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Thank you to His Excellency, Alex Himelfarb, and his staff Kent Vachon, Simonetta Allder, Paola Bucalossi, and Barbara Michelagelli for all the wonderful work they have done to organize my visit to Roma and especially for this roundtable.

It is an honour to speak with you about our realities as Canadians, as Muslims and as women. Our hope is that in our discussions, we will learn from each other.

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, the values articulated in our Charter of Rights and Freedoms, to the richness of its diversity, and our active tolerance. The focus on issues should not detract from the pleasure and pride we take in being Canadian
A factor that need reminding is that many of us came to Canada because it is in the West, because it is democratic, has a stable government and institutions. And because it has welcomed us, no matter what.

I would like to talk with you about the experience of Canadian Muslim women in the context of Multiculturalism, accommodation and integration.

Our organization, the Canadian Council of Muslim Women, does not claim to speak for all Muslim women, but we do present a strong alternative perspective to the more traditional one on Islam and Muslims.

As CCMW, we get a lot of calls from individuals and the media about specific issues such as, discriminatory practices, the hijab, the niqab and other related topics. I would like to tell you later how we respond to these issues.

Not too many people know that Muslims have been in Canada since 1854, i.e. 13 years before Canada became a nation [1867] the first Muslim child, James, was born to the Scottish family. The next immigrants, in the late 1800s, were from Lebanon and Syria, followed by the Albanians and Bosnian, after WW!, and 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. We are diverse, come from all parts of the world, are of different cultures, ethnicities and races and we continue to arrive in waves and our experiences vary a great deal.

It concerns us that we are often identified only by one characteristic, which is our religion, because we have multiple identities and these get subsumed.

A 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. Previously, most English speaking Canadians were of British descent and till 1947, Canadians were still British subjects.

As you know, Canada has aboriginal peoples and the other people of significance are the French Canadians who settled Canada about 400 years ago.
For the 150th anniversary of the upcoming Canadian confederation, the gov’t commissioned a study for some projections for 2017.

The findings are that the make up of the Canadian population will be different. In 2017,there will be about 36 million Canadians, with approx 8 million visible minority persons. Most of these will live in the larger urban areas of Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver. These are of course only projections but they demonstrate the anticipated changes.

There is a phenomenal growth in the Muslim population. I n1981 [25 yrs ago] there were about 100,000 compared with the current 650,000. The projection for 2017 is that there will be about 1.5 million Muslims [4% of total pop]

There has been prejudice and discrimination, not only against Muslims, but over the years against any differences. For example, in earlier years Ukrainians, Russians and the Irish all faced discrimination.

In the 1950s-1960s, the Italians in Toronto had a lot of problems ,but over the years have enhanced Canadian culture tremendously, and are part of the integrated population. Italians are prominent in politics, in the construction industry and in services. My historian husband reminds me that Giovanni Cabotto, an Italian, discovered Newfoundland for Britain.

However, currently there is increased racism and discrimination against al things Muslim. The Sept 11 tragedies and the ensuing American “War of Terror” have been 
against all Muslims the world over and ths has affected our lives in Canada. The media seldom covers stories/events which show Islam/Muslims in a positive light. We hear of every atrocity committed by Muslims anywhere in the world and this is then generalized to all of us. 

This has sadly become part of our context as it affects our daily lives. We do not belittle the horrific actions of some Muslims globally and condemn these with the rest of the world, but we resent the generalization which occurs.

You will be interested in the recent polls done by the Trudeau Foundation, Environics Research group and the Pew Foundation regarding Muslims in Canada and Europe.

The Trudeau poll found that a majority of Canadians accept multiculturalism in principle, but this support evaporates when immigrant religious and cultural practices threaten gender equality. More than 75% stated that Muslims make a positive contribution and half have a positive impression of Islam  Half expressed concerns.

The Pew Foundation [ France, Germany, Spain and Britain, Italy not included] and Environics found that Canadian Muslims fared better than many of their European counterparts. They are satisfied in Canada and most think their fellow Canadians are not hostile to them.

In 2002, after 9/11, our organization conducted a community survey to assess the effects on Canadian Muslim women and their families. the women said they shared the deep sorrow felt by all Canadians but also felt excluded from the rest of the country’s grief because they were Muslims. Some felt a sense of collective guilt as if the tragedy was their fault, and this was further exacerbated by reports in the media. Feeling of anger and fear pervaded as a backlash developed and the gov’t initiated a number of measures to curtain civil liberties. World events have only added to the difficulties.

Canada is the first country to articulate a gov’t policy [1971] and legislation [1988] regarding the place of Multiculturalism in a democratic liberal state. In the 1970s, the then Prime Minister and his liberal gov’t had to address issues arising from Canada’s past, and they wanted to address the needs of aboriginal peoples, the French Canadians and the newer immigrants.

The stated purposes of the Multiculturalism Act were to promote cultural pluralism and to acknowledge people’s values and beliefs, but presumably within the common Canadian values
The current focus is to increase the full social and economic integration by removal of discriminatory barriers, to develop inclusive policies, to create institutional changes and increase public awareness.
The Multicultural model is a rejection of the assimilation model most identified with the U.S melting pot idea. As you know many western countries have adopted similar policies or are considering policies due to the increase in migration of other minorities and their integration into western democratic liberal states.

There is a lot of academic interest in Multiculturalism, and one of the foremost thinkers is Prof Will Kymlicka of Canada. Kymlicka sees multiculturalism with in the broader context of the liberal democratic principles and not as a policy in a vacuum. 

He is a passionate defender of Multiculturalism and thinks it is the best alternative. Host states have to ensure that there are no violations of civil or political rights; create institutional changes, ensure newer immigrants develop a sense of belonging by such policies as revising educational curriculum, recognizing religious holidays, teaching service providers cultural sensitivity, and ensuring media avoids stereotyping.

However, Kymlicka and other also insist that there are limits to the policies of Multiculturalism and that western democracies should be consistent in setting these limits. He states that illiberal values and practices will not be tolerated and will not become part of the official policy in any western state. I  am not sure his optimism is shared by others and we caution all of us to ensure that this does not happen in the guise of religious rights or pluralism.  
As both the theories and the practices of Multiculturalism 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. The main criticism is that public policies are not encouraging integration and instead may be fostering ghettoes and ethnic enclaves.
One critic is Susan Olkin, who thinks that Kymlicka and others place minority group rights higher that the rights of minority women. She questions how women who want to belong to their group would be protected from any injustices within the group.
I am concerned that the model of Canadian Multiculturalism within the framework of a liberal democracy is not rejected, but rather that the issues are addressed. If there were no such policy in a plural, ethnic/religious/racial country, then there is a danger of the trampling of rights of minorities.
As Canadians, we often refer to Canadian values but have not clearly articulated these. In an informal small survey, people told me that their definition includes:

1.Western ideals of the Enlightenment, true liberalism and the development of democratic principles. It is the primacy of the individual and the institutions of a democratic state which should protect equality of all, equal justice and protection under the law.

2. Seeing ourselves as law abiding, with a sense of fairness and a strong social consciousness. Along with this is a general acceptance of differences and a “live and let live” philosophy.

3.Pride in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and that we are signatories of a number of international declarations such as the Universal Human Rights and CEDAW.

4. Although religious teachings are respected and do play a role in some aspects of public life, there is general wariness if any religion demands a strong voice/presence in the public arena.

Is any of this in conflict  with the values espouse by newer immigrants?
There are legitimate important questions which need impartial discussion and ongoing resolution regarding Multiculturalism, adaptation, accommodation and integration. For example,

1.Should Multiculturalism translate into a plurality of fragmented groups, identified by one characteristic such as race, culture or religion?

2.How are competing rights of society and a minority group balanced when they clash?

3.How is the individual, belonging to a minority group, protected within the group’s rights?  An example is when a woman desires membership of the group but faces issues of gender inequality?

4.How to reconcile the varying beliefs about the role of religion in society, esp in the public domain?

5.What can be done about the politicization of religion?

6.How to balance security and human rights?

7.What are the differences between religion and culture?

8.How should a liberal democracy accommodate differences, so as to ensure a sense of belonging, but without fragmenting the country or losing social cohesion?

9.For us Muslim women, what is our role in the Muslim traditions? There is a lot of discussion taking place within the Muslim communities and women must have a voice in this discussion.

There continue to be flashpoints when issues arise and these raise fears, stereotyping and for us anti-Muslim sentiments. This is a process of growth and development which requires empathy, negotiations, goodwill and good leadership on all sides.

This discussion would not be complete without openly, if painfully, acknowledging the issues within the Muslim communities. There is no denying our context of racism, anti-Muslim attitudes, the actions of some Muslims in the world, the constant stereotyping of Islam and Muslims in the media and the treatment of Muslims globally. However, we Muslims must develop critical thinking and analysis of ourselves rather than the single minded focus on the negatives directed at us.

Some issues facing us in Canada but not limited to us:

1 The teachings amongst some Muslims of a narrow, literal, very traditional and intolerant interpretation of Islam. There are some whose intolerance for any but their one interpretation makes them target other Muslims and non-Muslims.
Sadly these teachings have far reaching ramifications as they divide Muslims by emphasizing sects, rejecting any notion of evolution and change, harkening back to an idealized Muslim past; insisting on only one correct version of Islam, ignoring the long history of the development of Islamic thought and working within the framework of a patriarchal family.

2. There is an increasing message being taught that as Muslims we must identify ourselves so distinctly that our identity does not include anything beyond this narrow version of what it is to be Muslim. For example. Families are not to let their children celebrate other religions’ holidays, to be careful about visiting non Muslims, to keep our children separate and that we must differentiate ourselves by our outward appearance, and any accommodation or adaptation must be assessed by this narrow perspective.

Because of racism and discrimination, we must self segregate, identify with only one’s community rather than participate with the larger society.

Our concern is that Muslim women speak about discrimination not only in mainstream society but within their Muslim communities. We have may mosques and Islamic 
Centres and not enough of them preach values of tolerance, participation, rights of others and most of all an interpretation of Islam’s compassion, equality of all and social justice.

4. We are concerned that some of our youth are facing the double tensions of racism and the narrow intolerant teachings of some Muslims.

You may have heard about the allegations against some Muslim youth in Toronto who were planning attacks against their own fellow citizens.

This is a frightening example of what can do wrong. But we do not see this as a “Muslim’ issue for it affects al of us and must be addressed as a Canadian issue.

For example, what can be done about racism, the gaining of a sense of belonging versus a sense of alienation, the educational system, the lack of clarity of our shared common values and what is being preached to the young about Islam.

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 the group/community 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,  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.  

5.  Our organization, the Canadian Council of Muslim Women is trying to assist Muslim women to participate as fully as possible, and to learn about tolerant, compassionate Islam. CCMW, founded in 1982, clearly states that we are believing women who come from various backgrounds, who are only identified as Muslims, regardless of sect, ethnic or racial origin. We advocate for changes within the context of Islam. We believe that the Islamic ideals of social justice, compassion and equality of woman are shared with the values are articulated in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 

We form partnerships with other organizations to achieve our common goals, and advocate for changes in public policies and within the Muslim communities. 

We hold conferences, regional workshops, have done community action research and have some wonderful publications. We do a lot of media interviews and public speaking events and are humbly proud that we have gained a reputation with our messages.

I hope that I have presented some of our issues and some of the positive steps being taken. Canada is a wonderful country with so much potential and we as newer immigrants and as Muslims can benefit and contribute to its future development. We do not minimize racism and prejudice but we must also appreciate the fears of the ”older” Canadians because we are changing the status quo. As Canadian Muslims we have a lot to contribute, the issue is how we do this so that there is a future of coming together rather than a future full of unresolved conflicts and unnecessary tensions.
I conclude with a quote: 

“A civil society is measured by its treatment of its vulnerable and its minorities”

There have been some recent examples which have raised the issues about reasonable accommodation and how we need to resolve these.

Hijab and soccer .

Herouxville Town’s declaration.

Kirpan and turban

Hassidic Jews and the YWCA

Sukkah hut.

Hospital Emergency services.

Hijab and Niqab.

Thank you.

