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2. Résumé: 

By threatening to cut research subventions to noncompliant universities, the federal 
government has flouted the principle of provincial sovereignty in education and imposed its  
Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) ideology and policies across Canada.  In response, 
universities have developed sizeable EDI bureaucracies.  This brief focuses on McGill, noting its 
strategic role both in Canada and in relaying Canadian policies and ideologies in Quebec.  Using 
examples from the author’s experience, the manner in which federal policies have been imposed 
is described.  Of particular relevance to academic freedom is the imposition of the administration’s 
quasi-religious EDI moral code on its students, staff and faculty.  While moral codes in themselves 
are incompatible with both academic freedom and freedom of conscience, by stifling debate, the 
administration created a climate of fear that affected even tenured faculty.  Also relevant to 
academic freedom are recent administration efforts - masquerading as the McGill “community” - 
to surreptitiously impose overt political positions by exploiting official university websites.  Other 
examples of the administration’s increasing politicization are given, including its positioning with 
respect to several foreign countries.  

EDI ideology has mostly developped south of the border and it is particularly ill-adapted to 
Quebecois conditions.  A key weakness is that it only deals in subjective identities and excludes 
social classes and nations.  An example is given where an EDI committee tried to assuage the 
malaise of McGill’s francophone minority – and indeed to solve Quebec’s national question - 
simply by the introduction of the new victimhood identity of non-English “mother-tongue 
speakers”.   Also pertinent is the instrumentalization of EDI ideology for Quebec-bashing – well 
illustrated in the recent Lieutenant – Duval and Attaran affairs.  It is concluded that the universities 
are too political to be trusted to respect academic freedom and that public intervention is required.  
A very short French language version of this text was recently published in Le Devoir “La 
Nouvelle Bureaucratie Morale des Universités”. 
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3. Exposé general:  

How Federal Equity, Diversity and Inclusion Policies have been imposed on 
Quebec and how they threaten academic freedom: the case of McGill 

 
Introduction 

In November 2017, the federal ministry of Science and Sport began imposing Equity, 
Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) Action Plans on higher education across Canada.  To coerce 
universities and to overcome provincial educational sovereignty, universities were threatened with 
the loss of funding for the jewel of the elite academic star system: Canada Research Chairs.  Six 
months later, it emitted a new “Dimensions: Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion” program to which 
universities across Canada were expected to commit.   Although most universities were generally 
quick to comply, here I focus on the strategic case of McGill.   

McGill is among a handful of universities that have long played key roles in Canada’s ruling 
elite.  Not only are many of the elite themselves McGill-educated, but positions adopted by 
McGill’s administration and Board of Governors (BoG) are influential.  Of particular importance 
for this brief is McGill’s unique role vis à vis Quebec: not only does it contribute to forming 
Canadian policies and attitudes towards Quebec, it also serves as a relay of the elite’s ideology 
within Quebec.  This role is facilitated by the historically close links between the BoG and the 
federal and provincial Liberal parties.  In addition, BoG members represent some of Canada’s most 
powerful corporations, guaranteeing that their views are well represented.    

Responding to federal pressure, McGill elaborated an “Institutional Equity, diversity and 
inclusion action plan” (2018), that was soon upgraded to include an “Equity and Academic Policies 
Canada Research Chair action plan” (2019).   Finally in April 2020, the BoG approved a 5 year 
“EDI Strategic plan”.  Today, McGill’s office for “Equity and Academic Policies” has a 
mushrooming staff of 11 that includes 9 “EDI advisors”: it is already larger than some academic 
units.  In addition, most units are now equipped with administrative EDI committees. In June 2020, 
in my department - physics - the previously existing Women in Physics committee was quietly 
revamped: it was given a vastly increased mandate and was transformed into the department’s 
official EDI committee.   

 
EDI in the physics department 

Although over 60% of Quebec undergraduates are women, the gender composition of 
physical sciences - especially physics and engineering - reflect biases that start in childhood and 
they are still heavily male dominated.  To help overcome this, over the last decade, the 
department’s Women in Physics committee has attempted to foster women’s participation at both 
student and faculty levels.  The committee’s aim was the laudable one of encouraging women to 
choose a career involving physics and of ensuring them equal opportunities.  

In physics, the impact of the EDI office was first noticed two years ago when official EDI 
advisors gave “training” sessions for all faculty and staff that were involved in hiring decisions.  
The training was mandatory, an attempt to forcibly impose administration views and ideologies, 
and at least for academic staff, it started a new trend that caused resentment and challenged 
academic freedom.  During the training, EDI advisors notably informed the trainees that the aim 
of search committees was no longer to find the best possible candidate for a position.  Instead it 
was sufficient to grade candidates “A”, “B”, “C” with anyone judged “A” was excellent and hence 



“good enough” to do the job.  The advisors told the participants that efforts beyond this were too 
fraught with unconscious bias and should not be undertaken. 

Under the watchful eyes of the advisors, equality of opportunity was in the process of being 
replaced by equality of outcomes, yet few colleagues had taken the full measure of the radical 
transformation that had started.  Therefore, when in early November 2020, the new physics EDI 
committee proposed its statement to the department, many were disoriented and even stunned.  
Revealingly, the new committee did not proposed even a single concrete measure to foster 
women’s or minority participation in physics, in its place, it proffered a highly ideological 
“Statement of Values”.   

Although the lack of concrete proposals was disappointing, even without them, the 
committee’s document might have been valuable.  For example, it might have followed 
departments such as Harvard’s that offer an attractive and inspiring  “Vision” statement.  Such 
statements project visions about how physics has been, about how physics might be, about how 
physics transforms the world, about how physics benefits humanity, about how physicists of 
diverse backgrounds together advance scientific knowledge.  Such statements can be highly 
motivational and uplifting, they can attract women and minorities to physics. 

But it was not to be.  Following newly ordained EDI precepts, the committee’s statement 
was doctrinaire and obsessively targeted personal values and behaviours, telling “members of the 
physics community” what is right and what is wrong.  It told them how to act and - significantly - 
how not to act.  Absent were  enlightenment ideals such as humanity - or even the advancement of 
knowledge.   Significantly - reflecting the influence of post-modern cognitive relativism - the 
statement drastically reduced the goal of physics to an uninspiring “advancement of learning”.   

Parts of the Statement had a religious flavour: “Treat others with empathy, dignity, courtesy, 
respect and consideration”.  Others moralized: “acknowledge your mistakes sincerely, apologize 
when appropriate, and commit to do better in the future”.  It was pious: a long list of proscribed 
behaviour even included “profanity”.  It was patronizing: “Value and acknowledge our 
administrative, technical, janitorial, and support staff”.  The statement could have been written by 
a priest. 

The document was drenched in arcane EDI theory and jargon.  Words took on such 
unfamiliar meanings that a glossary had to be provided.  It so obsessed with the EDI notion of 
inclusiveness that it specified that whenever in the text the word “everyone” appeared, that it 
referred to an explicit list of 16 identities.  No one had noticed that by restricting “everyone” to a 
finite list, that it was actually exclusive.    

The ritualistic acknowledgment that McGill was situated on “unceded” native lands 
inadvertently revealed an elite anglophone world view.  While elevating native peoples into the 
identity of victims of conquest and  even proffering “support of Indigenous culture and joy”, the 
other victims of conquest – the francophone Quebecois – were conspicuously forgotten.  Following 
the statement’s release, numerous Quebecois noted the inconsistency and some anonymously 
denounced incidents of anti-Quebecois campus racism while others laconically noted the 
widespread malaise of francophone Quebecois in McGill’s elite anglo environment.  In a rare 
revision, the final Statement solved the national question in a typically EDI way by the introduction 
of the new victimhood category of non-anglophone “mother-tongue speakers”.  Francophone 
Quebecois can now share their victimhood identity with recent immigrants. 

The timing of the Statement was significant: it appeared in the midst of the controversy 
surrounding professor Verusha Lieutenant - Duval whose University of Ottawa’s rector 
“cancelled” her (by suspension) for using the “n” word.  It was just before December when McGill 



students petitioned their administration to cancel an emeritus professor for similar transgressions.  
Cancel culture logic was also at work in the physics department.  First - ostensibly to avoid hurting 
people’s feelings - multiple administrative injunctions attempted to prevent exchanges and 
criticism.  Then, in an ad hominem attack, I was accused of “xenophobia” and someone 
(chillingly) noted that my criticism “certainly violates the proposed Physics Values 
Statement”.   

Although the administration did all it could to prevent debate, with the aid of other dissidents, 
I was able to create a public Google document where students and faculty could voice their 
comments, criticisms, suggestions.  Clearly afraid, the administration repeatedly asked that the 
document be taken down and it had to be repeatedly reminded that discussion and debate were 
(still) protected by principles of academic freedom.  Defying the administration, over 200 
comments were posted although - fearful of reprisals - most were anonymous.  Of particular note 
were ugly stories of Quebec bashing, including some to which the EDI office had turned a blind 
eye. 

As a tenured professor near retirement, I had little to lose and became the public face of the 
underground dissent.  As a consequence, in March I was singled out.  In attempting to intimidate 
me, the administration revealed one of the least credible aspects of EDI ideology: the belief that 
“hierarchical power dynamics” can be  “superseded” by “social privilege (e.g., race, ethnicity, 
mother-tongue, gender, ability status)” (section A6 of the statement).  Inadvertently illustrating 
this absurdity, the administration claimed that I was a bully.  The explanation was simple: my 
status as a senior white male professor gave me greater power than the entire McGill 
administration.  Indeed, so much power that my written dissenting opinions were tantamount to 
bullying of the EDI committee members who had drafted the administration’s statement.  
In addition, I was told that my comments might scare students and faculty to such an 
extent that they might be prevented from supporting the administration!  In this upside down 
world, the real bully with real power wrapped itself in an invented self-serving victimhood 
identity to crush its opponents.  At McGill, isolating and attacking individuals is a 
particularly effective tactic since - along with the HEC - McGill is the only university in 
Quebec whose faculty are not unionized.   

Not satisfied with imposing it’s ideology and moral values, the EDI committee has since 
begun imposing its politics.  Recently, a mysterious entity entitled the ”McGill Physics 
Community” prominently posted on the official department website a political “Statement 
against racism” in support of the US-based Black Lives Matter movement.  Although the piece 
was not signed, the anonymous authors left a contact email that pointed to the committee chair.   
A classical example of “virtue signalling”, the statement called for purely symbolic actions 
(including a symbolic strike).  Ironically, it came in the aftermath of the bombing of Gaza that 
had provoked a the real McGill community to petition the administration to perform real actions.   
More than one thousand signatories asked the administration to be faithful to its EDI 
principles and break McGill’s extensive ties with Israel, now officially recognized by the UN as 
an apartheid state.   In a missive sent to the entire McGill community, the administration 
retorted that ties with Israel must be maintained precisely because of equity, inclusion and 
diversity!  It would appear that EDI principles are flexible enough to accommodate any position.   

The administration’s increasing politicization has had other deleterious effects on academic 
freedom some of which further reveal EDI hypocrisy.  For the first  time in memory, in May 
2020 the administration uncritically relayed a missive from Canada’s spy agency, CSIS.  
This first message claimed that foreign powers were trying to steal campus COVID-19 
research secrets.  



Even though academic research in general – and COVID-19 research in particular - should be 
open, there was apparently a threat that wrong (but unnamed) foreign companies might be the first 
to produce COVID-19 medicines or vaccines.  Then, in December, the administration relayed a 
second more explicit CSIS message, warning the community to be vigilant towards the nationals 
of North Korea, China, Russia and Iran.  This new intervention was a fairly transparent attempt to 
fan the flames of the new anti-China, anti-Russia cold war favoured by neocons in the Trump 
administration and backed by the federal Liberals.  It was not explained how supposedly open 
academic research could be threatened.  Neither was there any attempt to find EDI sanctioned 
“safe spaces” to protect campus Asians from growing anti-Chinese racism. 

 
Conclusion 

The debate on academic freedom provoked by EDI-inspired cancel culture has been widely 
mediatized and politicized.  While McGill’s reaction to the Lieutenant-Duval cancelling was 
exceptional in its vagueness, in general, Quebec has distinguished itself by its strong, unambiguous 
defense of academic freedom.  Notable support has come from the rectors of Montreal and Laval 
universities, the Fédération Québécoise des Professeures et Professeurs d'Université and Première 
Legault.  In a backlash, EDI extremists have exploited this defense for the purposes of Quebec-
bashing, first in the wake of Lieutenant – Duval’s “cancelation” and more recently in the Attaran 
affair.     

The main purpose of this brief is to point out the neglected sea-change in the terms of the 
debate.  While EDI militants continue to justify their actions by the need to oppose “unequal power 
dynamics that arise from hierarchy… and/or from social privilege” (the physics Values Statement), 
what is new and ironic is that they are increasingly being instrumentalized to impose policies 
emanating from Canada’s powerful anglophone elite.  The mistaken focus of identity as the seat 
of power is a boon to the 1% who - independently of gender or race - are experts at wielding it.  
Newly officialized EDI policies promote divisive identity politics that are a danger to both Quebec 
and to academic freedom.  Contrary notably to statements by McGill’s principal - and for the 
reasons described in this brief - universities cannot be relied upon to respect academic freedom. 

 
 


