
August 25, 2014

To Faculty at the 
University of 
Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign: 

You received a mass email from 
Chancellor Wise on Friday, 
August 22, 2014, along with 
another mass email from 
President Easter, the Board of 
Trustees, and other members of 
the University Administration. 
  
We write to provide some 
background and to urge you to 
consider carefully the questions 
of academic freedom and 
faculty governance that are at 
stake in the actions of the 
Chancellor, President, and 
Board of Trustees of the 
University of Illinois. !
To keep informed, 
or to take action: 

We are a loose coalition of 
University of Illinois faculty 
calling ourselves Illinois Faculty 
for Academic Freedom and 
Justice who have come 
together to respond. If you 
would like to learn more or get 
involved, email 
uiucfaculty@gmail.com. You 
can also follow on 
facebook.com/SupportSalaita. 

SALAITA FACT SHEET 
STEVEN SALAITA | ACADEMIC FREEDOM | SHARED GOVERNANCE

Professor Salaita was offered a position as associate professor of 
American Indian Studies in October 2013 at the University of 
Illinois.  The job offer went through all the regular procedures of 
evaluation and channels of approval that are involved in hiring 
tenured faculty to our campus, including a vote by faculty in 
American Indian Studies, an external review by scholars in his field 
at peer institutions, through the LAS Executive Committee, the 
campus Executive Committee, and the provost’s office.  All that was 
left was the approval of the Board of Trustees.  (It is routine for the 
Board’s approval to come after faculty have already begun their 
employment at the University.) Professor Salaita, believing that the 
offer was in good faith, resigned his previous position at Virginia 
Tech, prepared to move his family to Illinois, and was scheduled to 
begin teaching courses in August. !
Without any consultation of faculty or the academic units involved, 
and without any public process, Chancellor Wise wrote to Professor 
Salaita on August 1, 2014 to tell him that she would not be 
forwarding his materials to the Board of Trustees for approval and 
that she would be rescinding the offer.  Her actions represent a clear 
violation of the basic principles of shared governance and 
departmental autonomy. These actions also have disturbing racial 
implications.  Based on documents obtained through an open 
records request, there is now evidence that outside political 
influence played a role in the Chancellor’s actions.  
  

The impact thus far:   
The actions and statements of the Chancellor and Board of Trustees 
have drawn the attention of thousands of concerned people and 
have resulted in profound and potentially irreparable damage to the 
reputation of our university.  At this writing, more than 3000 
individual scholars have pledged to refuse to have anything to do 
with our campus (including writing tenure or promotion letters).  A 
rapidly growing number of scholars who had already been invited to 
our campus (including two Miller/Comm speakers for Fall 2014) 
have cancelled their visits.  At least one major conference has had to 
be cancelled.  American Indian Studies has issued a number of 
statements, including a vote of no confidence in the Chancellor, and 
others may soon follow. 

The basic facts of the case:
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!
Open Letter to 
Chancellor Phyllis Wise, 
President Robert Easter, 
and the University of 
Illinois Board of Trustees 

!
We, the undersigned faculty members of 
the University of Illinois, write in reply to 
the statements of August 22, 2014 by 
Chancellor Wise and the Board of Trustees 
concerning the Chancellor’s retraction of 
the offer of a tenured professorship to Dr. 
Steven Salaita.  We find these statements 
disappointing in providing no details of 
how this remarkable decision was reached.  
Instead, the statements put forward a 
troubling rationale for leadership which 
seems to threaten the excellence and 
integrity of a world-class research 
institution with a land-grant mission.    !
The University of Illinois has strict 
protocols for tenured hires, including 
extensive review of scholarship and 
teaching.  The tenure process involves 
consultation with outside experts and 
rigorous oversight at several levels.  When 
Professor Salaita accepted the offer of a 
tenured professorship in October 2013, he 
was the approved choice of American 
Indian Studies, the College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences, and the Office of the Provost, 
the chief academic officer of the Urbana 
campus.  The Chancellor’s withdrawal of 
that offer just days before the expected start 
date came without the knowledge of the 
relevant academic program or college. As 
news of this decision spread, thousands of 
scholars and professional organizations 
including the Center for Constitutional 
Rights and the Modern Language 
Association wrote in protest. Many have 
promised to boycott the university until the 
decision is reversed.  
  
In light of these statements, it appears that 
the Chancellor’s withdrawal of the offer on 
August 1 was a hurried response to what 
began as a campaign by off-campus 
political groups to tarnish Salaita as an 
anti-Semitic critic of Israel.  As the News-
Gazette reported on July 22, the incoming UI 
professor had drawn “the ire of a 
conservative website after posting angry 
commentary on Twitter about Israel’s 
ground invasion of the Gaza Strip.”  In 
retracting Salaita’s offer just a few days later 
with no apparent faculty consultation, the 
Chancellor violated the university’s 
established procedures and principles of 
shared governance. As a public institution, 
the University of Illinois has clear protocols 
for handling concerns from the public, 
which appear to have been entirely 
disregarded in this case.  !!

In light of these statements, it appears that the Chancellor’s withdrawal of the offer on 
August 1 was a hurried response to what began as a campaign by off-campus political 
groups to tarnish Salaita as an anti-Semitic critic of Israel.  As the News-Gazette 
reported on July 22, the incoming UI professor had drawn “the ire of a conservative 
website after posting angry commentary on Twitter about Israel’s ground invasion of 
the Gaza Strip.”  In retracting Salaita’s offer just a few days later with no apparent 
faculty consultation, the Chancellor violated the university’s established procedures 
and principles of shared governance. As a public institution, the University of Illinois 
has clear protocols for handling concerns from the public, which appear to have been 
entirely disregarded in this case.  !
Moreover, as the statements make no attempt to deny, Chancellor Wise terminated this 
offer in response to Professor Salaita’s political utterances as a private citizen. Neither 
her statement nor the Board’s demonstrates that Salaita's specific words or actions 
properly place him outside the bounds of proper faculty conduct.  Indeed, Salaita’s 
record of highly reputed scholarship and teaching is nowhere in dispute.  The decision 
thus constitutes a dangerous attack on academic freedom which will exert a chilling 
effect on political speech throughout our campus.   !
As scholars and teachers, we understand the importance of civil discourse.  But the 
facts of this case do not support the conjecture that Salaita’s private tweets somehow 
constitute a threat to the “traditions of scholarship and civility upon which our 
university is built.” Read in their entirety, Salaita’s tweets indicate that his criticism of 
Israel consists in a “principled stand against state violence” and that he is 
“fundamentally” committed to “acknowledging and countering the horror of 
antisemitism.” None of the statements that we have seen represents an attack on any 
racial or ethnic group, unless one accepts the disingenuous equation of the state of 
Israel and Jewish people generally.   !
The decision to terminate Salaita also raises serious questions about the University’s 
stated commitment to diversity and to supporting the study of racialized communities 
and underrepresented people.  Salaita is Palestinian-American, a group that constitutes 
a tiny minority on campus and in the U.S academy.  He was hired by a small academic 
unit that has struggled for years with the administration over the racially divisive 
“Chief” mascot and the validation of American Indian Studies as a legitimate scholarly 
discipline.  Given these issues, we are concerned that the revocation of Salaita’s position 
might embolden intolerant forces in the community and on campus. These actions 
have already created a climate of fear and stoked an already tense racial climate. !
This makes it all the more troubling that the Chancellor and Board have described this 
decision as a victory for civility, academic excellence, and “robust debate.”  Their 
statements leave us to ponder how one upholds civility by overriding the decision-
making of faculty members and deans without consultation or due process. How, we 
must ask, does one foster academic excellence by making academic decisions without 
the advice of scholars in the field?  Can it really be that debate is best served by 
secretive decision-making that silences dissent?  Recent reporting on this issue suggests 
that particular donors may have had an impact on this decision and that a senate task 
force will be charged to “develop a new process” for situations in which the chancellor 
“does not agree with a hiring decision.”  This represents a radical departure from 
principles of shared governance which have been the bedrock of academic excellence 
on this campus. !
The Chancellor and the Board write eloquently of their support for academic freedom.  
We call on them to fulfill that claim by affirming that a faculty member’s extramural 
political opinions have no place in the evaluation of that individual's scholarship, 
teaching, or collegiality.  If shared governance means anything, it means that if a faculty 
member’s speech raises any public concern those concerns should be addressed by an 
appropriate faculty body in adherence to established university procedures. To assert 
otherwise in the name of promoting student “comfort” or assuring a "welcoming 
environment" is, in effect, to license political censorship and arbitrary decree.  It 
unacceptably endows the Chancellor and Board with authority to monitor, evaluate, 
and punish faculty members for the way they exercise their rights and duties as 
citizens.    !
Chancellor Wise has set a dangerous precedent that the Board of Trustees has now 
emphatically endorsed. The integrity and reputation of our campus has suffered a 
terrible blow. We call on the Chancellor, President, and Board to heed the thousands of 
voices now protesting this illegitimate course. We ask them to reverse their decision, act 
in accordance with the AAUP's principles on academic freed and tenure as they are 
reiterated in the August 29 AAUP letter that calls upon UIUC to honor its obligations to 
Salaita, and open this process to investigation by the UI Senate's Committee on 
Academic Freedom and Tenure. In Calling on these leaders to reinstate the offer to 
Professor Salaita, we ask them to show the campus and the world that the University of 
Illinois is genuinely committed to shared governance, academic freedom, and robust 
debate. We ask them to reaffirm the importance of a diverse campus where all voices 
can be heard.   !

To sign the following, please 

email uiucfaculty@gmail.com

August 25, 2014
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