Emma Walsh
EDUCATION REQUIRES EXPRESSION

Freedom of expression is protected under Section 2(b) of the Canadian Charter of Rights
and Freedoms, alongside freedom of thought, belief, opinion, and communicationt. Whether or
not universities should have limits on freedom of expression is a seemingly polarized debate. It is
easy to see the dangers present on either side of the divide. For those who favor limiting freedom
of expression, doing otherwise could create an unchallenged forum for those who ignorantly
deny the humanity and identity of others to spread their toxic ideologies. To the champions of
free speech, putting a limit on freedom of expression opens the floodgates to an authoritarian
regime that proudly strokes its own ego in an echo chamber while condemning the possibility of
truth. Each side of this debate regards the fear of the opposition as a ‘slippery slope’ logical
fallacy. However, when we consider the legitimacy of both claims and examine the purpose of
the university to provide education, setting limits on freedom of expression is counterproductive.

Students pay tuition to attend universities and learn; they do not pay to be demeaned and
dehumanized. However, does feeling uncomfortable by having strong, but subjective, opinions
challenged rise to that standard? At what point does allowing freedom of expression cross the
line to justify its suppression? More so, is it the responsibility of the university to stifle freedom
of expression? After all, universities are often lauded as institutions that teach students not what

to think, but how to think?.
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There seems to be confusion surrounding the role of the university, which is to educate?,
and the role of the government. Our freedom of expression in Canada, and in most liberal
democratic states, protects the individual from the government®. In Canada, the government’s
control over our rights is so authoritative that they infringe upon our rights when deemed
necessary®. The power over freedom of expression thus rests with the government and, in
practicing this authority, they have enacted hate speech laws within the Criminal Code that may
punish individuals who publicly incite hatred and violence against a marginalized group®. This is
not to say that there are not areas in the private sectors, such as businesses, that also limit
freedom of speech. However, the purpose of a business, which would be to efficiently seek
profit’, and the purpose of a university greatly differ. In order to demonstrate this difference in
purpose, and thus responsibility, we must explore the university’s role in society.

The very essence of the university’s purpose is to help students acquire knowledge, or to
learn. Knowledge is factual; it is truth. Learning often involves making a claim and then
providing an argument about why the claim is right and the contrary claim is wrong. One cannot
learn or gain knowledge by making a claim and having a room full of students nod their heads in
agreement. In fact, this rarely happens. The very setting of the university classroom allows for
students with a variety of opinions, whether right or wrong, to work through the logical

foundations of their arguments.
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Allowing a forum of free expression on university campuses is not relativism, nor does it
condone hate speech. A university that does not limit freedom of expression does not deny right
and wrong, but instead forces different ideological camps to convince others why they are right,
or to recognize that their arguments are logically inconsistent. By allowing for opinions to be
expressed, the university does not legitimate the opinion. Believing otherwise would be akin to
accepting the logic that something is true the moment it is uttered by virtue of being uttered.
Assuming that students are incapable of this dialogue is an insult to the intelligence, rationality,
and reason of the student population. This is not to suggest that the dialogue is comfortable or
friendly, but it is necessary.

Preventing this dialogue in the university setting because it causes discomfort ultimately
does more harm than good. Deviant ideologies present themselves as being the suffocated truth;
the authoritative majority in society does not want them leaked out. Former Chief Justice
Beverly McLauchlin alludes to this in her dissent of R. v. Keegstra®. When freedom of
expression is limited and uncomfortable ideologies are forcibly silenced, it validates and
legitimizes the cause of those with deviant opinions. No progress is made toward learning
something, gaining knowledge, or changing the opinion. It is the difference between telling
someone that they are wrong and explaining to someone why they are wrong.

Consider the following scenario: one student claims that acts of terrorism are committed
by Muslims. In support of this opinion, they provide statistical evidence that shows a high
percentage of terrorist acts in the past ten years were committed by those who practice Islam.
This is controversial and, in response, the entire class condemns that person as a racist, including

the professor. No one has addressed the evidence behind the opinion, but instead attacked the
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character of the student. Perhaps due to limits on expression at the university, the student is made
to leave the lecture because they have violated the university’s code of conduct. The student
likely feels unfairly demonized, angry, and as if they are right because no one presented contrary
evidence.

Consider how the discussion could have unfolded: one student claims that acts of
terrorism are committed by Muslims. In support of this opinion, they provide statistical evidence
that shows a high percentage of terrorist acts in the past ten years were committed by those who
practice Islam. To this, another student disagrees and provides evidence to show that there have
been significantly more acts of violence committed by non-Muslims. The first student may
disagree that those are acts of terrorism. The students must now analyze what “terrorism” means
and if the original definition perpetuates bias against a particular group. This is a learning
experience for both students.

The opportunity for this constructive dialogue is not so easily presented outside of the
university setting. Protesters stand on contrary sides of the picket line yelling at each other. One
screams, “No more Muslims!” and the other retorts, “You’re a racist!” These debates continue
far out into society beyond the university®. Without dissecting one’s beliefs in the way that the
university setting demands, it is likely more people will become victim of the backfire effect,
meaning they increasingly believe their opinion the more it is challenged'. The university
setting allows for genuine, constructive debate. Each side can demonstrate why they are right,
what is specifically wrong about the opposition’s argument, and the more substantiated and

logical argument should be considered. This is in accordance with the stance that many North
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American universities have taken during freedom of expression scandals on their campus. For
instance, the University of Chicago responded to criticism by stating that, as an academic
institution “committed to the creation of knowledge,” through “inquiry and informed argument,”
their first priority is freedom of expression.

The problem presented before us is an extension of the pervasive tension between liberty
and equality in democratic societies. John Rawls, one of the most influential political
philosophers of the modern era, provided a political analysis that placed fundamental liberties,
and especially freedom of expression and association, above equality*?. Simply put, the freedom
to express oneself is fundamentally essential to our democratic political atmosphere. In
universities, the freedom of expression is also essential because it is necessary for the
educational experience.

The path to knowledge is an uncomfortable one; we are all likely the victims of dogmatic
thinking. One must only reflect on the age-old fate of Socrates; in his pursuit of truth, he
disturbed the social order of Athens and was met with hemlock for doing so*2. In the university,
it is necessary that dogmatism is challenged and we reform our opinions with substantial
evidence and toward truth, not popular belief. Limiting freedom of expression would frustrate
this necessary process and would suffocate one of the only civilized forums for debate between
ideological camps.

It must also be addressed that limitations on freedom of expression do not discriminate

based on political leanings. The progressive left predominantly campaigns for limiting freedom
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of expression®. The hope, again, is to prevent hateful groups from denying the humanity and
identity of others. Yet, these same limitations of freedom of speech can stand in the way of other
efforts made toward achieving this same goal. Consider the situation that transpired at Dalhousie
University in 2017. In allyship with the indigenous populations of Canada, the Students’ Union
decided not to celebrate Canada 150. This received substantial online backlash from right-wing
groups. A student leader, in support of the Students’ Union decision, responded to the backlash
using profanity and criticizing “white fragility”*>. Though this student was attempting to defend
the identity of a marginalized group, it was she who was censured by the university in the
debate’®,

Ultimately, freedom of expression should not be limited on university campuses because
doing so would violate the purpose of the university to educate. Though it may not be a
comfortable resolution, the university must foster open and informed debate. In both our society
and our universities, having the right to an opinion does not mean it is a right opinion; it must be
defended with evidence and it is subject to criticism. By providing a forum for this sort of
civilized debate, where evidence must be provided and all opinions are subject to criticism, the
university teaches us how to think. It forces us to gain knowledge by sorting out right from
wrong. Because limitations on expression could stifle this necessary dialogue, the responsibility

and authority over limiting freedom of expression should be left with the government.
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