
After many years of atrocious 
school completion rates by black 
students on January 29 of this year 
the Toronto District School Board 
agreed to establish an Africentric 
school. 
 
The push back has been strong.  
Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty 

has strongly criticized the idea and said that no extra 
provincial funds will be provided for the school.  Politi-
cal cartoonists have had their sarcastic fun, depicting 
what Africentric math would look like (the same as 
regular math but the teacher sports an Afro hairstyle).  
Many newspaper columnists have weighed in with 
strongly worded rejections of the idea.  And some 
members of Toronto’s black community have also de-
nounced the decision:  after long struggles to end 
segregation, how could anyone think that a race-
based school could be progressive? 
 

“To the mother of Jordan Manners, ‘this black school 
thing – no, it ain’t right.”  “Don’t propose it – Martin 
Luther King thought we could sit at the front of the bus 
together,” pleaded Loreen Small, whose son was shot 
dead last spring at his school in northwest Toronto.”¹ 

Is it ethical leadership for a school board to adopt 
such a proposal?  And how do we think through 
this issue? 

 
Where you start in your analysis of this issue is im-
portant.  Do you stress the obvious imperative that 
school completion rates for black youth must be 
improved, and so tend to disregard the evil of seg-
regation?  Or do you start with the conviction that 
racial segregation in essential public institutions, 
such as schools, must be bad, and thus look des-
perately for non-segregationist ways of solving the 
problem? 
 
We will look at this, but first, we have to get one 
thing straight:  a school which is set up for students 
of one race is segregationist.  Some proponents of 
the school insist that “the school is not about segre-
gation, but rather about being able to choose a nur-
turing and inclusive environment for disengaged 
students.”² An Africentric school may not be segre-
gation for the sake of segregation, but it is division 
on the basis of race and that is by definition segre-
gation.    The question is whether such a segrega-
tionist education policy is justifiable. 
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The Toronto District School Board tries to skirt this 
issue by denying that the Africentric school will be 
black-only:  “An Africentric Alternative School is not 
a school for black students only.  It is open to any 
student in the TDSB who chooses to attend.  The 
TDSB defines an Africentric Alternative School as 
… a school open to all students, which uses the 
sources of knowledge and experiences of peoples 
of African descent as an integral feature of the 
teaching and learning environment.”³  But surely 
this is disingenuous:  who else is going to send 
their children to a school established for students 
who have been failing badly in the regular schools?  
And if other students are going to attend, then what 
is the school for?  How will it differ from the schools 
that are going to experiment with increased use of 
African-related material, also established by the 
TDSB at the same meeting? 

 
It seems that great uncertainty surrounds what the 
Africentric School is meant to be.  To some extent 
this is understandable – the details have yet to be 
worked out.  But uncertainty about the fundamen-
tals is much more worrying.  Exactly what are we 
talking about here that is so im-
portant we should override our 
revulsion at racial segregation 
of children?  In conversation, 
some who are following the is-
sue quite closely have admitted 
that the core idea is unclear. 

 
So, how do we proceed to think 
this through?  I will resist my 
inclination to reject segregation 
out of hand and instead start 
with the grim facts of black high 
school dropout rates in Toronto.  
My starting point is this:  these 
school completion results cannot stand;  something 
must be done and as quickly as possible.  In an era 
when the level of education achieved is connected 
with just about everything – from income earning 
ability to job satisfaction to health and life expec-
tancy4 – it is outrageously unconscionable that cer-
tain minority groups should continue to fare so 
poorly in public education.  
 
Black youth in Toronto who are failing in school  

 
also face a host of other life disasters, including 
chronic under- or unemployment, involvement with 
crime and violence and eventual incarceration.5   

 

But will an Africentric school alone be sufficient to 
overcome the problem for black students having 
trouble?  The answer is “no” – as a close observer 
of the issue said to me “The proposal for an Africen-
tric school is no magic bullet” – and everyone knows 
this is so.  In fact, the motion to establish an Africen-
tric school was not the only one adopted by the 
TDSB in January to address the failure of black stu-
dents to complete high school.  There were others.   

 
One establishes “a pilot program …in three existing 
schools beginning in September 2008” to blend “the 
histories, cultures, experiences and contributions of 
people of African descent and other racialized 
groups into the curriculum, teaching methodologies, 
and social environment of the schools....Integrating 
an Africentric approach along with other approaches 
which centres the experience of other groups posi-
tively within the whole school environment will be 
the focus of these pilots.…Existing African-centred 

curriculum units developed with 
the TDSB and from external 
sources will be adapted and en-
hanced to support these pilots.”6 
 
Another will see the creation of a 
“Staff Development, Research, 
and Innovation Centre... to de-
velop, use and assess the effec-
tiveness of best practices for im-
proving school achievement for 
marginalized and vulnerable stu-
dents who are not achieving suc-
cess in school.”  York University’s 
Faculty of Education is to be in-

volved in the development and operation of this 
Centre.7 
 
So, no one expects the establishment of an Africen-
tric school alone to solve the problem. We must 
then ask, is the Africentric school even necessary?  
This is the big question.  What do people say in sup-
port of the idea? 
 
In a passionate defence of the school, former chair  

Photo Credit: www.citynews.com 

3 Toronto District School Board “Improving Success for Black Students,” Report No. 01-08-1217, TRS No. 212, January 29, 2008, p. 2. 
4  See for example, “Read a book – your health depends on it,” Globe and Mail, March 13, 2008.  
5 Go see “A Winter’s Tale,” a wonderful independent film out of Toronto which is devoted to these issues  
6 Toronto District School Board “Improving Success for Black Students,” Report No. 01-08-1217, TRS No. 212, January 29, 2008, p. 4. 
7 Ibid. 
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Sheila Ward urged trustees to keep in mind “the 
power of symbolism” in endorsing it.   

 
“I don’t know what it’s 
like to be a parent, but I 
do know pain when I 
see it and recognize 
despair when I hear it, 
from the deepest part 
of the soul of those who 
believe time is running 
out,” said Ward.8 
 
Such submissions are 
emotionally compelling 
but we have to 

recognize that the symbolism of an Africentric 
School could cut in more than one way.  It could be 
positive. But it is equally likely, I am afraid, that it 
would be negative; it could even be taken as an 
admission of defeat.  
 
Some point to the fact that not all people learn in the 
same way, that one-size does not fit all in education.  
This is of course true, but is the suggestion then that 
every learning style requires its own school, or that 
black students’ learning style is dictated by their skin 
colour?  Surely not.   

 
These advocates of the Africentric school are right 
that “equality in education” does not necessarily 
mean “exact same education.” (Equal treatment of 
men and women does not always require identical 
treatment, as established long ago around benefits 
related to pregnancy).  But it just doesn’t follow that 
it is a good idea to segregate students by race.  We 
need a better argument. 

 
Perhaps this is it:  the Africentric school is needed 
as a laboratory for experimenting with teaching 
techniques, curriculum and the like that can have 
better outcomes for black students and, hopefully, 
other groups of students, for there are other minority 
communities – such as the Portuguese – who are 
experiencing just as high drop-out rates.  If so, 
perhaps it could be seen as ethically acceptable, but 
only for a limited period of time.  Such a school 
would close after the specified date and only be  
continued after a full, public review and another vote 
of the TDSB.  But is an Africentric school needed for  

 
even this limited purpose?  Why does anyone think 
so when such a remarkable turn around was 
achieved without such a school in Regent’s Park, a 
poor Toronto neighbourhood with a high proportion 
of black families?  In 1991 the drop-out rate in 
Regent Park schools was 56%.  By 2007 a program 
initiated by a local organization called “Pathways to 
Education” had reduced that rate to 10%.9 The 
program turns on providing support to students in 
four areas:  “tutoring – getting good grades; 
mentoring – preparing for the future; financial 
support – investing in potential; and advocacy – 
someone on your side.” And these remarkable 
results are being replicated in other locations.10 

  
I have three concluding comments.  First, the 
Africentric school issue is not about choice in 
education.  It is about need.  The closest analogy I 
can see is to schools for children with learning 
disabilities, that is, children who cannot succeed in 
the regular schools because they learn differently.  
This is not to suggest that a large proportion of 
black students have learning disabilities – although 
of course some do, just as some white and some 
Asian students do – but rather to understand the 
argument in favour of the school as one for similarly 
special surroundings and different educational 
approaches. 
 
Second, there are significant differences between 
the Africentric school and other segregationist 
school proposals.  The Africentric proposal is not 
like the one which destroyed John Tory’s campaign 
in the Ontario provincial election last fall.  Public 
funding for religious schools in Ontario was not 
about different learning styles.  It was all about 
alleged unfairness in education funding:  if Catholics 
have their schools funded then why don’t those of 
other faiths? (The better view is that Catholics 
shouldn’t have their schools publicly funded, not that 
segregation of children on the basis of religion is 
acceptable.  But this is another story.) 
 
Some supporters of the Toronto Africentric school 
have argued that, in the same way that gender-
segregated schools have aided young women to 
overcome certain educational obstacles, a black-
only school could give its students an opportunity to 
develop as learners to the point where they could go 
back to the regular system with realistic 

Photo credit: www.cbc.ca 

8“Board okays black-focused school,” Toronto Star, January 30, 2008. 
9 Program sets Regent Park students on bright education path,”  Toronto Star, October 2, 2007.  
10 http://www.canadian-health-network.ca/servlet/ContentServer?cid=1123759726144&pagename=CHN-RCS/CHNResource/
CHNResourcePageTemplate&c=CHNResource 
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expectations of success.  But I have my doubts: if the reason many black students are doing so poorly in 
school has more to do with their social surroundings and less to do with myths about whether they can – as 
people have mistakenly thought about girls – say, do math, then the issues are much more complicated.  
Many people would say that the difference in school performance amongst various ethnic and racial groups 
has more to do with the “colour of poverty” than with different learning styles.  If so, the proposal for a ra-
cially segregated school is a red-herring, and the energy expended on it would be better directed to amelio-
rating the conditions in which black students live and grow up.   
 
And we certainly have to hope that, if the Africentric school goes ahead, it fares better than the Aboriginal 
schools — which are also racially segregated — because the evidence from that experience is mixed, at 
best.  From all accounts, Toronto’s First Nations School is an academic disaster.11  And although some 
might disagree, insiders from some of the other all-Aboriginal schools, for example, in Winnipeg, report ex-
tremely weak academic performance, as well. 
 
Finally, there are proponents of the Africentric school who insist it is too late to avoid racial segregation in 
this context.  They say that because the experience of black youth in Toronto is already defined by racism, 
objections to the Africentric as segregationist should carry no weight.  But even if a root cause of the black 
students’ school drop-out rate is racism, it is unlikely that sustainable improvement in education will come 
through segregation: separate but equal (the infamous American formula for racially segregated schools)
has been tried – to put it mildly, it was not a great success.   
 
The educational situation of black youth in Toronto must be improved, but in endorsing segregation, it is not 
obvious that the TDSB is leading in an ethical manner.   

Janet Keeping, President 
 
11 

See “Putting kids together won’t work,” Globe and Mail, March 1, 2008. 
  

Do you want to discuss this issue with Janet and ot her readers?  Starting May 1, go to the Founda-
tion web site www.chumirethicsfoundation.ca for a m oderated “blog” on racially segregated 
schools.  

 
SCF “Freedom To Read” Event 

 
On Thursday, February 28 the Sheldon Chumir 
Foundation held its first annual Freedom to Read 
event in the Kahanoff Centre. It was part of the na-
tionwide Freedom to Read Week, Feb 24 – Mar 1, 
which is designed to encourage Canadians to reaf-
firm their commitment to the intellectual freedom 
which is guaranteed by our political traditions and 
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Freedom to 
Read aligns closely with other work the Foundation 
is doing on freedom of speech and expression. 

 
Janet Keeping Receives Local Award 

 
 

The Chumir Foundation would like to congratulate 
Janet Keeping on being awarded the  

2008 Calgary Freedom of Expression Award. 

 
We are now posting video of Foundation 

events on YouTube.  If you miss an event, 
check our homepage or visit our YouTube 

channel to see what you missed: 
 

 http://www.youtube.com/user/ChumirEthics 
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“Assault on the women of Nunavut” 
 
Domestic abuse is a Canada-wide problem, but seems 
to be endemic in Nunavut. In the town where I live – 
and in the past two months alone – there have been at 
least three medevacs (emergency medical removals) of 
women who were severely beaten by their partners: two 
women were transported to hospital in Yellowknife, 
NWT and one woman was sent on to Edmonton due to 
the high degree of intensive care and life support that 
she needed. That is three women in a town of only 
1,120 people. The day-to-day, less visible abuse contin-
ues. At the 2007 National Aboriginal Women’s Summit 
the Pauktuutit Inuit Women of Canada organization es-
timated that “only 29% of spousal abuse cases are re-
ported, and Nunavut has 6.5 times the national re-
ported spousal abuse rate — the highest in Canada.” 
There are countless reasons that contribute to these 
shockingly high statistics: colonization, settlement and 
resettlement, residential schools and, consequently, 
lost generations.  
 
As terrible as these statistics and stories are, you may 
be wondering how they fit into the Chumir Foundation`s 
themes of ethics and leadership: I argue that they are 
inextricably related to the political climate of Nunavut, 
reaffirmed by a lack of ethics in leadership. Serious re-
flection on ethical leadership is needed for this territory 
to move forward. 
 
This past summer, a political firestorm erupted in Nuna-
vut following degrading comments coming from the ter-
ritorial Premier, Paul Okalik. While at a trade meeting in 
Labrador, Lynda Gunn, CEO of the Nunavut Associa-
tion of Municipalities, and Iqaluit Mayor Elisapee Sheu-
tiapik overheard Premier Okalik ask “what is that f---ing 
bitch doing here?”, in reference to Gunn. When Sheu-
tiapik confronted Okalik about his statement, he defi-
antly repeated his comment, without consideration or 
concern. Letters and phone calls from across the terri-
tory poured in to newspapers and radio, and Premier 
Okalik was cornered into a formal apology to Gunn, as 
well as being publicly reprimanded by the Assembly. 
However, the deal was already done; across Nunavut, 
in news articles, editorials and on radio, the actions of 
the premier were questioned as a poignant example of 
the ongoing problem of gutter politics, and perhaps of 
deeper gender issues not being addressed by the lead-
ership. Unfortunately, there are worse stories to be told. 
 
Convicted of sexual assault eight years ago, Quttiktuq 
MLA Levi Barnabas was appointed to a cabinet position 
earlier this month. (As an aside Barnabas �was to  �

  
 
 
 
replace David Simailak, who resigned as Minister of 
Finance and Economic Development after it was dis-
clovered that he broke territorial law after failing to 
disclose his private business interests in which he 
received two separate $1 million dollar loans from 
the Nunavut Business Credit Corp., which his portfo-
lio oversaw.) Barnabas was re-elected to his position 
in a hotly contested 2004 election, and has served 
as MLA since.  Both the Qulliit Status of Women 
Council (territorial women’s organization) and the 
Qikiqtani Inuit Association (regional government as-
sociation in which Barnabas’ riding resides) have 
condemned the cabinet appointment and have been 
calling for the leadership to make a new selection. 
However, the government has yet to respond. Again, 
from this decision we can surmise that violence 
against women is tolerated in Nunavut by the territo-
rial leadership. 
 
We can look to the gender imbalance in the Legisla-
tive Assembly to see the political power that many 
women argue accurately represents their loss of 
voice. Of the nineteen members, there are only two 
women serving as MLAs. I would not argue that hav-
ing more women in politics would stop the violence 
against women in Nunavut, but perhaps it is a good 
marker to remind us of how women’s voices are 
hard to hear in the Nunavut Legislative Assembly. 
Strong leadership will be needed to address these 
issues.  Next year will be the tenth anniversary of the 
territory, and it will be interesting to see how political 
leaders answer this call. 

Frances Ross 
Social Studies Teacher in Gjoa Haven, Nunavut  

 
  

Letter from Gjoa Haven, Nunavut 

Gjoa Haven Harbour 
Photo credit: Frances Ross 
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Going Nuclear on the Public Service? 

 
Chalk River: A Timeline  

 
·  November, 18, 2007: The Chalk River Nuclear Reactor 
is shut down for safety upgrades. An inspection found that 
further upgrades were needed to connect vital cooling 
pumps to an emergency power supply. The CNSC-
reported risk of radioactivity was one in a thousand, a thou-
sand times greater than the international standard. 
·  December, 4, 2007:  Radioisotope shortage due to pro-
longed shutdown of the reactor leads to cancellation of di-
agnostic tests all over Canada. Health Care community 
begins to fear crisis.  
·  December 11, 2007 : Parliament unanimously passes Bill 
C-38 to resume operation of the reactor and restores iso-
tope production. 
·  December 27, 2007: Disciplinary letter to Linda Keen 
from the Minister of Natural Resources, Gary Lunn, was 
leaked to the Ottawa Citizen.  
·  January 8, 2008: Keen responds with an eight-page let-
ter posted on the CNSC website.  
·  January 15. 2008: Linda Keen is fired as President of the 
CNSC. Reportedly she was informed of her removal at 10 
pm, hours before she was scheduled to appear before a 
committee to discuss the reactor’s shutdown. 
·  January 16, 2008: Minister Lunn appears before a 
House of Commons committee defending his removal of 
Keen. A CNSC official informed the committee that, be-
cause Keen was no longer President, she would not be 
appearing. 

my focus is the way in which events unfolded. 
From a confidential letter leaked to the media, 
to a late-night firing, to a government that ap-
pears to be politically interfering with a quasi-
judicial body, we need to question the process 
which was used to hold someone accountable 
for the radioisotope shortage. 
 
In my opinion, the government’s management 
of the isotopes affair became ethically question-
able when a confidential letter addressed to 
Keen from the Minister of Natural Resources 
was leaked to the Ottawa Citizen. This letter 
reprimanded her for lack of leadership on clo-
sure of the NRU reactor and threatened her 
removal as President.  The leak led to in-
creased public awareness of the issue, as 
Linda Keen offered a detailed public response 
highlighting the events leading up to the emer-
gency legislation and the importance of the in-
dependence of quasi-judicial agencies. Keen 
maintained that even though isotope production 
fell outside her mandate, she did everything 
she could for the health-care community to en-
sure that the NRU reactor resumed operations 
as soon as possible. 
 
The late night firing of Keen on January 15 was 
unusual and raises the question, why was she 
fired at that moment? Why wasn’t she given the 
opportunity to present her position publicly as 
CNSC President in front of the Natural Re-
sources committee?  It looks like the leaked 
letter was aimed at putting Keen in her place 
and the sudden firing at such an unorthodox 
hour to silence her. As such, these tactics 
seem more appropriate to a banana republic  
than a developed democracy. 
 
Just hours after Keen was fired, a hearing had 
been scheduled, at which both Keen and Lunn 
were to testify. Keen withdrew, as she was no 
longer President of the CNSC, and felt unable 
to testify on its behalf. As a result, Lunn was 
given the unchallenged opportunity to defend 
his reasoning for removing her as President. 
He stated that “there was merely a difference of 
opinion between AECL and CNSC in terms of 
licensing agreements and that the reactor 
posed no particular safety risks.”¹  

A recent government decision 
to fire the President of the Ca-
nadian Nuclear Safety Com-
mission (CNSC), Linda Keen, 
raises questions about the 
ethical dimensions of govern-
ment accountability. The 
CNSC is an independent regu-
latory body that controls nu-

clear safety in Canada.  It reports to Parliament 
through the Minister of Natural Resources. Amongst 
other facilities, the CNSC is responsible for the Chalk 
River nuclear reactor, which produces two-thirds of 
the world’s medical isotopes. The reactor is run by 
Atomic Energy of Canada Ltd, a crown corporation. 

A lot has been said about the reasons behind the fir-
ing of Linda Keen. Opposition parties and media 
rhetoric has influenced public opinion on what might 
be a government agenda to privatize AECL. However,  

¹ “Risk of Starting Nuclear Reactor Too High: Keen”  http://www.cbc.ca/canada/story/2008/01/29/isotopes-keen.html  
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Wouldn’t the public have felt more reassured about 
nuclear safety to hear that from a nuclear expert 
instead of an appointed minister?  
 
The CNSC is in charge of licensing nuclear reac-
tors to uphold international safety standards, and 
the AECL is obliged to comply with these stan-
dards. Minister Lunn trivialized the safety concern 
as “a difference of opinion” be-
tween a supplier and a regulator. 
This comment seems to reflect a 
serious misunderstanding of the 
role that the regulator plays in that 
relationship.   
 
In assessing accountability for this 
isotope crisis, an underlying ques-
tion received little media attention: 
Where was the backup plan? Who 
is responsible for such a plan?  
The answer from Health Minister 
Tony Clement, was that “South 
African producers cut their supply 
and European producers could only provide a small 
fraction of what was necessary.”² In other words, 
no such plan exists. As far as radioisotopes are 
concerned, it’s Chalk River, or nothing. 
 
My primary point is not to assess whether as leader 
of the CNSC Linda Keen was in part accountable 
for the isotopes disruption.  She is suing the gov-
ernment for firing her and one of the issues  will 
surely be who exactly bore responsibility for that 
matter.  But given that 1) her primary responsibility 
was for nuclear safety, not isotope production, 2) 
isotope production is the responsibility of Atomic 
Energy of Canada Limited, under the Ministry of 
Natural Resources and 3) the responsibility for iso-
tope planning lay with the Ministers of Health and 
Natural Resources, it seems peculiar that anyone 
should think she should be held solely accountable 
for the disruption. 
 
How could it then be fair – not to mention legal – to 
hold a senior public servant solely accountable for 
issues that fall outside her prescribed mandate? 
 
 

 

  

It is unethical to put the blame on the wrong 
party, or on only one of several. In its attempt to 
hold someone other than the Ministry account-
able for this shortage of isotopes, did the gov-
ernment illegitimately divert blame to a regula-
tory body? If this is true, our ethical leadership 
concerns should not be confined to the process 
used to fire Linda Keen. 

 
The apparent partisan nature of 
this incident is also a major con-
cern. Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper referred to Linda Keen 
as a “Liberal appointee abusing 
her power.”  This does nothing 
to assure the public that this 
situation was handled based on 
facts as opposed to politics. 
This type of partisan sentiment, 
which was expressed by both 
the Ministers of Health and 
Natural Resources as well, is 
dangerous as it undermines the 

objectivity required to make sound decisions in 
the public interest. 

 
In these particular circumstances, perhaps the 
health care of Canadians had to trump a nuclear 
safety concern. This would explain why Bill C-38 
passed unanimously. But the ethically sound 
process and political neutrality we have a right 
to expect was missing. 
  
In an age where there is increasing suspicion of 
government corruption and mismanagement, 
now is the time for politicians to earn back the 
public trust by stringent adherence to fundamen-
tal concepts, such as political accountability for 
error.  We are entitled to hold someone account-
able for the disruption in isotope production be-
cause accountability is an essential component 
of ethical leadership.  But it is not enough to de-
mand accountability and pay no attention to how 
it is achieved. We must demand that those held 
accountable are actually responsible, and a fair 
and transparent process is the only way to en-
sure it.  
 

Katherine Austin-Evelyn, Intern 

NRU Reactor at Chalk River 
Photo credit: Government of Canada 

2 “Embattled fired bureaucrat fires back in nuclear dispute” http://www.canada.com/victoriatimescolonist/news/story.html?id=1c456232-6f74-4e0c-95ae-
ef4d06d2d883&k=49075 
3 “Nuclear safety watchdog fired for ‘lack of leadership’: minister” http://www.cbc.ca/canada/story/2008/01/16/keen-firing.html  
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What is Ethical Relativism? 
But right away we should notice that just because 
there happens to be such diversity of moral stan-
dards, it doesn’t follow that each set of standards is 
equally right or justified. The diversity thesis is a 
claim about what is the case in the world, not about 
whether one set of standards is better than an-
other. 
 
The dependency of those practices and standards 
on the specific culture 
Relativism takes the diversity thesis further, 
though, by combining it with the idea that the 
wrongness or rightness of actions depends on or is 
relative to the culture from which they emanate. 
 
The diversity thesis points out that Somalians and 
Canadians, for example, have different standards. 
Then the dependency thesis says that only the 
standards of Somalians should be used to judge 
the actions of a Somalian. If this is true then it is 
also true that the standards of Somalians should 
not be used to judge the actions of Canadians. 
 
This is cultural ethical relativism in a nutshell. And if 
taken seriously it means—amongst many other 
things—that Somalians and other Africans cannot 
be critical of Canadians’ refusal to spend more 
money on humanitarian or development assistance 
to Africa. 
 
The problem of ethical disagreement 
In light of the claim that there can be no standards 
of intercultural evaluation, cultural relativists argue 
that ethical disagreements are, by their very nature, 
irresolvable. This is often taken as further support 
for relativism: if disagreement is inevitable and ir-
resolvable, we should just agree to disagree. The 
relativist takes the fact of moral disagreement as 
evidence for its inevitability. 
 
But just because we don’t in fact agree about ethi-
cal standards, it doesn’t follow that there aren’t any 
ethical standards that transcend our given cultural 
standards. Why else would we argue about ethical 
matters, unless we think that there are standards 
that are better than others and that we can ration-
ally persuade other people (and be persuaded our-
selves) about the rightness of some standards and 
the wrongness of others? 
 
Imagine, for example, if we agree to disagree about  

As part of our ongoing Diversity Pro-
ject, the Foundation is developing 
resources to help people think clearly 
about how we can live well in a di-
verse society.  A crucial issue is 
“cultural ethical relativism,” i.e., the 
view that what is right and wrong can 
only be determined or justified rela-

tive to the standards of the group or culture in 
question. Cultural relativists argue as follows: 
 

Ethical standards vary from culture to culture; 
therefore, there are no universal moral stan-
dards which apply across cultures. 

 
On this view, female genital mutilation (FGM) is not 
wrong in Somalia because the practice accords 
with tradition, but it is deeply wrong here because it 
is contrary to Canadian gender equality. 
 
What motivates relativism? 
 
Why hold that people from one culture ought to re-
frain from judging the ethical practices and stan-
dards of another culture? 
 
· Relativism seems right because globalization 

has increased awareness of the diversity of cul-
tures with different moral practices and stan-
dards; 

· There is the perception that moral disagree-
ments are irresolvable because there appears 
to be no intercultural standards of evaluation; 

· There is widespread belief that people should 
respect, or at least tolerate, other people’s cul-
tural values and practices; 

· There is deep unease about imperialism to-
wards other cultures; a legacy of colonialism. 
 

We don’t think these factors justify or require us to 
adopt relativism. On the other hand, they are un-
derstandable reasons for being tempted by relativ-
ism.  But what are the arguments offered in support 
of this view? 
 
Arguments for relativism 

 
The diversity of moral practices and standards 
There is no denying that human behaviour and 
ideas of right and wrong vary from culture to culture 
and across historical periods. 
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the morality of female genital mutilation: “I oppose 
FGM and you endorse it—oh well, we agree to dis-
agree about whether FGM is right or wrong.” Does 
this square with our deep sense of moral concern 
regarding practices we think are wrong? When we 
consider difficult ethical cases we see that we don’t 
really think ethics are relative after all. 
 
Why we aren’t relativists (even if we think we are) 
 

A key difficulty with cul-
tural relativism is that cul-
tures aren’t uniform, so 
perhaps the idea of ir-
resolvable moral dis-
agreements doesn’t make 
sense. We tend to think of 
cultures or societies as 
being like a Mondrian 
painting—a series of dis-
crete blocks which do not 

interact with each other and cannot understand each 
other. 
 

Perhaps societies 
are more like a 
Jackson Pollock 
painting. Isn’t there 
significant dis-
agreement within 
cultures about ethi-
cal issues? Con-
sider the range of 

strong opinions on abortion or gay marriage debates 
in Canada or the U.S. 
 
Moreover, isn’t there significant overlap amongst dif-
ferent cultures? Try to imagine a culture without  hon-
esty as an ideal.  Can you? 
 
Relativism arises because we notice differences be-
tween cultural conceptions of ethics and conclude 
that there are no common ethics shared across cul-
tural boundaries. But this seems to be a false as-
sumption, or at least it is overstated. 
 
Relativism is self-refuting 
There is a fundamental inconsistency in arguing ab-
solutely for the relativity of every judgment but this 
one. The relativist denies the objectivity and univer-
sality of all ethical judgments except for the one that 
we ought not to judge others’ ethical judgments. 
 

 
 
But why should anyone else accept this?  Can’t we 
just say to the relativist: “well that’s just your opin-
ion about ethical judgments, but since it is equal 
with every other ethical judgment, we don’t have to 
accept it”? The desirable aspect of relativism—that 
it fosters tolerance—is slipping away. 
 
How tolerant must we be? 
Put another way: there is a problem about toler-
ance. The relativist says that there are no universal 
standards except for tolerance, but according to 
relativism, why should we be tolerant?  Why should 
a society which has no norm of tolerance accept 
that it should be tolerant? And why should a society 
with a robust belief in tolerance be willing to toler-
ate the potentially harmful practices of a society 
which does not? 
 
Respect and tolerance of other people’s values and 
practices do not entail that we may not criticize 
them. In fact, respect may actually demand criti-
cism, properly understood. Isn’t there something 
condescending about saying, “I don’t understand 
your belief, but I respect it”?  Imagine saying “I 
don’t understand your desire to hold slaves, but I 
think it is good.” 
 
Understanding someone’s beliefs, and therefore 
respecting them, involves being able to justify our 
favourable judgments of their beliefs. If we can jus-
tify our favourable judgments, logically we can also 
be justified in making critical judgments. 
 
Of course, this requires humility about our own 
moral values. If we are willing to criticize others, we 
must be open to criticism in return.  
 
If relativism is true, then we are immune to the 
moral judgments of others. For example, western 
societies use most of the world’s resources, but, if 
we are relativists, we can’t justify criticism of this 
fact coming from abroad—no one can say that it is 
unfair if there is no intercultural concept of fairness. 
This is not what relativists had in mind. Relativism, 
contrary to what many of its adherents believe, fos-
ters isolation rather than intercultural understand-
ing. 
 
For resources and a longer version of this essay, 
visit: www.chumirethicsfoundation.ca. 
 
 

Dan Shapiro, Research Associate 
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Political Representation: Why diversity really matters 
“Is the USA more prepared for a 
black man or a woman as Presi-
dent?”  That has been a popular 
question among commentators on 
the US Democratic leadership race 
and we have been inundated with 
the topic. Surely our concerns with 
representation have more sub-
stance than a blunt call for identity 
politics.  And yet there is something 

vital about diversity in political representation that we 
miss when we avoid the identity debate.   
 
This is not a call for identity politics.  I do not believe 
that my elected official must look like me, think like 
me and talk like me;  I do not necessarily feel disen-
franchised if my MP is a 30-something, Catholic 
Aboriginal man in a wheelchair. Yet somewhere on 
the political horizon I want to see my concerns, ex-
periences, and yes, a significant part of my identity, 
reflected.   
 
Why does this matter?  A gender equality-oriented 
man in politics can certainly represent my interests, 
as a woman.  He can argue for progressive child 
care policies, mentor women interested in political 
careers, and listen seriously to the views of his fe-
male constituents.  In the terms of political philoso-
pher, Hanna Pitkin, this is formal representation 
within a democratic institution, like Parliament, and 
possibly symbolic representation in terms of advo-
cacy for women’s equality.  
 
He cannot act as a role model, however, to young 
women aspiring to political leadership in the same 
way as a woman.  It is this type of descriptive repre-
sentation that lies at the heart of identity politics.  
Visibly demonstrating that a black man or a woman 
can become President of the United States of Amer-
ica, or Prime Minister of Canada for that matter, 
sends a much different message than platitudes ut-
tered in the classroom by well-intentioned teachers.   
 
We lack substantive representation when our diver-
sity is not reflected in our political structures.  It is the 
basis for the contention that we need female elected 
officials – who directly understand and experience 
the issues – to be centrally involved in policy and 
legislative decisions about child care, education, and 
care for seniors.   
 
 

But, you might say, women appear before commit-
tees on child care, refugee groups make submis-
sions on refugee policy, and doctors are asked for  
their views on proposed changes to health care 
legislation.  Are they not already well represented 
on issues that resonate with them?  Surely we can-
not possibly hope to have every identity in the Ca-
nadian mosaic represented.  And what of the qual-
ity and integrity of our elected officials – shouldn’t 
that be paramount? 
 
Yes, yes and yes.  Yet, this just is not good 
enough: we can do better.  
 
Our democratic system ought to mirror our diverse 
society.  If not, citizens do not see themselves re-
flected, substantive representation diminishes, and 
our democracy becomes stale.  Then public cyni-
cism and low voter turnout, particularly among 
young adults, are hardly surprising.  By its very na-
ture, our system of democracy flounders under too 
much sameness and flourishes when it encom-
passes a range of views, issues, and different 
types of people.  That is why diversity really mat-
ters in political representation. 
 

Heather MacIntosh, Director of Research & Programs 

NAFTA, Values, and Junior High Debate  
 
At 14 years in, controversy over the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is still making 
headlines, with Canada’s Finance Minister, Jim 
Flaherty, responding to calls for a NAFTA review.  
It was timely, then, that the Alberta Speech and 
Debate Society selected their junior high topic for 
2008:   Be It Resolved That Free Trade Has Been 
Good For Canada.  While much current discussion 
of free trade in North America revolves around 
economic results, the young debaters were asked 
to focus on values.  At the Calgary Webber Acad-
emy tournament on February 9th, youth spoke 
about sovereignty, equity, fairness, opportunity, 
and competition.  It was a genuine pleasure to see 
these students in action, and the Sheldon Chumir 
Foundation is again proud to sponsor the event.  
Thanks to Susie Sparks for volunteering as a 
judge!   
 
To see a list of winners from this year’s debate go 

to:  http://clubweb.interbaun.com/~adebate/ 
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Book Review: 

Prisoner of Tehran 
 
 

By: 
Marina Nemat 

 
 

 
 

 
Prisoner of Tehran provides a detailed look at a 
young, Iranian woman’s life during the tumultuous 
lead up to, and early years of, the Islamic revolution 
in her country. Although some members of her ex-
tended family were opposed to the revolution from 
the outset, Marina Nemat had not intended to an-
tagonize the mullahs.  She was only 16 when the re-
gime first identified her as a trouble-maker, still in 
school.   
 
It happened like this:  after the revolution, the govern-
ment gradually replaced the teachers in her school 
with unqualified ideologues.  One day when Marina’s 
patience had worn thin, she raised her hand and 
asked when they were going to be done with religion 
and get back to mathematics.  Harshly criticized for 
the question, she walked out of class.  When her 
classmates followed her, and the revolt spread to 
other parts of the school, she was marked as a dan-
gerous dissident.  

 
She was, in fact, nearly devoid of political convictions 
at the time.  Her passions were literature and learn-
ing.  She comes across as an ordinary teenager just 
beginning to explore her sexuality and the increasing 
freedom of later teenage years.  But none of this nor-
malcy spared her the wrath of the regime.  She was 
arrested, tortured, sentenced to execution, which was 
commuted at the last minute to life imprisonment and 
– through machinations which I won’t describe (you 
have to read the book to find out) – eventually left 
Iran, first for Europe and finally to settle outside To-
ronto with her husband and child.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
But in reflecting on her past to write this memoir, it 
is clear that Nemat came eventually to understand 
full well her relatives’ deep aversion to extreme 
politics.  She recounts how in the late 1970s, not 
long before the Islamic Revolution, Marina’s grand-
mother, who was originally from Russia, lectured 
her: 

…  One dictatorship [the Shah’s] will go, 
and a worse one will take its place, the 
same as in Russia, only this time with a dif-
ferent name, and it will be more dangerous, 
because this revolution is hiding behind the 
name of God.  Well-educated people are 
now following this Ayatollah [Khomeini].…  
He’s in exile now, but this hasn’t stopped 
them.  Stay away from him.…The Ayatollah 
says that there are too many poor people in 
Iran. But there are poor people everywhere.  
Don’t forget what happened in Russia.  
They killed the tsar, and do you think 
they’re better off now?  Do you think that 
the people of Russia are all free, rich, and 
happy?  Communism isn’t the answer to 
social problems, and neither is religion.  Do 
you understand me? 

 
Marina Nemat had occasion to learn through pain-
ful experience that violence does indeed beget vio-
lence.  Once a political innocent, she found out just 
how vicious politics can be when it is wedded to 
absolute power. 
 
We need thoughtful accounts of historical events 
written with the bigger picture in mind – the broad 
currents of change over time, the reasons for why 
one thing follows or engenders another.  But we 
also need – perhaps especially those of us who 
have never experienced bloody upheavals – to be 
reminded of just how history gets played out on the 
bodies and aspirations of ordinary people.   
 
Read this very good book to learn some Iranian 
history through the life of Marina Nemat and per-
haps also to reflect upon how the seductiveness of 
revolutionary change can lead to the further en-
slavement of a people. 
 

Janet Keeping, President 

Credit: Amazon.com 
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ELIZABETH  
 

FLAGLER    

MEMORIAL    

LECTURE  
 

 
 

 
A lecture by Past-President Marsha Hanen on  

Ethics and Health Care 
 

 Wednesday, June 11th 2008 
7:30—9:00 pm 

Engineered Air Theatre-Epcor Centre 
CALGARY 

Upcoming Events 
 

WHAT’S THE FREQUENCY,  
 KENNETH?  

 
RADIO FREQUENCY IDENTIFICATION DE-
VICES AND THE FUTURE OF HUMANISM 

 
A Free Public Discussion 

 
 
 

Thursday, May 15, 2008 
7:30pm 

350 West Georgia Street 
Alma VanDusen Room, Vancouver Public Library 

VANCOUVER 

Mark your calendars!  
 

A symposium on diversity issues, October 3 and 4, 2008 
Metropolitan Centre, Calgary 

 
“IDENTITY AND POLARIZATION:  IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR A BILITY TO  

LIVE WELL TOGETHER”  
 
Am I a white woman, a lawyer, a mother, a daughter, an avid reader, an environmentalist, a feminist, a right-wing 
conservative, a cross-country skier, a bad house-keeper, a good cook, a Canadian or an American?  Of all the many 
descriptions we could identify with, we tend to focus on only some.  Why is self-identification ethically important? 
 
Friday evening, October 3: Keynote speaker, Kwame Anthony Appiah of Princeton, will talk about:  
 “The ethical significance of personal identity” 
 
Saturday October 4:  Sessions will address topics such as: 
 
 Social identity in Canada: How does it work? ; How do identity and diversity intersect with poverty? 
 
 Polarization along religious lines; How to make democracy work well in a highly diverse society  
 
 

Plan to register for the whole symposium or Friday night alone. A student/low-income rate will be available.   
See the June newsletter for more details. 

Dr. Betty Flagler 


