LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
FROM THE NOTICES EDITORIAL BOARD. We received many letters to the editor about Professor Abigail Thompson’s
“A Word from…” that appeared in the December 2019 Notices. Among these letters were some supporting or criticizing
the author, social media posts, the editor of the Notices, and the AMS more generally. In addition, several of the letters
contained long lists of signatories. All letters from the math community that were received by December 31, 2019,
are available at https://www.ams.org/journals/notices/202001/rnoti-o1.pdf. Below we present four letters
representing different perspectives, which bring up some of the underlying issues sparked by Professor Thompson’s
“A Word from….”

A Response to “A Word From…” in the
December 2019 Issue of the AMS Notices
There is a false equivalence underlying the entire argument
behind Abigail Thompson’s essay in the December 2019
issue of the AMS Notices. Thompson draws a comparison
between the loyalty oaths of the 1950s in the University of
California system on one hand, and the diversity statements
that are currently required by applicants for positions in
that same system on the other. Loyalty oaths were an insidious outgrowth of the Red Scare that gripped the nation
at the outset of the Cold War. Public figures like US Senator Joseph McCarthy and California State Senator Jack B.
Tenney1 were capitalizing on the allure of fascist political
techniques during an era when citizens had well-founded
fears of nuclear war. Their tacit goal was to sow fear of the
“other” in order to maintain their own power. The explicit
goal of diversity statements is to promote equity in the
workplace, in higher education, and in the marketplace of
ideas. I fail to see how these are comparable.
Thompson also misrepresents how the rubrics for evaluating the diversity statements are to be applied. Here is what
the Berkeley Office for Faculty Equity and Welfare says:
Consider creating a cut-off score for advancing
equity and inclusion, below which a candidate
would not move forward in the search process
(would be considered “below the bar”), regardless of their scores in other areas, similar to what
would be done for research quality or plans.
For example, if 5 points are given for various
components of advancing diversity, equity, and
inclusion (e.g., understanding 5 points, track
record 5 points, and plans 5 points), assign a

value below which a candidate would not be
considered competitive and would not move
forward regardless of their scores in other areas
(e.g., any single 0 or 1 out of 5 would disqualify
a candidate from further consideration). Set a
high bar.2
These are stated as recommendations, and it is left to
the faculty to decide how important equity and inclusion
are to their department. Thompson’s approach is to appeal
to emotion, and presents no evidence that this is having a
negative impact on any actual mathematics department’s
hiring practices.3 The AMS editors have failed the membership by publishing a prominent essay by an esteemed
officer whose arguments are fallacious and scientifically
ill-founded.
Additionally, Thompson asserts, “Politics are a reflection of how you believe society should be organized.” No,
politics is the exercise of power in service to an ideology.
Individual and institutional values are a reflection of how
you believe society should be organized. The University of
California is displaying its institutional values by requiring
a commitment to diversity. It has the authority to promote
this vision by recommending that each department utilize
a policy of inclusion and equity in their hiring practices.
Thompson has opted to politicize this issue by exercising
her power in her capacities as chair of the UC Davis mathematics department and Vice President of the AMS.4
2 Read

Part 1 of the Candidate Evaluation tab at https://ofew
.berkeley.edu/recruitment/contributions-diversity/support
-faculty-search-committees.
3By contrast, UC Berkeley has produced an extensive report that documents the effect of hiring with a diversity focus in mind: https://ofew

1Senator

Tenney repeatedly introduced legislation requiring loyalty oaths,
which ultimately forced the hand of the President of the UC system.

.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/searching_for_a_diverse
_faculty-_data-driven_recommendations.pdf.
4In the published article, the words “This essay contains my opinions as an

*We invite readers to submit letters to the editor at notices-letters
@ams.org.

individual” are jarringly juxtaposed with the heading “Abigail Thompson,
a Vice President of the AMS” in larger blue font.
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Racist and sexist policies—both written and unwritten—
are obstacles for many Americans who would like to seek
higher education and opportunity. This is documented fact,
not politics. Professors who are mindful of this fact will
present an antiracist and antisexist face for the University
of California system. Values, not politics. The UC system
is taking an active role in addressing these facts and promoting these values. In doing so, they continue to uphold
Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun’s words: “In order
to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race.
There is no other way. And in order to treat some persons
equally, we must treat them differently.”5
This opinion is my own, and may not represent that of
my employer.
Dr. Xander Faber
IDA/Center for Computing Sciences
(Received November 25, 2019)

Letter in Relation to Abigail Thompson’s Essay
Universities that want to value diversity are requiring
diversity statements as a way to demonstrate this to the
applicants. What can possibly go wrong with that? Unfortunately, an unintended and yet pervasive effect of the
diversity statements in practice is the normalization and
encouragement of the worst sexist/racist prejudices, the
very thing they are supposed to fight.
The strongest open sexism I have ever felt in academia
happened around diversity statements that we’ve been
dealing with at UCs for over 10 years. People often list
writing joint papers with women as their contributions to
diversity, something that may have been akin to the “I am
not a sexist” declaration in the 70s, but definitely has the
opposite connotation at this time and age. Occasionally
students even refer to their (prominent) female advisors
in this regard! Worse yet, some job-seekers list their collaboration with female peers as contribution to diversity.
Regardless of their intent, it definitely hurts the image of
young women mentioned that way (as well as, of course,
of women as a group) in the community’s eyes.
At my university, we also have (not fully mandatory, so
far) diversity statements for all our merit actions, happening roughly once every three years. Some faculty do the
same, listing collaborating with (often senior!) women,
inviting women to conferences, etc. as their contribution
to diversity. Some list their appointing as editors women
who are a lot more distinguished than most of the rest
of the editors of that journal as expanding professional
opportunities for women. While few people write such
insulting statements, what is disturbing is the fact that
5Justice

Blackmun wrote this while contemplating the Equal Protection
Clause of the 14th Amendment during the 1978 case Regents of the
University of California v. Bakke.
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the evaluators behave as if it is OK, communicating to the
broader community that it actually is OK.
Needless to say how humiliating and discouraging it is
for women to constantly read things like that even in regards to the highest achievers in the community. I believe
people writing those things don’t necessarily genuinely
believe in the inferiority of women they mention in such
a disparaging way. It is just that few have done real diversity-related activities, and the most impudent ones among
the others feel compelled to list something, sometimes
also encouraged by the success of their federal support
applications, where they routinely include similar things.
Then, the clueless ones copy from their successful friends.
Luckily, many people never read those statements, but everyone who actually reads them as business as usual, will
only get their biases strengthened as a result.
I have always appreciated the inclusive atmosphere of
my community in mathematical physics, where I have long
felt a sense of belonging. Many people in this community
have, directly or indirectly, strongly contributed to the diversity and inclusion through both creating the respectful
climate and through their support and encouragement of
colleagues, in particular, of me, which has greatly enabled
my growth. It is crucial, however, that to them I was never
a commodity to be reported upon, as is implicitly encouraged by the diversity statements.
I strongly believe it is important to work on improving
climate and inclusivity in general, and some of the steps
already made in this direction have been good. For example, I am grateful for the education I received on internal
biases. I am someone who would not have had a chance in
academia if affirmative action had not existed when I was
hired in 1993. Yet, it was at the time when I had already
done some very important work, and preferential treatment
shouldn’t have been needed in my case, in an ideal world
without biases. I support efforts that encourage fairness
in the hiring process, and in particular open hiring committees’ eyes on all sorts of biases (gender, minority, lesser
institution...) that could affect their own evaluation as well
as some recommendation letters. Unfortunately, the focus
on diversity statements only takes attention away from this
important topic.
Moreover, I believe that at tenure track hiring, which
is largely about promise, the difficulties that affect most
women and minorities at the early stages should be taken
into account, in a sensible way. It may also be justified to
resolve some other ties taking into account the role model
considerations. However, I think that the often present push
to increase percentage of women beyond what is currently
reasonably warranted by merit, only multiplies the biases,
is very damaging for the community’s perception of women
as a group, and thus is very harmful for the climate. As one
example, I was recently on a committee to select the winner
of an important prize. It went to a female mathematician.
I am sure that most people who don’t closely know her
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or her work, when learning the news, thought “of course,
they wanted to select a woman.” Yet her gender had zero
influence on our considerations, there was no push on the
committee, and she was selected from all the applications
purely on scientific merit according to the prize criteria.
The value of this well-deserved prize is not at all the same
for her as it would have been if she was a man. As another
recent example, I was on a committee that had to select a
couple of graduate students. I suggested a student, arguing
that she was the most accomplished one on the list. As if not
hearing my arguments, a diversity-minded colleague immediately suggested to also add another female student, who
was one of the least accomplished. If both were selected,
what message would it have sent to them as well as the
other students? An unfairness present in some selections
inevitably leads to it being multiplied by a large factor in
people’s perception and viewed as a universal phenomenon, thus to highly increased prejudices. I don’t think this
is the desired outcome.
I also think it is good to hire people who will not have
a negative effect on the atmosphere, those who are supportive to students and colleagues, and not disrespectful,
indifferent, or discouraging. Yet, diversity statements are a
very poor, if not a counterproductive, tool for making such
a distinction. Genuine activities that lead to improved inclusion should definitely be valued, just like any other important service. Yet, if the word comes out that co-authoring
papers with women no longer counts, the same people will
rush to have some relevant diversity checkmarks. But will a
workshop for women run by a person who believes in their
inferiority be a positive contribution? In practice, much
of the diversity activism it would encourage will be fake
or tone-deaf, and ultimately only harmful to the climate.
In my own experience, some of the best contributors to
a positive climate have been strong mathematicians who
show interest in the work of others. An excellent example
is Jean Bourgain. He was interested in good mathematics
and showed zero prejudice. He strongly influenced careers
of a number of prominent men and women at formative
stages. He conveyed respect and always talked in a subtly
encouraging way. I knew the fact that I was a woman was
irrelevant to him, and all this gave me great inspiration and
encouragement. I see him as a great contributor to diversity
and an inclusive climate.
People with checkmark diversity activities would pass
the UC diversity rubric barrier. Would Jean Bourgain?
Svetlana Jitomirskaya
UC Irvine
(Received December 10, 2019)
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In Response to Prof. Abigail Thompson
Dear Sir/Madam,
Abigail Thompson’s article which appears in the December 2019 issue of the Notices of the American Mathematical
Society deserves a thorough airing.
I disagree, very strongly, with, in my view, its very limited
sense of the scale and scope of the mathematics community
and its conflation of the use of diversity statements in some
hiring practices for mathematics jobs with McCarthyism.
I recognize that the AMS has worked and continues to
work assiduously to address the issue of underrepresentation. However, the evidence, much of it documented and
disseminated by the AMS, makes very clear that the actual
outcomes, the results, i.e. are we as a community demonstrably more diverse than we were ten years ago, indicate
that much work still needs to be done in order for us to be
truly a community of equity and excellence.
In a deep sense, this essay, from a Vice President of the
AMS, even though Prof. Thompson makes clear that she
speaks for herself and not for the Society the article’s tagline
prominently identifies her as a Vice President of the AMS,
makes a compelling argument for the need for diversity
statements in hiring.
For context, consider the following questions: how many
tenured African American professors of mathematics are
there in the UC system? Closer to my home, how many
African American assistant professors do we have on the
tenure track in the entire CUNY system in mathematics?
At Medgar Evers College, where I have worked for almost
twenty-five years, we have two, yes two, tenured mathematicians of African descent. The pace of change, when viewed
from my vantage point is painfully slow. I note, for some
perspective, that Black Americans have received just one
(1) percent of the doctoral degrees in mathematics granted
over the last decade.
How do we change this?
We must become a community that holds, as a priority,
for the discipline of mathematics, the critical importance
of increasing the number of African American and other
mathematicians of color.
How do we do this?
It is evident that we must hire mathematicians who have
demonstrated some evidence of their willingness to work
on this challenge. I.e., if we are serious, our intent must
be accompanied by some supporting infrastructure, an
appropriate set of policies and practices aimed at achieving
our desired ends. Therefore, requiring that applicants write
some form of diversity statement is but a small piece of such
an infrastructure. A diversity statement is simply an element
of one’s Teaching Philosophy. It is not a political identity.
I close by reiterating: research requires new ideas; new
ideas come from new people. Excellence in mathematics is
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a function of diversity. We, the mathematical community,
elide this truth at our peril.
Be well.
Terrence Blackman
Associate Professor
Department of Mathematics
School of Science, Health & Technology
Medgar Evers College, CUNY
Visiting Professor
Department of Aeronautics & Astronautics
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)
Member, Executive Council, The National Alliance
for Doctoral Studies in the Mathematical Sciences
Building a New American Community in
the Mathematical and Statistical Sciences
https://www.mathalliance.org/

(Received November 27, 2019)

Letter to the Editor
Dear Editor,
I was delighted to see the December Notices of the AMS
publish Abigail Thompson’s thoughtful article. I was
equally shocked and disappointed to see the subsequent
attacks on the AMS. The AMS Notices did what it is supposed
to do: Promoted the open exchange of thoughtful opinions
on an important and controversial topic. Please continue
on your mission.
Regards,
Yannis Papakonstantinou
Professor of Computer Science and Engineering
UC San Diego
(Received December 10, 2019)

Differential Equations:
Techniques, Theory,
and Applications

Barbara D. MacCluer, University of Virginia,
Charlottesville, VA, Paul S. Bourdon, University of
Virginia, Charlottesville, VA, and Thomas L. Kriete,
University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA
In this reader-friendly text, intended for a one or two
semester-long first course in differential equations,
techniques, theory, and applications are given equal
importance and are tied together by means of several
unifying themes. Applications are chosen from a wide
range of disciplines, from standard ones in physics
and engineering to those in the life sciences, where
mathematics is playing an increasingly important role.
2019; 874 pages; Hardcover; ISBN: 978-1-4704-4797-7; List
US$125; AMS members US$100; MAA members US$112.50;
Order code MBK/125.
A student solutions manual is available.

Differential Equations:
From Calculus to
Dynamical Systems
Second Edition

Virginia W. Noonburg, University of Hartford, West
Hartford, CT
This second edition of Virginia Noonburg’s best-selling textbook includes two new chapters on partial
differential equations, making the book usable for
a two-semester sequence in differential equations. It
includes exercises, examples, and extensive student
projects taken from the current mathematical and
scientific literature.
AMS/MAA Textbooks, Volume 43; 2019; 402 pages; Hardcover;
ISBN: 978-1-4704-4400-6; List US$75; AMS members US$56.25;
MAA members US$56.25; Order code TEXT/43
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