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IN BEIRUT:
Thank you to Professor Sari Hanafi of the American University of Beirut’s Social and Behavioural Sciences, for helping organizing this evening. I would like to thank the Ambassador of Canada, H.E Louis de Lorimier, and his staff, Claudie Senay, Cheryl Cruz and Maya Barakat, for all the work they have done to make this event possible.

IN AMMAN:

Thank you to H.E Hassan Abu Nimeh of the Royal Institute for Interfaith Studies and the Canadian Embassy staff, Veronique Pepin-Halle, Philippe Cousineau and Tamer Al-Masri, for organizing my visit to Amman and specially for this event. I am sorry to have missed the Ambassador, HE Arif Lalani.

Thank you for this opportunity to speak with you about our realities as Canadians, Muslims and women. It is a great pleasure to see your interest in us.

I have been asked to talk about multiculturalism in Canada and its effects on the Muslim communities, especially on women. I look forward to our discussion regarding any similarities and differences between our situation and that of Lebanon.

Before I speak of the issues, I want to convey to you the wonderful qualities of our country, from its physical vastness, to its newness, to the values articulated in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, to the richness of its diversity, and our active tolerance. A factor that needs reminding is that many of us came to Canada because it is in the west, because it is democratic and has a stable, functioning government and institutions, and because it has welcomed us no matter what.
In all the discussions that are taking place in Canada, there is a genuine desire to ensure that each citizen is treated as an equal with all the rights and responsibilities.

The focus on issues should not distract from the pleasure and pride we take in being Canadian

Not too many people know that Muslims have been in Canada since 1854, that is 13 years before Canada became a nation in 1867, when the first Muslim child, James, was born to a Scottish woman, Agnes Love. This family was the first Muslim family registered in Canada. 
You will be interested to know that one of the first groups of immigrants who came to Canada, in the late 1800s, were from Lebanon and were sometimes called Syrians because of the history of this area. After WW1, the Albanians followed along with the Bosnians. The Lebanese settled mainly in the western provinces and most of the man became peddlers. Some also settled in London, Windsor and Ottawa in the province of Ontario. The founder of the Canadian Council of Muslim Women was a woman of Lebanese and American descent, born in the late 1920s, who told us stories of how her father would be gone for many winter months while her mother and the three children lived in a thatched sod house in the middle of the prairies.

The more recent post-1960s influx of Muslims is from all parts of the world. One of the points we stress often is that there is no one monolithic homogenous community of Muslims in Canada, as we are diverse and come from all parts of the world, of different cultures, ethnicities and races. We continue to arrive in waves and our experiences vary a great deal. 

A very significant factor is that there has been a dramatic change in the ethnic origins of the Canadian population. For example in 2001 [Census] over 200 different ethnic origins were reported, with 13% being visible minority. Previous to that most English speaking Canadians were of British descent, and till 1947, Canadians were still British subjects.

For the 150th anniversary of Canadian confederation, the government recently commissioned a study for some projections for 2017. The findings are significant and much is being discussed as to how to prepare the country for the changes in the population.

In 2017, that is in 10 years, the projection is that Canada’s total population will be about 36 million people, with a projected 8 million visible minority persons.[ 23% of the total population]. Most visible minorities would live in the large urban areas such as Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal. The larger groupings will be the Chinese, South Asian and Blacks, with the Arab population reaching almost half a million. 

There is phenomenal growth in the Muslim population which was about 100,000 in 1981 [25 years ago] to the current 650,000 Muslims. The projection is that in 10 years, by 2017, there will be approximately 1.5 million Muslims. [Nearly 4 % of the entire population] 

Although these are only projections, the government is considering changes in policies in 5 key areas: cities, labour market, youth, generational issues, public institutions and health and social services. They are also considering questions about integration and accommodation.

There has been prejudice and discrimination not only against Muslims but against any differences. In the early days of Canada, Ukrainians, the Irish, the Italians all had a difficult time. Sadly, we share with other countries our poor treatment of aboriginal peoples, and that is all the more reason now for all of us to deal with racism and prejudice against any minority.

However, currently there is increased racism against Muslims. The tragedies of Sept 11, and the ensuing “War on Terror” has been against Muslims world wide. The media seldom covers stories/events which show Muslims in a positive light. We hear of every atrocity committed by Muslims and this is them generalized to all of us. This has become part of our lives and our context as it affects our daily lives.
Canada was the first country to articulate a government policy [1971] and legislation [1988] regarding the role of multiculturalism in a democratic liberal state. In the 1970s, the then Prime Minister and his liberal government had to address issues arising from Canada’s past. They wanted to deal with the aboriginal peoples, the French Canadians and the phenomena of new immigrants from other ethnic and cultural backgrounds. The aim was to recognize all these groups and ensure that each was treated as full citizens.

The Multicultural model was a rejection of the assimilation model most identified with the United States melting pot idea. The Multicultural model was to acknowledge cultural pluralism and to promote respect for peoples’ values and beliefs, but presumably within common Canadian values. The stated purposes of the Multiculturalism Act were to assist in the preservation of cultures and languages, to reduce discrimination, to enhance cultural awareness and understanding and to promote culturally sensitive institutional change. 

In recent times, the focus has shifted more to increase the full social and economic integration by removal of discriminatory barriers, to develop inclusive policies, create institutional changes and increase public awareness. 

As you know, other western countries have also adopted similar policies because of the increase in migration of visible minorities, and their rights and their integration are current challenges for the western democracies. 
There is a lot of academic interest in multiculturalism and one of the foremost thinkers is a Canadian, Professor Will Kymlicka.  Kymlicka sees multiculturalism within the broader context of the liberal- democratic principles, governmental policies and public institutions, as Multiculturalism is not a policy in a vacuum.

He is a passionate defender of multiculturalism and thinks it is the best alternative for liberal democracies.  He thinks cultural groups need recognition and accommodation so that the host countries must ensure that there are no violations of civil or political rights; create institutional changes; ensure that newer immigrants develop a sense of belonging by such policies as revising the education curriculum to include the history of minority groups, by recognizing religious holidays, teaching service providers to be sensitive to cultural differences, and ensuring the media avoids stereotyping.

However, Kymlicka also insists that there are limits to multiculturalism and thinks that western democracies should be consistent in setting these limits. I am not sure that his optimism is shared by others, and we caution that all of us must ensure that illiberal values and practices are not accepted, because of a misconceived notion of pluralism or religious rights  
For example, Kymlicka’s liberal principles include the acceptance of different dress codes as he opposed the ban on the hijab by France but he is hesitant about the introduction of other laws, for example, Muslim family laws, which may conflict with Canadian ones.
Kymlicka is one of many who are providing scholarly dissertations on multiculturalism as the way to integrate newer immigrants. Another scholar Jack Jedwab of the Association of Canadian Studies, in his research, has found that “there is strong evidence that respect for diversity is interconnected with a range of other fundamental values that are essential to the well being of a healthy pluralist democracy”   His research confirms  that there is strong support and pride amongst Canadians for diversity and multiculturalism.  
However, as both the theories and the practices are recent phenomena, we are in the throes of constantly adapting our sense of what are acceptable values and practices and what are the limits of reasonable accommodation.
 There are opponents of multiculturalism within the public, the political parties and also within the ethnic communities themselves. The main criticism is that the public policies are not encouraging integration, and instead are allowing new immigrants to create ghettoes, ethnic enclaves. People are legitimized to see themselves as hyphenated Canadians and they remain entrenched in their original identities. One of the academics who oppose Kymlicka’s perspective is Susan Olkin. She is concerned that there is over emphasis on the rights of minority groups to the detriment of the rights of the individual within that group, esp. women. She argues that there are practices within some minority groups which do not consider women’s rights, and  women get caught between the strong desire to belong but also the need to be protected against the group’s demands.

A recent poll found that most Canadians accept multiculturalism but this support evaporates when immigrants’ religious and cultural practices threaten gender equality, but the thorny question of what is reasonable accommodation of immigrant’s beliefs and practices comes up often. There continue to be flashpoints when issues arise and these raise fears, stereotyping, anti- Muslim sentiments and sometimes solutions.  

I think there must be public discussion on the balance between preserving original cultures and practices and the necessity of celebrating our common shared values. This is the area of tensions and conflicts, that is: the limits of accommodation of differences. I am concerned that with the tensions around multiculturalism people will reject the whole model and that we, the newer immigrants, the Muslims, the non Europeans will be the losers. 
Part of this discussion is whether there is agreement about what constitutes Canadian values. I did a very informal survey and found there is recognition that the values are based on Western ideals of the Enlightenment, true liberalism, and the development of democracy. These values are the primacy of the individual, the institutions of a democratic state, equality of all, equal justice and protection under the law.

The 1981 Charter of Rights and Freedoms provides the formal basis for our values and practices. Canadians see themselves as advocates for gender equality, are law abiding, courteous, with a sense of fairness and a strong social consciousness. Canadians usually believe in acceptance of differences and have a “live and let live” philosophy of life. 

As to the future,  with the data of the 2017 projection of population growth, and  the effects of 9/11, the federal government is holding some consultations regarding Canada and the Faith Based Communities, esp., the Muslim ones. 
There are legitimate important questions being raised which require impartial discussion and ongoing resolution, regarding Multiculturalism, adaptation, and participation/integration
1 Should Multiculturalism translate into a plurality of fragmented groups, identified by one characteristic only such as race, culture or religion?

2. How are competing rights of society and a minority group to be balanced when they clash? Who resolves them and by what processes?

3. How is the individual, belonging to a minority group, protected within the group’s rights?  For example, a woman who wants to belong to the group but faces gender inequality issues.
4. How to reconcile the varying beliefs about the role of religion in society, esp. in the public arena?
5. What is to be done about the politicization of religion?

6.How do we balance security and human rights?

7. What are the differences between religion and culture?

8. How fare does a liberal democracy have to accommodate differences, without fragmenting the country and resulting in a loss of mutually acceptable social cohesion?

9. How to set a common framework and what are the limits of pluralism?
10. And for us as Muslim women what is our role in the Muslim traditions?

11. How will we decide what is “reasonable accommodation” on the part of mainstream society, to help minorities gain a sense of belonging and recognition?

The discussion would not be complete without openly, if painfully, acknowledging that there are  issues within the Muslim communities. Some Muslim organizations and individuals, are involved in very positive ways to seek solution, but there are many others who are creating more difficulties and feeding into the stereotyping and negativity. There is no denying our context of racism, discrimination, anti-Muslims attitudes, the actions of some Muslims around the world, the constant stereotyping of Islam and Muslims and the treatment of Muslims globally.
However, we Muslims need to develop critical thinking and analysis of ourselves. Instead of demonstrating that Islam is a religion of peace, compassion and social justice, many Muslims living in Canada and the other parts of the West insist that Islam demands a total way of life which means there is no separation of religion in the public/ state arena. They preach in many mosques and websites that to be a true Muslim one must insist on all aspects of living be governed by Islam. Some go further and want an “Islamic” state for Muslims in the west.  There is not sufficient emphasis on inter faith dialogue nor on exploring the shared values and principles amongst all faiths.
This raises fears amongst most westerners as they have already gone through the struggle of separating state and private domains. This is not to say that religion is totally separated from the state apparatus but most would say that religious teachings should not form the basis of the democratic system. So when Muslims demand Muslim family laws, or that women and girls are required to cover their heads/faces, and that there should be segregation between the genders and that Muslim religious schools should be publicly funded, these become areas of tension.

Many Muslim women feel discriminated against in the larger society, but their greater concern is that they are not welcomed as equals within the Muslim communities. Most of the teachings in mosques and Islamic centres are of the very traditional, literal and at times intolerant interpretation of Islam. This feeds into the anger, racism and stereotyping.
There is an increasing message being taught that as Muslims we need to identify ourselves so distinctly that our identity does not include anything beyond this narrow version of being Muslim. It is taught that Islam demands this and because of discrimination it is better for us to self segregate, to become more outwardly Muslim and to identify with only our communities. 

Some youth are either disengaging from all the communities or are being persuaded by the preaching of segregation and identification only with other Muslims. The recent allegations against 18 Muslim youth of planning terrorist attacks in Toronto were a frightening experience for all. This is not just a Muslim problem because it was against their own faith and against their Canadian society.
It is obvious that all these issues affect Muslim women and their families directly. For us because of our strong attachments to our families, communities and religion we are often placed in the difficult position of being forced to “choose”  between our allegiances and our own rights. Some Muslim women come to the position of choosing the group/community even if it means that their rights have to become secondary, while others face tensions while balancing their strong desire to belong and to be treated as equals in both the larger society and within their communities. For example, terms often used to describe the role and responsibilities of women are “equity” and “complementariness” and not “equality” which demonstrates the values taught by many Muslims regarding the patriarchal family structure. 

Also because the onus on many Muslim women, not so for men, is to identify ourselves by our outward appearance, there is more marked prejudice against Muslim women in the mainstream society, including in employment.
So what can be done by individuals and NGOs,  such as the Canadian Council of Muslim Women? The short answer is lots! 

CCMW was founded in 1982, and we clearly state that we are BELIEVING women who come from various backgrounds and who are only identified as Muslims regardless of sect, ethnic or racial origin. CCMW has a number of objectives: to educate ourselves and others about our faith, its teaching of pluralism, tolerance and the equality of women; the other objective is to assist women to participate as fully as possible in all 
aspects of life, by forming partnerships with other women’s organizations and by advocating for changes in public policies and within the Muslim communities.
We hold conferences, regional workshops for Muslim women, we work in close collaboration with other organizations, we have done some community action research and have some wonderful publications. We do a lot of media work and public speaking events so that our voice is heard by other Muslims and by our non-Muslim fellow citizens. We have been humbly proud that CCMW has achieved some international recognition as a group of believing Muslim women who know that Islam is about social justice, equality and compassion.

Fortunately for us there are many Muslim scholars who are providing us with the Islamic perspective that supports what we believe is the eternal message of Islam. Through our publications and conferences we educate ourselves and others that there is an alternative to the rigidity and narrowness of the literal interpretation of Islam.

Another example of that we provide an alternative to assist Muslim women become empowered to make their own decisions based on accurate and impartial information. This helps with the discrimination felt by many of us within our communities, but we admit that a lot more needs to be done to counteract what is taught and practiced.

We found in the last few years that some academics have tried to justify differential treatment of Muslim women, by using the lens of cultural relativism. There is debate regarding women’s choice and consent, whether it is informed decision or imposed upon by others. Our concerns regarding what seems to be deliberate self segregation and confusion about identities have led us to do some community research.

In conclusion, I hope that I have presented some of our issues and also some very positive steps being taken. Canada is a wonderful country with so much potential, and we as newer immigrants and as Muslims can both benefit from its history and traditions and also contribute to its further development. We have to appreciate the fears of the “older” Canadians because the increase in numbers of Muslims and other immigrants is threatening to the status quo. Canada is and can grow more into a country full of richness and pluralism with common shared values based on universal human rights. As Muslims we have a lot to contribute, the issue is how we do it so that it is a future of coming together rather than a future full of conflicts and unnecessary tensions.
Thank you.
