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ON HOW EMPHASIS ON “EQUITY” CAN DESTROY MERIT IN TENURE-STREAM HIRING
A PARTIALLY CORRECT PROPHECY?

This 12-year old letter seems germane to the recent Wilfrid Laurier University advertisement that make a (Canadian) vagina not just desirable but necessary for a tenure-stream appointment in developmental psychology. The letter was written soon after Canadian universities began to implement the federal government's 1986 employment equity laws.

My prediction that many women will not deign to apply for such "sheltered workshop" positions was not borne out in the next 12 years of merely preferential Canadian equity ads, but it appears that many women are offended by an ad that is not only sexist in terms of preference, but actually excludes men altogether. The logic of unfair discrimination, of course, is the same, whether it is merely preferential or actually exclusionary.  And, of course, who knows how many situations are de facto exclusionary even though de jure they seem only preferential "reverse" discrimination. 

Finally, on the policy of "equity" (which is really inequity) applied to other designated groups, it has recently been pointed out that this ad discriminates against disadvantaged, minority, and "native" Canadian males.  It all goes to show that multi-dimensional academic apartheid brings with it additional complexities that as system of apartheid that was instituted in South Africa did not have to content with, as it discriminated only along one dimension, "color".

Monday, November 9, 1987, University of Toronto BULLETIN

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION COULD THREATEN ACADEMIC STANDARDS

John J. Furedy, Department of Psychology

     The main danger with the proposal to use reverse discrimination in academic hiring is that it attacks a principle which is already difficult to implement when one has to choose candidates within a short list.  The principle is the primacy of academic merit, and the problem is that discriminations in terms of merit among candidates in a short list are quite difficult to make.

     All candidates satisfy some minimal standard (which is why they have got on the short list), but after that the ranking on relative merit is a complex and subject-specific matter, that must be left, as far as possible, to the experts in the subject under consideration. In most cases, there will not be "demonstrable" differences among candidates, especially when the "demonstration" has to satisfy a "big-sister" outsider who is not conversant with the specifics of the job field.

     Accordingly, if the proposal were to be adopted, then I suspect that any woman who cares for her academic reputation would not wish to be hired over a man in such a "sheltered-workshop" institution, where "big sister" assesses whether merit differences in a short list are "demonstrable" or not.  Rather, she should prefer to work in an institution with a better sense of what it means to have a high academic reputation.

