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A 

fter a shooting dur-
ing evening prayers at 
a Quebec City mosque 
that left six Muslims 
dead, Canadian Prime 

Minister Justin Trudeau said: 
“Muslim-Canadians are an impor-
tant part of our national fabric. 
It is heart-wrenching to see such 
senseless violence. Diversity is our 
strength and religious tolerance is 
a value that we, as Canadians, hold 
dear.”

Trudeau was far from alone in 
rallying to support the victims — 
immigrant parents who worked in 
civil service and academia — of the 
January 29th attack.

Citizens across Canada donated 
thousands of dollars to those affect-
ed by the attack. Vigils and memo-
rials were organised in nearly every 
major city across the country to 
mourn the victims. National televi-
sion channels and media provided 
live coverage of their well-attended 
funerals.

“We are heartened by the over-
whelming support from fellow 
Canadians in this time of deep cri-
sis,” said Ihsaan Gardee, executive 
director of the National Council of 
Canadian Muslims (NCCM). “We 
must unite together against divi-
sive forces that seek to harm our 
communities.”

The targeted mosque, the Que-
bec Islamic Cultural Centre, reo-
pened for worship three days after 
the shootings. Mosque leaders said 
they had concerns even before the 
attack because the mosque had 

been targeted by anti-immigrant 
vandalism. Last Ramadan, a pig’s 
head was left at the front door of 
the mosque.

Reports of hate crimes in Canada 
rose in the 48 hours that followed 
the attack on the mosque. Montreal 
police said they received 29 reports 
of such incidents in the aftermath.

The Liberal government in Can-
ada and other local authorities, 
however, have shown sympathy 
and cooperation with Muslim com-
munities.

“The actual outcome [of official 
statements] remains to be seen,” 
said Professor Karim Karim, direc-
tor of the Carleton University Cen-
tre for the Study of Islam, noting 
that the Canadian government has 
multiple competing priorities. “It’s 
up to Muslims to ensure that the at-
tention continues to be paid with 
respect to how the police respond 
to complaints about hate speech, 
hate crimes, crimes against Mus-
lims, Islamophobia and so on.”

Karim said statements by lead-

ers as well as the extensive media 
coverage of the attack and the fu-
nerals indicate a turning point in 
terms of attention to such attacks, 
as it would likely positively affect 
the broader feeling of suspicion of 
Muslims.

On the US policy influence on 
Canada however, Karim said, “[The 
United States] is a very different 
country in terms of cultural atti-
tude towards Muslims,” adding that 
the population in the United States 
is very fragmented with anti-Mus-

lim tendency popular among those 
supporting the Trump presidency.

“The policy of multiculturalism 
in Canada, which has existed since 
1971, appears to have produced a 
general coming-together of people 
trying to understand the other,” he 
added.
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politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
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Demonstrators march in solidarity for the victims of the mosque shooting in Quebec City, on February 5th.                (AFP)
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Is Canada as open-minded as the media present it?

I t was an example of great 
compassion and vision. The 
day US President Donald 
Trump announced a ban on 
refugees and immigrants 
from certain Muslim-major-

ity Middle East countries entering 
the United States, Canadian Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau tweeted 
that his country would provide 
shelter for them.

This has almost always been the 
face that Canada presents to the 
world. That it is a land of multicul-
turalism and diversity, where 
newcomers are welcome. One-
fifth of Canadians are foreign 
born, a 2011 survey concluded.

While the United States said it 
would accept 10,000 refugees dur-
ing the Syrian crisis, a number 
from which it has since backed 
away, Canada has taken in 39,000. 
It provided them financial 
support for a year. The media are 
full of stories about refugees 
fleeing Trump’s ban who have 
braved the cold and snow to cross 
the US border into a remote town 
in Manitoba.

That welcoming and friendly 
image is one that Canadians value 
and, by and large, new immigrants 
to the country say they feel 
treated as fellow Canadians, not 
as outsiders. This situation has 
not gone unnoticed internation-
ally, with publications such as the 
Economist citing Canada as one of 
the last bastions of open-minded 

liberalism in the Western world.
The reality, however, is that 

Canada is not quite as open-
minded as the media present it. 
The January 29th killing of six 
Muslims in a Quebec City mosque, 
allegedly by a 27-year-old Cana-
dian with white-supremacist and 
neo-Nazi leanings, shows that 
Canada is not immune to the 
racism and hatred found in much 
of Europe and the United States.

An October 2016 poll by Angus 
Reid showed that the image of 
Canada as an open and welcoming 
society was at least partly illusion. 
The poll said that 68% of Cana-
dian respondents said minorities 
should “do more to fit in”, rather 
than keep their cultural tradi-

tions, customs and language. That 
compares to poll data in which 
53% of Americans asked said 
minorities needed to do more to 
fit in.

Canadians do tend to adapt 
quicker to change than Ameri-
cans. An example of this was the 
kerfuffle in the 1990s over 
whether Sikh police/military 
officers should be allowed to wear 
turbans while on duty. While a 
subject of great controversy then, 
it is perfectly normal to see a 
turbaned Sikh officer these days. 
In fact, Canada’s minister of 
Defence is a Sikh.

Right-wing Canadian politi-
cians, encouraged by Trump’s 
success and aware that many of 

their fellow countrymen are 
feeling uneasy about the surge in 
immigration, have been quick to 
capitalise on this resentment.

Canada’s Conservative Party is 
having a leadership campaign. One 
of the leading candidates, Kellie 
Leitch, has proposed immigration 
policies that would require 
immigrants to be screened for 
what she has termed “Canadian 
values”. The proposal was roundly 
criticised by the governing Liberal 
Party and by even members of her 
own party.

Leitch, however, has had a more 
positive response from some 
quarters in Canada, especially 
among those who feel that their 
way of life is being threatened or 
who feel left out of the political 
process. Basically, many of the 
same types of people who elected 
Trump in the United States.

It will be a bit of a tightrope for 
Trudeau to walk in the next few 
years. On the one hand, Canada 
strongly encourages immigration 
because of the clear economic 
benefits, especially in terms of 
helping to fund its much vaunted 
social safety net. On the other 
hand, however, the question of 
how welcoming white Canadians 
will be to the idea of increased 
diversity and multiculturalism at a 
time of great global turmoil is an 
open question. It will not be an 
easy problem to solve.
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Canada strongly encourages 
immigration because of its clear 
economic benefits. Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (C) speaks at a mosque in Ottawa on 

September 12th, 2016.                 (Reuters)


