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I have been asked to discuss my reasons for the Statement on Academic Freedom and Freedom
of Expression (hereafter, “Statement”) that Rafi Kleiman and I have put forward as a motion for
the membership of MUFA to consider for adoption. In the spirit of fostering deliberation and
debate on the Statement, I have written this report.

The Statement is loosely modeled after the University of Chicago Principles of Free Speech and
the Kalven Report, both of which are well-known articulations of the freedom of expression and
the role of the university in protecting it.

The Statement argues that MUFA’s Constitutional mandate to protect academic freedom and
freedom of expression requires that the “Association be neutral, and be seen to be neutral, with
respect to the diverse views that its members hold.” This neutrality “requires the Association to
avoid evaluating, condemning or endorsing the diverse views and opinions of its members except
in the limited circumstances determined by the social contract.” In the Statement, “social
contract” refers to the MUFA Constitution.

Some critics have argued that the Statement is a response to the “divestment and boycott” motion
that was passed at a special MUFA meeting on June 3, 2024, and that the Statement is an
attempt to ‘depoliticize’ MUFA. Relatedly, some are worried that the Statement will give the
MUFA Executive the power to determine what is ‘political’, thereby allowing it to impose its
own political judgments on members. From what I can gather, these critics think it is better to let
the membership determine, through democratic processes, what political activity MUFA should
get involved in.

! The relevant motion that was passed on June 3, 2024 reads:
Be it resolved that MUFA establish a faculty committee dedicated to the following objectives:
» Comprehensive Audit: A full audit to assess McMaster’s potential complicity in arming Israel through its
association and material connections to institutions and corporations. We seek a comprehensive audit of all
investments, including but not limited to names of holdings and portfolio shares, endowments, pension fund,
short-term working capital assets, and financial holdings of the University.
* Divestment: The divestment of the university’s investments, endowments, pension fund, purchases, and other
financial holdings from companies linked to genocide, human rights violations, occupation, and apartheid in
Israel.
* Review of Cooperation: Reviewing, with the goal of ending, McMaster’s cooperation with Israeli academic and
cultural institutions complicit in apartheid including exchange programs, institutional research collaborations,
partnerships, scholarships, and fellowships, in line with the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural
Boycott of Israel. Importantly, this boycott is of institutions, not individuals. The affiliation of Israeli cultural
workers to an Israeli cultural institution is not grounds for applying the boycott to them as individuals.

Note that MUFA convened the ad hoc committee required by the motion, and the committee published a final report

of its work on March 25, 2025.


https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/FOECommitteeReport.pdf
https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/KalvenRprt_0.pdf
https://macfaculty.mcmaster.ca/app/uploads/2025/03/Mac-Disinvestment-MUFA-Ad-Hoc-committee-Report-FINAL-20250325.pdf

The concern that the Statement would depoliticize MUFA is based on a flawed understanding of
MUFA. MUFA is and always will be a political organization. However, it’s political mandate is
limited to compensation and other working conditions for faculty at McMaster. As an
organization with a limited mandate, the history and practice of MUFA has been to avoid
political issues that fall outside of that mandate. In this regard, the divestment and boycott
motion of June 3, 2024 was an unprecedented involvement of MUFA in political issues that fall
outside of its mandate.

In this report, I review the longstanding practice of MUFA not taking positions on political issues
that fall outside of its mandate. To investigate the reasons for this practice, I have read historical
documents and interviewed former MUFA Presidents who served at different times in MUFA’s
history. I also explain MUFA’s obligation to protect academic freedom and freedom of
expression.

The history and practice of MUFA

The concern that the Statement would de-politicize MUFA is premised on the notion that the
Statement would seek to prevent MUFA from engaging in political activities that MUFA has
always engaged in. In fact, the Statement would help maintain the scope of political activity that
MUFA has practiced throughout its history.

MUFA is, and always will be, a political organization, and the Statement does not purport to
change that fact. However, MUFA’s political activities have always been limited. Most
importantly, prior to the June 3, 2024 divestment and boycott motion, MUFA had never taken a
position on a contentious international political issue.

Many important international events occurred since MUFA’s inception in 1951: the Korean War
(1950-1953); the Civil Rights movement in the US (1954-1968); the Vietnam War (1955-1975);
the assassinations of JFK (1963), Malcom X (1965), RFK (1968), Martin Luther King Jr. (1968),
and Harvey Milk (1978); the first Palestinian uprising against Israel (1987-1993); the massacre
of student-led protestors in Tiananmen Square (1989); the fall of the Berlin wall (1989); the first
US-led coalition invasion of Iraq (1990); the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of the
Cold War (1991); the international boycott, divest, and sanction movement against apartheid
South Africa; the second Palestinian uprising against Israel (2000-2005); the US-led coalition
invasion of Afghanistan (2001); the second US-led coalition invasion of Iraq (2003); the
publication of sexual crimes allegations against Harvey Weinstein in The New York Times (2017)
and the #MeToo social movement; and the deaths of many black people due to police actions and
the Black Lives Matter social movement.

These events were important to many McMaster students and faculty, and some triggered
protests on campus (e.g., Powell, 2011). Some members of the MUFA Executive participated in



these protests as individuals (D. Maurer, personal communication), but the Association never
took official positions on any of these international events.

To investigate why MUFA never took positions on important international issues, I read the
published accounts of past MUFA Presidents who served during its first 50 years (Jackson,
2001), and other MUFA documents. I also interviewed three people who had previously served
as MUFA President at very different points in MUFA’s history: Norman Rosenblood (1971/72),
Daphne Maurer (1989/90), and Richard Stubbs (2008/09). Additionally, I interviewed Phyllis
DeRosa-Koetting, who served as the Executive Director of MUFA from 1991-2013, which also
covered a large swath of MUFA’s history.

In seeking answers to why MUFA had never taken positions on important international issues, |
was aware that MUFA had long advocated for gender equity in faculty compensation.
Furthermore, during my own presidency, MUFA negotiated an historic agreement with the
administration to include gender affirmation care as part of members’ benefits package. I wanted
to understand how previous MUFA presidents saw the boundaries of the political activity of the
organization. What, if anything, justifies MUFA actively taking positions on some political
issues, but avoiding taking positions on others?

The obligation to equally represent the diverse voices of members

Former presidents and the Executive Director were keenly mindful that the members of MUFA
held a diverse range of opinions on most matters. One quipped that there were “1200 voices
among the 1000 members” of MUFA (D. Maurer, personal communication). All interviewees
articulated an obligation to equally represent the diversity of members’ voices as an explanation
for why MUFA had not gotten involved in international political issues in the past. For MUFA to
take a position on an issue about which there was substantial disagreement among members
would be contrary to MUFA’s obligation to represent all its members’ voices equally.

The obligation to represent the diverse views of members can also be found in the written
records of former presidents. The comments made by MUFA President John Platt in the
April/May, 2000 MUFA Newsletter are particularly relevant now (Platt, 2000, italics added):

More than once during my term of office I have heard a faculty member somewhat
angrily pronounce that MUFA does not represent him/her because it has not adopted
some position which the faculty member holds. ... I believe that it is important to begin
by realizing that individual members of MUFA hold about as wide and varied a range of
opinions on any topic as one can possibly imagine. This being so, it is obvious that
almost any action MUFA does or does not take will not be in agreement with the views of
some members. Does this mean that MUFA does not represent those members?



Beyond the obvious sense in which MUFA represents all CP/M? faculty and professional
librarians in remuneration negotiations, / think the first and foremost sense in which it
represents its members is by doing everything within its power to preserve their right to
hold just such a range of opinion and act on those opinions in legal manners without
retribution or discrimination. After this basic issue of academic freedom on which we
can perhaps all agree, the situation is similar to that in any representative democracy. We
elect representatives, not to perform the impossible task of simultaneously forwarding all
of our divergent viewpoints, but with the expectation that they will operate with due
diligence on behalf of our collective interests.

MUFA has an obligation to represent the voices of all its members equally, and when its
members hold conflicting or contradictory views, it cannot adopt or endorse one of those views
without violating that obligation. For this reason, all interviewees suggested that, in their times in
office, for MUFA to take a position on an international political issue would have required
consensus among members — or something close to it.

MUFA has a limited mandate

I asked former presidents to explicitly comment on how MUFA could take positions on issues
like gender equity in faculty compensation and gender affirmation care in the faculty benefits
package, but avoid taking positions on international political issues. They had a simple answer:
the former was within MUFA’s mandate, but the latter was not.

MUFA is a political organization, and the goals and purposes of MUFA are specified in the
Constitution:

e “to promote academic freedom and the interests and welfare of faculty and senior
academic librarians”

e to support “the principle that faculty and senior academic librarians should play an active
role in University governance” (i.e., collegial governance)

e to “concern itself with the quality of intellectual life at McMaster and the good name and
reputation of the University among scholars of all academic disciplines”

e to “promote excellence in teaching and research”

e to represent “faculty and senior academic librarians in all discussions and negotiations ...
on all matters concerning remuneration and working conditions”

Faculty compensation and benefits are part of MUFA’s mandate, so MUFA can take positions on
gender equity in faculty salaries and gender affirmation care as part of the faculty benefits
package. However, former presidents saw nothing in the Constitution that would allow MUFA to
take positions on international political issues. One former president stated that MUFA had no

2 CP/M refers to McMaster’s career progress and merit compensation scheme.



authority to address things “outside the university” (R. Stubbs, personal communication).
Another former president who served when faculty and students were pressuring the University
to divest from apartheid South Africa said that MUFA did not take a position on the matter
because investment decisions were outside the scope of MUFA’s authority: “Nobody was
supporting apartheid, but whether or not we should meddle in university investment decisions
would have been controversial” (D. Maurer, personal communication).? John Platt, in the quote
above, describes the scope of MUFA'’s authority as involving the “collective interests” of
faculty.

The principle alluded to is that MUFA has a limited mandate and should not act ultra vires
(outside the scope of its authority). If we want MUFA to have the authority to take positions on
international political issues, the Constitution should be changed to give it that authority.

The obligation to protect academic freedom

In the May 1 AGM, someone asked how we can make sure that we have each other’s backs if the
administration or the government threatens one of us with termination, suspension, or some other
punishment for expressing or holding a viewpoint. One of the most important ways is to ensure
the integrity of MUFA as an organization that is tasked with protecting the academic freedom of
its members. As noted in the Statement, MUFA has an obligation “to protect any and all of its
members in the event that their rights of academic freedom or freedom of expression are
infringed upon.”

The Statement notes that viewpoint diversity is at the core of academic freedom and the freedom
of expression. As individual academics, we all hold our own views on various matters. However,
because the Association is tasked with protecting academic freedom, the Association must value
the diversity of ideas its members hold more than any individual idea. The valuing of viewpoint
diversity allows the Executive to vigorously defend any member whose academic freedom is
threatened, even those with viewpoints that they — as individuals — disagree with.

When MUFA takes a position on a divisive issue, it sends the signal that MUFA values some
viewpoints more than others, which undermines confidence that MUFA will vigorously protect
anyone who is being persecuted for their views. The principle is similar when the membership
attempts to force the Association to adopt a position on a political issue through a democratic
vote. If democratic processes can be used in such a fashion, what is to prevent a majority of the
membership from forcing MUFA to protect the academic freedom of Professor X (whose views
the majority agrees with), while simultaneously forcing MUFA to refrain from protecting the
academic freedom of Professor Y (whose views the majority disagrees with)? The possibility that

3 Some have argued that the “good name and reputation of the University” phrase provides sufficient justification for
MUFA to concern itself with the international investment portfolio of the University, insofar as it affects McMaster’s
reputation. However, that phrase also includes the qualifier “among scholars of all academic disciplines”. A plain
text interpretation of the full phrase is that it refers to the academic reputation of McMaster. In any event, this phrase
has been in the MUFA Constitution since 1979, but MUFA did not interpret the phrase as giving it the authority to
meddle in any of McMaster’s investment decisions, including those involving apartheid South Africa.



MUFA could be forced into a situation where it selectively protects the academic freedom of
some but not others is one of the reasons why unrestricted democracy can be problematic, and it
is why the Statement refers to the importance of protecting minority views against a “tyranny of
the majority”.

To ensure we have each other’s backs if one of us finds our academic freedom threatened, we
must all do a better job of appreciating the diversity of viewpoints that exist among us. When
members use democratic processes to force MUFA to adopt a position on a political issue outside
its mandate, it’s a sign that members have lost commitment to viewpoint diversity because
MUFA is forced to represent some members more than others.

MUFA has an obligation to represent and protect all members equally, not just those that can
garner a majority. Those who want MUFA to represent all members — and to vigorously defend
academic freedom and freedom of expression for all members — should avidly resist any attempts
to make MUFA take positions on political issues that are outside of its mandate.
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