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Society for Academic “Freedom and Scholarship

11 July 2019

Santa Ono, PhD

Office of the President

7th Floor, Walter C. Koerner Library
1958 Main Mall

University of British Columbia
Vancouver, BC Canada V6T 172

Dear President Ono,

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.)

We commend the University of British Columbia’s administration for
protecting freedom of expression and maintaining UBC’s sound policies on
renting space to off-campus groups.

Freedom of expression not infrequently seems to clash with well-meaning
attempts to shield members of the community from contact with ideas and

recommendations that might make them uncomfortable.

We all share a strong desire to avoid causing discomfort to particularly

sensitive and vulnerable segments of the community. Nonetheless, an academic institution
must keep as a core priority the open and free exchange of ideas, even those that many of its
members consider wrong or even unacceptable. While making clear that a willingness to have
such ideas presented and discussed does not imply institutional endorsement or support of the
ideas themselves, universities must insist on being a forum for open and free inquiry and

discussion.

Freedom of expression, by making it possible for views to be heard, considered, discussed, and
debated, promotes an informed and thoughtful citizenry. Freedom of expression is also
essential to democracy and public order, as those denied the opportunity to try to persuade
others of their views cannot but think the current order unfair, and may then resort to direct
action to try to effect the changes they seek.

By making space available for public lectures, conferences and debates, UBC continues to
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honor its obligations to students, faculty, and the general public to encourage the kind of
thoughtful, open debate that is the hallmark of universities within a democratic society.

We note that recent messages from the highest levels of the administration have reaffirmed
understanding and protection for members of groups such as those objecting to the recent
appearance at UBC by Jenn Smith. The reassurances that they are not in danger at UBC is
welcome; UBC did well to couple them with further reassurances to the academic community
that the freedom of speaking and hearing controversial ideas is one of the university’s prime
values.

It is to UBC’s credit that it did not give in to calls for censorship or to threats of violence or
destruction from those who opposed the event.

Sincerely,

HEE G

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 and Chair, 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: Andrew Szeri, Provost and Vice-President Academic

Neil Guppy, Senior Advisor to the Provosts, Academic Freedom
Barbara Meens Thistle, Vice President, Human Resources
Sara-Jane Finlay, Associate Vice President, Equity & Inclusion
Aftab Erfan, Director, Dialogue and Conflict Engagement
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