
 
 
 
 

15 February 2021 
 
Lisa Philipps, LLM 
Provost & Vice-President Academic 
York University 
4700 Keele Street 
Toronto, ON  M3J 1P3 
 
Dear Ms Philipps, 
 
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.) 
 
York University is offering up to four post-doctoral fellowships to recent 
graduates who are black or indigenous.  The Provost’s Postdoctoral 
Fellowships for Black and Indigenous Scholars is meant to assist scholars 
beginning their careers who face “the additional challenges of racism and 
systems structured implicitly or explicitly to protect others’ privilege.”  
(https://gradstudies.yorku.ca/postdoctoral-fellows/provosts-postdoctoral-
fellowships/#:~:text=The%20Provost's%20Postdoctoral%20Fellowships%2
0for%20Black%20and%20Indigenous%20Scholars%20at,scholars%20in%2
0and%20across%20disciplines.) 
 

Choosing candidates for post-doctoral fellowships 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.  Favouring applications on the basis of non-academic 
characteristics disadvantages promising scholars for no reason related to their academic 
abilities or promise.  Declining to consider qualified candidates rigorously on their academic 
merits cannot be a sound way to foster academic excellence.  As well, because favouring 
applicants on non-academic grounds is wrongfully discriminatory, doing so cannot serve to 
create a fair and equitable university. 
 
Taking group membership into account when assigning academic appointments also 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 or group identity, having them apply on the basis of non-academic criteria forces 
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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. 
 
To the argument that scholars who are black or indigenous face barriers to participating in 
academic life because of systemic biases and despite their achievements and their promise, we 
would answer that the task must, then, be to remove the biases and to value the achievements 
and the promise.  Placing barriers in front of meritorious scholars and ignoring their 
achievements and promise will not serve to create universities in which work and 
accomplishment are valued above academically irrelevant traits such as race, ethnicity or other 
group membership. 
 
York University acknowledges its “responsibility as a public institution to provide equitable 
access to opportunities for emerging scholars to acquire the knowledge and skills that will help 
them to create successful futures.”  Excluding candidates from scholarship competitions for 
reasons of race or ethnicity is contrary to that responsibility.  
 
According to the ad for the fellowships, “A fundament of equitable access is the inclusion, 
integration and promotion of diverse backgrounds, knowledges and ways of researching, 
thinking, knowing, communicating and relating.”  To determine whether a scholar’s 
background and way of researching, etc., would contribute to the dynamism of intellectual life 
at York, a fellowship committee would have to examine his or her curriculum vitae and the 
other documents in their file; their group membership is irrelevant.  York University’s 
academic mission can be pursued only by treating applicants according to their merits and 
recruiting the best scholars from within wide applicant pools. 
 
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) 
6593, rue Jeanne-Mance 
Montreal (Qc)  H2V 4L1 
president@safs.ca 
http://www.safs.ca/ 
Facebook : https://www.facebook.com/safs.ca/ 
 
Professor of Philosophy 
Halifax, Nova Scotia 
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Cc.: Rhonda L. Lenton, PhD, President & Vice-Chancellor, York University 
Sheila Cote-Meek, PhD, Vice-President, Equity, People & Culture 


