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Preface 

Why write an ethnography of York University, or of any university, for 

that matter? The initial impetus for this project was to write an 

ethnography to complement the history produced to celebrate the 50th 

anniversary of York in 2009 (Horn 2009). Underlying this intention 

was a concern that neither national surveys, nor Maclean’s ranking of 

Canadian universities, nor public relations branding campaigns could 

capture the essence of York culture or counter anti-York writing in the 

media. York was not well served by these approaches, and we thought 

that an ethnography might do better. In the public media, universities 

are often targets of anti-intellectual rants; but criticism of universities 

often comes from people who are not familiar with the complexity of 

university cultures. We thought that as anthropologists, we should be 

able to capture and communicate that complexity. 

This ethnography emerged initially from a fourth year seminar course 

in anthropology called Practicing Ethnography, where class members 

learned ethnographic practice by observing their campus. Some of 

those class members remained involved after the course ended and 

became members of the Kroy Collective. The project expanded 

organically with observations and feedback from a number of student 

and faculty members in the York community. It took shape in the year 

before York’s 50th anniversary when some interesting soul-searching 

took place, particularly among older retired faculty members. The 

project was delayed for a number of reasons. Promised funding for 

research assistance and printing the ethnography project from the 50th 

anniversary budget did not materialize. The strike of 2008-9 delayed 

fieldwork and dampened enthusiasm, as informants were uninterested 

in talking positively about the university. Finally, the first author faced 

some health problems that delayed completion of the project, and the 

second author produced a dissertation and a daughter that competed 

for her time. 

An ethnography is a written description and analysis of a community 

in a particular time and place, as observed by one or more 

ethnographers, with a goal of communicating about that community 
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to others. Ideally an ethnography is based on long term engagement 

with the community in question. The first hand experiences and 

observations of ethnographers, often in the form of fieldnotes, are 

augmented by additional contextual materials. Contextual material 

included campus newspapers, particularly Excalibur, York’s student 

newspaper since 1966. 

Unlike most ethnographies, there was not much comparative material 

available. While there are many ethnographies of institutions such as 

hospitals, clinics, retirement homes, and even public schools (cf. Yon 

2003), there have been few ethnographies of universities. Exceptions 

include Becker’s et al. 1968 study of University of Kansas, Moffatt’s 

1989 study of Rutgers University, and Nathan’s My Freshman Year 

(2006). 

To our knowledge, this is the first ethnography of a Canadian 

university. It is not the definitive ethnography of York; it is simply the 

first of a possible set of ethnographies of York University. More 

ethnographies need to be written from other entry points—hockey or 

chemistry, Glendon or international business. Ethnographies are 

always partial, always selective, and they carry the biases of their 

observers with them. 

Since this ethnography is written in English and printed at York, it will 

no doubt be read by York faculty and students. That is a terrifying 

thought, not for ethical reasons but because there will be 

disagreements with interpretation and coverage. Knowing that 

ethnographies are always partial does not help when people express 

disappointment that Schulich School of Business or Osgoode Law 

School or the football team is not adequately covered. Ethnographic 

research presents other dangers; there is risk to exposing the foibles of 

campus culture; in particular, stories about campus high-jinks may 

feed into images of the excesses and frivolity of university life. But 

campus culture provides one additional lens into the workings of the 

university, a glimpse into an enterprise that is about more than 

knowledge production as a means to an end, to a job. 

Trying the Way might be considered an institutional ethnography—the 
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ethnography of a specific institution, rather than Institutional 

Ethnography as a specific sociological method developed by Dorothy 

Smith (2005) which includes how documents and people’s activities, 

including relations of ruling are co-ordinated in everyday life. 

Generally ethnographies are not based on survey data, although a 

recent study of Rutgers University library based on surveys calls itself 

an ethnographic project (White 2009). This ethnography is more 

qualitative than quantitative, more exploratory than systematic. Future 

ethnographies may choose to change this and work more directly with 

survey data and statistics. The questions we posed changed over time, 

just as York constantly changes. For example, the changes in the 

structure of both Vari Hall, with the addition of the information kiosk, 

and Scott Library, with the rearrangement of study space, occurred 

mid-writing.  

Ethnographers usually travel to another place, leaving home to 

encounter and make sense of different ways of life. We used the term 

kroy to reinforce the difference between being at York and making 

ethnographic observations of kroy. As Miner found for the Nacirema 

(1965), spelling American backwards helped to make the familiar 

strange enough to begin to observe from a fresh perspective. Students, 

staff, faculty and members of the York community had to turn home 

into other in order to see some of the situations that we do not usually 

attend to at York and to recognize patterns that provide clues to 

meaning. This shift in perspective is a necessary part of doing 

ethnographic research at home. 

How was the ethnography carried out? Here we provide details about 

authorship, ethics and methods. 

Authorship: Penny Van Esterik conceived of the project, developed a 

course, Practicing Ethnography, to test out the idea, and did much of 

the initial writing. When the 50th anniversary committee agreed to 

fund a GA, Laurie Baker came on board and remained long after the 

funding ran out, writing, reviewing, editing and overseeing the 

technical side of document production. We use a plural voice 

throughout, except when we add our initials to footnotes to indicate 

our personal experiences. 
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The Kroy Collective is a group of students who contributed 

substantially to the research and came to workshops/meetings to 

brainstorm about the ethnography. The collective members acted as a 

focus group, bringing observations and questions to workshop-like 

settings, and exchanging information. Some members provided 

written reflections about an event; others critiqued outlines and early 

drafts of written pieces. Collective members attended open meetings 

on campus life, planning exercises, and political protests. Some came 

only for a short time; some stayed to the bitter end. RAY (Research at 

York) funded Jeff Cook and Monica Silva to do more extensive 

research in the summers. Some collective members moved away from 

York and were able to provide an insider–outsider perspective. Other 

outsiders like Richard O’Connor from the University of the South, 

Tennessee, brought a comparative perspective to the collective 

because he was engaged in a similar project at his university; his visits 

to York were valuable because of the contrasts he noted between the 

small, more than a century old liberal arts college where he teaches in 

rural Tennessee and the huge, relatively young multicultural York. 

Ethics: Ethics approval was obtained in several stages. First, the whole 

project was reviewed and approved, including an informed consent 

form. At several stages in the fieldwork, additional clarification or 

ethics approval was sought for a specific piece (e.g. for a short survey 

on graduation, or for use of photographs). Separate approval was 

obtained for research conducted as part of classes. Several classes 

participated to the ethnographic work, including Practicing 

Ethnography, Science as Practice and Culture, Nutritional 

Anthropology, Public Anthropology and the Anthropology of Space 

and Place. Students whose research work we wanted to quote were 

given an additional permissions form where they chose whether they 

wanted to be cited using their real names or a pseudonym. In some 

cases, group work by students made it difficult to attribute an idea to a 

single named student. In these cases, the citation refers to the 

collective work done in classes. Student research papers in the course, 

Practicing Ethnography informed the initial organization of the 

ethnography. When all else failed, we each carried a letter from the 

former Dean of Arts, Robert Drummond, attesting to the legitimacy 
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of our activities if questioned by community members. (For example, 

when a faculty member or a fourth year student turned up at a 

freshman orientation event.)  

Training in anthropology does not always prepare us for the messiness 

of the field. This often concerned ethical dilemmas common to 

ethnographic fieldwork. The informed consent form indicated that all 

informants would be anonymous and given a pseudonym. This was a 

problem when staff and students wanted their real names used and 

wanted their opinions to be “on the record”. Others specified what we 

could and could not use or quote. We decided not to use anything that 

we felt could harm an individual or group. We are aware that this 

intention to do no harm is impossible to guarantee. 

Methods: Ethnographic methods began with an open-ended 

immersion in the daily life of the institution, involving continuous 

reflexive participant observation of what was going on around us. 

Geertz (1998) and others call this method of immersing oneself in on 

going activities at an informal level, deep hanging out. It was a source 

of insight into the university and a way to generate new questions. We 

also carried out key informant interviewing of student leaders, and 

staff, many of whom used to be York students.  

We conducted archival research in York’s library collection and Carole 

Carpenter’s collection, Yorklore, in addition to secondary literature 

review. Because of the 50th anniversary, there were many written 

collections and oral recollections from York members and 

departments, including the music department, geography department 

and York retirees. Excalibur acted as a regular archival source1 

reflecting student concerns on campus and reactions to campus 

events. Margaret Crichlow Rodman donated her fieldnotes from her 

research on Vari Hall conducted with her students in the 

Anthropology of Space and Place.  

Some extensive thesis research projects were referenced in the 

                                                        
1 Due to difficulties accessing online archives, dates rather than authors 
are provided for news reported in Excalibur. 
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ethnography; for example, the ethnography of the library by Amanda 

Wakaruk (2009) could stand alone, as well as the thesis research on 

Vari Hall by Clare O’Connor (2009). Some life stories were pressed 

upon us, and we used their insights where we could. Collective 

members did on the spot interviewing during scheduled and 

unscheduled events. The direct quotes used in the text are from 

interviews or written submissions from students and Kroy Collective 

members. Event analysis during graduation, multicultural week, strikes 

and protests included participant observation, focus groups, textual 

analysis of reports following the events, and photography. Where 

appropriate, we carried out small surveys; for example, during 

graduation ceremonies or to understand the academic paper-writing 

process. 

A 24 hour observation and photographic scan of Vari Hall was 

accomplished in segments, with two collective members observing and 

photographing the space throughout the night. From the beginning of 

the project, images and photographs were considered an integral part 

of the ethnographic description. Beginning with the framing cover 

images, we selected photographs to illustrate ethnographic 

descriptions, as an aide-memoire rather than an independent research 

tool such as photo-elicitation. Photographs were taken by collective 

members, with particular assistance from Kaila Simoneau whose 

interest and expertise in visual anthropology was invaluable.  

We made use of York statistics where appropriate, but although we 

began the work of designing a survey instrument with the Office of 

Institutional Research and Analysis at York, we decided not to use 

survey methodology since there are other sources of official and 

unofficial statistical information available to the public, most notably, 

the publications of ISR (Institute for Social Research). Future 

ethnographies may want to make more use of this material. However, 

we do not consider that the numbers reveal any more about York 

culture than the stories. In short, we brought to this informal multi-

sited ethnography the curiosity of anthropologists, informed by 

theoretical work in the discipline.  

Certain conceptual tools guided the theoretical underpinnings of the 



Trying the Way: Ethnographic Glimpses of York University 

7 

ethnography. The idea of positionality in this ethnography is both 

personal and collective, as we formed collective opinions on what 

York was about and shared our experiences. Below we explain 

individually where we position ourselves in relation to the university. 

Penny Van Esterik: I have had a long association with York 

University. My father, a retired high school chemistry teacher, helped 

set up the natural science experiments at Glendon and later at York in 

the early 60s. I used to do my highschool homework at the back of the 

science labs at Glendon. John and I were married at Trinity College, 

University of Toronto and had our reception in York Hall at Glendon. 

In 1984 I joined the Anthropology department at York, and 

progressed through the ranks. I have studied or taught at many other 

universities, including the University of Toronto, University of Illinois, 

University of Notre Dame, and Cornell University. Illinois and Cornell 

were both part of the land grant college systems in the United States. 

As a CUSO volunteer, I taught at Thammasat and Silpakorn 

Universities in Bangkok, Thailand. My later research and academic 

linkages have taken me to the National University of Laos, LPDR, as 

well as sabbatical visits to Berkeley, Arizona State, University of the 

South, University of Hawaii at Hilo and Kyoto University. I cannot 

help but compare York to the other institutions I have been associated 

with, although I have rarely made the comparisons explicit (except, for 

example, Van Esterik 2004, 2006). 

Laurie Baker: I started visiting York long before I was ever a student. 

My first visit to York, after attending my mother’s convocation in-

utero, was as a child. A close and lucid memory is the cavernous hall 

leading to Scott Library. The musty smell of the books and the sheer 

expansive space of the library still resonates with me each time I enter 

Scott. Jump ahead more than fifteen years and I began an 

undergraduate honours degree in anthropology at York. Finished in 

three years, I left to work and travel before going to the University of 

Western Ontario to complete a Masters in anthropology. After 

completing that degree and taking some time off, I came back to York 

to pursue a PhD in anthropology. Life has intervened throughout my 

PhD, as one would expect it to. Now married, with a two-year-old 
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daughter and another on the way, this book has been a fixture 

throughout my degree. My daughter has made many trips to York with 

me, attending Lee Wiggins Childcare Centre for nearly a year. My 

involvement with York has been a long-standing family affair. I have 

also been a teaching assistant during my tenure as a PhD student and 

have now seen students I taught in their first year enter the Master’s 

Program. It is from this perspective, having been a student, graduate 

student and teaching assistant that I have contributed to this 

ethnography.  

The starting point for this ethnography is the second floor of Vari 

Hall, the home of the department of anthropology. The Arts bias is 

justified by the fact that the Faculty of Liberal Arts and Professional 

Studies (LAPS) is a faculty that is bigger than many universities in 

Canada. The ethnography is not authorized or approved by the 

University or the department of anthropology although it began in the 

anthropology department. Individual faculty members supported us, 

but many faculty and graduate students in anthropology would likely 

challenge our ethnographic authority; others would challenge the 

authority of ethnography itself in contemporary anthropology. Others 

questioned our sanity in attempting to write an ethnography of York, 

seeing it as a waste of time or downright dangerous. Nevertheless, 

many of the observations and questions began in the departmental 

halls and offices. From this base, we moved into many but not all 

possible niches at York, revealing some, concealing others for 

personal, ethical or academic reasons.  

Ethnographic work constantly blurred boundaries between doing 

fieldwork at York and leading our academic and much of our social 

lives at York. The distinction between self as professional researcher 

and personal self could only be maintained by applying artificial 

criteria; when we were carrying our kroy notebooks, we were 

conscious of being anthropologists in the field; without them, we were 

just working—teaching, studying, and doing related university duties. 

We were all involved in the everyday routines of teaching and studying 

at York, as well as embedded in ethnographic observations. Thus the 

boundaries between everyday life and fieldwork were blurred and 
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overlapping, as they often are in ethnographic encounters. 

Fieldwork began officially when we received ethics clearance and 

started taking notes. But we could never erase what came before—

strikes, student encounters, classes, faculty meetings. Fieldwork at 

home never really starts or ends; hall conversations, unexpected 

events, new articles in Excalibur provided opportunities for correcting 

mistakes and clarifying positions. 

We found ourselves attracted to the staging of events at York. 

Complexity was easiest to observe when others framed the event for 

us, as in graduation ceremonies or Multicultural Week events. Planning 

meetings for the 50th anniversary provided an opportunity to pitch the 

idea of a York ethnography to administrators with little familiarity with 

the genre. Their questions and suggestions were very useful for 

framing the work. 

Ethnographies are never value neutral and have the potential to do 

damage to reputations and representations. Ethnographers expose the 

intimacies of everyday life, but they also try to give a sympathetic 

reading to that life. Even a sympathetic reading of York exposes what 

was never meant to be seen in public, what should stay in the house. 

Michael Herzfeld refers to this as cultural intimacy (1997). 

Structure: We could have looked at York from many different 

perspectives—by faculty or department, by season, through the 

academic career from orientation to graduation, or through residence 

life. The structure emerged slowly as observations accumulated, with 

the initial distinction between academic culture and campus culture 

among the first to emerge.  

The book is divided into four parts; each part opens with photographs 

that illustrate the textual argument along with a description of an event 

like graduation or a situation such as a protest, described from 

multiple participatory perspectives whenever possible. 

Part One provides an overview of the ecology of York, locating the 

institution in time and space and showing how community develops in 
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the niches and watering holes around the landscape of York. Part Two 

places more emphasis on the intellectual work of the university, and 

the formal sanctioned structures that facilitate knowledge production 

in places like classrooms, laboratories, studios and libraries. It tries to 

uncover some of the meaning of intellectual work from a student 

perspective. Part Three places this intellectual work in the broader 

context of student lives, acknowledging the more bodily based 

experiences that permeate the hallowed halls of learning where 

stomachs growl and eyes connect across seminar tables. Here the 

themes of minds and bodies at play and at work intertwine. Part Four 

returns to the ecology frame, stressing how York relates to wider 

communities, near and far. The networks and interconnections 

drawing York outward make explicit how cosmopolitan values 

emerging from classrooms often take students into social action. The 

four parts are all interconnected; they are separated for purposes of 

analysis in order to look for patterns and meanings that reveal 

something of York culture. 

As the ethnography took shape it became clear that the organization 

built on and blurred some interesting and relevant binaries—body and 

mind, inside and outside, for example. We often found ourselves 

locked into inappropriate body-mind dualism, when in fact minds and 

bodies are drawn into all practices. Consider the contrast between the 

intellectual work of the university stressed in part two, and the more 

bodily based student experiences on campus discussed in part three, 

more related to play than intellectual work. Work and play, minds and 

bodies are integrated within the everyday experiences of life at York. 

An additional contrast in parts one and four echoes the town and 

gown distinction that exists in many American college towns. At York, 

being engaged inside the university often means being engaged outside 

York as well. 

The theoretical tension around binaries reflects a number of other 

unspoken tensions about York—tensions between the radical 

progressive potential inherent in much of the cutting edge research 

and action of faculty and students on social justice issues, and the 

administration’s efforts to administer a campus that has grown too 
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large, too complex, too difficult to control. Our tensions between the 

desire to participate in the celebratory moment of York’s fiftieth 

anniversary, and showcase what is unique about York, the successes 

that are missed by its many critics, and even its authorized histories, 

and the critical reflection that sees only what needs to be changed in 

order for York to reach its full potential. All this overlaid by the 

tensions created by financial constraints that speed up the 

corporatization of the university, pushing the university in dangerous 

directions, and the bodily suffering of those waiting in long lines for 

buses on cold days. 

From the perspective of these varied tensions, this ethnographic 

snapshot of York may seem too superficial, too ready to take what is 

seen and heard at face value. While we did want to present a more 

sympathetic view of York, we struggled with the cynicism of the glass 

half empty vs. the idealism of the glass half full, and tilted towards the 

potential of the half full glass. Perhaps critical scholars at York are not 

good at celebrating what is good about the school. For example, the 

many accounts of the chilly climate for women at York downplay how 

comfortably ahead of other schools York has always been on gender 

issues. And anti-racist rhetoric at protest rallies sometimes neglects to 

recognize the efforts York has made over the last decades, and 

continues to make towards eliminating racism. We hope that this 

ethnographic glimpse into York will contribute to the ongoing work of 

understanding York culture and reclaiming the public image and 

personality of the university. 
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...kernels to think on...
York’s 50th Birthday, Vari Hall

...eye of the storm...
Meditation sit-in, Vari Hall
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...bearing it all...
Underwear run for SickKids, Vari Hall

...trashing York...
The Garbage Project, Vari Hall
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...frosh week...

York University, Keele Campus
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Event 1: A Day in the Life of Vari Hall 

The sun comes up over the gas storage tanks on Keele Street. Its rays 

reflect off the glass and wood walls of Vari Hall. Sounds echo off the 

walls, as students with backpacks begin to criss-cross the open space, 

most moving from the outside of the building to the space joining 

Vari Hall and the Ross Building. 

7:00 a.m.  

Around this time, students and staff begin delivering clear bags of 

mixed garbage from different locations on campus and dumping them 

out in a barricaded space. The organizer of the event, a graduate 

student from the Faculty of Environmental Studies explains that the 

worst part about garbage at York is that it is all hidden–out of sight, 

out of mind. The purpose of his installation piece and performance art 

was to bring the garbage more fully into our view. He explains, “Our 

garbage is part of us; we created it and we hide it away.” Students walk 

past the installation, “grossed out” by the sight of what they discard 

every day. Some students ask him what it is and why he is doing this. 

Other students do not want to see their trash. Many do not get the 

point or the importance of the point being made. A mature student 

walks past and mumbles, “The young just don’t get it.” 

Many of the student observations concern food. 

Most of my garbage is food; most of my food is 
garbage. 

We need to eat less packaged and processed foods 
so that we can compost everything. 

There needs to be better composting facilities on 
campus; the composters are too hidden; they should 
be bright green with big signs; who takes care of 
them? 

Observers were disgusted by the food waste in the garbage pile. One 
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of the volunteers who cleans up the garbage at the end of the day is 

shocked by how much food was thrown out, including uneaten 

oranges and full bottles of water. Passing students grumble that they 

already know the effects of their waste and the environmentally sound 

options for reducing waste, but they struggle between convenient 

choices and environmentally conscious decisions. Others complain 

that they were being targeted and judged for their poor practices. After 

several hours of conversation with passing students and faculty, the 

volunteers re-bag and sort the garbage to the appropriate containers. 

Next to the inner wall of Vari Hall, another student demonstrates 

worm composting in a box on a table. Students comment as they 

looked at the worms: 

Why would I use a worm composter rather than the 
city’s green garbage collection?  

Great use of space—draws on the activist roots, the 
nature of York University. 

There’s always something going on in Vari. Can’t I 
just go to class? 

A nearby security guard says, “It is good to see Vari Hall used for a 

non-confrontational purpose. Vari Hall is a negative space, used for 

negative purposes. This is a nice change.” 

11:00 a.m. 

A group of Pakistani students sets up a booth and paints henna 

designs on students’ hands, most not from Pakistan. 

12:00 noon 

Living out Loud, a student group based out of McMaster University, 

offers free spiritual readings for students and hopes to become a 

registered club at York. Advertised as the new “supernatural signs and 

wonders club on campus,” its booths in Vari Hall attract long lines 

stretching from the middle of the hall to the Ross Building. The 



Trying the Way: Ethnographic Glimpses of York University 

19 

students wait patiently for their spiritual readings to be done in private 

booths. A spokesperson assures students that despite most readings 

being done through the devil, these ones are done through Jesus. Two 

faculty members, each showing visible signs of disease (tremors and a 

bald head), are approached by group members who ask permission to 

pray over them. Their offers are respectfully declined. 

Close by, costumed marketers promote Booster Juice. 

1:00 p.m. 

Members of Vanier College Productions (VCP) quietly line the upper 

balconies of Vari Hall and sing an invitation to their upcoming 

performance. 

2:00 p.m.2 

Nine students spread blankets and pillows in the middle of Vari Hall. 

They sit quietly in meditative poses, eyes closed, hands resting lightly 

on their knees. Students pass the group, rushing to classes. Some stop 

and sit with the students for a few minutes; some ask what they are 

protesting, and why. After half an hour, an outsider spontaneously 

joins the group and initiates a children’s game of duck, duck, goose to 

disrupt the meditators. The interruption is tolerated by the meditators 

who eventually join in the game. As the game winds down, the 

meditators explain to the outsider what they are doing and why. An 

observer acknowledges the skill of the student meditator who “turned 

things around” and made the game player understand what was going 

on. “We wanted to see how things played out,” the meditating 

students explained. 

At the other end of the hall, a group of students from the Tamil 

Students’ Association hold a protest. A student sanctuary meditator 

explains: 

                                                        
2 The student sanctuary sittings were first described and analyzed by 
Robert Ferguson in a course paper entitled “Campus Friction” (2009), 
augmented by additional observations and interviews by collective 
members.  
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It was actually the first or second time that we did 
student sanctuary and the Tamil Student’s 
Association, I think it was, was also having a protest 
of the angry, shouting type and I think people have 
the right to . . . voice their opinions about injustices 
in the world, but I don’t know if angry shouting is 
the way to go about it necessarily. There is definitely 
injustice in the world and definitely things should be 
done about it and it’s so important to take action but 
this is kind of an alternative way to think about how 
people react. So basically, we came to meditate and 
we had no idea that that event was going to be 
happening at the same time [as] the Tamil Student’s 
Association protest, and we’re sitting here in the 
middle of Vari Hall and there’s youth cheerleaders 
on one side of Vari Hall and these people shouting 
through speakerphones on the other side and we’re 
just kind of like the eye of the storm sitting there 
meditating in the middle of all the noise. (Ferguson 
2009:13) 

In spite of their meditative calmness, one member of the sanctuary 

describes the event as a highly social experience being in the middle of 

all the action: 

A couple times when we were going to set up, 
another member from the club was like “are you 
sure? Right in the middle? Maybe we should do it off 
to the side where we won’t be in people’s way” and I 
said “no, people walk through here everyday 
apathetically, we need to get in their way, we need to 
make them stop and question and we’re not trying to 
be hostile, rude or in people’s faces. That’s why we 
are just sitting quietly meditating yet making such a 
big impact at the same time . . . We did call [the 
event] Student Sanctuary, not that other members of 
the student community couldn’t join us but it tends 
to be students who are willing to come and sit down 
to hang with us. I have yet to see a professor or a 
staff-member from the university start painting with 
us. Sometimes they walk by and yeah . . . I’ve never 
seen a prof come and take their shoes off and sit 
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with us, so it is pretty much directed towards the 
students. Yeah, because the students were the ones, I 
felt, were most affected by the protest since it was 
something at the student level. (Ferguson 2009:16)  

In one corner, several students skillfully kick a beanbag around in a 

circle. The hacky sack game attracts an appreciative audience. The light 

on the underside of the stairs is particularly good for reading. Serious 

students spread out their work in these cozy corners. 

3:00 p.m. 

Students participate in a recycling contest to see how fast and 

accurately they can sort 40 items from a bag into the correct garbage 

and recycling bins. Many students mistakenly place aluminum foil in 

with bottles and cans; many also do not know that batteries can be 

recycled at drop-off points around campus. 

4:00 p.m. 

A Baroque Orchestra plays in Vari Hall.3 Students stand around 

listening or sit on the floor.  

Voting for student government proceeds near the windows at 
the edge of the hall. 

Throughout the day, students walk through the hall with cups of 

coffee in their hands, cell phones to their ears, or they have their eyes 

down, texting, walking into people, ignoring the action in the rotunda. 

Some walk around the outside of the rotunda to avoid booths and 

activities in the inner circle.  

4:30 p.m. 

It’s York’s birthday! York celebrates its 51st birthday on March 26, 

2010. Members of the York Federation of Students (YFS) are handing 

                                                        
3 I wonder if this is the administration’s attempt to re-inscribe the space 
with “appropriate” use, with sounds that are not classed as “disruptive.” 
(LB) 
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out popcorn, as the students pass through the hall between classes. 

Students ignore the displays on the history of York, but by 4:30 p.m., 

the line for popcorn grows dramatically, filling the centre of the hall.  

5:00 p.m. 

Gathered around a boom box in the corner, the Unity dance group 

practices for a break dancing competition at local high schools. The 

group brings messages of non-violence and anti-gang strategies 

through competitive dance contests. Meanwhile, another group of 

students have organized an awareness campaign at the other end of 

the hall to “End Violence Against Aboriginal Women!” 

10:30 p.m.  

Five students unpack and plug in their electric guitars. Backs against 

the wooden walls, they begin playing together. 

11:00 p.m. 

“Hey, there are guys in their underwear down there!” Collective 

members, notebooks and cameras in hand, descend into Vari Hall 

where a number of students dressed in their underwear prepare to run 

through the university. Modelled after a similar run at UCLA 

(University of California, Los Angeles), the students want to create a 

comparable event to support a local Toronto charity. The event is 

advertised on Facebook. Friends and friends of friends come out to 

support the event. With ribbons and banners trailing, the participants 

begin the trek through the Ross Building to raise money from student 

donations. 

12:00 midnight 

A late night drum circle assembles and begins to play in the almost 

empty hall. 

3:00 a.m. 

By this time, Vari Hall is finally quiet. An eerie light from the 
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fluorescent security lights shines down on the cleaners who come 

through to sweep the floors. 

The Ecology of York 

What does this scan of events in Vari Hall say about York? The time 

scan of Vari Hall barely captures the range of activities that take place 

over 24 hours in this space, and every day is different. What else 

happens in the hall? Events like: student recruitment, donor courting, 

protests, and performance art. The space is hard to control and 

discipline and different vantage points hint at different truths. Look up 

and you will see banners hanging from the balconies to advertise, 

celebrate and protest the events of the day. 

Composed of brick, maple, mahogany, glass and limestone, Vari Hall 

is one of the most aesthetically pleasing places in the university. 

Named after its donors George and Helen Vari, Vari Hall was built 

around the same time as the Student Centre and York Lanes, and it 

opened in 1992. Vari Hall served as a “facelift” for the Ross building 

and a door to the university.4  

Vari Hall is but one of the places where the culture of York is created 

and performed, day in and day out, throughout the school year. As a 

visible and productive place of cultural creation, Vari Hall is a natural 

place to meet people and exchange ideas. York University reinvents 

itself every year, just as Vari Hall reinvents itself every day. It is the 

place where York University talks to itself and about itself to others. 

Every new incoming class sees Vari Hall through fresh eyes. High 

school tours find particular pleasure in Vari, as several high school 

students explained on a tour of the university, “Vari is what we 

expected to see in a university.” They shout up to hear their voices 

return as echoes, unconcerned about whether anyone is listening. 

Vari Hall contains classrooms where professors control the flow of 

conversation and the rotunda where students control the conversation. 

                                                        
4 George fled Hungary following the Hungarian revolution in 1956 and 
made his fortune in construction.  
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Student groups may use the rotunda for sanctioned activities by 

applying for a Temporary Use of University Space permit (TUUS) for 

events such as tabling. After briefly withdrawing this right in 2003, the 

university returned the right to students in 2006, suggesting that more 

tabling by student groups might encourage the civil exchange of ideas. 

Student clubs try to respond quickly to crises, such as fundraising for 

Haitian earthquake relief, tabling information and requesting 

donations. The TUUS process responds to tabling requests from 

students around ten days before the planned event. 

Students and other individuals can get swept up in the action in the 

rotunda as they walk through the space. Marketers and meditators are 

in the same space at the same time. Politically and ideologically odd 

juxtapositions jostle up against one another, usually creating not 

conflicts, but opportunities for intercultural connections. 

Students seem more comfortable in Vari Hall than faculty or 

administrators who move quickly through the space lest they get 

buttonholed as they pass through.5 Activities are ephemeral. Students 

move in and out of Vari on their way to classes. Clubs set up and 

dismantle tables throughout the day. Even protests have no great 

staying power, since classes begin and end and students become 

preoccupied with assignments and exams. The 24 hour sweep of Vari 

shows a constantly shifting scene. Even photographs catch only a few 

moments of a rapidly changing landscape. Above Vari, a video camera 

keeps a constant watch over a space under permanent surveillance.6 

                                                        
5 I recall sauntering through Vari Hall one day, thinking about how to 
approach the dean about my medical leave, when I physically bumped 
into him. I explained my situation to him at that moment and received an 
informal email from him within the hour that referred to our chance 
meeting. Consequently, I was able to bypass many formal steps needed to 
explain what was easily and casually explained in person. (PVE) 
6 In 2006, an art installation was created by taping a large red X onto the 
floor beneath the surveillance camera in Vari Hall and included 
instructions to “look up.” 
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Paths, Niches and Boundaries 

Ecology is the study of the social and physical habitats where living 

beings endeavour to live well together (cf. Code 2006:25). Ecology 

encompasses humans, other life forms and their natural and physical 

environments.7 Why use the concept of ecology as a way to introduce 

York? Ecology draws attention to and raises questions about the 

relation between people and their environments; it engages ideas about 

habitats, habitus, and co-habitability. It examines how a population 

shapes and is shaped by its surroundings, emphasizing the economies 

and efficiencies of resource use. However, emphasis on the economic 

benefits of difference and biodiversity can easily depoliticize 

differences and hollowly echo the university’s pride in a community 

that, for the most part, “lives well together.” Clearly, the ecology of 

York reveals tensions and complexities that need to be unpacked in 

future ethnographies. For example, Glendon, Schulich School of 

Business and Osgoode Hall Law School could all be the subject of 

stand-alone ethnographies within the broader York campus. In Part 

One, the ecology of York will be examined from the inside, while in 

Part Four, the ecology will be focused on the broader community 

outside York’s boundaries, ecology looking out. 

Ecology involves analyzing corridors and paths that allow different 

populations to mix in common spaces, at common water holes. Vari 

Hall acts as one such water hole, a natural meeting place at one of the 

major crossroads on campus. Some come to the water hole to 

connect; others briskly walk by to avoid being caught at the water 

hole. Similar common spaces include Scott Library, York Lanes and 

Tait McKenzie Centre. Unfortunately, the corridors and paths 

connecting various campus niches do not lead to enough common 

spaces where people can meet and create new possibilities. York 

                                                        
7 We leave the task to other ethnographers to examine other aspects of 
the natural environment, such as the native plant garden developed by the 
Faculty of Environmental Studies and the Canada geese that swarm the 
campus. Generally, student engagement with non-human life is fleeting on 
campus. Students share the York environment with plants and animals, 
such as squirrels, deer, hares, groundhogs, muskrats, raccoons and foxes. 
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University needs more water holes. 

The ecology of York University includes its boundaries, its niches, its 

private places and its public spaces. From a resource perspective, York 

is constantly described as resource poor but abundant in social capital. 

That makes people at York the quintessential bricoleurs, individuals 

who have to do more with less. As the population of York expanded 

from the originally planned 15,000 students, the institution had to 

adapt to the new population environment, destroying other kinds of 

environments, such as woodlots and wetlands, in the process (cf. 

Herridge 2013), while creating new ones.  

York has added a considerable amount of public art to the campus 

environment. Le Roy’s rainbow piece sits in a reflecting pool on the 

south side of the Scott library, where students can view it through the 

windows as they go up and down the escalators. Jocelyne Alloucherie’s 

sculpture, “Noire, Solaire, Basse” was created specifically for the space 

between Vari Hall and the Behavioural Science Building. Students 

misuse it by sitting on the concrete and granite slabs, dropping 

cigarette butts into the crushed limestone base. Students appreciate 

some of the sculptures: “I like the orange thing in front of NHES, but 

I don’t know what it means”, explained one student standing in front 

of Mark Di Suvero’s “Sticky Wicket”, constructed at York in 1978 

from industrial materials. It is easy to miss George Rickey’s “Four 

Squares in a Square” on the terrace of the second level of the Ross 

Building.  This piece of kinetic art captures the changing weather—

winds add unpredictability to the movement of the piece, while the 

panels reflect changing cloud patterns.8 

How can we consider the sustainability of the campus as an institution 

over time or understand the ecology of a place that is gradually 

changing its physical appearance and annually reinventing itself, as it 

shapes and is shaped by each new generation of students? There is a 

                                                        
8 Thanks to Allyson Adley, Collection/Education assistant at the Art 
Gallery of York University for taking me on a sculpture tour of campus. 
(PVE) See also the booklet, York University Sculpture Collection available at 
the Art Gallery. 
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critical and enduring tension between the permanent people—the staff 

and faculty—and the temporary cohort of students who study at York. 

Some students stay only a year, but many spread their studies over a 

decade or more.9  

York’s Student Housing Services sees this transformation in its most 

elemental form when staff clean and remove the traces of one set of 

residence students over the summer in preparation for a new cycle of 

students. Using posters and other personal items, residence students 

work hard to inscribe themselves onto their accommodations. Staff 

and managers work equally hard to erase traces of these inscriptions. 

Housing services recently collaborated with waste management to 

recycle unwanted items such as books, clothes, electronics and 

household objects that residence students had used to create their new 

home at York. 

From outside York, and even when inside, it is hard to locate all the 

paths and niches that make up York. A community of over 60,000 

people is not built on face-to-face personal relations but rather on the 

relation between habitats and niches, with complex paths leading into 

these niches. With thousands of personal and structured niches on 

                                                        
9 In some ways, each incoming class is like an age set, a group of people 
close in age who experience similar events, such as initiation, and identify 
themselves as members of a group throughout their life. These social 
groupings were common in pastoral societies. In the university context, 
the class of 1968 might have shared a group identity, but the class of 2009 
is unlikely to share one.  

In some parts of the world—for example, Thailand—a graduating class 
acts as a corporate group sharing an identity and undertaking joint actions. 
Orientation at York attempts to develop some form of identity with the 
university, but, at best, only succeeds at creating identification with a 
college. Since participation in orientation activities is voluntary, it is 
difficult to create group identity, and, in particular, commuter students 
may identify more with their future major than with their college. Even 
events like graduation do not draw students together in age sets because 
not all students graduate at the same time. At York’s graduation ceremony 
in 2009, a student mentioned that she had not seen the person standing 
ahead of her in line since orientation.  
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campus, only a few will be mentioned here.10  

Not all the niches and paths are created by the university 

administration. York is full of examples of ongoing re-appropriation 

of space, with Vari Hall being the prime example. Walking across the 

campus, some inhabitants choose to follow and create the vernacular 

paths that criss-cross the lawns rather than the cement paths laid out 

to facilitate foot traffic.11 These everyday practices of lived space 

include the intertwined paths and niches that make up the university. 

These paths probably lead to the most habitable places at York. These 

may include home departments, college residences, squash courts, 

dance studios or the theatres. Some students may feel at home in the 

Hillel office or Excalibur office. Other students may gravitate to the 

consumerism of York Lanes or the quiet of the library. Memories 

formed at York tie students to particular places on campus (cf. de 

Certeau 1984:108). 

Boundaries: The Past Beneath 

The past is an invisible space beneath York University. York’s official 

history honours the Stong family who were United Empire Loyalists 

of German descent from Pennsylvania. For more than 100 years, they 

farmed the land that York was built on. Evidence of their pioneer 

presence exists in the remnants of the woodlots, hedgerows and 

orchards on campus.  

Recently, York community members have also acknowledged the 

aboriginal history of the place that the university now occupies—a 

past nearly erased by the pioneer history. Aboriginal history records 

                                                        
10 Often the most interesting niches are not visible to the ethnographer. 
An ethnography can only explore a limited number of niches. 
11 The vernacular paths are the natural paths made by people avoiding the 
formal cement paths. De Certeau notes the “contradiction between the 
collective mode of administration and the individual mode of re-
appropriation” (1984:96). It would be interesting to examine the 
development of the vernacular and the formal paths at York and the 
relation between the two. 
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that Haudenesonee First Nations peoples were replaced by 

Anishnaabe, long before the Stong family settled on the site. The 

Parson’s site at Keele and Finch, partially excavated and analyzed in 

the 50s, 70s and 90s by different classes of students from University of 

Toronto, tells a different, more complex story of late Iroquoian 

occupation. In the 1400s, well-fortified cosmopolitan villages of 

different peoples including Neutral, St. Lawrence Iroquoian and 

people who were later known as Huron occupied the site (Robertson 

and Williamson 1998, Williamson, Cooper and Robertson 1998). Long 

after the Huron moved out of the area, the site was re-occupied by 

Iroquoian groups, including the Mohawk. By the 1600s, the aboriginal 

history of the landscape was enmeshed in the colonial struggles of the 

French and English, who also brought diseases that decimated many 

communities.12 Later the Anishnaabe replaced the Mohawk. More 

recently, the aboriginal rights to the land reside in the land claims of 

the Mississaugas of the New Credit Valley First Nations, whose lands 

were not fairly ceded by the Toronto Purchase in 1787 (Freeman 

2010).  

The subway being constructed at York may well have demolished all 

potential evidence of contact and pre-contact settlement around Keele 

and Finch. The circle for sacred fire recently built on campus for 

aboriginal students and other students to use symbolically recognizes 

the indigenous past, with connections made to the Anishnaabe, the 

most recent aboriginal occupants of the land. But even that 

connection erases the complex colonial and pre-colonial history of 

earlier occupants of the land. 

In the early 1960s, York University built a sewer shed that violated the 

natural drainage pattern on campus. The area’s rivers all drained 

southward into Lake Ontario. However, the university’s concrete 

                                                        
12 I am grateful to Kathryn Denning who reminded me of the 
complexities and ironies of Huron history, and the ethical questions about 
when to be quiet about the past and who gets to tell stories about the 
past. In my first and second year archeology courses at University of 
Toronto, I sorted and catalogued some of the pottery from Parson’s and 
other Black Creek sites, with little knowledge about the location of these 
sites or the people who made the pottery. (PVE) 
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sewers now drain into Hoover and Black Creeks rather than eastward 

into the Don River watershed. Black Creek’s 15 tributary streams were 

buried and turned into stormwater tunnels that continue to influence 

water flow around campus today. Stong Pond is a stormwater 

retention pond built to prevent flooding, but it is too small to handle 

all the water flowing through campus. The paving over of streams and 

creeks may have contributed to the 2005 flooding on Finch, following 

a hurricane (Sandberg 2009). 

Also out-of-sight but under our feet are tunnels for water, sewage, 

steam and pedestrian use. Most of these tunnels are dangerous places, 

filled with heat, pipes, wires and foul odours. The graffiti-encrusted 

pedestrian tunnels connecting the York buildings are now closed to 

pedestrians, but are still accessed by staff and curious students. Some 

of the graffiti that illustrate this ethnography were accessed from the 

tunnel (with permission).13 

It is ironic that so many histories of York exist when supposedly there 

can be no deep sense of history in an institution that is only 55 years 

old. During the university’s 50th anniversary year, much attention was 

paid to York’s roots, as groups recalled how their personal pasts 

intersected with the institution’s past. There are several official and 

unofficial histories of York, each aiming to “correct the record” from 

the unique perspectives of deans, presidents or university historians 

(Saywell 2008, Ross 1992, Horn 2009). 

At York, there is no feeling of studying in spaces used for hundreds of 

years. The traditional atmosphere of older universities is appealing to 

many. Feeling the continuity with scholars past contributes to 

adopting the self-identity of a scholar-in-waiting. Of course, the Euro-

American university tradition represented by the buildings and 

libraries of Oxford or Harvard or University of Toronto hardly 

connects to the pasts of many York students. With no long 

                                                        
13 Kroy Collective members explored the tunnel system with permission. 
But the “naughty” tunnels are discussed in a zine called Infiltration, in an 
article entitled Tentanda Via: tunnelling at York University by 
Ninjalicious. Please see the following website: http://www.infltra 
tion.org/utility-tentanda.html. 

http://www.infltra/
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institutional history in the Euro-American tradition, York embodies 

no one dominant narrative or model of a university or intellectual 

community. It creates its own traditions from the sum of the faculty–

student networks as they evolve through time, regardless of the 

administration’s attempts to brand the university. 

Universities incorporate a wide range of temporalities, dramatically 

changing the pace of life. These shifts go beyond the annual academic 

cycle marking the beginning and end of terms. The time crunches for 

faculty, staff and students all occur at different points in the cycle, 

contributing to the tensions when rhythms conflict. Faculty usually 

feel most pressure just before and after the term begins and ends, 

while students often recognize the most pressure to be in the middle 

of and just before the term ends.14 Administrators face the most 

pressure around March as the budget year ends. Activists may time 

their protests to intersect with or disrupt both seasonal and academic 

schedules. 

Spatial Boundaries 

Unlike many urban schools, York is completely contained within 

clearly delineated boundaries. York is a city within a city, as students 

and faculty say. In fact, York is larger than at least 50 Ontario towns.15 

And as always, there is the promise of the subway’s imminent arrival at 

York.16 In 2013, four giant earth movers—Holey, Moley, Yorkie and 

Torkie—slowly made their way under campus to various extraction 

shafts, disrupting traffic and creating havoc with road closures. 

When the subway is completed at York, the perception of York’s 

boundaries will no doubt change since the subway penetrates the 

                                                        
14 I recall the pleasure of celebrating Christmas without the pressure of 
grading during my first sabbatical. (PVE) 
15 In 2006, there were 50 towns in Ontario with populations between 
10,000 and 50,000 (www.citypopulation.DE, 2009/05/08). 
16 When I arrived at York in 1984, my department chair assured me the 
subway would probably arrive the following year (PVE). Colleagues hired 
since then were assured of the same thing. At the time of writing, the 
station and tunnels are still under construction. 

http://www.citypopulation.de/
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campus. In November 2013, the Lands for Learning project was 

launched to involve the community in sharing the vision for the mixed 

use developments proposed around the edges of York University. 

Plans for the “edge precinct lands” include housing and commercial 

establishments. The project is requesting input from the York 

community “to ensure they become good neighbours to York.”  

University of Toronto, which melds with the city, is harder to isolate. 

Thus, it is difficult to cut off the campus for strikes or other political 

actions. In contrast, York grounds are clearly bounded by streets and 

gates, with unpatrolled public access. Outsiders regularly come in and 

out to make use of spaces at York. 

The GTA has grown north and west of York. The campus was 

previously considered to be on the outskirts of Toronto, but it is now 

in the middle. The campus is encircled by an external ring-road 

system, with parking lots and open fields on the edge of campus. 

Some see these fields as barriers to integration, isolating York from the 

surrounding community of high-density housing to the south and west 

of campus. Signs around the edges of campus remind visitors that 

although York is a public institution, it is simultaneously private. Signs 

read “Private Property: University Regulations in Effect,” in an effort 

to ensure that the university administration has the right to determine 

who has access to university facilities.  

York’s boundaries include Black Creek Pioneer Village, which is 

located on the northwest edge of campus. Opened in 1960 and owned 

by the Metropolitan Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, 

Black Creek Pioneer Village reproduces a 19th century Ontario village 

and is based around the original Stong homestead. With 40 restored 

heritage homes, shops and buildings, the site celebrates early settlers 

and pioneers by recreating an Ontario village from the 1860s. Close 

by, new immigrant families cluster around high-density low-income 

public housing units farther along the southwest border of campus. 

Among the poorest and underserviced households in the city, 

inhabitants of the Jane-Finch area face problems that make it difficult 

for many to make use of the university’s resources. Urban planners 

suggested changing the name of the area to University Heights, but 
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this idea did not sit well with community activists.17 

Commercial industrial usage of the land to the far east of York 

includes petroleum storage tanks that send up fumes that float over 

the campus on hot, humid days. Near the flagpole on the east side of 

campus is the Lorna R. Marsden Honour Court & Welcome Centre 

commemorating York’s major benefactors. 

At the south border, a new cluster of dense housing—The Village at 

York University—has been developed on land sold by the university’s 

development consortium whose mandate is to generate revenue for 

the university. The more than 800 Tribute homes are relatively 

expensive; most are over $500,000. According to original sales 

materials, homeowners would have free access to York’s gyms, fitness 

centre, pool, tennis courts, theatres and libraries. Residents are acutely 

aware that house prices east of the creek that runs through York are 

higher than those west of the creek. 

The northern border coincides with the northern border of the city of 

Toronto. Here, the rapidly disappearing farmland is being replaced by 

small industry and big box stores that mark the edge of the city of 

Vaughan, York Region. 

New buildings at York such as Accolade East and West have created a 

more contained campus quadrant, surrounded by the enclosed 

walkways encircling Vari Hall that make travelling between buildings 

more pleasant in cold winters and hot summers. Harry W. Arthurs 

Commons, better known as the University Commons, is a 10 acre 

open space in front of Vari Hall that features a pool, fountain and 

piazza and provides a comfortable place to relax in good weather. 

                                                        
17 In The Way Must be Tried, a film prepared for the 50th anniversary of the 
university, residents of the Jane-Finch area discussed their relations with 
the university. The residents are not given access to university facilities as 
promised to homebuyers in The Village at York.  
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Crossing Boundaries 

Given its position on the suburban edges of Toronto, York was always 

envisioned as, and still is, a commuter campus, more so than other 

Ontario universities. There are countless stories of commuting to 

York by bus. A three-hour-a-day commute from Mississauga is 

normal. Students who described their commute noted that it is easier 

to sleep or study on the GO buses than the TTC buses. Faculty 

members admit to doing class preparation on long bus rides to 

campus. 

Both faculty and students try to minimize their commuting time, 

combining activities into two or three long days rather than driving in 

and paying for parking five days a week. Zipcars (car sharing service) 

are a new addition to the parking lots at York. 

To ease some of the problems commuters face, a commuter floor will 

be added to McLaughlin College residence for emergency overnight 

accommodation. Students who are studying late or face extreme 

weather conditions will have access to 24 beds on a first-come, first-

served basis. Scott Library remains open 24 hours during the exam 

period, and students occasionally stay in the library overnight. Students 

also report sleeping in theatres and classrooms when necessary. 

Considering the limited bus service on Sundays, students with exams 

early Sunday morning seek ways to remain on campus overnight.  

Similar to many University of Toronto and Ryerson University 

students, many York students commute: current data suggests that 78 

per cent of first-year students and 88 per cent of senior year students 

commute to campus with half having over a 40 minute commute. 

About half these commuting students use public transit.  

Policing the Boundaries 

York is a civilized space, where concrete attempts to drive out nature. 

At best, the wild—woodlots, Canada geese, moles, raccoons—is 

contained within the civilized. York’s four secondary growth woodlots 
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still exist, but generally, concrete has replaced trees and native plants. 

Plans are under way to explore the possibility of developing a 

restoration plan for York’s urban forests (Herridge 2013).  

For safety reasons, the woods are “off bounds” to students. Although 

the odd beer bottle and condom can be seen around the edges of the 

woods, there are no inviting paths to encourage individuals to enter.18 

The boundaries between the wild and civilized are clear, if somewhat 

artificial. But dangers to personal safety on campus exist both from 

within and without.  

York makes an effort to keep its community members safe, but as in 

any community of more than 60,000 people, crimes happen. Every 

robbery and assault raises new questions about campus safety, 

boundaries and the dangers around the edges of campus. There is no 

evidence of gangs on campus, but there has been some tagging by 

individuals. Reports of anonymous thieves demanding cash at a 

college poker game, laptop and cell phone thefts, muggings and the 

double rape in a college residence in 2007 have alerted the community 

to dangers on campus. Individual criminal acts also deeply affect the 

university community. In 2010, a York research fellow and a don at 

Bethune College were both charged with making available and 

possessing child pornography and were dismissed from the university 

(Maclean’s Dec. 8, 2010). 

In October 2013, Toronto Life published “Fortress York,” a feature 

article that documented the “notorious assaults” on a campus that has 

become “a hunting ground for sexual predators” (Laidlaw 2013:67). 

This sensationalist story stressed that criminal activity comes to 

campus from the surrounding area, further stigmatizing York’s Jane-

Finch neighbours.19 Responses to the article were published in the 

                                                        
18 I was at York for over a decade before I entered the Boyer Woodlot, 
the only space of uncivilized, wild nature at York. (PVE) 

19 In 2012, social justice groups on campus and in the Jane-Finch 
community demanded an apology from Excalibur for perpetuating the 
claim that sexual assaults on campus originate from the Jane-Finch 
community.  
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December issue, including a statement by York’s President, Mamdouh 

Shoukri who pointed out the “patently false” statistics that distorted 

the picture of women’s safety at York. Other letters from students 

objected to the “fear mongering, plain and simple” and viewed the 

article as a “one-sided attempt to defame York University” (Toronto 

Life, Dec. 2013, Letters:18-9).  

York is an unarmed campus; the university employs security officials, 

property watch personnel and student safety officers. These officers 

cannot intervene or arrest anyone and must wait for local police. After 

the sexual and physical assaults on campus in the spring of 2011, 

Toronto police increased the number of patrols on campus. Muggings 

are not always reported to York security, yet these reports are relevant 

to student safety at York. A campus safety audit reported that a third 

of York students surveyed feel unsafe or very unsafe on campus. The 

university reports that from 2009 to 2011, crimes against persons 

declined 15 per cent (Excalibur, Mar.14, 2012). 

More than 5000 students, staff and faculty live in The Village at York 

University—almost 10% of York’s population. They can rent small 

rooms for as little as $30 per night and rent rooms weekly, monthly or 

yearly. Students pay between $500 to $650 per month. Many 

international students who come to attend English language courses 

rent rooms in the area. Brochures explaining housing rights and safety 

have been translated into Mandarin and other languages for these 

students. Rooming houses, defined as accommodation where more 

than four people, are renting rooms are banned in North York where 

the Village is located (Toronto Star May 7:GT4). New legislation that 

would harmonize bylaws on rooming houses across the city and 

restrict the number of rental rooms per house could limit the number 

of students living in the Village. In 2011, before any agreement was 

implemented, 10 to 20 York students could have been living in one 

house. Excalibur asked its readers, “Should York be responsible for 

the safety of students in the Village?” Of the students who responded, 

41.7 per cent said yes, it’s where York students live, while 16.7 per 

cent said no, it’s not York property (Excalibur June 1, 2010). 

The GoSafe program at York brings students to the main living areas 
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on the edge of campus but not down the smaller, dimly lit roads where 

sexual assaults have taken place in the overgrown bushes off paths 

leading to the Village. Budget cuts to GoSafe eliminated the door-to-

door service in the Village (YU Free Press winter 2011:15). A female 

student told Excalibur that she did not use the GoSafe Services and 

explained, “I haven’t been assaulted yet.”  

In April 2011, after the tragic death of Qian Liu, a York student from 

China, there was more pressure to implement new recommendations 

regarding student safety and to expand the GoSafe program. Through 

the YFS, students called for mandatory anti-oppression and equity 

training for all staff and students. Others questioned the value of such 

training. York should push the city for better policing and lighting in 

the area, and it should form a community watch group, student 

residents suggested.  

According to Toronto police data, crime rates in Toronto and the 

areas surrounding York are much higher than on campus (Excalibur, 

May 18, 2011). But the idea that assaulters come from outside the 

campus, from the surrounding community, is likely a prejudiced 

assumption. The perception that the university is good and safe and 

that the Jane-Finch community is bad and dangerous speaks to the 

unhealthy separation between the university and the surrounding 

communities.  

York’s Sexual Assault Survivors’ Support Line & Leadership (SASSL) 

is a student group that offers support to students who have 

experienced violence and focuses on how to prevent sexual violence. 

SASSL’s support materials remind readers that 80 per cent of sexual 

assault survivors know their abusers. The group argues for the need to 

create an anti-sexist environment where everyone is treated with 

dignity at York. 

Diversity on the Cosmopolitan Campus  

York values diversity and treats a diverse campus as a public good. 

Like other schools in Ontario, York has a high proportion of students 
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who are visible minorities. To some extent, this diversity reflects the 

face of the GTA. Besides diversity, students from York are also similar 

to students at other Toronto universities in income level. The family 

income of York students is about $20,000 less than students at 

Western and $40,000 less than at Queen’s.20 

In 2007, over 80 per cent of York students came from the GTA, and 6 

per cent came from outside of Canada. Over 20 per cent of GTA 

university students go to York. Compared to other Ontario 

universities, there are fewer York students who come directly from 

high school and more students who study part-time. York students 

also spend more time working for pay, and 4.8 per cent of students 

study over seven years from start to graduation. When compared to 

other Ontario universities, York has more female students (60 per cent 

are in first year) and more students who are older. York also has more 

first generation immigrant students and a high proportion of visible 

minority students. In addition, the university has more students 

studying social sciences and humanities; 18.6 per cent of 

undergraduate students enrolled in programs related to social sciences 

in 2005-06, the highest proportion in Ontario. 

In 2009, 45 per cent of York students self-identified as visible 

minorities. Of these students, 31 per cent identified themselves as 

South Asian, 24 per cent as Chinese and 9 per cent as black.21 There 

are, of course, other ways to define difference. For example, when 

Yaffe (1997:245-48) asked students the culture they identified with, 

their answers included Afro-American, Afro-Canadian, alternative, 

                                                        
20 For more information, please consult the following document: York 
101-Vital Statistics: http://www.yorku.ca/gro/York%20101.ppt. Note 
that the income data is estimated based on postal codes and census data 
not from student addresses. When proxy indicators are substituted for the 
properties of individuals and households, their validity has been 
questioned (cf. Robinson 1950). 
21 It would be preferable to avoid coding differences by region, ethnicity 
and skin colour as evidence of visible minority status. Non-whites are only 
visible minorities in relation to and in contrast with white majorities. But 
we have worked with the statistics available from the university. 
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black, Latin American, Jewish, Israeli, mixed, oriental, WASP, white, 

Caucasian and dozens of hyphenated combinations. In a 1995 report 

on first year students, students self-identified with 202 cultures (Yaffe 

1997). 

This demographic diversity can be represented in numbers and graphs. 

The university administration does so with its statistics on diversity, to 

stress how York benefits from the diversity in the campus community. 

But such approaches do not capture how people on campus engage 

with difference, and this engagement can best be explored 

ethnographically. 

If we just looked at the numbers, we are much like other Ontario 

universities. But the numbers miss the distinctiveness of York culture. 

York’s diversity goes beyond the numbers. In matters of ethnicity and 

race, fixing and measuring identities is challenging. With a large diverse 

student body, multiple forms of identification are possible. Canadian 

students born in Singapore, for example, might identify themselves as 

Chinese or Asian Canadian or Asian Catholic. To further complicate 

the matter, half of students who grew up speaking Chinese at home do 

not consider themselves to be part of any visible minority (cf. Grayson 

1994).  

To look at another example, people at York who have an affiliation 

and ancestral connection with Vietnam could be bilingual Vietnamese 

Canadians who settled in Quebec a generation ago. Or, they could be 

second generation Canadian-born children of “the boat people” who 

have a special association with York because of the work of Howard 

Adelman, the refugee studies founder who encouraged private 

sponsorship of refugees from Southeast Asia. Or, they might be new 

refugees or economic migrants coming from Vietnam over the last ten 

years. Or, they could be international or exchange students who have 

come from newly refurbished Vietnamese universities and are studying 

at York but are soon returning home. These different framings matter.  

What if York University qualifies as the most multicultural university 

in the world? Where would we look for a more multicultural 

university? What evidence would support such a claim? What would 
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such a claim mean? Would it matter? This claim matters only if 

administrators and students buy into the idea that diversity is a 

valuable resource. Perhaps the more interesting questions are how and 

why do members of the York community buy into York as a 

multicultural institution, perhaps even the most multicultural 

university in the world.22 

If diversity is a code word for differences between people, then York 

harbours extraordinary diversity.23 The film The Way Must Be Tried 

states that York students come from 155 countries. Every day, 

members of the York community must negotiate with difference. 

Most do it well; some struggle with it; only a few refuse to do it. This 

negotiation experience is an important part of what makes York 

unique and what York teaches its students.  

York’s classrooms glow with varied ethnicities and backgrounds, not 

as a marker of multiculturalism’s success, but as an indication of the 

distinct and complex histories that bring students to York. One 

student’s story reflected on the difficulty of categorizing ethnicity and 

even nationality and showed how she came to feel at home at York. 

She wrote,  

For eight or nine months, I spent long hours sitting 
on the floor of Scott Library at York University, just 
reading poetry that had been published in the last 
two decades by South Asians. Finally, something I 
could relate to! I could identify with the thoughts of 
these writers, the cultural allusions in the texts and 

                                                        
22 In 2004, Penny Van Esterik et al. published Others in our Midst: Cross-
Cultural Practices of Communicating about Cultural Difference, a report that 
explored some dimensions of diversity in international classrooms where 
introductory anthropology is taught. While the sample was small, the 
experience alerted us to the fact that in many multicultural nations, 
universities may attract or admit a much less diverse range of students 
than can be found at York.  
23 Researchers at George Mason University in Washington, D.C., asked 
students what diversity meant to them. Student essays show the emerging 
logics of peaceful coexistence and individual identity, as students saw 
themselves as “all diverse in our distinct ways” (Haines 2007). 
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their experience as immigrants, especially since I, 
too, have been uprooted from Tanzania, Pakistan, 
United Arab Emirates, U.S.A. and Canada so many 
times during my globe-trotting. I am not only 
African and Indian, I also feel Indian and Pakistani. 
Why can’t I say I am all of these? (York Stories 
Collective 2000:36-7)  

Nevertheless, she referred to Canada as her favourite home. 

Students who come to York from Guyana or Italy, for instance, may 

have widely varying experiences integrating their ethnic identities into 

their respective classrooms. Norma, Gena and Jane expressed their 

thoughts about the relation between their ethnic identities and their 

experiences at York. Norma, a graduate student, explained: 

They say back in Guyana that our first language is 
English. Yet, words failed me for more than a couple 
of weeks as I sat in an undergraduate classroom at 
York University making numerous mental attempts 
to be a part of the discussion. I would say in my 
mind, “Okay, I will raise my hand in one minute.”  

I just never got around to actually saying anything 
until it was my turn to present in class. That 
presentation was for a Caribbean literature course, 
and we were asked to present in the area of language 
use. I must say, it was a stroke of genius when I 
decided to focus my presentation on English-Creole 
and its effectiveness in storytelling and gaffe.24 I 
cannot ever remember having such fun reading in 
Creole. I had opened my mouth at last, and it was on 
my terms and on an issue that I was passionate 
about and comfortable with. I am quite sure half the 
class did not understand a word I read, but the 
nuances were bang on. My classmates got the gist.  

                                                        
24 This is not the same as a “clumsy social error.” “Gaffe” is a term used 
by West Indians to describe a friendly, informal chat or a juicy story. This 
word is commonly used in the oral tradition. 
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I then took great pride in translating from Creole to 
English in my best rendition of a Canadian accent. 
The gales of laughter that followed had a lot to do 
with the ludicrousness of translating the essence of a 
Creole poem to “Standard English.” I think it was 
the A+ that I got for that presentation that caused 
me to open up and forget that my speech was 
accented and therefore made me different. 

Now why was I thinking I was so different? I came 
to Canada and York University as an international 
student two days before the tragedy of September 
11, 2001. I came here with preconceived notions of 
what it meant to attend a university as an 
international student and what it meant to live as and 
be considered part of a visible minority. This was 
very strange terrain for me.  

Imagine coming to a strange country two days 
before 9/11, with no relatives or friends. I wandered 
aimlessly around York’s sprawling Keele campus, 
hoping to see a face I recognized. There were many 
times when I would pass by students and hear them 
speak, and I would say to myself, “That sure is a 
Guyanese.” I just never had the courage to ask. I 
remember wondering to myself, “Why do I see so 
many Chinese (at that time, I still did the unthinkable 
of labelling all Asians Chinese) and African students 
milling around?” 

I never stopped trying to spot a Guyanese (even 
now), but in the strangest way I soon found my 
niche at York University. After a month of aimless 
and lonely wandering of York’s hollow corridors, I 
met a young woman who befriended me. RJ was like 
my YorkU angel. We would meet every day just 
outside of the Scott Library, and she would teach me 
the ways of a Yorkie. I learnt from her how to 
navigate and negotiate my way around York 
University. Most of all, I learnt from my friendship 
with RJ that it is possible to forge a lasting friendship 
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with someone of a different nationality in a diverse 
cultural and academic space like York University.  

At first, I thought her to be Guyanese until she told 
me she was Fijian. It was at that point that I began 
thinking about the complexities of identifications 
and nationalities at York. They were not as fixed as I 
thought them to be. To be quite honest, I couldn`t 
finger Fiji on a map. Before coming to Canada and 
York University, I had heard of the place and had a 
much skewed idea of what the people looked liked. I 
would never in a million years think that I would 
meet and forge a lasting friendship with a person 
from Fiji; that is, until I came to York. RJ has since 
graduated from York; she is now married with a 
baby girl. We are still very fast friends. 

Not long after meeting RJ, I quickly came to realize 
that differences were nothing special at York. 
Nobody really cared that I pronounced “schedule” 
with a k or said “corridor” instead of “hallway.” 
Nobody cared that I did not use many “big words.” 
Only I cared. I was very conscious of my difference. 
Did I stick out as different, as a Guyanese, and why 
did I care? I am sure that I will never not be 
consumed with being different. (After all I am a 
minority in North America.)  

But I clearly remember the day my understanding of 
Guyanese identity became quite fluid. I think it was 
Multicultural Week, and I was walking by the 
Student Centre, hurrying to get to a class. I saw a 
booth that said “Guyanese Social Club,” and I just 
had to stop to inquire what it was all about. I had 
heard of the club before and always wanted to drop 
by the office, but just never got around to doing so. 
I was very excited to eventually speak to a group of 
people with a similar culture and background. I 
wanted to be able to speak my Creole and feel 
normal just for a few minutes.  
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There were about four girls milling around the booth 
chatting excitedly with each other. I walked up, said 
hi and asked about the booth. One young lady 
explained in a perfect Canadian accent that they were 
all Guyanese and members of the Guyanese Social 
Club at York University. Well, I did hear her say that 
she was Guyanese, but I also heard her say it in a 
perfect Canadian accent. So, of course, my next 
question was, “Were you born in Guyana?” They all 
answered, “No.”  

So now I’m thinking. . . None of them look 
Guyanese (but how does a Guyanese look . . . 
Right?). They certainly don’t talk Guyanese (what is 
essential about how we speak?). So how can they 
identify themselves as Guyanese? I am standing 
there thinking that the only Guyanese here is moi.  

I was intrigued to say the least. I wanted to find out 
some more about the club and about these York 
students who identify as Guyanese. I learnt that they 
were all born in Canada to Guyanese parents. As a 
matter of fact, of the four, only one had ever visited 
Guyana.  

While they think of themselves as Canadians, being 
Guyanese defined them culturally. But what does it 
mean to be Guyanese at York? Does it mean 
knowing about Guyana? The extent of these young 
women’s knowledge of Guyana was the name of the 
city, town or village their parents came from. One 
girl tried to speak Guyanese Creole, but it just didn’t 
sound right with a deep Canadian accent. During the 
course of our discussion, one girl stepped aside to 
have a chat with a friend who was passing by. They 
were excitedly talking about an indigenous Canadian 
band that was playing at the Underground that 
weekend. Had I not just met her, I would not have 
known that she was Guyanese. I left our little meet-
and-greet with members of the Guyanese Social 
Club not knowing if I should feel excited about 
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eventually finding a Guyanese group at York or just 
a little bit deflated that there is no “generic” in 
“Guyanese.”  

It has been seven years since that first encounter 
with members of the Guyanese Social Club. Since 
that time, I have met more students who identify as 
Guyanese . . . For the past seven years, I have been a 
practicing and active Yorkie. I am not sure that there 
is any one place (except for the Guyanese Social 
Club and Multicultural Week) where one can find at 
any given time, a bunch of Guyanese students 
hanging out together . . .  

At York University, the Guyanese identity is as 
elusive as it is fluid. The social and academic climate 
at York University allows you to be as Guyanese as 
you’d like today and as Canadian as you’d like 
tomorrow. It also allows for a Guyanese and 
Canadian identity to coexist as one. I guess that is 
why York feels so much like my second home. It 
certainly is the reason York was my only choice for 
postgraduate studies—twice. You get to be 
whomever you want to be. Heck, Lord knows there 
are enough nationalities around here to borrow 
from. I’ll stick with Guyanese. 

Norma’s story is a reminder that it is important to engage with ethnic 

diversity on campus and hints at the complexity of ethnic identity. 

Identity politics come into play most visibly during Multicultural 

Week. On a daily basis, people engage with difference on a personal 

level. Gena, an undergraduate student, explored some of her 

experiences regarding her Italian identity construction at York.  

I was born and raised in Italy up to the age of 13. 
Hence, my Italian identity was shaped by my 
surroundings up to that age, and since then, it has 
been reinforced by my parents who have continued 
to maintain and associate themselves with the Italian 
culture and community during our stay in Canada. 
Moreover, throughout the years, away from Italy, I 
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still keep in touch with friends and family, and thus, 
continue to speak the language, as well as keep 
myself informed and up to date with what occurs in 
Italy. 

Coming to York has made me realize the true 
meaning of the construction of cultural identity. 
York University is known to provide a welcoming 
place to a multitude of cultures and ethnicities. Being 
Italian and noticing the existence of groups of 
students whose commonality was their culture or 
ethnicity, I also expected to find other “Italians.”  

When I was introduced to some, I soon realized that 
they considered themselves Italian only because they 
had an Italian last name, or because their parents 
were born in Italy but left for Canada at a very 
young age. Those that I met did not know how to 
speak Italian, and those that could, either spoke their 
grandparents’ dialect or learned basic Italian in 
school. . . . I do not believe that one’s proficiency in 
the language is the only “criteria” needed for a 
person to consider him or herself Italian.  

I know some people who are part of the Italian clubs 
at York, and what I have noticed is that they hold 
pride of their “Italian identity” and in fact, distance 
themselves from the rest because they only associate 
themselves with other “Italians.” They hold a 
romanticized idea of what it is to be Italian, how 
Italy is and what it means to behave as an Italian. 
Conversing with them and spending time with them, 
I have noticed that what they consider “Italian,” is 
not what constitutes a contemporary “Italian” of 
2009.  

Living with their parents and grandparents who left 
Italy at least 30 years ago, their values, traditions, 
ways of thinking do not match the current ones in 
Italy. They attempt to reinforce and demonstrate 
their “Italian identity” by wearing clothes of Italian 
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brands, such as Kappa, Gucci and Versace. They try 
to imitate the “Italian” style in order to be 
recognized as such.  

Often, I have been told that I was not truly “Italian” 
because none of my friends have an Italian 
background. But, then again, what does it mean to 
be Italian? For me being able to speak the language 
holds a fundamental role in being considered 
“Italian.” The language itself—the meaning behind 
certain phrases, aphorisms and ways of saying 
things—represents certain characteristics and values 
of the culture itself. For example, many Italian 
sayings and ways of speaking, are imbued with 
sarcasm, which I believe is characteristic of Italian 
culture . . .  

What has bothered me in the past is that those 
students truly “act” and see themselves as being 
“true” Italians because all their efforts are put 
towards creating this stereotypical image of the 
Italian, which they have taken from the media or 
their parents’ and grandparents’ antique visions.  

Sometimes I feel that some of these students hold 
on to this “imagined” identity in order to feel a sense 
of belonging. Even though in reality, according to 
my experiences, they fantasize about a place and 
culture that in reality they have never experienced. 
Without a doubt, these ideas do not hold true for 
every single student in the Italian community at 
York. 

Like Norma, Gena was equally concerned with the importance of 

language in identity formation and expression. Gena also recognized 

the generational differences between those who have current 

experiences of the homeland and those who received second hand 

memories from relatives who left the homeland a generation or more 

ago. 
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Gena raised crucial questions about identity in her reflection: How do 

people construct, work with and create the stereotypes of a culture? 

Do they develop a romanticized view of the culture? Do they acquire 

their parents’ sense of nostalgia for the real or imagined homeland? If 

what is real for their parents becomes imagined for them, then what is 

authentic culture? Gena carried these concerns into all of her classes.  

The reflections from Jane, a graduate student and member of the Kroy 

Collective, emerged from her field observations during York’s 2009 

Multicultural Week festivities. She titled her notes “York is Me.” 

I followed a distant drumbeat and a rush of sari-clad 
bodies to Accolade East for the opening ceremony 
of York’s Multicultural Week 2009. Gathering in the 
CIBC lobby were representatives of some two dozen 
student clubs and cultural associations, forming 
clusters like islands across the red carpet. In their 
respective huddles, students were unfurling banners, 
laughing amongst themselves, taking pictures, 
flirting. There was playful competition in the air as 
groups cast backward glances at each other, sizing up 
their peers while they prepped and preened for the 
annual parade. 

Red Bull girls in tiny blue sweaters distributed the 
energizing drinks to an already pumped up crowd. 
From the corner rose the cry: “I-N-D-I-A! India all 
the way!” The assembly responded combatively with 
a flutter of flags, thunderous voices and rolls of 
percussion. An official pleads from the microphone 
on stage: “Don’t compete too hard! We’re here to 
support unity this year!” (Fieldnotes, April 27th, 
2009) 

Her analysis continued: 

The festivities of Multicultural Week figure 
prominently in the staging of “multicultural” York, 
part of the university’s justifiable self-promotion as a 
diverse space that embodies the multiculturalism of 
the city that surrounds it. Its annual roster of official 


