
I have spent months consulting with 
students in regard to the directive made 
by the provincial government that man-
dates universities to have a “free speech” 
policy by January 1, 2019. The directive 
poses many concerns for students on 
our campus, particularly amongst mar-
ginalized and racialized communities. 
During these consultations, individuals 
expressed concern that the guise of free 
speech would be used to further limit 
free speech and instead provide a plat-
form for hate speech to prevail. 

In sharing these student senti-
ments to the Student Representative 
Assembly (SRA), I encouraged folks to 
gather more insight on what their con-
stituents felt. Particularly relevant are 
reactions and responses to the Univer-
sity’s Guidelines for Event Organizers, 
Participants and Protestors: Freedom 
of Expression, Protest and Dissent. The 
document was released last spring and 
feedback from the McMaster commu-
nity was invited. However, with the 
election of the Progressive Conserva-
tive government in June 2018, these 

suggested guidelines will likely become 
the proposed “free speech” policy re-
quired by January 1, 2019. 

After lengthy consultation, the 
SRA unanimously opposed the free-
dom of speech dictate from the govern-
ment for a number of reasons. First of 
all, the SRA does not believe that there 
is a freedom of speech crisis on campus. 
All Canadians have rights to the free-
doms of speech and expression, as out-
lined in the Charter of Rights and Free-
doms. In addition, reasonable limits to 
speech and prohibitions on violence as 
a form of protest are clearly outlined in 
federal and provincial legislation, along 
with the Student Code of Rights and 
Responsibilities. Therefore, a university 
“free speech” policy is not needed.

Moreover, students overwhelm-
ingly believe that this action of the 
provincial government will in fact limit 
discourse and be wielded as a tool to 
block the dissent, rebuttal, and protest 
against hate and bigotry. Students have 
communicated to the SRA that they be-
lieve this policy will silence them and 
disproportionately affect marginalized 
folks. Given the feedback from various 
students, the SRA took a stance to pre-
serve free speech, as they believe the 
directive will serve to limit free speech, 

rather than protect it. 
From that motion, I further 

brought forward students’ concerns to 
senior leadership. Students were able 
to speak with University President, Dr. 
Patrick Deane and Dr. Arig al Shai-
bah, Associate Vice President (Equity 
and Inclusion), at the Presidents’ Town 
Hall on November 14. I organized the 
event with the hope of giving students 
a platform to directly speak their con-
cerns to McMaster leadership. Students 
wanted to know how the proposed free 
speech policies would affect them, and 
I believe that those in attendance were 
able to communicate their concerns. 
The video is also available on the MSU 
Facebook page.

My advocacy within the Universi-
ty is to ensure that these guidelines and 
free speech policies are reflective of our 
population at McMaster and will safe-
guard dissent and protest. Beyond the 

University, there are advocacy efforts in 
relation to the provincial government as 
well. Alongside our partner schools of 
the Ontario Undergraduate Student Al-
liance (OUSA), I had the opportunity to 
directly speak to Members of Provincial 
Parliament during the week of Novem-
ber 12, wherein I asked members of the 
PC government to repeal the directive. 
While MPPs were hesitant to commit to 
that ask, as they have a campaign prom-
ise to fulfil, they recognized and laud-
ed our efforts in bringing forth student 
apprehensions. I have received commit-
ments from MPPs that hate speech will 
not be tolerated on campus and that stu-
dents have the right to protest.

Nonetheless, the opinions of this 
particular topic are incredibly diverse. 
That is expected in a school with 23,000 
undergraduates, filled with unique 
perspectives and beliefs. However, my 
priority will continue to be the safety 
of students and to provide the opportu-
nity for students to speak their truths. 
As MSU President, I will continue to 
condemn hate speech on campus and 
represent student interests at both the 
university and government level. As al-
ways, please feel free to reach out to me 
for a chat via email or by visiting me in 
MUSC 201.

The President’s Page is a 
space sponsored and used 
by the McMaster Students 
Union (MSU) Board of 
Directors (BoD) to com-
municate with the student 
body. It functions to high-
light the Board’s projects, 
goals, and agenda for the 
year, as well as the general 
happenings of the MSU.
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Students line up to ask questions of (from left to right), Dr. Arig al Shaibah, Associate Vice President (Equity and Inclusion), Dr. Patrick 
Deane, McMaster University President, and Ikram Farah, MSU President at the Presidents’ Town Hall. C/O Kyle West, The Silhouette.14

“I organized the [Town 
Hall] with the hope of 
giving students a platform 
to speak their concerns to 
McMaster leadership.” 


