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April 14, 2021 
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Sent via email: president@safs.ca  
 
Dear Professor Mercer, 
 
I am writing in response to your letter received on February 15, 2020, written on behalf of SAFS. In this 
correspondence, SAFS challenges York University’s search for graduates to participate in a new 
Postdoctoral Fellowship Program for Black and Indigenous Scholars. In this challenge, SAFS asserts that 
focused hiring is “a violation of the merit principle,” that it is not a “sound way to foster academic 
excellence” and that it is “wrongfully discriminatory” to restrict applicants on non-academic grounds. You 
also suggest that this approach could have the effect of “harming individual scholars because others may 
see them in stereotypical ways and wrongly undervalue their work.”  
 
With respect, York University strongly disagrees with these assertions. As one of the largest universities in 
the country with one of the most diverse communities of students, faculty and staff, we believe that 
academic excellence requires a diversity of knowledge and active participation in the collegium by faculty 
with a range of different scholarly perspectives, backgrounds and lived experiences. We are committed to 
upholding the principles of equity and inclusion with respect to Black and Indigenous students, fellows, 
faculty and staff within our university. 
 
Through their research, York Professors Carol Tator and Frances Henry have highlighted that, “At every 
level, our universities must become responsible, accountable, and answerable to the diverse 
constituencies within its walls, as well as the racialized and Indigenous communities within Canadian 
Society. We believe it is time to move beyond studies, task forces and inquiries related to racism.” As a 
university, we acknowledge the impact of systemic barriers that contribute to existing disparities and we 
are committed to taking action on addressing them. 
 
Highlighting the need for this action, the Province of Ontario’s Anti-Black Racism Strategy reflects that 
Black women for example, are “more likely than white women to be unemployed or underemployed, 
despite having higher levels of education: 8.8% of Black women with university degrees are unemployed, 
compared to 5.7% of white women with high school diplomas.” Indigenous populations also face 
education and employment gaps. For example, Indigenous learners completing postsecondary 
certificates, diplomas or degrees face a 68.3% employment rate compared to 70.4% for the general 
population.   
 
The Provost’s Postdoctoral Fellowship Program for Black and Indigenous Scholars seeks to take action in 
addressing these disparities, by providing access to a supportive network that will enable scholars to build 
the foundations of a successful professional future. The program will offer emerging scholars from a range 
of disciplines access to the financial support, mentorship and career development opportunities that they 
need to pursue a career inside academia or in other professions. In developing the program, our goal has 
been to provide Black and Indigenous scholars with improved access to a supportive community of faculty 
members, students and alumni, so that they will receive the right support at this critical juncture in their 
careers. 
 
In the Indigenous Framework for York University, we identify that, “engaging Indigenous students, staff 
and faculty, will help to enrich teaching and research, as well as all students’ learning experiences. To this 
end, engagement with Indigenous communities must be a priority for the entire University.” 



York University values the contributions and achievements of Black and Indigenous scholars and this 
particular program has further identified the need to engage these communities in building scholarship 
that will prove to be beneficial both within and outside of the academy.  
 
In summary, the program to which you refer is supported by a strategic vision at York University, that 
recognizes values of excellence in teaching and learning; progressive thinking embracing inclusivity and 
cross-cultural knowledge; supporting social justice and social responsibility, in addition to social and fiscal 
responsibility. We stand behind the approach taken here and decline your request to alter it. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to contact us and express your views. Thank you also for agreeing to post 
our response in full on your website. The respectful and free exchange of views is enriching to society and 
we are happy to participate in this process. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Lisa Philipps 
Provost & Vice-President Academic 




