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HOW THE UNIVERSITY OF DELAWARE
TREATS WOMEN AND AFRICAN-AMERICANS
A feminist looks at diversity at The University of Delaware

By Vivian Houghton

Although | have been a feminist for almost thirty years, | wasnot born into
feminism. | grew up in atwo-bedroom housein a working-class neighborhood in
Browntown. Astheoldest of six siblings, my first education in social realitiesdidn’t
pertain to gender issues, it pertained to economics. Not only did | watch my parents
struggle to pay the bills each week, | also learned to endurethe sporadic poverty-
baiting that some of the better-off kidsat St. Hedwig's Par ochial School directed at
those of uswho werelessfortunate. All of thisseemed normal to me. | accepted it
as part of growing up.

| also considered it normal to get married soon after graduating from high
school. Which isexactly what | did, in 1962. Unfortunately, although my husband
and | brought into theworld a beautiful daughter, our marriage didn’t survive.
After we separated in 1968, | enrolled at the University of Delaware while
simultaneously supporting myself by working a variety of jobs, including waitr ess,
barmaid and racetrack employee. 1t wasduring thisperiod in my lifethat |
discovered feminism. Having grown up watching the tough-spirited women in my
neighborhood battle valiantly to make ends meet, and having subsequently
embarked upon thelife of a single mother forced to survivein low-paying “women’s
jobs’ while at the same time going to college, | wasdrawn to that part of the
feminist message that spoke about the need to defend working women’srights. | am
as committed to thisstruggle as| wasthirty yearsago. If feminism does not stand
up for the average woman, it is not worth defending.

| mention all thisto explain why, asa feminist, | found theinformation in
The News Journal’ srecent article on sex discrimination against UD’s female faculty
troubling but persuasive, although I thought the article could have drawn a more
detailed picture of all the university’s female employees, not just faculty. The
number s you quoted showed that women faculty are herded into the lowest tiers of
faculty employment. Also, asyour evaluation of the university’s Women’s Studies
Program indicated, the UD administration is not beyond taking credit for serving
the women’s community with feminist cour ses while simultaneously under paying
the program’stwo female instructorsand refusing to hire them full-time, ther eby
denying them status asregular faculty. If thisisn’t anirony for the books, | don’t
know what is.

However, thisisonly thetip of the iceberg when it comesto theuniversity’s
treatment of itsfemale and other minority employees. Evidence of thisis contained
in areport published by the university’s Commission on the Status of Women.



While women make up 32.3% of the faculty, they make up 93.8% of thefar lower-
paying secretarial staff. Although the university can argue correctly that the 32.3%
figurefor faculty isan improvement compared to twenty years ago, the fact that the
majority of its female employees still hold traditional (and lower-paying) “women’s
jobs’ signalsa problem of underlying structural inequity. For instance, although
there are 172 mor e faculty members (956) than there are secretaries (784) at UD,
there are 241% mor e woman secr etaries (735) than there are woman faculty (309).
Asl| discovered in recent conver sations with UD secretaries, a secretary at the
university starts at $13,506 yearly and can theoretically work up to $35,000,
although rarely do secretaries achieve such a salary; the average salary for a
secretary with ten years seniority isabout $25,000. Since UD isthe state' seighth
lar gest employer with 3,340 full-time and 262 part-time employees, it isclear that
UD’s ghettoization of women in itslower employment levels has done little to solve
the state’sgeneral problem of undervaluing its female workers, who on an average
earn about $5,500 less yearly than men.

Such are some of the economic realities of female employment at UD. Of
cour se, to suffer under the burden of theserealities, one must first be employed at
UD, which, asalook at the Commission on the Status of Women’sreport shows, is
not aslikely for certain groupsasit isfor others. Of UD’s 735 female secretaries,
only 53 or 7.2% areblack. Thenumbersfor black female faculty are even wor se:
out of atotal of 956 faculty members, only 14 or 1.5% are African-American
women, and the majority of them arelocated in theleast prestigious faculty
positions. In general, thelow number of blacksin the UD workforce has helped to
sustain the university’s atmospher e as a nearly all-white preserve still haunted by its
pre-integration past. Thisisof course not just an employment-related problem. It
alsoisreflected in the school’s academic life. The campus's student population is
only 5% African-American, and the total number of black faculty, both male and
female, isonly 3% . What makesthese numbers even more embarrassing for
Delawareansisthat UD’sfailureto servethe state’s African-American population
has occurred in the shadow of the state’'slargest city, Wilmington, whose population
ismorethan 50% black. Clearly, when it comesto diversity, UD is plagued with
problems. Not only areitsfemale employeesrelegated to the school’ s least
economically rewarding levels, UD apparently hasno coherent policy for rectifying
itsracial imbalances.

Thisisnot what the state’ staxpayer s deserve from Delawar e lar gest state-
funded institution of higher education. Asa supermarket cashier told afriend of
mine after reading about UD’ s pattern of sex-bias, “1 expect that kind of thing from
some businesses, but | thought the university was different. | guess| waswrong.”

Unfortunately, shewas. Thisisdoubly problematic because with more and
mor e women entering the state’sworkforce, and with African-Americans expected
to make up 25% of Delawar €' s population by early in the 21¥ century, the stateis
clearly in need of creative thinking with regard to eliminating bias. Given that the
dictionary defines a university as“an institution of learning at the highest level,”



Delawareresidents can only find it ironic that UD hasnot used this so-called
learning at the highest level to eliminate bias on its own campus. Because of
situationslike this, many Delawar eans, like other Americans, have grown cynical
about the ability of “experts’ to solve social-economiciills.

Aswe approach the year 2000, the University of Delawar e isrunning out of
timeto act boldly with regard to solving its diversity problems. A school that
promotesthe virtues of education only does itself a disservice by acting uneducated
when it comesto handling itsown internal contradictions. If it cannot put its own
housein order, how can UD expect to inspire young people with a belief that
academic knowledge is a powerful tool for meeting the challenges presented by
today’srapidly changing world?

The university has award-winning poets and chemical engineers and sociologists
and scientific researcherson its staff, many of whom have produced brilliant ideas
in their fields. I’'m surethat with the proper concentration, the administration
could also come up with creativeideasfor handling the fact that the campus' racial
problems and gender equity problemsare not unrelated, but are part of UD’s
overall failureto fully serve Delawar € s diver se communities.



