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My greatest concern is that North America is moving towards a life “behind the German wall”. 
  
I grew up behind the German wall and thus, lived under a communist regime until the wall fell in 1989. 
Until then basically everyone was pretending and lying. Not just with strangers, teachers, colleagues but 
we also had to be careful, which friend to trust and later we found out that even spouses reported their 
partner to the government for having “non-communist viewpoints”, e.g., wanting free elections, where 
one had the choice between different parties.  
Until the wall fell, I never witnessed anyone sharing an opinion publicly (e.g., in a classroom or a team 
meeting at work) that could be seen as deviation from the prescribed political opinion– with one 
exception. A few weeks before the wall came down, about 40 students and professors met in a cafeteria 
to talk about the university’s request that students and professors not take part in the regime-critic 
demonstrations happening every Monday evening in the streets of the city Leipzig. We came to this 
meeting to speak our mind but for a long time no one dared to say anything. We were all afraid and 
waited in silence – until finally one student stood up and said that she wants to live in a country, where 
she can share her thoughts without fear … 
For the longest time, I believed in communism/socialism and that we just didn’t get it right yet and that 
we should try to do better. But even that I didn’t dare to say. I mean I was for communism, but I didn’t 
dare to say that our society was not perfect yet and that I want to help making it better. Barely anyone 
ever dared to say what they thought because most of us were afraid of the consequences of having a 
thought or an opinion that differed from what was considered acceptable under the communist regime. 
At my time, one would not get into trouble anymore for watching West German TV, but you would still 
risk not being accepted into CEGEP or university and not being promoted at work. 
  
The scariest part: East Germany started out with the objective to be better than the capitalist world. 
There were GOOD INTENTIONS. The idea was to provide for everybody according to their needs and that 
everyone would contribute according to their abilities and to make sure that we would never ever have 
again a Nazi regime. 
But we learned in Germany that good intentions are no guarantee for good actions. Good intentions can 
fail gravely. And now I almost feel like I am living in East Germany again. For example, when we have 
class discussions about divisive topics such as “should we no longer mention/ discuss/ examine 
differences between men and women?” – students tell me afterwards that they didn’t share their 
thoughts because they are afraid of their peers, of being defamed. Students also tell me individually that 
they are shamed, dismissed, or otherwise intimidated by certain professors (and sometimes classmates) 
when trying to question or to simply discuss topics and materials presented in class. Students and 
alumni state that this climate of censorship and self-censorship has gotten worst over the past years. 
Until last year, I thought we can discuss equity, diversity, inclusion, racism, or any topic openly, 
respectfully, with genuine interest for the other’s opinion. But it seems no longer acceptable to think 
something through, to discuss, to question. For example, to examine together if there is systemic racism 



in our department and if so, what to do about it. If you don’t endorse right away the “morally superior 
opinion”, you risk being defamed as racist, oppressor, etc.  
  
It seems that we have built a “German wall” at McGill and our students, professors, and the provided 
education suffer. Discussing diverse viewpoints in university has become dangerous again. Many 
students and professors only dare to play with ideas, question each other’s viewpoints, and think 
controversial topics through in their private homes. And I am asking myself: Is this as far as it will get? Or 
will we all end up under a new regime, where we all lie and pretend because good intentions went 
terribly wrong? 
  
Annett Körner 
 


