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Was it the unfortunate use of a single word? Or something far more complicated?

On the afternoon of Saturday, March 20, Mary Lu Bilek, who has spent 32 years at the law 
school at the City University of New York, the past five of them as dean, sent an email to 
students and faculty with the subject line: ''Apology.'' Ms. Bilek, who is 65, was explaining why 
she had cryptically announced her retirement two months earlier and why she expected now to 
leave even sooner. Discussing a contentious issue of race and tenure in a committee meeting 
last fall, she had likened herself to a ''slaveholder.'' 

  It was a strange, deeply jarring thing to say, but she had been trying to make the point that her 
position left her responsible for whatever racial inequities might exist institutionally. What the 
dean might have regarded as an admission of culpability, some of her colleagues viewed as an 
expression of the buried prejudices well-intentioned liberals never think they have.

  Ms. Bilek quickly realized that she had drawn a terrible -- perhaps unforgivable -- analogy. ''I 
am still shocked at what I said,'' she wrote in her letter. Invoking what has now become the 
boilerplate of self-flagellating exits, she said that she had ''begun education and counseling to 
uncover and overcome my biases.''

  To colleagues in the field, the circumstances of Ms. Bilek's departure struck a note that was 
both ironic and painful. Two years ago, the magazine National Jurist had named the CUNY 
School of Law the most diverse in the country. More than half of first-year students in the current 
academic cycle identify as Black, Latino, Asian-American or Indigenous; 42 percent of faculty 
members are people of color.

  Decades ago, long before it became commonplace, Ms. Bilek railed against the bar exam and 
other standardized tests for their disparate impact on low-income students. ''Her reputation in 
the world of deans is that of someone who cares deeply about racial justice,'' said Ronald 
Weich, an assistant attorney general in the Obama administration and the dean of the University 
of Baltimore School of Law. She had spent much of her career, he pointed out, working to 
''expand access and to ensure that the legal profession looks like America.''
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  On the face of things, it seemed as though Ms. Bilek had been lost to the maw of cancel 
culture and its relentless appetite for hapless boomer prey. Her letter, which focused on a single 
instance of thoughtless language, suggested that this was an impression she was comfortable 
to let sit. ''I regret that my mistake means that I will not be doing that work'' -- the work of fighting 
racism -- ''with my CUNY colleagues,'' Ms. Bilek wrote to me in an email. ''But I am certain that 
the work they do within the Law School and in the world will bring us to a more equal, anti-racist 
society.''

  In reality, a majority of faculty members -- and specifically the most vocal of her detractors -- 
were not campaigning to get rid of her. To the contrary, they were angling for her to remain and 
oversee changes in the way that power and prestige were allocated at the school.

  Prestige in academia begins, of course, with tenure. Ms. Bilek's troubles started last spring 
when she argued for granting early tenure, an extremely precious commodity, to someone about 
to become an administrator -- a young white woman named Allie Robbins, one of the only 
people to put a hand up for the job. Well-liked by her colleagues and voted unanimously to the 
post of dean for academic affairs by the personnel and budget committee, Professor Robbins 
had five years to go before she was up for tenure and thus lacked the scholarship and teaching 
experience that might ordinarily enable the process to go forward.

  Entrusted with making the call, the personnel committee decided against Ms. Bilek's request in 
June. Still, she continued to advocate for rushing the clock. There was a logic to her reasoning. 
But committee members believed that Professor Robbins should wait her turn. Other well-
qualified colleagues of color, further along on the tenure track, were not up for immediate 
consideration. And wasn't this precisely how structural racism endured -- with no one meaning 
any harm but with white people somehow always ending up buttressed by those on top?

  Without tenure, administrative work in a university is an especially oppressive time suck, 
robbing an academic of the hours that could be spent on research and writing and conference-
going -- essentially, what is required for tenure. Ms. Bilek was not alone in the belief that a 
certain status was necessary to perform the job. The previous academic dean, Ann Cammett, a 
Black professor who had tenure when she served in the role, also felt that it was too hard to 
preside over those with authority if you didn't have it yourself.

  ''The person has to engage in high-order negotiations with the faculty and has to have a 
position of gravitas,'' Ms. Cammett said. Beyond that, the risk of alienating people who someday 
might weigh in on your own tenure case remained high.

  Ms. Bilek offered a reasonable solution: to advance Professor Robbins's early tenure and also 
fast-track a group of professors of color. Ms. Cammett assembled a list of names. But as one 
committee member explained it, the CUNY system, now operating in a time of staff cuts and 
budget challenges, was unlikely to disperse so many papal gifts at once. So the committee 
suggested a counterproposal, a graduated process in which several people, including Professor 
Robbins (who described herself to me as ''a proud, queer, gender-nonconforming Jew''), could 
pursue early tenure but just not all at once. That plan did not move forward either. In the end, no 
one was pushed ahead.
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  As the fall progressed, anger continued to foment around Ms. Bilek. The day after Christmas, 
22 faculty members wrote a letter denouncing her wish to leapfrog a white junior academic in 
the promotion process, her ''slaveholder'' reference, and what they viewed as her resistance to 
listen to faculty members of color on the personnel committee ''as they pointed out the disparate 
racial impacts'' of her conduct. She had presented herself and the institution as ''anti-racist,'' 
they wrote, while ignoring how her own decisions perpetuated ''institutional racism.''

  Next came a list of demands that included a public apology for her misdeeds, changes to 
practices in governance and a retreat from any outside roles furthering the perception that she 
was ''an anti-racist dean.'' Those who signed gave her a deadline of Jan. 19 to address their 
concerns. When that day arrived, Ms. Bilek instead sent a short email to the faculty, announcing 
that she was going to retire on June 30.

  Her impending exit was not met with a joyous celebration of Zoom margaritas. Instead it was 
received as an abdication of her responsibilities. ''We intentionally chose not to ask her to step 
down but to demand instead that she commit to the systemic work that her stated anti-racist 
principles required,'' Ramzi Kassem, a prominent scholar of national security issues who serves 
on the personnel committee, told me. ''Dean Bilek chose to ignore that outstretched hand.''

  Another member of the committee, a popular professor named Carmen Huertas-Noble, also 
maintained that there was a way for Ms. Bilek to chart a new path. ''We said, 'We don't want to 
make a scene -- no single action should define any of us. We don't want to take away from all 
the work you've done at the law school, but we want the accountability,''' she told me.

  ''I thought there was a chance for redemption -- we do not want to cancel folks; we are not 
people who think in carceral ways.''

  Kept under wraps, news of all this turmoil reached the student body only last week, and when 
they discovered what Ms. Bilek had said and done and how long they had been left oblivious, a 
large and vocal faction did not feel as generously. A petition called for her to leave at once, to 
pass on the remainder of her salary to the Black Law Students Association and to refrain from 
coming to graduation. Graduating students also asked that her name not appear on their 
diplomas in May.Email bigcity@nytimes.com; follow Ginia Bellafante on Twitter: @GiniaNYT
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PHOTO: After 32 years at the City University of New York School of Law, Mary Lu Bilek is 
stepping down as dean of what has been rated the most diverse law school in the country. 
(PHOTOGRAPH BY JACKIE MOLLOY FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES)               
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