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Society for Academic “Freedom and Scholarship

21 December 2020

Jane Goodyer, PhD

Dean, Lassonde School of Engineering
York University

4700 Keele St.

Toronto, ON M3J 1P3

Dear Dean Goodyer,

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.)

The Department of Electrical Engineering and Computer Science at the
Lassonde School of Engineering, York University, has advertised a tenure-
track professorship in computer science. According to the advertisement,
the appointments are restricted to scholars who are black.

Choosing candidates for academic positions on the basis of racial, ethnic or
other group identity is a violation of the merit principle, the principle that
academic decisions should be made on academic grounds only. By
restricting applications on the basis of non-academic characteristics, the
Lassonde School cannot but pass over many promising scholars for no

reason related to their academic merits. Declining to consider fairly a significant proportion of
qualified candidates is not a sound way to build an excellent faculty. As well, because
restricting applicants on non-academic grounds is wrongfully discriminatory, doing so cannot
serve to create a fair and equitable university.

According to the ad, York University is seeking “to achieve equity and diversity in all areas,
including race equity.” Diversity at a university should be about diversity of academic
interests, methods and points of view. Hiring committees should, then, be concerned with the
concrete details of the individual applicant’s academic work, not their race or ethnicity. As
well, to the extent that York wishes to promote equity, it should treat individuals as
individuals, whose accomplishments are the result of their abilities and efforts, and not as
representatives of groups. From both ethical and academic perspectives, York should be
concerned with fairness and equality of opportunity.
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Taking group membership into account when hiring can have 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 valued for the quality of their research, their
teaching and their contributions to intellectual life rather than for their racial identity, having
them apply on the basis of non-academic criteria forces them to suppress their dignity or forgo
applying. Finally, invoking non-academic criteria can undermine respect for the ideal of
dispassionate inquiry, as it tends to tie scholarship to advocacy and to create consensus around
dogma.

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,
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Mark Mercer, PhD

President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS)
6593, rue Jeanne-Mance

Montreal (Qc) H2V 4L1

president@safs.ca

http://www.safs.ca/

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

Professor, Department of Philosophy

Saint Mary’s University

923 Robie Street

Halifax, NS B3H 3C3

sergechestnut@gmail.com

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

Cc.: Rhonda L. Lenton, PhD, President & Vice-Chancellor, York University

Lisa Philipps, Provost & Vice-President Academic, York University

Dan Palermo, Vice Dean, Academic, Lassonde School of Engineering

John E. Moores, Associate Dean, Research & Graduate Studies, Lassonde School of
Engineering

Peter Cribb, Chair, Department of Electrical Engineering & Computer Science, Lassonde
School of Engineering

Richard Hornsey, Chair of the Search Committee, Department of Electrical Engineering &
Computer Science, Lassonde School of Engineering



