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I am a medievalist, a philologist, and a literary scholar. My work—research and teaching—
includes writing, reading, commentary, and criticism (in the full sense of balanced judgement). 
Here follows a reading, which I have tried to keep as neutral as I am able—I have, for example 
cut some comments—of today’s Board Governance Update. I have focussed on those aspects 
that I usually deal with the most in my “own” areas of work, in poetry and poetics and their 
analysis. This kind of close reading is quite old-fashioned and traditional, and may even look like 
its nineteenth and early twentieth century antecedents (from which, via Karl D. Uitti, I’m only at 
two generational removes; this is a bit like having an Erdos number of 3).

It is also geeky, but that is often the mark of us scholarly academic faculty types, and some of 
us are out and proud geeks. 

Using one’s academic skills translated to everyday life might also be a public interest service. 

This piece was written fast so it may well be peppered by typos, spelling mistakes, broken 
syntax, and all manner of ills.

oOo 

text in red = I’d like to draw the reader’s attention to this, slow down and reread it, and I’m 
probably going to comment on it.

text in purple = about voice and agency; note any moves from “I” to “we”, any “we” that could 
be royal rather than plural, and a passive that avoids agency and responsibility (and indeed 
action)

text in green = this echoes comments made at the meeting yesterday (and perhaps 
elsewhere); suggesting, I put it to you, a VERY POSITIVE MOVE by the Board of Governors: 
that they are not only listening but listening attentively and paying attention to faculty and faculty 
concerns.

oOo

Board Governance Update

March 23, 2016

To: Faculty, staff and students in Vancouver and the Okanagan

If you are a manager of staff whose work is not computer-based, please print this email and 
display it in a common work area for them to review.

COMMENT: standard prefatory remarks.

On behalf of the Board of Governors I am writing to give you an update on actions the Board 
is taking to address governance concerns raised by members of the university community.

COMMENTS:  
(a) you is separated out from and distinct from members of the university community. If 
you are reading this, having first encountered you and identified yourself with it, you 
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must naturally be distinct from this other lot. This may be a divisive tactic to create 
division and conflict where none existed previously. You can be the one or the other but 
not both.

(b) The next sentence moves on to the Faculty Association: it should be noted that while 
“members of the university community” includes “the Faculty Association” the two are not 
identical. Those “members of the university community” also include students, alumni, 
staff. And indeed faculty, who can also express themselves as I am doing here and now 
as individuals and not just as part of a collective voice; and who can express themselves 
as part of other groups such as the cross-community UBClean grassroots protest group; 
and whose identities can be multiple: individual, assorted groups, Faculty Association.

Just to be clear on that.

(c) We’ll come back to actions the Board is taking along the way. Keep it in mind.

I am aware that the Faculty Association met yesterday to discuss a motion of no confidence in 
the UBC Board of Governors and is currently holding an electronic vote of its membership. 
While the primary faculty role in university governance is through the elected faculty 
members on the Board and on the Senates, we respect the views of the Faculty Association 
as we do other organizations at the university.

COMMENT: neutral, informative. Ó Brien basically happy. The FA may wish to comment 
on their exact role and purpose. 
 
In case there was any worry about a separation between “views of the Faculty 
Association” and “views of individual faculty members” (as that could be confusing and 
perhaps cause or trigger anxiety): colleagues’ rights are outlined in various places 
including http://bog.ubc.ca/?page_id=10662 

http://bog.ubc.ca/?page_id=10662
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See also http://www.facultyassociation.ubc.ca/docs/constitutionbylaws_2014-02.pdf

To this end, the Board has invited representatives of various University groups to attend 
the April 14 Board meeting to discuss concerns about governance. I am pleased to 
advise that the Faculty Association, the Alumni Association and other employee and student 
groups have confirmed attendance at the meeting. 

COMMENT: As far as I am aware, “invited representatives… to discuss” in the case of 
the Faculty Association means 5-7 minutes of uninterrupted floor / speech. I will be at 
this meeting as a simple member of the UBC community and will observe. (I am there to 
learn. Yes, seriously: that is fair and this is about, amongst other things, fairness.)
 
However: given that word like “dialogue” and “discussion” have been used by the Board 
of Governors (and others around the upper echelons of UBC) to mean very different 
things, I will be interested to see what actually happens. In my book (the OED, but I also 
checked Merriam-Webster and Chambers) this has to include responses, back and forth. 
Not a sequence of monologues by different voices. But: we shall see.  
 
I would be interested to know how representatives became representative: I would 
expect that it’s the Presidents of associations, that seems like a natural choice.

Note for the record: as the Board Secretariat rightly points out, such meetings are open 
to all anyway (one needs to email ahead to reserve a seat, for practical reasons: limited 
number of seats and limited size of room). 

This meeting will be an opportunity for invited groups to provide written submissions, 
verbal presentations, and to engage in discussion. 

COMMENT: as is reasonable, I am willing to give benefit of the doubt. This cannot in 
fairness be commented on until this meeting has been observed. And future ones, to 
ensure that, if this is free and fine and fair, it isn’t a special one-off. Constant vigilance 
needs to be maintained by all.

http://www.facultyassociation.ubc.ca/docs/constitutionbylaws_2014-02.pdf
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We also welcome written submissions or comments from any members of the university 
community (these can be sent to bog.ubc@ubc.ca)

The Board looks forward to this discussion and will listen to and consider the views and 
recommendations of these representatives as it works to improve Board practices. 

COMMENT: this is a bold and possibly brave move. Given the issues of fear (especially 
amongst lower & untenured ranks, and in certain departments) it will be interesting to 
see: 
  
(a) if people can post anonymously or pseudonymously 
 
(b) if they can do so via a blinding (or double- etc.-blind) protective mechanism, as with 
journal submissions 
 
(c) what the end demographics are: ranks, length of time at UBC, gender, race, and 
kinds of views expressed
 
In an ideal world this space should be neutral and open. I for one will submit links to 
every piece I have published (own blog, but open and public) directly about the matters 
at hand, all that’s been up and ready to go (and been openly readable and read by 
others) for some considerable time now.

(d) hang on: representatives’ views and recommendations will be considered; but not 
those submitted by members of the university community (who are not representatives)? 
Surely that’s a mistake? 

As newly appointed Board Chair, I have asked the Governance Committee to review the 
rules and procedures that govern meetings. In my view most Board items should be 
considered in sessions that are open to the community; some items of a sensitive nature, 
usually involving personnel or commercial matters, may need to be reviewed in 
confidential sessions, but these will be the exception. Furthermore, we will be working to 
ensure that notices for every Board meeting are posted publicly, and that minutes of open 
sessions are posted for public review in a timely fashion.

COMMENTS:  
 
(a) this is generally good, but that’s because it’s mostly standard transparency (+/- my 
own suggestions, most of which are obvious standard transparency; as available for 
decades). But the fact that these things have been said is important. It shows an 
acknowledgement of problems with the Board: whether these are actual problems with 
the Board (unknown because we have no records) or perceived problems (ditto). What 
happened in the past and injustices (individual and systemic) are one matter. The other 
matter is change, learning from past experience (including bad publicity, whether or not 
one thinks oneself to have been responsible or blameworthy), and ensuring that past ills 
do not recur.  

(b) “In my view most Board items should be considered in sessions that are open 
to the community; some items of a sensitive nature, usually involving personnel 
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or commercial matters, may need to be reviewed in confidential sessions, but 
these will be the exception.” 

i. This is how things should have been done anyway. 

ii. open vs confidential: but confidential cannot = secret. Confidential meetings 
should still be announced, agenda published, minuted (if not, better still, fully 
recorded), like any others: but that part of the records that is confidential 
information, and that part only, should then be under seal (and perhaps a time-
rule), unless forcibly released in the public interest.  
 
The fact that a meeting occurs and who is there should be public knowledge 
(say, labelled “personnel case about [x]” with identifying details of the person 
concerned redacted). If any non-open meeting is labelled “confidential” and no 
information available—not even its existence—then it is not a “confidential” 
meeting but a secret meeting.

iii. “items of a sensitive nature, usually involving personnel or commercial 
matters”: in view of the disquiet about corporatism, the heavy presence of 
commercial interests on the Board (in the Provincial nominees), the suspicion of 
cronyism, and the density and intensity of construction and property work around 
campus: this statement may merit further study.  
 
As a friendly suggestion to the Board (because frankly this statement was 
unexpected and in many ways a pleasant surprise): it may be a good strategic 
idea to discuss these commercial matters—definition, nature, why they would be 
sensitive (as compared, say, to international relations)—and define them further 
elsewhere. The current phrasing raises more questions than it answers.

(c) I’ve highlighted in green some of the re- terms that echo my own in my statement 
yesterday in support of the motion. These may be a coincidence, but I would like to 
flatter myself that the echo is deliberate; that would be a good thing as it means—we see 
this all the time in teaching—that active attentive listening and comprehension have 
taken place.

(d) “we will be working to ensure” does and promises nothing concrete (who, when, how, 
timelines, oversight, accountability, public report due when, etc.)

The Board is undergoing significant renewal. 

COMMENT: note the use of the passive voice. No agency, no subject and active verb, 
potentially no responsibility or accountability. Who is doing this? (The next section has a 
subject a “we” that suggests “the board themselves,” but both is undergoing renewal and 
will be joined are passives with agency and responsibility elsewhere, but passive 
subjects in prime stylistic positions at starts of clauses.) 
 
Friendly suggestion: this could be done by an independent external review, and that’s 
one of the things that’s been asked for by faculty; especially in the light of the Smith 
report and the January leaks.
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In addition to five newly appointed members, 

COMMENT: replacing I think appointed members whose terms were coming to their 
natural end anyway (and were persuaded to step down a few weeks sooner, in the latter 
case) and resignations (Mr Montalbano, Mr Peet) 
 
This is not “significant renewal” in response to faculty unease: these are events that 
would have happened naturally, or that were Board self-destabilization through 
wrongdoing.

we will be joined at the April 14 session by two newly elected student members. 

COMMENT: again, this is not “significant renewal” by the Board in response to faculty 
unease: these were elections that were due to happen anyway in the natural course of 
student democratic things.  

That “we” is very interesting, so far. It’s engaged in very stereotypically feminine, 
receptive, nurturing activities (this could be good), often passive / not directly active in 
nature (respect, welcome, listen, consider), woolly (will be working to ensure), and 
passives (is undergoing renewal, will be joined) but set in what up to here has been a 
stylistically active syntactic position. 

The Board members, elected and appointed, come from a variety of backgrounds, 

COMMENT: diversity?  
representative of the actual variety of the Vancouver and BC population?  
race, gender, income, educational background, sector of work, political views (or none, 
and including issue-political positions as distinct from party/partisan politics)?  
including environmental protection, green energy, divestment, sustainable and ethical 
development (including internationally), international relations, local relations and 
concerns, and the very immediate: First Nations representation?

bring a wide range of skills to the job 

COMMENT: but some backgrounds and some skills are more represented than others

and many have previous board experience. 

COMMENTS: 
 
(a) Note the change in syntax: from “I” and “we” and passive constructions to the Board, 
its individuals, and active verbs. 

(b) while I am not sure how that is a qualification (it’s not in any of the rules), I can see 
how previous experience on this Board or a similar one (another university) would be 
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useful and relevant. 
 
(c) I do not see that previous experience on any Board would necessarily be a 
qualification or otherwise something to highlight here (other than as a rhetorical move; 
it’s not a substantial actual argument); and indeed might be a disadvantage, given that 
most boards in existence and therefore most opportunities for board experience are in 
irrelevant areas: the private (rather than public) sector, in corporations, commerce, 
industry.  
 
(d) Qualifications for the job:  
 
see http://www.bclaws.ca/EPLibraries/bclaws_new/document/ID/freeside/00_96468_01/
#part6

http://www.bclaws.ca/EPLibraries/bclaws_new/document/ID/freeside/00_96468_01/#part6
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from http://bog.ubc.ca/?page_id=11128:

We are indeed fortunate to have such a wealth of talent to draw on to chair and serve on the 
various committees and provide critical advice on the many issues that come forward for 
consideration and decision. 

COMMENTS: 

(a) Ambiguous “we”: previously, “we” has been the board (and sometimes slippage to a 
royal “we” but in an understandable way, the Chairman of the Board speaking on behalf 
of the Board as a whole). It now could also or instead be “we = UBC = includes YOU”

(b) “fortunate” and “wealth”: yes, and the two may be synonyms. As for “talent” why not? 
sure! though this statement—again adding nothing substantial to the argument, it’s here 
to make you the reader feel for these people, and for the person defending them, 
standing up for his Board against these awful mean picky questioning (a.k.a. “actually 
critical”) faculty—this statement could be unwise given that  
 
(c) most faculty are talented people, massively so, often actually seriously brilliant, in a 
way that most non-academics don’t know or understand; talking “talent” may not be a 
wise move here. (I know people can be talented in many ways. I know colleagues who 
would differ. I know colleagues who would feel undermined, undervalued, and insulted 
by that sentence.) On the other hand, it may be there to make you—a person of talent—
feel some more affinity with Board Members, because you’re all talented (or it’s flattery 
to make you thing you’re being called “talented” and in the same category, etc., etc., 
etc.)

http://bog.ubc.ca/?page_id=11128:
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(d) a positive: I wonder if “talent” was chosen instead of “successful,” after that term was 
used by more than one person opposing the motion yesterday, only to discover that—
like “wealth”—this was not a term or a value held in esteem. Or, indeed, valued by others 
present.  
 
I do wonder if this is, again, a POSITIVE SIGN: the active recognition that this is, if you 
will, a clash of cultures. Speaking different languages, inhabiting different but 
overlapping worlds, with different values and principles. Recognising that difference 
exists is already a very important first step to the acknowledgement of diversity; ignoring 
Others because they are invisible non-persons not on the radar has changed to noticing 
their existence and alienness. It would be good news for faculty if we are not abstract 
useful productive units but valued people, of the same species as Board members.  
 
I very much hope that we’re now at the stage of trying to find a common language, as 
part of common ground for what gets called “meaningful dialogue.” I worry that this may 
be a short-term soothing exercise—these over-sensitive highly strung paranoid 
(feminine) pampered creatures—before Business As Usual resumes. Like we’re talking 
about in the Sexual Assault policy groups, this is about the long term, continuous 
process and progress, annual reviews.  
 
(e) “critical advice”: I am fascinated and excited by the use of the word critical here: be 
that in the negative-only sense, or in the sense of balanced judgement (including 
positing criticism). I would like to see its use as an important positive step.

I have full confidence in all Board members and I want to commend them for volunteering 
significant time and energy to Board duties. 

COMMENTS:  
 
(a) we’ve talked about confidence before and there’s a vote about it going on right now.
 
I am, however, going to assume (given the attentiveness of the rest of this piece) that 
this is considered, thought-out, and a sincere statement of “I” individual belief. As such, it 
should be respected. Like all statements of personal belief.  
 
(b) In which case what is it doing here?  
Why would one individual’s personal belief be persuasive to others?  
Because of status or authority? A figurative high priest as intercessionary?  
Note that this “I” follows immediately after a “we” that could potentially include you the 
reader, me, all of us. This is a very fine old classical rhetorical move. Cicero would 
approve. Signs of such intelligence are heartening.  
 
(c) On the other hand: We are dealing with faculty here: it is our job and nature to want 
argument and proof and if we don’t—freely, willingly—we shouldn’t be in this job or we’re 
not deciding as free rational beings 
 
It is not a substitute for any of the following and should not be allowed to distract readers 
from them:
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—an acknowledgement of wrongs done and of responsibility for them 
 
—the identification and resignation of all Board members involved in 
undocumented secret meetings (by which I mean secret-secret not confidential ):  
if “confidence” = “there were none” then that should be declared, clearly, spelled 
out fully, openly.  
If no-one has anything to hide, then why not say so?  
 
—an independent external review

(d) It is easy to read this statement as:  
 
“Believe me. There is nothing here. All is well. Always has been. Any problem is in your 
perception / mind.” (plus or minus *shrug* and a patronizing pat on the head).  
 
That’s such a classic manipulative move, so classic to abusive situations, that it should 
be avoided; assuming again the benefit of the doubt, and that Mr Belkin’s piece is well-
intentioned, given that the target audience includes many people who are not hetero cis 
men, it would be wise to avoid anything with the slightest whiff of gaslighting.

Especially in view of the Faculty Association motion of no confidence in the Board of 
Governors. 
 
(e) I’m not seeing the connection between the two clauses in this sentence. The second 
clause, “I want to commend them for volunteering significant time and energy to Board 
duties,” has no obvious causal connection to the first. That “and” would merit further 
explanation.  
 
It would be very easy to see this sentence as a way to redirect thoughts and feelings to 
the board members and their comendability, praised and valued in the kinds of terms 
that we faculty understand and know from our lived reality: time, energies, duties. To 
gain our sympathy for them as individual people just like us. Living in the same world.  
 
You, good reader, and all of us, we have more in common with these hard-working 
suffering souls and their vocation that you do with some mean bullying activist disruptive 
faculty (like me).  
 
Or: divide and conquer.

With a renewed Board and a commitment to good governance, we are determined to earn 
the trust of faculty, staff, students, alumni and the broader community.

COMMENTS:  
 
+4 if you’re playing “Obrienaternal Bingo” and points to the Board for this statement. 
Trust is not to be taken for granted, or taken, or a given: it needs to be earned. Good. 
 
we are determined to: like many other “we” statements: sounds good, does and 
promises nothing
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In 100 short years, UBC has advanced from small beginnings in ramshackle premises on the 
Fairview slopes to a large, world-renowned institution with beautiful campuses in Point Grey 
and the Okanagan. 

COMMENTS: 

(a) others have commented elsewhere (Twitter) on the rags-to-riches story. To be fair, I 
can see how it’s a very resonant metaphor with many here; the romantic Wild West 
combined with the fulfilled dreams of first-, second-, and and third-generation 
immigrants.

(b) “world-renowned” is a terribly naff phrase that should be avoided in all serious writing 
about a serious institution. It is used by branding and marketing departments for second-
rate aspirational institutions. UBC should not be using it, it is completely inappropriate 
and unfitting.

(c) 100 “short” years: as opposed to different lengths of year elsewhere? 
a dig at those of us who are from and part of cultures with longer histories and senses of 
history? 
not a dig at those of us—like historians, or indeed medievalists like me—who work in 
areas from longer ago and who deal with longer time periods, surely not? 

This outstanding record 

COMMENT: It would be inappropriate for me to even attempt whitesplaining and 
rightsplaining here on colonial history. Others are better qualified. I can but express (Irish 
and Scottish allied) solidarity.

is one that reflects significant public and private investment, the strength of the bicameral 
form of governance, and most importantly contributions of exceptional students, faculty, staff 
and alumni. 

COMMENT: mostly fine with this; though embedding a “most people will be fine with this 
and it says good things about everybody and I see myself here so because I’m happy 
with that I should be equally happy with the rest of this sentence” clause is another fine 
old rhetorical trope. 

Look closely at the surrounding sentence, indeed this whole paragraph, and the 
language of modern progress: advanced, outstanding, strength, strength to strength 
(next section), progress, strengthen. Neoliberal. Virile, masculine, masculinist. Conquest, 
onwards and upwards. And, like all things modern/ist, fundamentally imperialist.

We had previously been (all, actually) talking stability, instability, destabilization: the 
discourse seems to have moved / been moved to non-neutral non-shared ground. 
 
Now see how troubling it is to have embedded that fine happy inclusive clause within its 
immediate context.
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We on the Board are honoured to be part of this tradition 

COMMENT: (a) an appeal to alumni in US “showing school spirit,” in tune with the main 
message of the UBC 100 celebrations: encouraging alumni donations. Readers’ views 
will vary on matters of public and private investment and donations. I am simply stating 
that this is being alluded to here.

(b) If you return to the start of this text, you will see an attempt to place Others outside 
and reinforce the separation between  
members of the university community raising governance concerns 
and  
the good Board who are part of an honourable tradition  
and those who are exceptional students, faculty, staff and alumni 

The illogical conclusion that you may be being pointed towards is that you cannot  
both be an exceptional student / faculty member / staff member / alumnus  
and be one of those concern-raising members of the university community

There may also be a not-so-subtle dig at those members of the UBC community who are 
not part of this tradition: foreigners like myself, those who have spent at least part of their 
education and working life elsewhere, First Nations; much depends on the meaning of 
that word tradition. It is vague, It could productively be disambiguated.

and are committed to act in the best interests of the university, 

COMMENT: “are committed to act” either say and does nothing, or merely restates what 
is already an existing obligation and has been since the University’s foundation

moving it from strength to strength. 

COMMENT: this is not part of the University’s obligations nor a paraphrase or definition 
of “best interests.” Also, see above on lexical machismo.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank members of the Presidential Search Committee. 
There is no more important task facing the university right now than the selection of a 
new President. 

COMMENT: (a) actually, there are more important tasks. As stated above, “With a 
renewed Board and a commitment to good governance, we are determined to earn 
the trust of faculty, staff, students, alumni and the broader community.”  
 
Earning trust includes dealing with the Smith report and issues of accountability, 
responsibility, transparency, the cessation of secret meetings, the removal of tainted 
Board members (remember mani pulite?), full review of practices and procedures, 
external review.
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(b) And there is a more important task: doing one’s duty on the Board and as the Board, 
as regards principles, ethics, integrity, etc. 

I am encouraged that the committee, mandated by the Board and the Senates, is making 
good progress on this front and is on track to name a new President by June 30, 2016.

COMMENT: feminine nurturing encouragement combined with another case of “not 
actually doing anything” and lexical Project Management Handbook machismo

On behalf of the Board, I want to thank all the groups that have confirmed their interest in 
presenting to the Board on April 14. 

COMMENT: nice, courteous, and finishing this piece in reaching out to people in fair 
welcome.

Their views and those of other members of the community will help inform the actions we will 
take to strengthen board governance. 

COMMENT: (a) ah but see: “will help inform” doesn’t actually mean any more than that.

(b) “the actions we will take” echoes the start of this piece, “I am writing to give you an 
update on actions the Board is taking”: now reread the piece, look again for action, and 
read for actual actions that the Board have themselves done. The use of the future tense 
here may help you to gloss over the past and present, glaze over, looking forwards 
dazzled to the bright future 

(c) and lexical machismo again: natural conclusion = because good governance is 
strong governance / strong governance is good governance 

Stuart Belkin
Chair, Board of Governors


