May 7, 2025

University of Saskatchewan Faculty and Staff Members
in support of an anti-racist and anti-oppressive institution

A Response to Peter MacKinnon's "The University of Saskatchewan is on an ideological mission" in the
National Post: https://nationalpost.com/opinion/peter-mackinnon-the-university-of-saskatchewan-is-on-
an-ideological-mission-it-needs-to-end and the Star Phoenix: https://thestarphoenix.com/opinion/peter-
mackinnon-the-university-of-saskatchewan-must-end-its-ideological-mission.

We are witnessing a growing backlash against equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives—referred
to as DEl in the United States. Under the direction of the second Trump Administration, DEI programs
have been systematically dismantled across the U.S., with universities at the forefront of these efforts.
Institutions have been ordered to terminate DEl initiatives or risk losing federal funding, representing a
major blow to academic freedom and independence. In Canada, the Conservative Party mirrored this
agenda during its recent, unsuccessful bid for federal leadership. In Alberta, the United Conservative Par-
ty (UCP) has pledged to eliminate EDI programs throughout the public sector and beyond and the provin-
cial government has introduced legislation to grant itself the authority to restrict federal research funding
for projects it deems “ideologically left-leaning.”

At the University of Alberta, EDI has been replaced with a new framework focused on “access, commu-
nity, and belonging,” and while university leadership maintains that this shift represents an “evolution”
rather than a departure from inclusive goals, many faculty members view it as a broader rollback of EDI
principles. This change in language parallels similar moves at institutions like the University of Southern
Mississippi and is seen by critics as acquiescing to the broader “anti-woke” movement. Pressure on Cana-
dian universities to move away from EDI, has not merely come from governments, however, it has also
emerged from within the university sector by those who see it as an assault on their individual academic
freedom. Four faculty members and a recent PhD graduate student from the University of British Colum-
bia have petitioned the BC Supreme Court to remove policies on EDI and land acknowledgements.

Peter MacKinnon’s recent opinion piece, published in the National Post, takes aim at EDI efforts in Ca-
nadian universities, particularly targeting the University of Saskatchewan’s recent implementation of anti-
racism/anti-oppression training. MacKinnon served as the president of the University of Saskatchewan
for 13 years and this is not his first attack on the University’s equity-related initiatives. He seems to have
been given a platform within the National Post through which to wield his “anti-woke” sword, a wielding
that is not without impact in an institutional environment that is more and more skittish toward equity
initiatives. On the topic of his attack on current efforts at the University of Saskatchewan, MacKinnon’s
position incidentally reveals the precise reason why we need such trainings and conversations in the first
place.

n u

MacKinnon repeatedly characterizes the training as “propaganda,” “authoritarian,” and
“ideological.” Critics of equity initiatives often cast them as threats to neutrality, truth, and reason. In
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reality, unconscious bias training and similar initiatives are evidence-based programs, developed to high-
light the failures of perceived “neutrality” and reveal truths about the imbalance of power favouring
white, male, heterosexual, able-bodied, neurotypical, and other privileged identities. Missing from such
critiques, of course, is any acknowledgement of the proven systemic barriers that have historically ex-
cluded Indigenous, Black, people of colour, queer, people with disabilities, women, and other equity-
deserving groups from positions of authority, and likewise have excluded the histories and experiences of
these same groups from being subjects of study in University halls.

MacKinnon objects to anti-racism training by arguing that it “rests on the proposition that a white ma-
jority population has perpetrated a wide and pervasive racist agenda against others.” The irony here is
that he’s right; deep and sustained racism is alive and well in Canada and there is no shortage of evidence
of this fact, contrary to what MacKinnon claims. The problem lies in his dismissal of this reality, from
which he remains a noteworthy benefactor, and his decision to publicly critique a training he has neither
experienced nor meaningfully engaged with. This act reflects the white privilege that anti-racism training
seeks to unpack.

MacKinnon further argues that anti-racism training “disparages merit,” while the history of Canadian
universities shows that merit has never been a neutral concept. Merit has always been shaped by coloni-
al, gendered, and racialized systems of access and reward. The point of anti-racist training is not to dis-
card merit, then, but to improve it by revealing the many people who are and have long been excluded by
biased institutionalized practices of merit and evaluation. It is worth noting that at the University of Sas-
katchewan, as in all publicly funded Canadian universities, faculty hiring, promotion, tenure, and salary
decisions are guided by formal frameworks for evaluating merit. To our knowledge, there is no proposal
to eliminate or alter these frameworks. The claim that anti-racism training undermines merit is not only
unfounded, it’s a well-worn and deeply flawed straw argument.

Perhaps most disappointing, MacKinnon frames anti-racism training as an attack on academic free-
dom. But academic freedom is not the right to remain ignorant of systemic inequity, nor is it the right to
resist institutional change designed to make universities more inclusive and accountable. Academic free-
dom is the freedom to inquire rigorously into the forces that shape our world, including those that repro-
duce inequity. It is also the freedom for historically underrepresented scholars and students to pursue
their work in environments free from hostility and exclusion. Counter to McKinnon’s cherry-picking asser-
tion of “authoritarianism,” Canadian universities already mandate faculty and staff to take many types of
training throughout their careers, including health and safety.

MacKinnon’s response, therefore, is not a defense of academic freedom; it is a defense of a select pop-
ulation maintaining power and status in the face of changes to institutions which have long upheld their
positions of power. The training at the University of Saskatchewan emerged through collective bargaining
between the University administration and the faculty union, approved by the Board of Governors, and
ratified by faculty, indicating that it was a request supported by a large number of faculty, by Senior Ad-
ministrators who negotiated the terms with the Association, and by the Board of Governors. Further, anti
-racism training is not about suppressing dissent but about fostering a baseline of cultural awareness and
humility in a diverse public institution. This training is about ensuring faculty have equal access to
knowledge and critical perspectives. Just as we expect professors to have expertise in their disciplines, we
can expect them to understand the social and cultural dynamics that impact their students, colleagues,
and communities, and to develop their research and teaching portfolios accordingly. That is the kind of
University of Saskatchewan that the world needs.

The University of Saskatchewan is trying, however imperfectly, to live up to its responsibilities to stu-
dents, faculty, staff, and society, and we are grateful that President Peter Stoicheff’s office also released a



statement in response to MacKinnon’s article, and in support of the university’s anti-racism training. As
backlash against equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives continues to grow, it is essential that we
speak out. Not only to oppose this backlash, but to herald the positive outcomes of inclusive, community-
building efforts such as these. Consequently, as faculty and staff at the University of Saskatchewan, we,
the undersigned are proud to be part of a university that prioritizes anti-racist and anti-oppressive educa-
tion, and we affirm our commitment to EDI work at every level. Rather than fearing this shift, we wel-
come it as a sign that Canadian universities are finally working hard at becoming what they were always
meant to be: places of transformation, inclusion, discovery, and growth.

Signed:
Faculty and Staff members in support of an anti-racist and anti-oppressive institution
Rachel Loewen Walker, PhD, Gender, Sexuality and Social Justice
Alison Oates, PhD, Associate Professor, College of Kinesiology
Colleen Bell, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Political Studies
Janeen Loehr, PhD, Professor, Department of Psychology and Health Studies
Stacey Lovo, PhD, Assistant Professor, School of Rehabilitation Science
Carly Priebe, PhD, Lecturer, College of Kinesiology
Maurice Jr. Labelle, PhD, Associate Professor of History and Director of International Studies
Andrew Watson, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of History
Nazeem Muhajarine, PhD, FCAHS, Department of Community Health and Epidemiology
. Claire Card DVM PhD, Professor Large Animal Clinical Sciences
. Emily McWalter, PhD, P.Eng., Associate Professor, Department of Mechanical Engineering
. Kalowatie Deonandan, PhD, Professor, Department of Political Studies
. Rachel Engler-Stringer, PhD, Professor, Department of Community Health and Epidemiology
. Liz Quinlan, PhD, Department of Sociology
. Julia Boughner, PhD, Professor, Department of Anatomy, Physiology and Pharmacology
. Jorden Cummings, PhD, RD Psych., Professor, Department of Psychology & Health Studies
. Shannon Blanchet, MFA, Assistant Professor, School for the Arts
. Shannon Forrester, MSc, Lecturer, College of Kinesiology
. Robin Hansen, LLM, MA, Associate Professor, College of Law
. Stephen G. Urquhart, Professor, Department of Chemistry
. Allison Muri, Professor, Department of English
. Lori Bradford, PhD., Canada Research Chair and Associate Professor, College of Engineering
. Valerie Caron, PhD, MPT, BSc, Assistant Professor, School of Rehabilitation Science
. Erika Dyck, PhD, Professor of History
. Katie Labelle, PhD, Professor of History
. Kara Somerville, PhD, Professor, Department of Sociology
. Marie Lovrod, Ph.D., Professor of English, Gender, Sexualities and Social Justice
. Maggie FitzGerald, PhD, Assistant Professor, Department of Political Studies
. Sheelah McLean, PhD. Alumni and Sessional Lecturer. Department of Educational Foundations
. Sean Polreis, MEd, Teaching & Learning Specialist, Faculty Development, College of Medicine
. Mirela David, Ph.D, Associate Professor, Modern Chinese History/Women and Gender Studies
. Anne-Marie Wheeler, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Languages, Literatures and Cultural
Studies
33. Jim Clifford, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of History
34. Pierre-Francois Noppen, PhD, Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy
35. Scott Bell, PhD, Professor, Department of Geography and Planning
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Susann Tegtmeier, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Physics & Engineering Physics
John G Hansen, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Sociology

Janet Okoko PhD, Associate Professor, College of Education

Terry Wotherspoon, PhD, Professor of Sociology

Li Xing, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Mathematics and Statistics

Ann Martin, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of English

Phil Chilibeck, PhD, Professor, College of Kinesiology

Melanie Morrison, Professor, Department of Psychology and Health Studies

Marguerite Koole, PhD, Associate Professor, Curriculum Studies

Wendy Roy, PhD, Professor, Department of English

Valerie Korinek, PhD, Professor, Department of History

Janet McVittie, PhD, retired faculty, College of Education

Michaela Lynds, PhD, Research Development Specialist, Office of the Vice President Research
Laura Wright, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Sociology

Abdur Rehman Ahmad, MPH, MBA — Talent & EDI Consultant

Charlene Brown, BA, Director, International Student and Study Abroad Centre

Sarah Hoffman, PhD, Asociate Professor and Head, Department of Philosophy

Anthea Fitz-James, PhD, Assistant Professor, School for the Arts — Drama

Amin Mousavi, PhD, Associate Professor, College of Education

Lynn Lemisko, PhD, Professor and Head, Department of Educational Foundations

Leah Ferguson, PhD, Associate Professor, College of Kinesiology

Kent Kowalski, PhD. Professor, College of Kinesiology

Akindele Odeshi, PhD, Professor, Department of Mechanical Engineering

Chris Soteros, PhD, Professor, Department of Mathematics and StatisticsTimothy Kang, PhD, Assistant
Professor, Department of Sociology

M Shaun Murphy, Associate Dean Undergraduate Programs, Partnerships, and Research
Emer O’Hagan, PhD, Professor, Department of Philosophy

. Pei-Ying Lin, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Educational Psychology & Special Education
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Vicki Squires, PhD, Professor, Department of Educational Administration

Roberta Campbell-Chudoba, PhD., Educational Development Specialist, Gwenna Moss Centre for Teach-
ing and Learning

Brianna Groot, MA, Program Evaluation Coordinator & EDI Co-Chair, College of Pharmacy and Nutrition
Hyunjung Shin, PhD, Assistant Professor, Department of Curriculum Studies

Kenneth MacKenzie, MFA, Assistant Professor, School for the Arts- Drama

Anita Ramkalawan, EDI Specialist/Academic Advisor, College of Engineering

Barbara Fornssler, PhD, Assistant Professor, School of Public Health

jake moore, MFA, Director, University Art Galleries and Collection, Assistant Professor, School for the
Arts, Art & Art History, MFA Studio Arts Co-Chair

Simonne Horwitz, D.Phil, Associate Professor, Department of History

Kiven Erigue Lukong, Professor, Department of Biochemistry, Microbiology and Immunology

M. Gabriela Méangano, PhD, Distinguished Professor, Department of Geological Sciences

Luis Buatois, PhD, Professor, Department of Geological Sciences

Juan P. lanowski, PhD, Professor, Department of Anatomy Physiology and Pharmacology

Jacob Alhassan, PhD, Assistant Professor, Community Health and Epidemiology

Linzi Williamson, PhD, CE, Assistant Professor, Psychology & Health Studies

Smita Garg, Director, Graduate Programs, Edwards School of Business

Elizabeth Duret,CPHR, Human Resources,
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Sanjukta Choudhury, Senior Strategist, EDI and Research, College of Education

Vicky Parohl, Manager, Accreditation & Strategic Initiatives, Edwards School of Business

Holly McKenzie, PhD, Assistant Professor, School of Public Health

Jocelyn Orb, BScN, MA, Director, Student Wellness Centre

Kim Fontaine, BA, Communications and Graphic Design Coordinator, University Relations

Lila McCormick, PhD, Psychologist, Student Wellness Centre

Michael MacLean, MRE, Campus Minister, St. Thomas More College

Holly Graham, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Psychiatry, College of Medicine
Winona Wheeler, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Indigenous Studies

Shelley-May Neufeld, MSc, Research Impact Analyst, College of Medicine

Joelena Leader, PhD, Assistant Professor of Management and Managing Director of the BRIDGE
Knowledge Centre, Edwards School of Business

David Smith, PhD, Librarian, University Library

Stéphanie Baribeau, MSc, Computer Science, The Gwenna Moss Centre for Teaching and Learning
Charles Smith, Professor, Department of Political Studies, St. Thomas More College, University of Sas-
katchewan

Tasnim Jaisee, BA, EDI Project Specialist

Juliette Molinelli, Workforce Coordinator, ConnectionPoint

Tara Hackl, Executive Assistant, Edwards School of Business

Vanessa MacCormick, MSc, Lab Coordinator, College of Kinesiology

Jamesy Patrick, BFA, JD, LLM Assistant Professor, College of Law

Jessica McDonald, PhD, Lecturer, Department of English

100.Ernest Leung, Research Facilitator, Edwards School of Business

101.Ana Carolina Maldonado, BBA, MPA, Director of Globalization, College of Nursing

102.Terice Coleman, MEd, Donor Relations Specialist, University Relations

103.Elyse Lalonde, B.A, Human Resources Advisor

104.Terri Peterson, MSW, RSW(SK), Clinical Counselling Leader, Student Wellness Centre

105.Natalie Kallio, MA, Professional Research Associate, Canadian Centre for the Study of Co-operatives

(and 3rd generation USask alum)

106.Susan Bens, PhD, Academic Integrity Specialist, Teaching Innovation and Strategic Initiatives.
107.Robert Henry, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Indigenous Studies

VOX is published periodically on demand as a forum for the expression of opinions of members of the
USFA on topics of interest to the membership. Submissions to be considered for publication may be sent
to the USFA office or usfa@usaskfaculty.ca to the attention of VOX.

Articles should be about 1000 words. Letters to the Editor, commenting on previous articles, should not
exceed 200 words. The Editor reserves the right to determine the suitability of all articles and letters for
publication in VOX.

All opinions expressed in VOX are those of the authors, and do not necessarily represent the position of
the USFA or the Editor. All articles and letters remain the property of the authors, and permission to re-
print them should be obtained directly from them.
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