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February 7 2024 

 
 
Brooks Arcand-Paul, MLA 
Jodi Calahoo Stonehouse MLA 

 
Re: Dr. Widdowson’s Talk at the University of Alberta 
 
Mr. Arcand-Paul and Ms. Calahoo Stonehouse, 
 
 
I am writing you as President of the Society for Academic Freedom and 
Scholarship (SAFS), an association of Canadian scholars committed to the 
principles of academic freedom and the merit principle.  You can read more 
information about our organization at www.safs.ca. Although, Dr. 
Widdowson sits on our board she was not consulted for the writing of this 
letter.  
 
Our organization would like to respond to your public letter to Dr. Flanagan 
from January 16 of this year regarding Dr. Widdowson’s talk at the 
University of Alberta.  We would like to respectfully suggest that your letter 
displays a fundamental misunderstanding of the academic endeavour and 
the nature of intellectual freedom itself. 
 
The academic pursuit of truth, whether it hits its target or not, is all about 
challenging the Shibboleths, “known truths” and sacredly held beliefs of our 
society.  This may feel like an attack on those invested in the beliefs 
critiqued and may lead to a lack of reverence toward those ideas that are 

contested by this scholarship.  However, through this process we get closer to the truth 
whether this means creating stronger arguments in support of the traditional understanding, 
the replacement of accepted beliefs with better truer ones, or more likely the incorporating of 
parts of the critique into previous arguments. 
 
Beyond the academic issues at stake though we take strong exception to your statement that 
you “stand[] behind [those] who have successfully obstructed platforms booked or obtained for 
Widdowson to spread her opinions denying residential school atrocities.”  Your support as an 
elected official for these deeply illiberal actions not only backs the effective nullifying of 
Professor Widdowson’s section 2(b) Charter rights but also takes away the rights of those who 
may want to hear what she has to say, either because they are sympathetic to her position, or 
because they want to hear about a perspective that is opposed to their own understanding.  
This obstruction, which you support, gives the impression to us that you think that you know 
better than the citizens of Alberta about what is right and true and what ideas they have the 
right to examine and interrogate.   
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When it comes down to it everyone believes that they and people like them should have the 
right to express their version of the truth.  One’s commitment to a liberal and democratic 
culture is only shown however when they are supportive of the rights of free expression for 
those with whom they vehemently disagree.    
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Robert G. Thomas 
President, Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship.  
 
CC: The Honourable Rajan Sawhney, Minister of Advanced Education for Alberta 
Dr. Bill Flanagan, President of the University of Alberta 
The Honourable Rachel Notley, Leader of His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition 
David Eggen, MLA, Critic for Advanced Education. 
Dr. Kathleen Lowrey, Professor, University of Alberta 
Dr. Frances Widdowson 

 


