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9 November 2011 

 
Re:  Richard Falk speaking at McGill—National Post 
 
Dear Colleagues,  
 
I have been reflecting on this matter and here are my thoughts:  
 
McGill University is dedicated to intellectual inquiry. That commitment must withstand strong 
pressures to yield to partisan posturing or political correctness. Our community is diverse in origin and 
in ideas. Testing facts, opinions, and perspectives requires a level of tolerance that rarely characterise 
other institutions in our democracy. In that context, we must respect the prerogatives of organisations 
on our campuses to select the speakers they choose to invite.  
 
The administration is committed to allowing the free exchange of ideas, even those ideas to which we 
take exception. We would undermine our basic educational mission if we restricted outside speakers 
who are invited by legitimate campus groups. The threat of imminent danger must be taken seriously, 
but our administrative obligation is to ensure that the University provides a safe space in which 
controversies can be addressed in a manner that respects our fundamental values.  
 
In cases in which an invited speaker is known to have a strong or even extreme position on a sensitive 
or controversial issue, organisations may attempt to balance the program by including a proponent of 
the opposite perspective. This is an interesting approach, but it does not mean that a single 
perspective forum should be ruled as out of order. Other organisations on campus may at different 
times and places fill that gap or the same organisation may do so over time.   
 
When McGill permits access to visiting speakers who are invited by legitimate campus groups, no one 
should assume that this means that the administration or everyone in the University community 
approves or agrees with the position advanced by that presenter. Our role and responsibility are to 
allow discourse to proceed in order to give space for a discussion of topical, relevant issues. It is 
difficult to imagine a more appropriate place for confronting controversies than on a university campus 
such as McGill. No endorsement is given, nor should one be implied because of the mere presence on 
campus of a flashpoint speaker for a contentious issue.  
 
Indeed there are many occasions in which the University may wish to simply declare that the speaker 
in question will express views that do not in any way reflect an endorsement of the perspective in 
question. While I personally disagree with almost every line I have ever read or heard from the speaker 



that the members of the Faculty of Law’s Centre for Human Rights have invited, as Provost of McGill 
University I fully support their prerogative to have extended that invitation and to hold their event. I 
fully expect, however, that in line with a desire to have a free exchange of ideas, the moderator and 
organisers will allow and indeed encourage questions from the audience.  
 
The price of free speech is rarely too high to pay no matter how repulsive the message or the 
messenger. We want our students and others in our community to confront controversial topics in an 
environment that will help them to think critically. In some cases this type of exposure works like a 
vaccine. In general while rhetoric is a highly valued competence, knowledge is advanced by the 
presentation of credible, reliable, and valid evidence. Those who are hateful, dismissive, and intolerant 
cannot truly add to the intellectual life of the campus, but they provide an opportunity for our 
community to unmask them for what they are.  
 
Our professors in particular should see and use these events as pedagogical opportunities to confront 
controversial ideas with sharp, but civil and respectful, questions, facts, and opposite points of view. I 
believe that our students and other members of the McGill community are also up to this task. The 
enduring sense of public purpose that characterises McGill actually requires of us that we not sugar 
coat the controversies that confront citizens every day. Sometimes coming to understand the complex 
world in which we live means listening to uncomfortable positions and engaging in difficult debates. 
Sometimes, it really is the case that if there is no pain, there is no gain.   
 
Regards,  
 
Tony 
 
Prof. Anthony C. Masi,  
Provost, McGill University 
 
CC:  Prof. Heather Munroe-Blum, Principal and Vice-Chancellor 


