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Niqab debate at the heart of 
Canada’s election campaign

UK takes stronger stance on extremism at schools

London

“B
e in no doubt: If you 
are teaching intoler-
ance we will shut you 
down,” British Prime 
Minister David Cam-

eron said during the Conservative 
Party conference.

With a renewed confidence after 
a landslide election victory in May, 
Cameron’s Conservative Party has 
developed a new counterterrorism 
approach, targeting non-violent 
extremism as the “root cause” of 
terrorism.

Cameron decried the “passive 
tolerance” that has come to char-
acterise British politics, saying that 
the time has come to take a stand 
on issues that politicians had tend-
ed to shy away from.

“For too long, we’ve been so 
frightened of causing offence that 
we haven’t looked hard enough at 
what is going on in our communi-
ties,” Cameron said October 8th at 
the party conference. “This… has 
turned us into a less integrated 
country. It’s put our children in 
danger. It is unforgivable.”

His comments came after a gov-
ernment clampdown on educa-
tion institutions in line with new 
Prevent guidelines — the govern-
ment’s flagship anti-radicalisation 
strategy — including publicly nam-
ing four British universities for 
hosting “extremist” speakers.

The universities named by the 
government were Queen Mary 
University, King’s College, SOAS 
(School of Oriental and African 
Studies) and Kingston University 
— all London-based institutes with 
a large contingent of Muslim stu-

dents. The universities hosted Is-
lamist figures who state views, the 
government alleges, that are con-
trary to British values.

“Schools, universities and colleg-
es, more than anywhere else, have 
a duty to protect impressionable 
young minds and ensure that our 
young people are given every op-
portunity to reach their potential,” 
Cameron said.

The Prevent strategy, for the first 
time, places legal requirements on 
universities and colleges to stop ex-

tremists from radicalising students 
on campus. It also tackles gender 
segregation at events and provides 
support to students deemed at risk 
of radicalisation.

But the National Union of Stu-
dents (NUS) said it will boycott the 
guidelines, launching a “students 
not suspects” campaign, which 
was backed by the University and 
College Union (UCU), criticising the 
government for “intrusive” new 
measures.

“With the government focusing 
on ‘Islamic extremism’, the pros-
pect of racial profiling and state-
sponsored Islamophobia is all the 
worse. Black and Muslim students 
are bearing the brunt of a reaction-
ary, racist agenda while freedom 
of speech across the board is cur-
tailed. I believe this is a recipe for 
‘extremism’, not a solution,” said 

NUS Vice-President Shelly Asquith.
British Minister for Universities 

and Science Jo Johnson expressed 
“disappointment” at the decision, 
calling on all British universities to 
abide by the “legal duty” that the 
government has placed on univer-
sities.

“Universities represent an im-
portant arena for challenging ex-
tremist views,” he said in an open 
letter to the NUS. “It is important 
there can be active challenge and 
debate on issues relating to counter 
terrorism and provisions for aca-
demic freedom are part of the Pre-
vent guidance.”

“It is my firm view that we all 
have a role to play in challenging 
extremist ideologies and protect-
ing students on campus. Ultimate-
ly, the Prevent strategy is about 
protecting people from radicalisa-
tion.”

With the government indicat-
ing that it intends to strengthen its 
counter-extremist narrative and 
the NUS showing no sign of back-
ing down, university campuses are 
likely to become a battleground 
between the government and free-
dom of speech advocates.

The government’s new policy 
looks beyond higher education, 
however, specifically targeting ma-
drassas — religious schools as well 
as extracurricular classes affiliated 
with local mosques that are run of-
ten with no government oversight.

“In some madrassas we’ve got 
children being taught that they 
shouldn’t mix with people of other 
religions; being beaten; swallowing 
conspiracy theories about Jewish 
people. These children should be 
having their minds opened, their 
horizons broadened — not having 
their heads filled with poison and 
their hearts filled with hate,” Cam-

eron told the Conservative Party 
conference.

While the Muslim Council of 
Britain (MCB) — the largest umbrel-
la group of Muslim associations in 
the United Kingdom — largely wel-
comed the prime minister’s com-
ments, it criticised targeting mad-
rassas.

“We commend the prime minis-
ter for speaking up for a multicul-
tural and multi-faith Britain and 
we welcome his focus on what 
more can be done to foster a nation 
at ease with itself,” MCB said in a 
statement.

“However we are concerned at 
the prime minister’s targeting of 
the supplementary schools. It is 
neither Islamic, nor prevalent, in 
madrassas to be isolationist or to 
preach hate of other faiths,” the 
group, which represents a number 
of madrassas said, calling on the 
government to substantiate its al-
legations with evidence.

“[But] we recognise that there 
is room for improvement as many 
of these establishments are under-
resourced, understaffed and are 
often not properly trained and sup-
ported. In that regard, we welcome 
the government’s interest to sup-
port them in these provisions,” the 
statement added.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Ottawa

T 

he niqab — the face-cov-
ering garment worn by 
many Muslim women — 
has become an issue in 
Canada’s upcoming elec-

tions. Some promote the garment 
as a sign of oppression, while oth-
ers see it as a matter of freedom of 
expression and religion.

Canadian Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper, the Conservative Party 
leader, has drawn the issue of the 
niqab into his campaign. He prom-
ised to implement a ban on federal 
civil servants wearing niqabs or 
burkas if his government is re-elect-
ed in the October 19th election.

Harper also said he would create 
a “barbaric cultural practices hot-
line”, a police tip line that has been 
described by Harper’s critics as a 
fear-mongering and divisive tactic.

Harper said he wants to follow 
what the provincial government of 
Quebec has implemented through 
Bill 94, which requires women 
working with the public sector to 
remove their face coverings.

“The ban is illegal,” said Raja 
Khouri, president of the Canadian 
Arab Institute and a commissioner 
with the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission. “The human rights 
laws in this country and the Charter 

of Rights and Freedoms offer pro-
tection for religious observers.”

The niqab debate has been ac-
tive in Quebec for some time but it 
is a relatively new issue for the rest 
of Canada. In 2011, Jason Kenney, 
then citizenship and immigration 
minister, issued a policy that re-
quired Muslim women to remove 
face veils while taking the oath at 
citizenship ceremonies.

The issue gained national at-
tention in 2014 when 29-year-old 
Mississauga resident Zunera Ishaq 
challenged the regulation and re-
fused to take her niqab off during 
her citizenship oath.

Ishaq won a legal battle against 
the Conservative government in 
2015. The Federal Court ruled the 
ban of individuals’ face coverings 
during the citizenship oath was un-
lawful.

Ishaq took her oath of citizen-
ship on October 9th while wear-
ing a niqab. In an interview with 
CBC News she said that becoming 
a Canadian citizen has confirmed 
her belief in the justice system of 
Canada. “I was feeling in the oath, 
that definitely this is the country 
to whom I have to be loyal,” Ishaq 
said.

Ishaq, who arrived in Canada 
from Pakistan in 2008, said no one 
in her family wore the niqab or the 
hijab and indicated that wearing 
the veil was her personal choice. 
As a new citizen, Ishaq will be able 
to vote in the October 19th federal 
election.

Opponents of the niqab argue 
that women wearing them conceal 
their identities and are oppressed 
by their families. Many Muslim 
women have said they would show 
their faces to government officials 
to verify identity but refuse the no-
tion that the government should be 
able to impose a specific dress code 
on them.

“This is a trend. We’ve seen this 
happening a lot in Europe. It’s still 
there and now it is reaching us 
here in North America,” said Monia 
Mazigh, a Canadian writer and hu-
man rights advocate, who in a 2014 
novel, Mirrors and Mirages, high-
lights the traditional clothes worn 
by Muslim women.

“It’s the consequence of the 
whole international situation that 
is not only about the niqab but it’s 
about the demonisation of Mus-
lims,” she added. “Stephen Harper 
saw a political opportunity to do it.”

Results of a taxpayer-funded 
poll suggest strong public support 
for the Conservative stance on 
the niqab during citizenship cer-
emonies. The poll, which Harper 
ordered, indicated that 82% of Ca-
nadians asked said they favoured 
the ban somewhat or strongly, with 
15% opposed. Support for the pol-
icy was stronger in Quebec, where 
93% stated they were in favour of 
the requirement.

Considering that just 3.2% of the 
population in Canada is Muslim and 
very few women wear the niqab it is 
striking that the issue has raised so 
much controversy.

The New Democratic Party (NDP) 
and the Liberal Party, two major 
federal parties, oppose the Con-
servative stance on the niqab. NDP 
leader Thomas Mulcair accused 
Harper of playing “identity poli-
tics”, while Liberal leader Justin 
Trudeau insisted that Harper was 
trying to use the issue to “distract 

and deflect from his failures on the 
economy”.

Khouri said the timing of the 
election has “sensationalised” the 
niqab issue, suggesting that it has 
probably been discussed much 
more than issues of greater impor-
tance, such as climate change and 
the economy.

“It’s unfortunate that it has be-

come a political football,” said 
Khouri. “It forces a group of Cana-
dians who are Muslims or Arabs to 
become defensive.”

Abdulrahman al-Masri covers 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrahmanMasri.
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Opposing the ban. NDP leader Thomas Mulcair speaks at a 
campaign rally in London, Ontario, on October 4, 2015.
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The University of Westminster where London computer 
programmer Mohammed Emwazi, identified as the Islamic State 
executioner “Jihadi John”, is said to have studied.


