5 December 2020
Students’ Society of McGill University
Anthropology Students Association
The Anthropology Graduate Students Association
World Islamic & Middle Eastern Studies Association
Black Students’ Network
Muslim Students Association
Students in Solidarity for Palestinian Human Rights
Thaqalayn Muslim Association
To the eight student associations calling for McGill to revoke the emeritus status of anthropology
professor Philip Carl Salzman:
An organization to which I belong, the Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS), sent you a
letter yesterday criticizing your “Open Letter Demanding the Overhaul of McGill’s Statement of
Academic Freedom.” In the letter, SAFS explained the nature and value of academic freedom and
freedom of expression on campus and showed how your suggestions if enacted would destroy McGill as
a place of community for people keen to exercise their intellectual and moral autonomy while inquiring
into the things of the world. https://www.safs.ca/issuescases/mcgillfreedom/SAFS%20letter%20to%20McGill%20student%20societies.pdf
For reasons of length, the SAFS letter did not comment on your witless and shameful urging that McGill
University revoke Philip Carl Salzman’s emeritus status. Below I address the three paragraphs in your
open letter that refer to Dr Salzman.
Emeritus status recognizes the outstanding scholarship, teaching and service (to the university and to
intellectual life generally) of a professor upon his or her retirement. Universities rightly feel proud to
have been the home of distinguished professors such as Dr Salzman. It is that McGill University is
associated with Dr Salzman (and others like him) that brings McGill respect; Dr Salzman does not derive
respect from being associated with McGill. The respect he has comes to him from his work.
Dr Salzman’s ideas and arguments do not gain credibility from his having emeritus status. To think that
they do is to misconceive academic values and the academic mission of the university. For academics,
ideas and arguments must be appraised on their own merits. One goal of university education is to help
students to think for themselves by confronting ideas and arguments directly rather than accepting
them on authority.
If you disagree with a position Dr Salzman has taken, you are free to criticize that position and to argue
for your own. That is what people interested in understanding the world would do. It is also what
academic freedom and freedom of expression on campus both encourage and protect.
Muslims and people of colour certainly have a right to safety. That is what grounds’ people, engineers
and the police are for. They do not, for no one does, have the right to have their views or their identities
validated or protected from critical inquiry. (They do have the right to engage in criticism themselves;
those among them who are intellectuals have a responsibility to do so.)

Structures of academic freedom and freedom of expression on campus do not legitimize racism or
Islamophobia or anything else. They have no power to legitimize, delegitimize, confirm, or
disconfirm. Rather, they create spaces in which topics can be discussed candidly and critically. Again, if
you think that one or another of Dr Salzman’s claims is false or arguments is unsound, you are free and
welcome to say so and to enter the very conversation you currently seek to limit and control.
All the best,
Mark
Mark Mercer
Professor, Philosophy, Halifax, Nova Scotia
President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship

