Dear friends: In the last weeks, | have been watching carefully as this community has been
embroiled in tension relating to the topics of race and racism.

Some students from both sides of this conflict report not being heard and not being safe. | wonder
how we can do better. | believe, and think you do, too, that all of us are here because we deserve
to be. All of us have something of value to contribute. And this community thrives when every
single one of us thrives—from the most advantaged to the most disadvantaged.

In this letter, 1 wish to make remarks on discourse at the College. Before I get there, I wish to
comment first on disagreement and on common humanity.

I. On disagreement

In speaking with different members of this College’s community about race and racism, there is
no question that there is a broad diversity of opinions.

I would suggest that disagreements generally are never going away. Each of us has thoughts and
sentiments inspired by our specific temperament,! experiences, and influences.> We can think of
a relatively simple yet impactful example: some of us have our minds poisoned by the mainstream
fake news media, while others of us have our minds poisoned by misinformation rabbit holes on
YouTube. From this alone, when we look at each other, some of us see “radical left” and others
see “alt right”. And it’s not just politics, of course. Sometimes | ask myself, how would I think
and what would I believe if | had up to now experienced life in a different place, with different
people, or in a different body? The answer takes me to the bounds of what | can imagine.

Instead of hoping our disagreements disappear, it seems the question is this: do we believe that our
diversity is our strength? In other words, are the disagreements that stem from our diverse
perspectives threats or are they opportunities? Should they be met with fear or with bravery?

I1. On common humanity

| am grateful to the several students and faculty members who have been generous with their time
in speaking with me on race and racism. 1’d like to tell you what I have learned about recent
events.

Some students feel that belonging to a racial minority comes with constant reminder that the
system that doesn’t bother to understand them. Instead, dominant systemic forces maintain a
vicious, cruel track record towards people that look like them on the basis of race alone. And so,
the prospect of a discussion about exam accommodations for Indigenous students threatens to force
those students to justify their own existence in this community.

! See e.g. James Tilley, “Are political views shaped by personality traits?” (1 February 2021), online: BBC News
<www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-55834023>.
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Other students feel that falling outside a particular race results in being judged as untrustworthy or
morally unfit on the basis of race alone. For these students, on the presumption that such a
discussion would be racist, they are denied any chance to discuss the exam accommodations policy
that affects them as well. This is unfair.

| wonder, while it means something different specifically to each of us, do we largely care about
the same things?

Is it that we each want to have our own identity seen without prejudice and to believe that this
system is just? Could it be that we’re all just human?®

I11.On courageous discourse

Here is something on which | suspect we can agree: race and racism are sensitive topics. Some of
you reading this may be doing so with anxiety. You are watching to see if my words cross a line
that could send ripples of conflict through our community. Some anxiety is no doubt in order, and
| feel it, too.

| ask, however, whether this anxiety grips us too tightly. Does it cause us to be fearful in moments
that call for courage? To be defensive when we could be confident? To be intolerant when we
could be open-minded?

On sensitive topics especially, it is natural to desire consensus. Wouldn’t we get along better if
we could just agree? Unfortunately, I don’t believe it’s that simple. There is all the difference in
the world between, on the one hand, discussing a matter thoroughly hoping for agreement, and on
the other hand, rushing to orthodoxy to avoid hearing the other side in the first place.* Also, there
is all the difference in the world between attempting to persuade someone, knowing they may or
may not agree, and attempting to coerce that person’s belief.

If we get discourse wrong, | worry that our community may be cut into factions which stop talking
to each other. | worry that such factions would be bound to spiral into deeper conflict. Each side
will develop the impression that the other side is unreasonable and intolerable. This is not because
either side is correct, but only because they stop having honest conversations with people from the
other side: those who sincerely take a different view.® When factions stop talking to each other,
eventually it becomes very hard to see each other’s humanity.” How then would we tackle the

3 For the self-styed “pro-human” alternative against intolerance and racism, see “FAIR—Foundation Against
Intolerance & Racism”, online: <www.fairforall.org>.
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Generation for Failure (New York: Penguin Press, 2018) at 81.



difficult questions we are coming across? Here is a thorny one, for example: what happens when
a race advocate declares as racist what happens to be the sincere religious belief of a classmate?

To my mind, the remedy is open, courageous discourse.

Courageous discourse does not run from irritation or offense.® Instead, it says, “I am not powerless
to another’s words.”® It hones its abilities to inform, to persuade, and even to entertain. It also
listens carefully as others explain themselves, state their case, or tell stories.

Especially as law students, my wish for all of us is to experience the kinds of conversations that
challenge and expand us. In my experience, such conversations often begin by irritating or even
offending. But they are not meant to be run away from. With the right tools, | believe we can
engage in discourse with courage, confidence, and open-mindedness.

Conclusion

My friends, I hope for each of us—from the most advantaged to the most disadvantaged—that by
the time we leave this College, none of us is a candle that blows out in the breeze. Instead, with
courage and confidence, | hope that disagreement and adversity may become our fuel—our time
to shine. I hope, as the saying goes, that each of us lights ablaze and wishes for the wind.*°

So, to anyone reading who feels there is something you must say. If you have grappled with your
conscience and trust that you would speak in good faith, but you are afraid because what you would
say is opposed by prevailing orthodoxy or other systemic forces, | hope that you feel emboldened.
As far as I’m concerned, when you say in good faith what you must, you pay a service to your own
soul and to your community.

And, finally, for the road of discourse to run, it must go in both directions. | hope that each of us
listens just as courageously as we speak. | hope we listen especially to those with whom we
disagree; with those who irritate and even offend us. Life has taught me that it is from these people
that I have the most to learn.

Sincerely,

(2

Tim Haggstrom
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droits de la jeunesse), 2021 SCC 43 at para 82.
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10 Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Antifragile: Things That Gain from Disorder (Penguin Random House, 2012) at 3.





