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Canada has significant (and growing) religious diversityCanada has significant (and growing) religious diversity……

……though mainline Christian denominations remain dominantthough mainline Christian denominations remain dominant
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Though still few in number, Canadians from Though still few in number, Canadians from 
nonnon--Christian (and Christian (and ““other Christianother Christian””) backgrounds) backgrounds……

Projected % change in religious affiliation, 2001 to 2017
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have grown rapidlyhave grown rapidly…… ……and are projectedand are projected
to continue to do soto continue to do so
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There is increasing policy interest in the implications There is increasing policy interest in the implications 
of growing religious diversity in Canadaof growing religious diversity in Canada

•• PRI crossPRI cross--country roundtables in 2007 on country roundtables in 2007 on 
multicultural diversity indicated thatmulticultural diversity indicated that

–– much current debate on cultural much current debate on cultural 
diversity in Canada stems from an diversity in Canada stems from an 
apprehension of apprehension of religiousreligious diversitydiversity

–– policypolicy--makers, media and the general makers, media and the general 
public appear illpublic appear ill--equipped to deal with equipped to deal with 
that challengethat challenge

•• Concerns among policyConcerns among policy--makers and the makers and the 
public over accommodation of minority public over accommodation of minority 
religious practices were also a key driving religious practices were also a key driving 
force for the Bouchardforce for the Bouchard--Taylor CommissionTaylor Commission

“… multiculturalism is now under pressure 
to add a third track of religion, 
alongside ethnicity and race.  
This, indeed, is the third stage of 
multiculturalism, and its evolution is 
still very much a work in progress. 
There remains much uncertainty about 
the role of religion within the 
multiculturalism policy, and about the 
sorts of religious organizations and 
faith-based claims that should be 
supported by the policy.”

Will Kymlicka, 2008
UBC Laurier Institution Multiculturalism 

Lecture Series
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Policy responses to increasing religious diversity need Policy responses to increasing religious diversity need 
to succeed simultaneously at three distinct levels:to succeed simultaneously at three distinct levels:

At the At the ““macro levelmacro level””
((““setting the tonesetting the tone””):):

•• Diverse societies generally feel the need to tell a Diverse societies generally feel the need to tell a 
coherent and compelling story about:coherent and compelling story about:

•• how, as a society, they treat their religious how, as a society, they treat their religious 
and other minorities justly and with respectand other minorities justly and with respect

•• how the society balances sometimes how the society balances sometimes 
competing interests as well as rights and competing interests as well as rights and 
principles set out in its foundational principles set out in its foundational 
documentsdocuments
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Policy responses to increasing religious diversity need Policy responses to increasing religious diversity need 
to succeed simultaneously at three distinct levels:to succeed simultaneously at three distinct levels:

…… at the at the ““mesomeso”” levellevel
((““serving Canadiansserving Canadians””):):

•• Governments generally seek to be Governments generally seek to be 
responsive to the needs of both  responsive to the needs of both  
religious and nonreligious and non--religious citizens religious citizens 
when: when: 

•• providing services or public providing services or public 
goods either directly or goods either directly or 
indirectly to themindirectly to them

•• hiring them into public servicehiring them into public service
•• regulating behaviour by regulating behaviour by 

setting rules for the common setting rules for the common 
goodgood
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Policy responses to increasing religious diversity need Policy responses to increasing religious diversity need 
to succeed simultaneously at three distinct levels:to succeed simultaneously at three distinct levels:

…… and at the and at the ““micromicro”” levellevel
((““getting alonggetting along””):):

•• Governments may be called Governments may be called 
upon to facilitate widespread upon to facilitate widespread 
mutual accommodation among mutual accommodation among 
citizens that make it possible for citizens that make it possible for 
a diverse population to live in a diverse population to live in 
harmonyharmony
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Key propositions for Key propositions for micromicro--levellevel policy researchpolicy research

•• Religious belief is a key element of many individual identitiesReligious belief is a key element of many individual identities……
…… and is often idiosyncratic (i.e. varying significantly even amonand is often idiosyncratic (i.e. varying significantly even among adherents g adherents 

to the same faith)to the same faith)

•• Often, religious identity also reinforces other key elements of Often, religious identity also reinforces other key elements of individual individual 
and group identity (ethnicity, race, language, gender, etc.)and group identity (ethnicity, race, language, gender, etc.)……
…… and provides valuable social capital (both and provides valuable social capital (both ““bondingbonding”” and and ““bridgingbridging””))

•• Even when religious identities fade, attachment to religious symEven when religious identities fade, attachment to religious symbols bols 
often remainsoften remains……
…… e.g. as ethnic/national symbols and (occasionally) as political e.g. as ethnic/national symbols and (occasionally) as political rallying callsrallying calls

•• Some level of tension between adherents of different faiths is lSome level of tension between adherents of different faiths is likely ikely 
inevitableinevitable
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In most cases, potential religionIn most cases, potential religion--based tensions are based tensions are 
addressed addressed privatelyprivately, through mutual accommodations, through mutual accommodations……

Private accommodationsPrivate accommodations
may take many forms:may take many forms:

•• voluntary accommodations for various voluntary accommodations for various 
reasons (some civicreasons (some civic--minded, some directly minded, some directly 
selfself--interested)interested)

•• mutual avoidancemutual avoidance
•• ecumenical outreach / joint activitiesecumenical outreach / joint activities
•• in some cases, voluntary selfin some cases, voluntary self--exclusion exclusion 

from aspects of the broader society on the from aspects of the broader society on the 
part of certain religious communities part of certain religious communities 
themselves (e.g. Hutterites, oldthemselves (e.g. Hutterites, old--order order 
Mennonites)Mennonites)

BusinessesCommunity 
organizations

IndividualsIndividuals

Private 
accommodations
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…… whether through whether through prepre--emptiveemptive measures measures 
(including formal or informal mediation and (including formal or informal mediation and 
facilitation, as well as public education)facilitation, as well as public education)

…… or in or in response to appealsresponse to appeals from the parties from the parties 
to set or clarify rules governing private to set or clarify rules governing private 
relationships (e.g. human rights legislation) relationships (e.g. human rights legislation) 
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…… though in some cases, governments may be though in some cases, governments may be 
called upon to intervenecalled upon to intervene
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…… and, exceptionally (though increasingly), and, exceptionally (though increasingly), 
recourse may be made to the courtsrecourse may be made to the courts

Federal Local

Provincial

BusinessesCommunity 
organizations

IndividualsIndividuals

Private 
accommodations

Mediation,
facilitation and

public education

Appeals for meso-level 
policy changes

Governments

Judiciary

Court
references

Lawsuits



12

An emerging issue   Analytical framework   MicroAn emerging issue   Analytical framework   Micro--level   Mesolevel   Meso--level   Macrolevel   Macro--level   What we donlevel   What we don’’t knowt know

Key propositions for Key propositions for mesomeso--levellevel policy researchpolicy research

•• Given competitive politics, political parties and governments caGiven competitive politics, political parties and governments can be n be 
expected to try to meet the particular needs of religious minoriexpected to try to meet the particular needs of religious minorities byties by
–– adapting public services and policies to meet their needsadapting public services and policies to meet their needs
–– bringing them into the decisionbringing them into the decision--making processmaking process

…… though the same phenomenon can also be expected to also set limithough the same phenomenon can also be expected to also set limits:ts:
–– e.g. stopping short of policy adaptations that are widely seen ae.g. stopping short of policy adaptations that are widely seen as running counter to s running counter to 

broader societal values (gender equality, etc.)broader societal values (gender equality, etc.)

•• The likelihood of public resistance to policy adaptations can beThe likelihood of public resistance to policy adaptations can be
expected to vary depending on the type of policy, e.g.:expected to vary depending on the type of policy, e.g.:
–– greatergreater resistance to special treatment where State authority over citiresistance to special treatment where State authority over citizens is zens is 

involved (criminal/family law, etc.) or in access to rationed seinvolved (criminal/family law, etc.) or in access to rationed servicesrvices
–– resistance resistance lessless likely to consultations with religious minority stakeholders, likely to consultations with religious minority stakeholders, 

adaptations to services offered to all on a comparable basisadaptations to services offered to all on a comparable basis
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PRI interviews with federal policy practitioners suggest:PRI interviews with federal policy practitioners suggest:
•• A broad recognition that religious diversity in Canada is here tA broad recognition that religious diversity in Canada is here to stayo stay……

…… though there is a clear reluctance to see religious diversity asthough there is a clear reluctance to see religious diversity as distinct from other distinct from other 
dimensions of cultural diversity (especially in relation to domedimensions of cultural diversity (especially in relation to domestic policy)stic policy)

…… and clear consensus that existing policy frameworks are adequateand clear consensus that existing policy frameworks are adequate and a formal and a formal 
requirement to apply a religious diversity requirement to apply a religious diversity ““lenslens”” would be counterwould be counter--productiveproductive

•• An understanding (especially at the operational level) that succAn understanding (especially at the operational level) that successful essful 
policies require flexibility and dialogue with religious clientepolicies require flexibility and dialogue with religious clientelesles……
…… though those responsible for helping though those responsible for helping makemake policy appear to be less attuned to policy appear to be less attuned to 

possible implications of religious diversity for the policies thpossible implications of religious diversity for the policies they designey design

•• Some concerns over lack of training/information for public servaSome concerns over lack of training/information for public servants in nts in 
relation to religious diversityrelation to religious diversity……
…… and over frequent losses of corporate memory on what policy adapand over frequent losses of corporate memory on what policy adaptations in tations in 

response to the needs of religious clienteles were made (and whyresponse to the needs of religious clienteles were made (and why))
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•• Both microBoth micro-- and mesoand meso--level policies are in large part judged in terms of level policies are in large part judged in terms of 
their coherence with a hightheir coherence with a high--level societal discourselevel societal discourse……
…… that may need to that may need to strike a broadly acceptable balance between competing values strike a broadly acceptable balance between competing values 

of respect for minorities and other fundamental values held by tof respect for minorities and other fundamental values held by the societyhe society

•• A key issue is the extent to which this discourse can/should be A key issue is the extent to which this discourse can/should be made made 
explicit explicit –– or left largely implicit and free to evolve in response to or left largely implicit and free to evolve in response to 
occasional public controversies, court rulings, etc.occasional public controversies, court rulings, etc.

•• In spite of the complexity of its role in society, public discouIn spite of the complexity of its role in society, public discourse on rse on 
religion tends toward the simplisticreligion tends toward the simplistic
–– e.g. conflictual e.g. conflictual ““clash of civilizationsclash of civilizations”” with monolithic religious communitieswith monolithic religious communities

•• Competing stylized visions of the role of religion in society coCompeting stylized visions of the role of religion in society continue to ntinue to 
feed a feed a ““dialogue of the deafdialogue of the deaf””

Key propositions for Key propositions for macromacro--levellevel policy researchpolicy research
An emerging issue   Analytical framework   MicroAn emerging issue   Analytical framework   Micro--level   Mesolevel   Meso--level   level   MacroMacro--level  level  What we donWhat we don’’t knowt know
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Four stylized visions of society shaping todayFour stylized visions of society shaping today’’s discourse over religions discourse over religion

1515

Assumptions re Assumptions re 
private private beliefsbeliefs of of 
citizens and citizens and 
decisiondecision--makersmakers

Assumptions re Assumptions re 
justification of actionsjustification of actions
by decisionby decision--makersmakers

Attitudes toward Attitudes toward 
minority beliefsminority beliefs

1. 1. ““FaithFaith--basedbased”” societysociety

Citizens and decisionCitizens and decision--makers makers 
both guided by religious both guided by religious 
principles and doctrines principles and doctrines 
presumed to be shared by allpresumed to be shared by all

Justification based on religious Justification based on religious 
principles and doctrinesprinciples and doctrines

Generally intolerant of other Generally intolerant of other 
religious beliefs and nonreligious beliefs and non--belief belief 
(especially when the society feels (especially when the society feels 
itself threatened)itself threatened)
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2. 2. ““FaithFaith--averseaverse”” societysociety

Citizens / decisionCitizens / decision--makers makers 
expected to profess secular views expected to profess secular views 
only (keeping any religious views only (keeping any religious views 
private)private)

Justification based solely on Justification based solely on 
secular principlessecular principles

Generally intolerant of religious Generally intolerant of religious 
beliefs (especially if publicly beliefs (especially if publicly 
manifested)manifested)
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Four stylized visions of society shaping todayFour stylized visions of society shaping today’’s discourse over religions discourse over religion

1616

Assumptions re Assumptions re 
private private beliefsbeliefs of of 
citizens and citizens and 
decisiondecision--makersmakers

Assumptions re Assumptions re 
justification of actionsjustification of actions
by decisionby decision--makersmakers

Attitudes toward Attitudes toward 
minority beliefsminority beliefs
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3. 3. ““FaithFaith--guidedguided”” societysociety

Citizens / decisionCitizens / decision--makers makers 
expected to profess religious expected to profess religious 
principles and doctrines (even if principles and doctrines (even if 
they do not adhere to them strictly they do not adhere to them strictly 
–– or at all)or at all)

Frequent draw on religious Frequent draw on religious 
principles and doctrines, but may principles and doctrines, but may 
be reinforced by references to be reinforced by references to 
secular principles (especially in secular principles (especially in 
heterogeneous societies)heterogeneous societies)

Variable tolerance with tendency Variable tolerance with tendency 
to favoritism toward majority faith to favoritism toward majority faith 
(especially when threatened), with (especially when threatened), with 
deeply heterogeneous societies deeply heterogeneous societies 
tending toward ecumenismtending toward ecumenism

4. 4. ““FaithFaith--neutralneutral”” societysociety

Citizens / decisionCitizens / decision--makers are free makers are free 
to hold and express religious or to hold and express religious or 
secular beliefs publicly and secular beliefs publicly and 
privately (without interfering with privately (without interfering with 
rights of others)rights of others)

Justification based mostly on Justification based mostly on 
secular (and sometimes secular (and sometimes 
ecumenical) principles reflecting ecumenical) principles reflecting 
extensive public dialogue among extensive public dialogue among 
competing viewscompeting views

Generally tolerant of wide range of Generally tolerant of wide range of 
beliefs (though still subject to beliefs (though still subject to 
limits reflecting dominant limits reflecting dominant 
community beliefs)community beliefs)
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In practice, most Canadians seem to aspire In practice, most Canadians seem to aspire 
to a to a ““faithfaith--neutralneutral”” view of societyview of society……

…… as embodied in keyas embodied in key
foundational texts:foundational texts:
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…… butbut, as in other, as in other
complex societies:complex societies:

•• significant strands of public opinion hold significant strands of public opinion hold 
contrary viewscontrary views……

•• the countrythe country’’s institutions still retain (and s institutions still retain (and 
are likely to retain) features of its more are likely to retain) features of its more 
homogeneously religious past, e.g.:homogeneously religious past, e.g.:

–– confessional school rights set out in the confessional school rights set out in the 
Constitution Act, 1867Constitution Act, 1867

–– references to God in the references to God in the Constitution Constitution 
Act, 1982Act, 1982

–– the crucifix hanging in Quthe crucifix hanging in Quéébecbec’’ss
National AssemblyNational Assembly

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, s.2(a):

Everyone has the following fundamental 
freedoms…freedom of conscience and 
religion…freedom of thought, belief, opinion and 
expression…

Canadian Multiculturalism Act, s.3(1a):

…hereby declared to be the policy of the Government of 
Canada…to recognize and promote the understanding of 
multiculturalism reflects the cultural and racial diversity of 
Canadian society and acknowledge the freedom of all 
members of Canadian society to preserve, enhance and 
share their cultural heritage…
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……though even a though even a ““faithfaith--neutralneutral”” society may be faced with society may be faced with 
legitimate demands for reasonable limits to:legitimate demands for reasonable limits to:

•• Religious practices or traditional customs that may conflict witReligious practices or traditional customs that may conflict with firmly h firmly 
held views of the broader society, including:held views of the broader society, including:
–– commitments to Charter (or Chartercommitments to Charter (or Charter--derived) rights and freedoms, notably:derived) rights and freedoms, notably:

•• gender equalitygender equality
•• freedom of association (including the freedom to change onefreedom of association (including the freedom to change one’’s religious beliefs and s religious beliefs and 

identity)identity)
•• freedom of speech (including freedom to proselytize on behalf offreedom of speech (including freedom to proselytize on behalf of both religious and both religious and 

nonnon--religious beliefs)religious beliefs)
•• etc.etc.

–– public morality (e.g. strong opposition to child marriage, certapublic morality (e.g. strong opposition to child marriage, certain in DoukhoborDoukhobor
practices in the past)practices in the past)

•• The selfThe self--exclusion of individuals (e.g. religiously inspired radicals) exclusion of individuals (e.g. religiously inspired radicals) –– or or 
of whole communities of whole communities –– from the broader societyfrom the broader society
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•• When does the inherent tendency of religious communities to congWhen does the inherent tendency of religious communities to congregate raise regate raise 
potential policy challenges (e.g. as symptoms of potential policy challenges (e.g. as symptoms of involuntaryinvoluntary exclusion or possible exclusion or possible 
threats to social cohesion/security)?  (and how threats to social cohesion/security)?  (and how –– if at all if at all –– can policycan policy--makers tell?)makers tell?)

•• Are certain religious groups more vulnerable to involuntary exclAre certain religious groups more vulnerable to involuntary exclusion than others usion than others 
(and why)?(and why)?

•• To what extent are religious identities crossTo what extent are religious identities cross--cutting or reinforcing of other identities?cutting or reinforcing of other identities?

•• How are religious identities evolving (e.g. over time and betweeHow are religious identities evolving (e.g. over time and between generations)?n generations)?

•• What kinds of tensions involving religious communities are leastWhat kinds of tensions involving religious communities are least likely to be likely to be 
managed successfully through private accommodations (and why)?managed successfully through private accommodations (and why)?

•• How receptive/responsive are Canadians in different parts of theHow receptive/responsive are Canadians in different parts of the country to public country to public 
information/education relating to religious practices and symbolinformation/education relating to religious practices and symbols?s?
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DiagnosisDiagnosis of underlying phenomena and related policy challengesof underlying phenomena and related policy challenges

Many policy research questions remain in relation to:Many policy research questions remain in relation to:
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Appropriate Appropriate instrumentsinstruments for meeting those challengesfor meeting those challenges

Many policy research questions remain in relation to:Many policy research questions remain in relation to:

•• Which kinds of tensions involving religious communities are mostWhich kinds of tensions involving religious communities are most amenable to amenable to 
resolution through publicly supported mediation, facilitation anresolution through publicly supported mediation, facilitation and information?d information?

•• When are regulatory/legislative measures (e.g. human rights legiWhen are regulatory/legislative measures (e.g. human rights legislation) likely to be slation) likely to be 
effective in dealing with tensions (and when may they exacerbateeffective in dealing with tensions (and when may they exacerbate them)?them)?

•• When should governments defer to the courts in setting ground ruWhen should governments defer to the courts in setting ground rules for private les for private 
accommodation of religious differences and/or adaptations of pubaccommodation of religious differences and/or adaptations of public policies?lic policies?

•• In addition to (or instead of) regulatory/legislative measures tIn addition to (or instead of) regulatory/legislative measures to prohibit practices o prohibit practices 
unacceptable to the broader society, what alternative mechanismsunacceptable to the broader society, what alternative mechanisms are there that may are there that may 
both minimize such practices and avoid driving them underground?both minimize such practices and avoid driving them underground?

•• Are there current or emerging practices in other countries that Are there current or emerging practices in other countries that offer potential lessons offer potential lessons 
for Canada (in relation to either what to do or what not to do)?for Canada (in relation to either what to do or what not to do)?


