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A Critique of the General Principles that Form the Basis of “Equity” in Faculty Hiring

Comments of John J. Furedy to the Academic Board of the University of Toronto a few months before his retirement from the Board in June, 2005*

*The comments are on the annual Employment Equity report issued by the university’s administration.

The board will recall that for the past few years I have criticized the form, but not the content, of the annual equity report.  My concern was to ensure that, whether or not one agreed with the principles underlying those reports, the reports should be formulated in a way that met the standards of normal scholarly communication, and hence would not diminish the university’s reputation.  In this formal sense, the report is fine.

However, as this is my last year on the board, I hope the board will indulge me if I now raise the issue of the general principles that are the basis of this and previous equity reports. 

A university that aspires to scholarly excellence must uphold merit as the only principle in determining evaluation of its incoming and present faculty and students.  In contrast is the competing principle of “equity” which underlies this and previous equity reports.  Like some other currently fashionable terms, those of “equity” and “diversity” are hard to define precisely.  Still, the “spirit” of the movement is illustrated by Professor Hildyard’s quoted comment at the outset of this year’s report that “we will strive to continue to implement best practice in enhancing the diversification of our community”.  A central tenet of this sort of  “diversification” is the representational principle, namely that the proportions of so-called designated groups among the students and faculty need to be approximately the same as the proportions of those designated groups in the Canadian community.   

A consequence of this representational principle is that if merit alone does not produce the mirroring of the community, then equity or diversification must be employed to “solve” the problem of representation.  I first argued against this so-called solution at an academic board meeting some twenty years ago, when I referred to the early-twenties law in Hungary known as Numerus Clausus.  This law restricted the entry of Jewish students to universities by requiring that they meet higher entrance standards than were required of Christian students.  The effect of the law was to create a quota for the recruitment of Jewish students, such that the number of Jewish students corresponded to the percentage of Jews in the Hungarian community, a percentage that was much lower than the percentage of Jewish students at university.

I should note that in both the Hungarian and current Canadian case, there are a multiplicity of reasons why representativeness is not achieved if merit is the only criterion of evaluation. In the Hungarian case, for whatever reasons, more Jews than Christians turned out to be winners in the competition for university places.  In the current Canadian case, again for whatever reasons, and especially in the hard sciences and mathematics, more men than women, if merit or excellence is the only criterion, are still winning these competitions, despite some 20 years of effort from the advocates of “equity” and “diversity”.

Yet more academics and others now understand that the Hungarian Numerus Clausus, “equity” or “diversification” solution to the problem of Jewish over-representation was wrong.    My hope is that, perhaps in another 20 years, my university and all others in North America, will look on the equity movement as one that was motivated by good intentions, but that was badly mistaken in terms of the principles of academic integrity and genuine excellence. 
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