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Dear Chabriol,
I write to submit a formal complaint regarding Brock University’s Freedom of
Expression (FOE) Policy. Here, I contend that Brock Provost and vice-President
Greg Finn, in his Open Letter to the Brock community condemning Professor Tomáš
Hudlický, engaged in discriminatory acts against Hudlický.
The act was discriminatory since it communicated to the Brock community that
individuals from one social location may speak with impunity, while those in another
risk sanction from the administration. The act was further discriminatory because it
communicated that, when speaking on sensitive matters, including those that contain
“an objectionable or offensive thought, idea, opinion or belief,” the sensibilities of
select constituencies of the Brock community matter, while those in others do not.
Through these discriminatory acts, Finn, I charge, is in breach of Brock’s FOE policy,
specifically that states that “No person or group may unduly and significantly interfere
with the freedom of expression of others.”
The targets of this complaint are Greg Finn, Brock Provost and Vice-President, and
Gervan Fearon, Brock President and Vice-Chancellor. I list Finn because he issued
the Open Letter. I list Fearon because as President he is ultimately responsible for
all communications by Brock administration to the Brock community, and because he
is listed as being the owner of Brock’s FOE policy.
What follows is a recounting of select elements of Brock’s FOE policy and an account
of recent actions taken by Brock administration which I will use to substantiate my
complaint.
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Brock’s Freedom of Expression Policy
In Brock’s FOE policy, the university states that “Freedom of thought, expression and
association are embedded in Brock’s core mission to promote and disseminate
knowledge through teaching and research.” In its FAQ section, the university
specifies the circumstances under which speech may be abridged. There, we are
told that Freedom of Speech does not extend to “Hate speech as set out in the
Criminal Code,” and “Speech or conduct that constitutes harassment or
discrimination.”

Brock Administration Actions that have impinged on FOE at Brock University
On June 7th Brock Provost and Vice-President Greg Finn wrote an open letter to the
Brock community denouncing a recent article published by Professor Tomáš Hudlický
in the journal Angewandte Chemie. The article, essentially a reflection on the current
state of organic chemistry, offered criticism of current hiring practices in universities,
and the current state of supervisor-graduate student relations. In his article, Hudlický
noted that women and minorities often receive preferential status in university hiring
decisions, despite the fact that the percentage of each group in the professoriate has
substantially increased over the past 20 years. The continuing implementation of
such preferences, he argued, presented a danger. To mandate equality “in terms of
absolute numbers of people in specific subgroups is counter-productive if its results
in discrimination against the most meritorious candidates.”
Hudlický further suggested that, in his field, if essential skill transfer was to continue,
then graduate student training should proceed without dilution of standards. Drawing
on an analogy by the polymath Michael Polanyi, Hudlický argued that the relationship
between graduate supervisor and graduate student in a university is akin to that
between a master and apprentice in a guild. Quoting Polanyi, Hudlický argued that in
the context of skill transfer “there must be ‘an unconditional submission of the
apprentice to his/her master’.”
Hudlický’s article provoked a twitter firestorm. In plainer terms, he was subjected to
an academic mobbing, one that has effectively ended his career as an organic
chemist. It was a disgraceful affair. In pointing to the potential disparity between
hiring from merit and hiring according to Equity, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)
principles, he was pointing to a potential tension faced by anyone who has served on
a university hiring search. That tension, however, does not always exist, as Hudlický
would be the first to acknowledge, in word, and more importantly in practice. While
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working at the University of Florida, Hudlický supervised one of the most
diverse research groups on campus. Further, Hudlický’s statements on
skills transfer, while strongly stated, were semantically no different than the statement
one finds at the front of any university dissertation. There, we find that the newly
minted piece of scholarship is submitted “in partial fulfillment of the requirements” for
the given degree. Those requirements are not conditional. To receive the degree,
the given candidate must fulfill the skills-based requirements imposed by the
student’s supervisor, committee, department and university. Few these days would
choose to characterize that situation as “unconditional submission,” but practically
that is the situation however much it may offend the egalitarian sensibilities of the
present.
In submitting his article, Hudlický presented two propositions – one on the conditions
surrounding university hiring, the other on the nature of the supervisor-student
relationship – that, like any, were subject to debate. They did not contain any
statement that rose to the level of hate speech. They may have contained ideas that
were difficult, irksome, alarming or offensive to some, and inconvenient truths to
others, but none of those qualities put Tomáš Hudlický’s arguments beyond the pale.
Because of that, one would have expected the University to strongly defend
Hudlický’s right as an academic to express any opinion he chose. Instead, it
censured him. In his open letter to the university, Greg Finn condemned Hudlický for
“making highly objectionable statements that contrast the promotion of equity and
diversity with the promotion of academic merit. These statements are hurtful and
alienating to members of diverse communities and historically marginalized
groups….” Hudlický’s statements on hiring and graduate supervisor-graduate
student relations “were not representative of the Brock community,” and did not
reflect the principles of inclusivity, diversity and equity included in the University’s
mission, vision and values….”
I contend that Finn, in singling out Professor Hudlický for condemnation, engaged in
a discriminatory act. My basis for this contention is his failure to act in the face of
recent statements made by another Brock faculty member, Robyn Bourgeois, that
were, to say the least, inflammatory. In an April 23 rd article for The Conversation,
titled “Let’s call the Nova Scotia mass shooting what it is: White male terrorism,”
Bourgeois made the claim that the shootings were the product of a patriarchal culture
to which all men are subject. “Violence plays a fundamental role in securing male
dominance,” she writes, “because patriarchal domination is predicated on unfounded
claims to male supremacy, violence serves to reinforce this illegitimate claim to social
supremacy by force.”
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Needless to say, as a man of European descent, Bourgeois’ description
of my person, my social location and the culture I inhabit is not one that I
recognize. The men I know at Brock and elsewhere were horrified by the Nova
Scotia shootings and the culture that gave rise to it. If Bourgeois had limited her
discussion to a particular sub-culture of white males, such as militia movements, or
the Alt-Right, her characterization might have been defensible. But in her concluding
paragraph Bourgeois took pains to argue that the pathology that gave rise to the
shootings is an intrinsic, essential feature of all white men. “Addressing mass murder
means taking a hard look at white masculinity and the normalization of violence. It
requires that we refuse to dismiss mass murderers as mentally defective or a few
‘bad apples.’ Instead, we must understand the entire system of white masculinity is
rotten.”
The reason for laying out these comments in some detail is not to lodge a complaint
against Professor Bourgeois. My purpose is to suggest that Professor Bourgeois’
comments were far worse than anything said by Professor Hudlický. Though the
comments would need to be tested in court, Bourgeois’ comments likely rise to the
level of hate speech as defined by Canada’s criminal code. They also are consistent
with expressions of hate tracked by scholarly studies of misandry extending back to
2005. For all this, Brock Administration said nothing. The individuals listed in this
complaint, Gervan Fearon and Greg Finn, might claim that they knew nothing about
the piece. Such a defence, however, is hard to credit, since Professor Bourgeois’
piece was promoted in The Brock News on April 24th, and promoted via multiple
university twitter feeds, specifically @BrockUFOSS, @WGSTBrockU and
@BrockSJRI. In the aftermath of that promotion, Brock administration again said
nothing.
The essence of my complaint, then, is this. In two instances we have Brock
professors that made statements that offended, or were potentially offensive to two
constituencies, members of diverse communities in the case of Finn, men of
European descent in the case of Bourgeois. In the case of the Hudlický article,
statements were made that angered some, but did not rise to the forms of prohibited
speech as outlined in Brock’s FOE Policy. In the case of the Bourgeois article,
statements were made that alarmed some, and likely did rise to the level of prohibited
speech as defined by Brock. Brock acted in the Hudlický case. It did nothing in the
Bourgeois case. The reason for its action in the first and inaction in the second
would seem to rise from the social location of each author, and the identity of the
community affected by each piece. That is discrimination. And that is a situation in
which a select community of Brock – men of European descent – must consider the
possibility of unfair and unwarranted blowback from Brock administration for the
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simple expression of an honest opinion. In so doing, Brock
administration has failed to live up to the high ideals expressed in the
university’s FOE policy. It is creating a culture that hinders the expression of ideas,
not supports them. And in so doing, it has taken steps that are bringing deserved
opprobrium upon this university.
I look forward to your investigation, and timely response.
With best wishes,

John Bonnett
Associate Professor
Tier II Canada Research Chair in Digital Humanities (2005-2015)
Department of History
Brock University

5

