When critics attack universities for being too
woke what’s really going on?

Wokism, Frances Widdowson said, forced universities to cater to “Indigenous residential
school survivor identity” and punishes anyone who disagrees.
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Last week a brightly clad Indigenous dancer stepped and twirled to the
rhythm of a drum amidst hundreds of students and faculty gathered in a
public atrium at the University of Lethbridge in southern Alberta.

She wasn’t there simply for entertainment. She was part of a peaceful protest
against a guest speaker who Indigenous people assert has insulted and
demeaned them for years through her academic output and public comments.

The speaker, Frances Widdowson, eventually left after it became evident that
she wasn’t going to be able to move through the crowd to deliver her lecture.

Maybe she didn’t take into account that since the university is on the doorstep
of Canada’s largest reserve — Kanai Nation has 12,000 members — many of
the students and faculty are Indigenous.

Was she denied academic freedom on a university campus? Or were the
Indigenous students and faculty simply exercising their right to freely express
opposition to her ideas?

There’s no doubt Widdowson’s ideas are controversial and would be deemed
offensive by most Indigenous people. In 2008, she co-authored a book
entitled “Disrobing the Aboriginal Industry: The Deception Behind
Indigenous Cultural Preservation.” She argued that lawyers, consultants,
clergy and self-serving Indigenous leaders have encouraged denial of the
“development gap” that she believes exists between their societies and
advanced industrial societies, thereby keeping Indigenous people in a pitiful
state.
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For Widdowson, the injustices of colonialism and residential schools were
simply well-intentioned efforts to close the gap.

Widdowson had been a tenured professor in the department of economics,
justice and policy studies at Mount Royal University in Calgary for 15

years until she was fired in late 2021. She insists she was fired because of her
views on Indigenous issues and because she once said “Black Live Matters
destroyed my university.”

But according to Duane Bratt, who was department chair during her tenure,
Widdowson was not fired because of her research or public comments but
“for her personal conduct towards faculty and administration, and especially
students.”

She has applied for reinstatement and the case is in the middle of arbitration.

Widdowson eventually gave her lecture later that evening via Zoom. She
decried “wokism” and what she sees as universities’ misguided focus on
identity politics rather than reason and evidence-based knowledge.

Wokism, she said, has forced many universities to cater to the “Indigenous
residential school survivor identity” and punish anyone who doesn’t want to
go along. According to Widdowson, universities now act like “totalitarian”
regimes bent on stifling all dissent.

But if by wokism she means post-secondary institutions have finally woken
up to the fact that Indigenous history, philosophy, law, art, and various
Indigenous experiences of the world have been ignored for too long, then |
say: it’s about time.

I went to high school in Lethbridge and even though Canada’s largest reserve
was less than an hour’s drive west I was barely aware of it. I don’t remember
anyone talking about it. I don’t remember seeing any Indigenous students in
my classes. And of course there was no reference to it or any other First
Nation in the curriculum.

Given that the Blackfoot Confederacy, which includes the Kanai Nation,
once encompassed southern Alberta and Saskatchewan and northern Montana
and was one of the most powerful Indigenous groups of the northern plains,
this now seems like wilful ignorance.
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Some people both inside and outside the academy would have us return to
that state of superiority and wilful ignorance. They decry efforts of
reconciliation with Indigenous communities as distractions from the “real”
pursuit of knowledge.

Widdowson is entitled to her views and her right to express them. But surely
she shouldn’t expect that Indigenous students and faculty at a university in
the heart of the Blackfoot Confederacy would just sit idly by while she
publicly denigrates their active participation in the life of that university.

After all, as the Indigenous dancer affirmed, freedom of expression is a two-
way street.

Gillian Steward is a Calgary-based writer and freelance contributing
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