
Once again the face coverings 

worn by some Muslim women 

(the niqab and burka) are back in 

the news.  As I write, the current 

issue concerns a woman in Mont-

real who believes she has been 

forced out of government-

sponsored French language 

classes.   

 

Her refusal to uncover her face 

hinders successful learning, lan-

guage instructors say, because her pronunciation cannot be 

corrected if they cannot see her mouth.  Reports also sug-

gest she refused to deal with male students and instructors. 

 

The college offering the French course she started last fall 

felt forced to issue an ultimatum to her ï take the veil off or 

quit the course.  She chose the latter, and filed a discrimina-

tion complaint against the province of Quebec.  More re-

cently her face covering has apparently given rise to similar 

problems in another language class, prompting a strong 

response from the Quebec government which ñis preparing 

new rules on religious displays for those seeking to use 

public services in the province.ò   

 

Whatever the exact facts turn out to be, these incidents pro-

vide a context in which we can explore what ethical leader-

ship on such conflicts would look like.  How far, ethically, 

do we think institutions have to go before they can justifia-

bly say ñenough is enough?ò 

 

According to Lysiane Gagnon, writing in the Globe and 

Mail, ñThere should be a limit to accommodating religious 

minorities, and [with the niqab-wearing French language 

student] that limit has been reached.ò  I would go further ï 

not only should there be such a limit, there must be such a 

limit.  There must be a point beyond which accommodation 

should not go, because to exceed that limit would imperil 

values that are more important than the accommodation of 

that difference in that situation.  The problem is articulating 
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what those values are and deciding when that limit has 

been reached.   

 

Many people are impatient with anyone, but especially 

immigrants, seeking relaxation of rules or some other 

special treatment.  But we know that equality is not 

achieved by treating everyone exactly alike.  That argu-

ment went out the window when working women argued 

for special rules regarding time off to have babies.  They 

succeeded in getting laws passed to protect their jobs dur-

ing maternity leaves.  Men are not treated in exactly the 

same way, but then, why should they be?  They canôt be-

come pregnant. 

 

The point is not confined to pregnancy, nor to gender 

issues.  Some people, such as those confined to wheel-

chairs, canôt manage stairs, need elevators, and so on.  

Canada is a better country for having taken steps to ac-

commodate those with obvious special needs, such as 

pregnant women and the disabled.  But there is no stop-

ping there.  The ethical imperative is to extend the same 

consideration to others needing special treatment.  

  

But the question again is ï how far do we, collectively 

and individually, have to go?  To begin, what are some of 

the criteria that seem relevant to drawing the line in the 

Montreal niqab case? 
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For one thing, we know we have reached the limit when 

any further accommodation would put unreasonable strain 

on the organizations offering language training. Human 

rights law requires employers and providers of public ser-

vices, such as publicly-funded language courses, to accom-

modate but only up to the point of ñundue hardship.ò  This 

way of thinking seems to accord with common sense.   

 

The niqab-wearing woman in Montreal, is reported to have 

insisted, for example, on a guarantee that instruction in her 

French course would always be offered by a female.  And 

that promise, we are told, could not be made ï sometimes 

the available teachers would be female, but sometimes 

male.   

 

Arguably, it really is just too much to require language 

training organizations to meet the needs of someone who is 

uncomfortable with males.  Things just donôt work that way 

here and institutions do not need to twist themselves in 

knots to meet such unusual ï by Canadian standards ï re-

quests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And here we need to think hard about what is being asked 

of our institutions by newcomers to Canada.  As Mort 

Weinfeld, McGill University sociologist says of immi-

grants to Canada, if you want everything here to be as it is 

in your country of origin, then you may have made a mis-

take in leaving your home country.  And of course most 

immigrants see the matter in this light too.  

 

Interestingly, human rights law also imposes a duty on the 

person seeking accommodation to work cooperatively with 

those he or she is asking for special treatment.  For exam-

ple, the person wanting accommodation has to make every 

reasonable effort to communicate clearly what is wanted 

and why.  But the Montreal woman in question is reported 

as having been very difficult, piling demand upon de-

mand and not seeming to recognize that some kind of 

compromise might be required. 

 

And common sense tells us that the accommodation limit 

has been reached when to accommodate further would 

undermine the purpose of the activity in question.  The 

allegations are that the veil-wearing womanôs behavior 

made the learning of French ï the purpose of the course ï 

extremely difficult, perhaps impossible.  She didnôt want 

her face to be seen, but in order to learn the language, 

baring her face was necessary.  It seems an impossible 

situation ï futile really ï and beyond the threshold of rea-

sonable accommodation. 

 

Arguably, in taking the approach I have in this article, we 

are ignoring the obvious, for there is an overarching issue 

here:  in a modern liberal democracy such as Canada, 

where women are involved in every aspect of the society 

(life is fully co-ed), is it at bottom unreasonable to de-

mand that face-covering be accommodated?  Lysiane 

Gagnon quotes, usefully I think, a womenôs rights advo-

cate originally from Pakistan as saying ñWhen we come 

to Canada, we are not coming to the Islamic Republic of 

Canada.ò   

 

But still I think we have to be very careful here.  The atti-

tude and tone which we bring to this sort of question mat-

ter a great deal.  We must be respectful of those with 

ideas very different from our own.  (Of course, that does 

not mean we have to agree with them.)  Like other com-

mentators I also view the niqab and burka as ñambulatory 

prisons.ò  But we still cannot assume that every woman 

who wears this kind of garb in Canada is coerced into 

doing so.   

 

And because we put such importance on freedom of con-

science ï the right to live our lives according to those 

principles we consider most important ï and we are right 

to do so, we cannot blithely conclude that such dress 

should be banned or prohibited from pubic institutions as 

a general rule.   

 

Further, whether or not as Tarek Fatah says ñMost Mus-

lims are fed up with the niqab and burka,ò the question of 

what Muslim women in Canada should be free to wear 

does not fall to be decided by Muslims alone.   

 

 

 

 

 

continued on page 7... 
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and has no other ethnic claim. To say otherwise is a crime. 

It is also illegal to downplay the scale or impact of the 

Genocide, or to question the role of the liberating army in 

atrocities committed against Hutus.  

 

I had arrived in Rwanda with a core value system so deeply 

embedded that I was barely aware of it. My belief system 

wasnôt based on the Bible, the Koran or the Torah ï or not 

directly. My guiding principle was loosely based on the 

U.S. Bill of Rights and the free market philosophers whose 

ideas underpin the First Amendment.  

 

I was pushing 50, so I was long past sorting out my own 

opinions on issues of public policy and religion, socialism 

versus capitalism and the role of the state in the lives of the 

individual. I was a feminist who had fought hard to change 

ideas about what women could, should or had to do in the 

workplace, in the home, in their own heads. Yet I had never 

seriously questioned my core belief in the right to 

unfettered free expression. If I thought about it at all, it was 

to realize that I had been told to shut up too many times to 

have any faith that telling others to shut up could ever be a 

good thing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And then it occurred to me that I might be wrong. Free 

speech had failed Tutsis, failed Rwandans, failed the world 

in the cataclysm of 1994. The roar of racism and ethnic 

divide had out-shouted any rational or compassionate 

minority opposition. My colleagues in the press were 

culpable for the Genocide, actively complicit in nurturing 

hatred and then directing people to kill.  As documented in 

Allan Thompsonôs The Media and the Rwandan Genocide 

(Pluto Press/Fountain Publishers/IDRC 2007), the press 

played a pivotal role in preparing the country for the 

Genocide to come by dehumanizing Tutsis. When President 

Habyarimanaôs plane was shot from the sky, on April 6, 

The letter was behind glass, a formal-

looking thing of stamps and seals 

posted on the wall of a breezeway 

near the journalism department. Two 

students had been expelled, accused 

of divisionism and genocide 

ideology.  

 

The word itself was enough to 

conjure up the horror. Half a million dead, a million dead 

or something in between: no death tidy, no death neat, no 

organizing principle to help rationalize and hide the 

essential chaos of the deed. Not like Auschwitz, not like 

Buchenwald. This was a horror of long blades wielded on 

friends and neighbors in a confusion of hatred, fear and 

sometimes-inexplicable humanity. A priest gathered his 

own flock for the kill. A physician sent his wife and 

children to the murderers. One man hacked to death his 

neighbor, then risked his own life to hide his victimôs kin.  

 

It had been 14 years since the Genocide, but the death 

was still fresh enough to smell ï literally. The Murambi 

Genocide Memorial was only 30 minutes from the 

university where I had been brought to teach opinion 

writing to aspiring Rwandan journalists. Murambi is 

called a memorial, but it is not. It is a wound, a raw 

sample of the terror of the spring of 1994, without the 

mitigating softness of museum curation. Murambi was a 

half-built technical school on a hillside when Tutsis 

gathered there by the tens of thousands, under the illusion 

it was a safe haven from the killing all around them. It 

wasnôt. Today, 800 corpses are spread on pallets in the 

abandoned classrooms. They are not skeletons. They are 

bodies that were pulled from a mass grave after the 

liberators appeared, dipped in a lime solution and spread 

out to dry.  They are slowly rotting, small bones dropping 

to the floor beneath the pallets as the flesh gives way. 

They are people, and you walk among them with no walls 

between you, no panes of glass. And they smell.  

 

I do not understand what happened in Rwanda in 1994. I 

will never understand what happened in Rwanda in 1994, 

but it took a trip to Murambi in 2008 before I began to 

understand the annoyed, patronizing looks that I received 

from Rwandans when our conversation strayed into 

issues of free speech or censorship. It is illegal in Rwanda 

to use the word Hutu, or the word Tutsi or to refer to one 

of the three ethnic groups. (The third is Twa.) One post-

Genocide solution to ethnic strife was to outlaw ethnicity 

itself. By law, everyone in Rwanda is now only Rwandan 

Letter from Butare, Rwanda:  Journalism, censorship and the legacy of the Genocide 
By Kelly Toughill 

Photo Credit: John and Mel Kots  
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school. Both were running for student council. They 

spoke at an assembly or campaign rally.  And then the 

stories diverged.   

According to one version of the tale, the two students had 

denounced Tutsis in general and accused the government 

of persecuting Hutu students and staff. According to 

another, the students had discussed whether soldiers ac-

cused of committing atrocities during the Genocide 

should be charged and tried.  

I gradually realized that I was not going to reconcile the 

facts of what happened to the students. Then I realized 

that the facts had become irrelevant. Twin narratives 

were flowing through the community and there was no 

overlap of the tales. In Butare, one group believed one 

version of the truth; and another group believed a second 

version.  

Both narratives fed a familiar hatred and fear. The 

snippets I heard were told to me in a hush, but with 

intense feeling.  One professor opened up as we waited 

through a power outage for our computers to come back 

to life. He started out by explaining that the expelled law 

student was addressing the legal issue of accountability 

for crimes against Hutus during the Genocide. But his 

explanation quickly morphed into something else, as he 

began to talk about the long history of Tutsi persecution 

of the Hutu. He leaned over his desk in the half-light, his 

palms spread wide on his desk and said that just being 

Hutu in Rwanda now felt like a crime, even if one was 

only a child during the Genocide.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1994, some went even farther. Radio Télévision Libre des 

Mille Collines directed people to the hiding places of 

Tutsis, and urged them to exterminate the ñcockroaches.ò I 

had to abandon my comfortably self-righteous pose of 

impartial observer, for my tribe ï journalists ï had been 

neither impartial nor observers when it counted in Kigali, 

Butare, Murambi and the rest of the thousand hills.  

 

So I was confused, teaching students about the value of 

opinion ï fairly researched and expressed ï and wondering 

if they would ever have the chance to follow what I 

preached in their own lives. Some days I even wondered if 

they should. And then I saw the letter.  

The National University of Rwanda is a beautiful campus. 

One side of the central building overlooks several modern 

buildings of wood, brick and glass, and a forest of exotics 

planted almost a century ago as part of an agricultural 

study. The other side overlooks a sweeping driveway that 

leads to town.  

At the bottom of the drive is the universityôs Genocide Me-

morial which is the size of a lecture room, open to the air 

and lined with the photos of students and faculty who were 

killed when the Genocide reached Butare.  The campus is 

beautiful, but some say it was also a source of the great 

ugliness, that some of the earliest manifestos against the 

Tutsi came from faculty in Butare.  

Two students had been expelled just a few weeks before I 

arrived; the charges were vague and chilling: divisionism 

and promoting genocide ideology. Did this mean that 

students were agitating for a return to ethnic violence? 

What did it really mean? I decided to find out. First I asked 

my class what had happened -- a remarkably stupid thing to 

do in a country where no one speaks openly in public about 

anything of importance. My students were circumspect, 

saying nothing beyond what was in the letter itself.  

But gradually, over the next weeks, I began to piece 

together the story. One of the expelled students was in law 

 

Université Nationale du Rwanda 

But it wasnôt until I visited Murambi that I finally 

acknowledged the emotional truth of Rwandan friends 

who subtly sneered at my naiveté. ñWhat are your free 

speech rights compared to the sliced up bodies in the 

hillside school?ò ñHow dare you defend the sanctity of 

your values with the blood of my mother/father/son?ò 

These things were never said out loud, but after visiting 

Murambi, I heard them anyway.  



ñThey made me a criminal in my own country,ò he 

whispered, and his voice was tight with rage.  

Another man explained to me the next day that the 

university was right to expel the two who were running for 

student council because they were part of a movement that 

still wanted to wipe out Tutsis.  

ñThey want to kill us all,ò said the man, who had lost all 

his family in the Genocide. ñYou canôt just ignore that. 

You have to do something.ò  

So the law that was supposed to prevent another Murambi, 

that was supposed to ensure people did not say the awful 

things that could lead to violence, was having the opposite 

effect. The narrative of the two students was sweeping 

through Butare, inciting fear and hatred. The law 

prevented people from working past their fear to try to 

find out the truth.  

Susan Thompson explores this communication divide in a 

doctoral thesis published last year: Resisting 

Reconciliation: State Power and Everyday Life in Post-

Genocide Rwanda. It is her view that the current rulers of 

Rwanda have sculpted the narrative of the Genocide in a 

way that prevents honest discussion of what happened, 

and why, and that the narrative of the Genocide is being 

used to consolidate power among a small elite. 

I left Rwanda discouraged and confused. Free speech had 

helped fuel the Genocide, but I could see from my own 

experience that censorship was also fanning the divide. I 

returned to Rwanda a little more than a year later. The 

mood was different, but not better. President Paul Kagame 

was under fire from human rights groups for clamping 

down on the press. I tried to listen for things that were not 

said. 

Part of my duty in Rwanda in 2009 was to run a workshop 

for professional journalists. The topic was how to cover 

gender issues. The format encouraged the journalists to 

report stories outside Kigali, to travel into the countryside 

where most Rwandans live. The reporters came from 

newspapers, television and radio and represented every 

facet of the countryôs complicated divides.  

One night the group began to discuss a story one of them 

had written about a businessman accused of sexual harass-

ment.  The problem was that the reporter had injected her 

own opinion into the story, and she hadnôt tried hard 

enough to reach the accused to get his side of the tale.  Her 

colleagues were offended by this breach of professional-

ism.  

I looked around the table and realized this disparate group 

of reporters was united in its commitment to the quest for 

truth. They were passionate about the shared ideal. They 

knew that their own opinions mattered far less than their 

obligation to give Rwandans all the information required 

to see the world as it is, and to make their own decisions 

about the future.  

I trust these men and women to write fairly about the hor-

rible, to neither fan the flames of ethnic hatred nor ignore 

ugliness when it occurs. Whether the government will ever 

allow them to write about what matters most, I cannot say. 

But they showed me that Rwandan journalists have the 

capacity to create a shared space, an intellectual commons, 

where people can find a trustworthy truth about things 

such as the expulsion of students and the legacy of the 

Genocide. 

 

Kelly Toughill 

School of Journalism  

University of Kingôs College, Halifax 

 

 

Kelly Toughill will speak at the Sheldon Chumir Foundationôs 

forum in Toronto on April 17 on ñOffense, Respect, Ethics and 

the Law.ò   
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It wasnôt the rage and fear that frightened me most, it 

was the complete ignorance of the opposite point of 

view.  The matter had never been reported in the press, 

and it was not even safe to discuss in public. That is 

what allowed the twin narratives to appear and persist. 

There was no way to reconcile the truth without free 

speech.  



Alberta is infamous for the lowest 

voter turnout in a provincial elec-

tion in Canada, at just 40.6% in 

2008.  Those happy with the 2008 

election results state that the gov-

erning party received over half of 

the popular vote, and therefore a 

strong mandate to govern.   

 

Opponents contend that with the 

support of 20% of the eligible voting population, there is 

no such endorsement.  Some see the apathy as a sign that 

citizens were happy with the status quo, while others ar-

gue that, after 37 years of one party rule, people felt vot-

ing was a futile exercise. 

 

Voter turnout is a global issue, with numbers declining in 

most western democracies.  Why is voter apathy on the 

rise? There are a range of theories:  limited opposition 

under the Westminster parliamentary model, excessive 

partisanship that erodes voter confidence, inattention to 

youth issues, and increasing constituency sizes that make 

it impossible for our MLAs and MPs to truly represent us 

in all our diversity.  These are all important concerns. 

 

Democracy is founded on the notion of majority rule, but 

this is more than a numbers game.  Obviously we have 

accepted less than a simple majority in a provincial elec-

tion and certainly at the municipal level across Canada.  

Many small town and county elections are decided fully 

by acclamation.  Can we really argue that democracy is 

working in these cases?  Calgaryôs lowest turnout was 

20% in the 2004 municipal election; Edmontonôs voter 

turnout of 42% in the same year looks positively activist 

by comparison. Where a minority of the population votes, 

as in Albertaôs last provincial election, the mandate to 

govern is justifiably questioned. 

 

There are those who say ñlet the chips fall where they 

may.ò  Canadian and Alberta election legislation grants 

citizens the right to vote, or not; while voting is consid-

ered a civic responsibility, it is not an obligation.  The 

turnout is an accurate reflection of the interest of the peo-

ple.  As well, attempts to artificially alter voter turnout 

may mask deeper issues of democratic deficit and be-

come counter-productive in the long-run. 

 

There comes a point, however, when oneôs individual 

right to be apathetic infringes on our collective right to 

democratically elect a government. How low could elec-

toral participation go for a nation, a province, or a city to 

decide that their government cannot legitimately represent 

the peopleða third? 20%? 10%?  What would we do if no 

one came out to vote?  A key to democracy is recognizing 

when we reach a point at which there may be ñgovernment 

for the people,ò but it can no longer be said to be ñof the 

people, by the people.ò 

 

Elections Alberta contracted a major study on voter turnout 

following the abysmal showing in 2008.  The government 

recently announced concrete measures to redress the trend: 

an updated voters list, more advance polling, and the option 

for new voting technology ñpilot projects.ò  Elections Can-

ada has undertaken numerous studies, and has launched 

campaigns such as ñI Can Vote!ò to deal with our drop in 

electoral participation from highs of 79%  (1958, 1962, 

1963) to a low of 59% in 2008.  Despite studies and statis-

tics, expert opinions and citizen suggestions, little progress 

has been achieved in turning the tide.  Albertaôs record high 

of 82% participation in a provincial election (1935) seems 

in an extremely distant past. 

 

One solution proposed to low voter turnout is mandatory 

voting.  On a world-wide average, there is 82% participa-

tion at the polls in countries which enforce mandatory vot-

ing.  Most point to Australia as a leading example, which 

has had forms of compulsory voting since the early 1900s 

and enjoys strong support of the populace for the practice.  

Could mandatory voting work in Canada or Alberta?  

This controversial topic will be explored in a debate and 

roundtable discussion in Calgary organized jointly with the 

Famous 5 Foundation (see back page). We hope you will 

join us. 

Heather MacIntosh 

Program Director 
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Questioning Democratic Legitimacy 
By Heather MacIntosh 

Photo Credit: Calgary Herald 


