
SAN FRANCISCO JEWISH BULLEriK , September 21 , 1973 

The End Of Privacy? 
Last Spring, the San Francisco School Department sent all its 

teachers a " racial-ethnic" identification form . It listed the racial 
and ethnic categories that are used these days: Bl ack, Filirino, 
Chinese, Spanish O r igin, Oth e r , Whi te , a nd so fo rt h . (T here 
were no rel ig ious categories). The teachers were instructed to 
identi fy themselves. 

Th e background was this: the federal government rcquir. ~ t he 

~! .. _... ·~ school department to maintain stat ist ics sl11 • tng 
- the racial and ethn ic composit ion of its te : her 

1corps. The purpose, at best, is to give the fd .,.ral 
government an idea as to whether any schol'l' lle
partments seem to be discriminating against any 

, racial or ethnic groups, or a re not trying to find 
1 competitively qualified teachers from certain ra 

cial or ethnic groups. Following up on such a sta-
tist ical clue, the school department could be required to make 
special effo rts to recruit or t rain competitively qualified teachers 
from these neglected groups. This purpose can be prevented, as we 
know, but used wisely, these gross statist ics can ferret out the dis-
crim inat ing or apathetic school systems. · 

However, even when the purpose is sound, there is a sharp and impor
tant distinction between keeping gross statistics, and keeping persoancl 
records wh ich ident ify given persons as to ethn icity. The JCRC has a 
strong position against such perso nal ident ific ation on official records, 
and last year helped to successfully oppose the use of such identification 
on all employment applications of the St ate Personnel Board . 

_ There are good civil r ights reasons for opposing such specifiC identllea
. :. lien. It can sene to systematize and normal ize the practice of discr.....,: 

deft. HoweYer, the San Francisco School Dist rict 's proposal form....._ 
.•. ry self-identifiCat ion went even further. It illustrates the essential nat.re el 
\·,a kind of cycle of corruption with which our society is flirting. 

To put it blunt ly, there is a direct connection between the Waterpte 
wiretapping mess and this pla n for ethnic self-identification. A common 
principle of privacy is at stake in both cases. Edward Shils has said : " a 
free soc iety can exist o nly when public spir it is balanced by an equal incl i
nati~> n of men to mind their own business ." T hat principle of privacy, 
especially betwee n government and ci ti zen, is a fund amental cornerstone 
of liberty . 

The government should demand as lit t le info rm ation as possible from 
any given cit iLen. Wh ether it's religious belief, genetic background or 
anylhing else, the burden should be on the government to prove that the 
iftformat ion it reques ts from an individu al is socially necessary to a drr 

~.,;jree which over-ba lances the in vas ion of privacy. The argument of "effi.. 
.~ncv," in itself is cert a inly not enough. As a matter of fact , both thae 
:p guments a re pa rticularly treac herous. L ionel Trilling has written; 

•;·'""Some pa rado x of our nat ures leads us, when once we have made our fel
low men the objects of our enlight ened interest , to go on to make them 
tJac objects of our pit y, of our wisdom and ult imately of our coercion ." 

And so, in this case, the de mand th at individuals tag themselves ethni
/ CIIIh may be an efficient corrupt ion , it may be a corruption committed in 
· the ·name of a be nevolent purpose, but it is still a corruption, and not a 
' tteec~sary one. The San Franc isco Hum an Rights Commission, which 

runs >omc of the cit y's most effect ive affi rm ati ve action programs, shuns 
the use of self-ident ific at io n (as it shuns the use of quotas). There are oth
CI urvey techniques which are accurate enough for the statistical pur
pt) ' . 

Oisturbed by the action of the San Francisco School District, the Su 
Frllricisco JCRC sought some offiCial legal opinions. In response, the Lec
illlltiYe Counsel of the state legislature indicated that the requiremNt or 
sdf-identifJCation seems an improper one. And tlw City Attorney h• jiM 
nded that government guidelines do not provide ' 'that an employee may M 
compelled to sign the Racial I Ethnic IdentifiCation form." The school ...._ 
trk-t ha.-; llgreed to folio"· thi'i ruling. 

I Ii .- IS JUSl one ~tep t.,wards preventing sociaU)' UKful st<Uiatical in
formation from N: 111g turned into individual-related iaformatioll .. . to
~ards pn:vent iotz <l liheral impulse from beNt« twwcd into • rucainnary 
" Of> 

/ 


