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Opinion piece in The Varsity (UofT's official student paper}, Feb 23, 1998

The Silent Equity Studies Debate 

Based on the program description written by Ms June Larkin, director of Women's Studies and chair of the committee responsible for initiating the new program, I suggested that the program appeared to be more of an indoctrination in an ideology than an education in a discipline (or disciplines).  I was also suprised to learn at last week's academic board meeting that the sub-committee in charge of considering such programs not only presented its acceptance of this program to the board "for information" only rather than debate, but also did not have Ms. Larkin's program description before it when it made its decision.

Whether I am right or wrong in my assessment of the equitiy studies program, I think most will agree that in a unviersity that values its academic reputation, the academic status of new programs like equity studies should be a matter of open debate.  In this respect, although it clearly opposes my views on equity studies, the Varsity in general, and its editor Meg Murphy (who alerted me to and supplied me with Ms. Larkin's program description) in particular, deserves commendation which, unfortunately, is unique.  No other campus papers such as the Bulletin or The Newspaper even mentioned this issue, let alone discussed it. The debate has continued, howver, in the letters section of the Varsity, with professor Philip Sullivan who has taken my side on the question "No fan of equity program", Jan 29), and with messrs Vilko Zboagar and David Orenstein ("Old boys, little kids"  and "Sullivan way off", respectively Feb 5) arguing for the opposing, disciplinary-status view of equity studies.

In this letter I would like to continue the debate by correcting some inaccuracies in Zbogar and Orenstein's letters, and supplying some relevant details concerning professor Sullivan of which they and the readers may not be aware.

One assertion that Zboagar makes is that "equity studies cannot be reduced to logic".  This appears to be quite a concession.  Does it not sugest that this defence of equity studies is based, as I said at the outset, "not on logical relevance", but on "social ideology"? The other assertion that Zboagar makes is in the form of a counter-conditional hypothetical, namely that Sullivan would not be a full professor earning his salary if he were "black, female, or raised in a ghetto".  Well, as it turns out, professor Sullivan, is quite close to qualifying on the last-named designated-group, identity-politics feature. His father was an electrical fitter at the Australian navy's dockyard in Sydney, and an unpaid union president for many years; this did not provide a priviliged background.  Of course he and I would both argue that such considerations are irrelevant for assessing academic merit, and that unequal representation of certain groups in a profession is not, per se, any evidence of discrimination, just as the low representation of short white males in the NBA is not evidence of discrimination against that (non-designated) group.

Finally, as to first-year law student's Zbogar's last sentence and admonition ("Hey, old boys, grow up!", I hope that when he begins his practice of law he will frame his arguments in a less ad hominem tone. Indeed, were Sullivan and I to be touchy on the subject, could we not complain to some tribunal about the ageism inherent in that admonition? Orenstein makes a number of opints, and I'll just comment on four of these.  The first is the assertion that Sullivan "declares his total ignorance of the UofT program", and, by implication, Canadian women's studies.  As I read his letter, he did not claim such "total ignorance", but only that the American womens's studies programs have been more thoroughly documented (e.g., books have been written about them).  And as to the empirical basis of Sullivan's research, it was apparently empirically based enough to have him be a member of a small team of UofT researchers in his department who were consulted by the Americans when they wanted to bring the Appolo XIII crew safely back to earth. The second of Orenstein's asssertions is the announcement that he feels insulted by Sullivan's remarks on "femnist" mathematics.  Orenstein's feelings aside (as they are irrelevant), it does appear to be the case that even if the drop-out rate decreases and the students have more fun (in his classes, as he asserts), they may not learn the actual discipline of mathematics.  If so, then this constitutes a serious problem both for institutions of learning, and for the society that funds these institutions.  These logical considerations are not negated either by teachers feeling insulted or by their students "having more fun". The third of Orenstein's comments that require a response is his attack on Sullivn's "own discipline of Aerospace Studies" on the grounds that it is "clearly influenced by the needs of war and industrialism".  This may be true, but the mark of a genuine discipline that is not mere ideology is that there is a body of knowledge (that is under constant critical examination) that constitutes it.  In the case of Sullivan's discipline, these concern matters like flight paths and trajectories.  These have to be independently learned about both for the understanding of the discipline, and for such applications as rescuing missions like the Appolo XII one.

Finally, in his reference to the "Society for Academic Freedom", Ornstein has omitted the crucial words "and Scholarship".  It is the scholarship aspect that is most relevant for considering whether "Equity Studies" is a genuine discpline which can be dispassinionately studied (where such study includes genuine debate about fundamental assumptions such as: Is "equity" just an Owellian, double-speak term for unequal treatment based on sex and race?), or is it just another ideology for where the methods of indoctrination rather than education predominate?

And although I myself have been less than impressed by the quality of arguments brought to bear by the defenders of "Equity Studies" (I'm even tempted to say that if this is the best they can do, perhaps I can simply rest my case), it is still noteworthy (and somewhat ironic) that The Varsity and some of its student letter writers have appeared to pay more attention to this important academic issue than have most members of the academic board.

John J. Furedy, Ph.D.  Professor of Psychology
University of Toronto and President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship

