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LETTER TO UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO BULLETIN PUBLISHED UNDER HEADING:
IS BIRGENEAU A SOCIAL ENGINEER?

February 28 2000   

The Toronto Star has twice quoted the president-designate, physicist Dr Robert Birgeneau, as apparently wanting to purge the University of Toronto of persons who do not share his views on equity and diversity. According to the report, "The science of listening: a reputation as a champion of social equity precedes the university's incoming president" (Toronto Star, January 9, 2000) Dr. Birgeneau first made his views clear during his visit the university in early January, when he told administrators that if "they did not share his views on diversity, they may as well step down." The Star report of February 8 ("Faculties must be open to minorities, Birgeneau says") portrays the president-designate as reiterating this view, but widening the scope of his implied threat.  Now, anyone in a leadership position at the university, who disagrees with his views, can "find something else to do. "There is a wide range of views on the term "diversity," depending on how important the concepts of merit and "equity" are considered to be in evaluating academic performance.  Many at the University of Toronto believe that hiring and assessment in a university must be based on merit, and not on ideologies to do with designated group status. The advocates of social equity believe that lack of representativeness by itself is proves "systemic discrimination."  Hence the Canadian Association of University Teachers, supported apparently by UTFA, accused U. of T.'s Physics Department of "systemic racism" because it does not have as many visible minority faculty as it has students.  Dr. Birgeneau appears to have taken this position on "diversity" when, on the basis of "data" that were never published or even made available later, he concluded that there was "systemic discrimination" against women science professors at MIT.  Astonishingly he has now read the riot act to the U. of T. before even getting here. Is the president-designate prepared to allow diversity of opinion within the university, or does he intend to rid the administration and leadership of all who do not share his views about hiring and evaluation?  The university must have a clear answer.  I fear for the future chilling effect on my university if the new president really intends to apply this sort of radical social-engineering litmus test to our administrators and leaders.  Those who remain will presumably exert the same pressure for conformity of outlook on the students and faculty in general. 
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