8) of that organization (for further details of its aims, see www.safs.ca).  [last sentence omitted from the published version of the article].

