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There has been a lot of news recently about free speech on university campuses.  Typically, one group
of students invites a high-profile speaker to give a talk and another group of students agitates until the
speaker is shut down.

But it’s not just high-profile speakers who are getting shut down on university campuses. Students are
being silenced, too. But not all students, just those who don’t conform to the accepted ideologies that
now dominate university campuses. My story is just one example.

One group silencing the opposing group is not coming to an agreement, it’s dictatorship

I’m an undergraduate student at Wilfrid Laurier University in Waterloo. I’m also a member of the
campus LifeLink Club. We are a pro-life club with no religious affiliation. We don’t use graphic pictures
or loud, angry language; we practice calm, respectful dialogue.

I am a naturally peaceful and easy-going person; my friends and family can attest to that. If the pro-life
club was the type of club that was aggressive and forceful, I would not be a member, much less the
president.

In October of last year we planned a teach-in to motivate discussion. We got approval from our
students’ union to use a grassy, outdoor area known as the quad. In early morning, we set up 10,000
small pink and blue flags with each representing 10 abortions that take place in Canada each year.

When classes began, we caught some people’s attention. I was encouraged throughout the morning by
the genuine interest and respect of my fellow students.

But beginning in the afternoon the mood turned. Employees from my university’s Diversity and Equity
Office, an official administrative body whose mandate is the fair treatment of all students on campus,
placed a sign on the walkway leading to our display. It read: “Warning: Anti-Choice display ahead.”

we were censored because our ideas…contradict the new dogma of my university

I was dumbfounded. Why was a warning needed? We were peaceful and polite. And why had this
“non-partisan” office of my university referred to my group as “anti-choice” when the term that
neutrally describes us, and how we describe ourselves, is pro-life?

The DEO hangs posters across my campus insisting that students use “proper terms” when addressing
the groups it explicitly supports, but went out of its way to apply a negatively torqued label to ours.

I had left during the morning to go to class and that sign was what I saw when I returned. I knew
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immediately that it had not been written by someone in our group, and if those who disagreed with us
were putting up signs, the afternoon was not going to be as peaceful as the morning. I wasn’t very far
off.

Displays like our flags are now prohibited

The sign from the DEO seemed to have the effect of enabling other students whose desire was not
respectful dialogue to come out and harass us.

Some came and began to pull out our flags, yelling profanities and insults. Others spit on our club
banner and the flags

I knew that there would be those at my campus who would disagree with our views, but I never
anticipated such a degrading response to pink and blue flags.

Though intimidated, I and other LifeLink members stayed calm - as we’ve been trained - and tried to
get our opponents to talk to us, but with little success. Special Constable Services were called.

One of the male students damaging our display, quoted in our campus paper, excused his behaviour
saying, “The officers are here (telling me) you have to respect their rights and I’m like … I don’t because
frankly, this is harmful.”

In the hours and days following the attack on our display, I heard that notion a lot. I heard that my group
- despite being the ones subjected to verbal abuse, intimidation, vandalism, and spit - were the
purveyors of harm and, as such, it was legitimate for our freedom of expression to be quashed.

Everywhere I went on social media, there was someone posting about how our display was harmful
and downright terrible. There were multiple people who wrote that our group should never have been
given club status and that we should get off campus.

There were those who were supportive as well, but it is hard to see the silver lining when so much hate
is being directed at you because you stood up for what you believe in.

That day, to mediate the “harm” of our actions Laurier’s Centre for Women and Trans People added to
their hours of operation but, on Facebook, cautioned attendees “you may have to walk past the protest
to get in. Please stay safe…” Alternatively, they said, “If anyone needs a place to hang out with social
justice values, the DEO is open.”

Students are being silenced

About a month later the president of the Students’ Union joined the chorus condemning LifeLink. He
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issued a public letter to the campus saying we were wrong because, “the adversarial tone of the
event evoked a confrontation which eliminated the possibility of respectful dialogue and created an
unsafe environment for all students.” Furthermore, he promised to work with the Diversity and Equity
Office and other university organizations “to ensure this does not happen again.”

True to his word, within a couple of weeks the Students’ Union changed the rules on acceptable
practices by campus clubs. Displays like our flags are now prohibited. Instead of trying to make
successful discussion happen in the future, the university went in the complete opposite direction and
further restricted what our club can do.

To be clear, LifeLink members did not have an “adversarial tone”; we made no one feel “unsafe” —
records of the event show that is the case. In fact, when the university's special constables arrived to
monitor the event, they raised no objections to our conduct, issued no warnings, offered no
interference, and, in fact, commended members of our group for their restraint in the face of
harassment and intimidation.

Again, these were university's officials. They observed our behaviour and only commented negatively
on those for our harassers. And yet our tone was adversarial? We were the ones making people feel
unsafe?

The argument of when life begins is far from being closed. I know many Canadians hold the same
views as our club, as seen by the annual March for Life on Parliament Hill in Ottawa each May.

Most people shy away from the topic because it’s controversial, but this should not mean we stop
talking about it altogether. One group silencing the opposing group is not coming to an agreement, it’s
dictatorship. The last time I checked, Canada is a democracy and each citizen has a right to his/her
opinion and a right to express that opinion, even if it opposes that of the majority.

Plainly, we were censored because our ideas and conduct, though respectful and lawful, contradict the
new dogma of my university. I came to Wilfrid Laurier University to get an education and I sure got one.
I’ve learned disagreement now equals harm.

More specifically, I’ve learned that certain campus factions with a strong ideological agenda are
manipulating language and the concept of victimhood to silence opponents … and no one, least not the
Students' Union that theoretically claims to represent us all, is trying to stop them.

 

[Photo shows flags at the Quad, Wilfrid Laurier University]
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