December 6, 2019

Tim Rahilly, PhD
President, Mount Royal University
Dear President Rahilly:
We are writing to you as faculty members who are concerned about threats to freedom of
expression on campus. We appreciate the thoughts that you articulated on October 10, 2019 on
this topic, and agree that “[a] cornerstone or tenet of being a university is that, within the bounds
of Canadian law, everyone on campus has the basic right to freely express their ideas”. More
specifically, we wholeheartedly support your assertion that “[a]s an academic community, it is
expected that all ideas, statements and espoused beliefs are to be challenged and examined, with
each individual free to make the independent decision to accept or reject them”.
It is in this context that we would like to draw your attention to the troubling case of Mark Hecht
- an instructor in the Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences at Mount Royal
University (MRU). Hecht wrote an opinion piece in the Vancouver Sun entitled “Ethnic
diversity harms a country’s social trust, economic well-being…”, which unleashed a storm of
controversy. This led a number of professors at MRU to write to you on September 18, 2019
expressing “ongoing concerns with discrimination on campus” and alleging that Hecht’s editorial
contained a “blatantly Islamophobic and xenophobic message”. While Hecht was mentioned by
name in this letter, he was not copied on the correspondence. In fact, Hecht is only aware of this
letter because he made a Freedom of Information and Privacy request, and the letter is almost
completely redacted (see attached).

This action, in addition to not being collegial, has the potential to undermine MRU’s
commitment to the free and open exchange of ideas. A group of faculty members are raising
concerns about the “discriminatory” character of Hecht’s arguments, but are doing so covertly to
prevent their position from being challenged. A similar circumstance, in fact, occurred in April
2019 when a number of faculty members secretly criticized the administration for expressing
regret over the cancellation of the Armin Navabi talk (see attached). Again, the copy of the letter
that was obtained through a freedom of information request had almost all of its content withheld
to protect “privacy”. This deprives us of the ability to publicly engage with those who favour
stifling the discussion of certain ideas.
These clandestine attempts to influence the administration make us very concerned about the
future of open inquiry at MRU. As scholars, we should be able to explore important issues such
as religious and cultural diversity, immigration policy, trans activism, Indigenization, etc.
without being accused of hate speech or causing wrongful psychological harm to students and
faculty. In the case of Hecht's article, we strongly object to the use of accusations leveled by
some faculty, such as “Islamophobic”, “hateful”, or “discriminatory”, in an attempt to bully
administration and to discourage the discussion of contentious topics.
Faculty members should certainly feel free to criticize Hecht’s arguments, as well as the way that
he communicated them. We agree with the Provost's observation that, where there is
disagreement with views like those of Hecht's, this should be met with an academic response.
We would like to stress that the problem is not intellectual opposition; it is the reckless nature of
the accusations, and the fact that secrecy prevents those who are targeted from knowing their
accusers' identities and arguments and making an effective response.

As you recently formed a Task Force on Freedom of Expression at MRU, we would like you to
be aware that a number of faculty members oppose these surreptitious efforts to create a climate
that makes open discussion and critical thinking difficult. For us, the commitment to freedom of
expression is fundamental and should not be “balanced” with notions of “respect”, “safety”, or
the need to make students feel that they “belong here”. The university, above all, is an
intellectual space; it makes no sense to claim that speech restrictions on campus should be
greater than those that exist in the wider society. If such restrictions are imposed, we will not be
able to challenge and examine all ideas, and be free, as academics, “to make the independent
decision to accept or reject them”.
In addition to raising awareness about the attempts to chill freedom of expression on campus, we
are requesting that you release to Mark Hecht the secret letter that you received about him. The
originators of the letter should have copied Hecht in the first place, as collegiality entails
informing colleagues when we are officially criticizing them in front of administration and
demanding action be taken on this basis. In addition, transparency is undermined when faculty
members are not accountable for the potentially damaging things that they say about one another.
And although we realize that this letter appears to only mention Mark Hecht, allowing this
official correspondence to remain secret sets a dangerous precedent whereby any faculty member
potentially could be impacted by detrimental claims without their knowledge.
Sincerely,
Frances Widdowson, Department of Economics, Justice, and Policy Studies
Paul Johnston, Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
Peter Zizler, Department of Mathematics and Computing
Katherine Boggs, Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
William D. Glanzman, Department of Sociology and Anthropology
Kelly Sundberg, Department of Economics, Justice, and Policy Studies
Shawn England, Department of Humanities
Pam MacQuarrie, Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
Gerry Cross, Department of Mathematics and Computing
Sinclair MacRae, Department of Humanities
Roberta La Haye, Department of Mathematics and Computing
Elaine Mullen, Department of English, Languages, and Cultures
Kirsten Kramar, Department of Economics, Justice, and Policy Studies
Katrin Becker, Department of Mathematics and Computing
cc:

Mark Hecht, Instructor, Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences
Lesley Brown, Task Force Co-Chair
Shayla Breen, Task Force Co-Chair
Alfred Young Man, Task Force Member
Melanie Peacock, Task Force Member
Meagan Bowler, Task Force Member
Yasmin Dean, Task Force Member
Roselle Gonsalves, Task Force Member
Isha Thompson, Task Force Member
Curtis Desiatnyk, Task Force Member
Stephanie Stone, Task Force Member
Melanie Rogers, Task Force Member
Kainat Javed, Task Force Member
Michael Roberts, Task Force Member

