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Society for Academic “Freedom and Scholarship

9 June 2020

Gregory C. Finn, PhD, PGeo

Provost and Vice-President, Academic
Brock University

1812 Sir Isaac Brock Way

St. Catharines, ON L2S 3Al

Dear Provost Finn,

I am writing as president of the Society for Academic Freedom and
Scholarship (SAFS), an organization of university faculty members and
others dedicated to the defense of academic freedom and the merit principle
in higher education. (For further information, please see our website at
www.safs.ca.)

SAFS is concerned about the open letter to the Brock community you issued
on 7 June. https://brocku.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/61/Provost-G-Finn-
Letter-to-the-Community-June-7-2020.pdf Since it came from your office,
the letter must be understood to state the position of Brock University itself,
and not simply that of a member of the Brock community.

Because the letter characterizes statements in an article written by a Brock
professor as “objectionable” and “utterly at odds with the values of Brock’s
deeply committed research mentors,” it puts at risk the free and open
discussion of controversial matters at Brock.

As well, because the letter supposes students could be alarmed by hearing views about teaching
and the teacher-student relation and that students might need support and assistance, it belittles
students by failing to treat them as apprentice scholars able to engage in critical discussion for

themselves.

In “A reflection on the current state of affairs [in organic-synthesis chemistry],” Tomas
Hudlicky, Professor & Tier 1 Canada Research Chair, Department of Chemistry, writes that
progress in the field of organic-synthesis chemistry over the last thirty years has been
disappointing. Most of the article describes various factors that have, according to Dr
Hudlicky, stymied progress. Two factors Dr Hudlicky says might have contributed to the slow
pace of the field are diversity, inclusion, and equity policies and goals, and difficulties
professors these days face in mentoring students.
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Dr Hudlicky might well be wrong about these two factors, or any of the others he mentions, but
whether he is should be a matter for inquiry and open, candid discussion. Your letter, though,
would tend to weaken the possibility of such discussion occurring, for it implies that raising Dr
Hudlicky’s views for consideration will hurt and alienate some students, and thereby draw the
attention of the university’s provost.

Universities function best as places of both research and teaching when the university itself has
no official view on contentious matters so that members of the university community might
themselves investigate matters and come to their own conclusions. Further, society beyond the
university benefits when universities themselves are neutral on contentious issues, for people
are then able to trust that the ideas professors speak are their own and not ones that their
university requires them to speak.

We respectfully request that you respond to our letter. With your permission, we will post your
response along with this letter on our website.

Sincerely,

HE AL

Mark Mercer, PhD

President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS)
PO Box 33056 Quinpool Centre

Halifax, NS B3L 4T6

president@safs.ca

http://www.safs.ca/

Professor, Department of Philosophy

Saint Mary’s University

923 Robie Street

Halifax, NS B3H 3C3

mark.mercer(@smu.ca

http://professormarkmercer.ca/
http://www.smu.ca/academics/departments/philosophy-faculty-and-staff.html

Cc: Gervan Fearon, President and Vice-Chancellor

Tim Kenyon, Vice-President, Research

Brian Power, Vice-Provost, and Associate Vice-President, Academic

Michelle McGinn, Associate Vice-President, Research

Ejaz Ahmed, Dean, Faculty of Mathematics and Science

Cheryl McCormick, Associate Dean, Research & Graduate Studies

Shyamal Bose, Associate Dean, Undergraduate Programs

Georgii Nikonov, Chair, Chemistry

Tomas Hudlicky, Professor & Tier 1 Canada Research Chair, Department of Chemistry
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