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Chief Justice; other distinguished members of the Ontario courts; Mr. Treasurer; Benchers and, 

last, but certainly not least: new lawyers:  

 

It’s a privilege to be here with you today, and it’s an even greater privilege to be among the first 

to be able to address you that way: new ‘lawyers’.  Because from today, you are no longer 

students at law; no longer Bar Admission students; no longer law students -- but lawyers. On 

behalf of everyone here, congratulations. 

 

The very idea of being a called a “lawyer” conjures up a variety of images. 

 

If you watch television, you know lawyers are those people who take on impossible cases, 

master them in about 18 minutes, usually win against impossible odds, and always, always -- 

manage to do all that while dressing provocatively and flirting with everyone they meet along the 

way.  

 

But what do I mean when I call you “lawyers”?   Let me try to answer this question in a very 

personal way: with examples of lawyers who by their daily work make the law the profession 

which I have come to greatly admire and respect.  And truly, I say this because frankly, I am in 

awe of so many members of our Ontario family of lawyers, and am so proud to be part of that 

family. 

 

When I think of what a lawyer is, I first think of the thousands of lawyers in Ontario who act 

without fee for clients who desperately need our help.  People who are disadvantaged, people 

who are vulnerable, people facing great tragedies, great crises, in their lives, who without a 

lawyer, would be in terrible trouble.  Lawyers take on these cases, take on these crises, not for 

headlines, not for gain, but because they believe it is just to do so, and because they know that 

for many clients, lawyers are the only ones who can help.  These are lawyers to me. 

 

I also think of the sole practitioners who work all around the province, in big cities and smaller 

ones too, who assume an incredible variety of legal tasks.  How great their responsibilities, how 

isolated they must often feel, what a struggle they daily face.  Theirs is a job just as challenging, 

perhaps even more so, as any in our profession. 

 

There are the lawyers who represent the most unpopular in our province -- people accused of 

crimes, those with unusual and different and, frankly, difficult ideas, those against whom the vast 

resources of the state and the tides of public opinion are lined up.  As a society, we all agree that 

these people need to have their basic rights protected. 

 

But lawyers, with the skills to do the job, are the ones who step up to the bar, and in doing so 

prove that indeed we do have a society governed by the rule of law. 
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I think next of the lawyers who are trusted counsel to the women and men who are the business 

leaders of this country.  With daring, enthusiasm and creativity, and old-fashioned hard work, 

they help fuel the economic progress that makes our province prosperous, while remaining true 

to the oaths of professional responsibility and integrity that you will swear today.  Our clients 

clearly want results, and it is our job to get them consistent with our obligations to justice. 

 

When I think of lawyers I think of those who volunteer for causes which lie close to their heart.  

Whether to defend civil liberties, represent the wrongfully imprisoned, lobby on behalf of the 

homeless or refugee claimants -- or dozens and dozens of other great and noble causes -- 

Lawyers all around us give their own time and their own skill to causes that are important.  They 

inspire us all, and make us proud to be lawyers. 

 

I think of the justices of the courts of Ontario, some of whom are with us today.  I think of how 

so many in this society take their role for granted, assuming that hearing an ever-increasing load 

of cases, and making reasoned and just decisions is an easy job.  Ladies and gentlemen, it is not. 

The judges that I know work very hard. They approach their task with much gravity, and 

humility. They are faithful to the law and to the basic values of our country. They often face 

uninformed and intemperate public criticism for decisions which have not been fully appreciated 

or understood. They are, in their own way, models for us all. 

 

One also thinks of crown attorneys, who with ever-dwindling resources, protect the social fabric 

of our society and help create the law and order that each of us takes for granted.  Criminal 

justice is not a remote, law school exam answer for them -- it is their duty each and every day.  

How fortunate we are to have these lawyers. 

 

I also think about the lawyers I know best, the extremely talented members of the labour bar. 

Whether representing management or unions, these lawyers learned long ago that our job is to 

solve problems, not to create or extend them. We deal, day in and day out, with parties who are 

in a continuing relationship - like it or not - with each other and we work hard at helping them to 

get along. ADR may be a buzzword for some, but for the labour bar, it is a fact of our 

professional life and has been for years. I am convinced that labour lawyers add great value to 

the legal process because of their commitment to professionalism, to solving problems in a real 

and meaningful way. 

 

Consider too the lawyers who, over the course of our history, have pushed our laws forward, 

broke down the barriers, literally changed our world.  Legal history is filled with stories of 

triumph and progress, but the history books often leave out the setbacks, the hard work, the 

personal risks, the sheer force of will and tremendous personal courage that has been required to 

make our society more equal, more just. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, lawyers have been at the vanguard of those changes, and as a society, we 

are all better for it. 

 

All of these people -- through deeds, not words -- show us what it means to be a lawyer.  For me, 

as I’m sure for you, these are shining examples, but also, they are examples of people who have 

set the bar very high indeed. 
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As a law teacher, I have seen some of this generation of new lawyers, and I know you are equal 

to the challenge. Many of you have had to overcome very trying family circumstances to make it 

here today.  Some of you are the first in your families to be admitted to university, and the first to 

attend law school.  Some are here launching a second career, having decided later in life to 

become lawyers. Many of you have faced great personal and economic obstacles in your lives - 

and it is a testament to all of you, no matter what your background, no matter what the 

challenges, that you have persevered, that you have demonstrated that you possess the attributes 

that I have just been describing. 

 

Without a doubt, every one of you will fit into my definition of lawyers, earning the respect and 

admiration, which so many lawyers deserve. There are more new women lawyers today then 

men. The face of the legal profession is changing, and has changed, for the better. You 

are the most diverse, best educated, most highly skilled, most technologically adept group of 

men and women ever to be called to the Ontario Bar. The profession, and our nation, will be 

stronger because of you. And in everything you do, you will give new meaning to the word 

lawyer. 

 

This is not just another ceremony. This is your entry to our profession and your commitment, 

from this day on, to taking responsibility for the affairs of others. Identify the real issues and help 

solve the real problems. Connect to your clients, to their immediate concerns and to their 

immediate needs. But take the long view too - it is a marathon not a dash. Find out what it is 

about the law that you like, and practice that part of the law that you are good at, and then stick 

to it. 

 

I am confident that all of you will make a difference, that all of you in your own way will help 

remind our society about what lawyers can do -- and actually do. 

 

As I look out at you, therefore, at this, the next generation of lawyers, the men and women who 

will define our profession in this new century, I know we are lucky to have you -- to have you 

join us today as lawyers. 

 

Congratulations. 

 

William Kaplan 

February 2002 


