
 
 
 
 

13 February 2023 

 

Jeremy Brown, PhD 

Chair, Department of History 

Simon Fraser University 

8888 University Drive 

Burnaby, BC  V5A 1S6 

 

Dear Dr Brown, 

 

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, see our website at 

www.safs.ca.) 

 

Two job advertisements your department has recently issued raise questions 

about its commitment to academic values and to its academic mission.  One 

of the positions is for a scholar of Indigenous North American history; the 

other is for a scholar of the history of the Black Americas.  According to the 

advertisements, the hiring committees will give preference to candidates of 

certain races or ethnicities. 

 

Preferential hiring is a violation of the merit principle, the principle that 

academic decisions be made on academic grounds only.  By favouring 

candidates who possess certain non-academic characteristics, Simon Fraser 

University will disadvantage scholars for no reason related to their academic accomplishments, 

abilities or promise.  Excluding meritorious candidates cannot be a sound way to achieve 

academic excellence. 

 

Taking group membership into account when hiring has the effect of harming individual 

scholars because others may see them in stereotypical ways and wrongly undervalue their 

work.  In addition, because scholars want to be appreciated for the quality of their research, 

their teaching, and their contributions to intellectual life, seeking scholars for their race, 

ethnicity or other identity forces them to suppress their dignity or decline an advantage.  

Finally, recruitment based on a non-academic criterion undermines respect for the ideal of 

dispassionate inquiry, as summoning people by identity tends to confuse scholarship with 

advocacy and to create consensus around dogma. 
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Because favouring candidates on non-academic grounds is wrongfully discriminatory, doing so 

cannot serve to create a fair and equitable university.  This normalizing of identity 

characteristics is bound to have long-lasting, unwelcome consequences, not only because it 

suggests that a candidate’s appearance or identity is a significant indicator of his or her promise 

as a scholar, but because it institutionalizes practices that have led to some of the worst 

outcomes in human history.  Good intentions alone are never enough to exonerate such 

discreditable practices. 

 

Each ad contains these sentences: “SFU is committed to ensuring that no individual is denied 

access to employment opportunities for reasons unrelated to ability or qualifications. 

Consistent with this principle, SFU will advance the interests of underrepresented members of 

the work force….”  These sentences contradict each other.  It is impossible to advance the 

interests of members of a group as members of that group (and not simply as individuals) and 

to ensure that no individual is denied equal opportunity.  Those who drafted the ads seem to be 

engaging in doublethink. 

 

The first of the two sentences expresses an admirable commitment.  That commitment, though, 

is inconsistent with preferential hiring. 

 

The first ad specifies that applicants have “a demonstrable history of community involvement, 

including lived experience or collaborative partnerships with First Nations, Inuit, Métis, or 

other Indigenous communities and organizations.”  It also says that “Scholarship and teaching 

that is community-based or otherwise contributes to community needs will be valued.”  

Community involvement, lived experience, collaborative partnerships and contributing to 

community needs are not aspects or sources of academic excellence.  The Department of 

History is asking that candidates meet non-academic criteria and seems willing to prefer those 

who do over more academic accomplished applicants. 

 

The second ad asks for applicants who “will bring to their research and teaching the 

perspectives that comes from the lived experiences of those underrepresented in higher 

education, particularly the experiences of Black and racialized persons.”  It should, though, be 

the prerogative of the professor which perspectives to bring to teaching and research.  A hiring 

committee may seek a scholar in a field, but it is a violation of sound academic norms to 

require that a scholar is allied with a particular school or will come to certain conclusions.   

  

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, 

 
 



Mark Mercer, PhD 

President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS) 

1801 Chestnut Street 

Halifax, NS  B3H 3T7 

president@safs.ca 

http://www.safs.ca/ 

Facebook : https://www.facebook.com/safs.ca/ 

 

Professor of Philosophy 

Halifax, Nova Scotia 

sergechestnut@gmail.com 

http://professormarkmercer.ca/ 

 

Cc.: Sarah Walshaw, Associate Chair & Undergraduate Chair, Department of History 

Evdoxios Doxiadis, Graduate Chair, Department of History 

Jennifer Spear, Department of History 

Joy Johnson, President & Vice-Chancellor 

Wade Parkhouse, Vice-President Academic and Provost 

Yabome Gilpin-Jackson, Vice-President, People Equity and Inclusion 

Laurel Weldon, Dean, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences 

Lara Campbell, Associate Dean, Undergraduate Programming, Learning and Teaching, Student 

Experience 

Steeve Mongrain, Associate Dean, Research & International 

Kate Slaney, Associate Dean, Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies 

 


