
Recent commentary in Canada 

and Europe claims that many 

people in both places are fearful 

of diversity because they are in-

secure about who they are. This 

insecurity makes them wary, it is 

said,  of those who seem to have 

a code of behaviour which pro-

vides definitive answers to lifeôs 

big questions. 

 

The argument in some circles 

runs like this:  the mainstream no longer subscribes to a set 

of core beliefs, and when confronted with people different 

from themselves who do, the fear which all too often leads 

to discrimination against ñthe otherò sets in. 

 

The latest example from Europe is the Swiss referendum on 

the minarets (basically, towers) which adorn many Muslim 

mosques.  In December 2009, a solid majority (57.5 %) of 

the Swiss voted to ban minarets even though prior to the 

vote Switzerland had a total of four mosques with them.  

Although, as  Ian Burumaðauthor of Murder in Amster-

damðwrites, the outcome was ñallegedly because of wor-

ries about ófundamentalismô and the ócreeping Islamizationô 

of Switzerland,ò a better explanation is the insecurity of the 

Swiss and other Europeans.  Buruma argues that if they 

were ñself-assured about their identities, their Muslim fel-

low citizens probably would not strike such fear in their 

hearts.ò 

  

He elaborates: 

 

It was not so long ago that the majority of citizens in 

the Western world had their own unquestioned sym-

bols of collective faith and identity.  The church 

spires that grace many European cities still meant 

something to most people.  Few people married out-

side their faith. [But m]uch has changed.é  Most of 

us live in a secular, liberal, disenchanted world é 

[with] widespread bewilderment, fear and resent-
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Thinking About Ethical Leadership:    
Canadian civic valuesðthe touchstone for resolving conflicts over diversity 

     By Janet Keeping, President 

ment.é [T]he Muslims are envied for still having 

faith, for knowing who they are.  

 

Some people see the same phenomenon at work in Can-

ada.  It is sometimes said that the majority of Canadians 

have no solid framework of values and thus panic when 

minorities confidently assert their beliefs:  the confused 

mainstream fears being overtaken by ñthe otherò which 

knows exactly what he or she wants and values. 

 

But whatever you think of Burumaôs analysis of Europe, 

it is a mistake, I think, to see Canada through the same 

lens.  For one thing, many recent examples of backlash 

against Muslims and other groups not traditionally found 

in great numbers in western Europe, have not been re-

peated in Canada.  Consider the Muslim woman who was 

denied citizenship because she wore a burka and thus, 

according to French officials, did not exhibit sufficient 

commitment to French values.  The Canadians with 

whom I have discussed this case are uniformly either 

puzzled or aghast:  if in other respects she was qualified, 

how could what she wears bar her from citizenship?  

 

Canada is unlike the countries from which the original 

European settlers came in some very important ways.  

For one thing the vast majority of Canadians are not of 

original stock (Aboriginal).  Instead, they are descended 

from earlier immigrants and accept that Canadians come 

in different colours, adhere to various beliefs and differ in 

myriad other ways.  As recent immigrants bring an even 

greater diversity to Canada, this truth is reinforced:  
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womenôs liberty is widely understood.  On the other hand, 

itôs clear that public funding of transsexualsô unique medi-

cal issues remain controversial. 

 

In early 2009 the Alberta government removed gender reas-

signment surgery from the list of funded medical proce-

dures.  Although it was pointed out that the same thing had 

been done ten years earlier in Ontario and eventually had to 

be reversed for human rights violations, Alberta persisted.  

Decency will in the end prevail when the 

courts overturn this decision, but we can 

see that some equalities are more deeply 

respected than others. 

 

Truth is, the content of our legally pro-

tected basket of human rights will al-

ways be contested, that is, always sub-

ject to both arguments for expansion and 

then pushback from those opposed to 

change.  We take womenôs right to vote 

for granted now, but the suffragette movement encountered 

great resistance, including violence against and imprison-

ment of activists.  We see now the same opposition to en-

trench environmental rights or use the Charter of Rights, 

for example, to raise excessively low welfare  rates, which 

guarantee the humiliation and continued poverty of recipi-

ents. 

 

Itôs in the nature of the beast:  as Ghandi said, ñFirst they 

ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, then 

you win.ò 

 

unlike France, Britain, the Netherlands or other sources 

of European immigration, Canada is a land of peoples 

who never were and can never be united by ethnicity, 

religion or anything of the sort.  The glue that keeps the 

country together is secular, cosmopolitan and constituted 

largely of democratic values.   

 

Canadians may appear confused about whatôs bedrock in 

the public arena. I suggest this is more because we have 

not until relatively recently had to 

spell out what we stand for, than be-

cause we are actually all that muddled 

about such things.  If we examine 

some of the more serious conflicts 

over our diversity of cultural and reli-

gious practices, genders and sexual 

orientations, we see, I think, that the 

touchstone for their resolution has 

been our civic values, such as our 

commitment to democratic govern-

ment, including the rule of law, the equal benefit and pro-

tection of the law, and protection of human rights, includ-

ing those of women and gays. 

 

Consider the debate over gay marriage.  Although it ex-

tended over some years and raged intensely much of that 

time, in the end most Canadians seem to have come to 

terms with the right of gays to civil marriage.  Religions 

that oppose gay marriage are not required to consecrate 

them, but our shared commitment to democratic process, 

human rights, equality and just plain fairness prevailed.  

Not everyone is happy.  But when is that ever the case?  

And surveys show that a significant majority of Canadi-

ans are content with the outcome.  

 

Although our core set of civic values is for now fairly 

secure, two complexities should be noted.  First, we can 

never take this state of affairs for granted.  That just a few 

years ago the Government of Ontario could seriously 

have contemplated giving legal force in matters of family 

law to sharia, a Muslim legal system which on its face 

seriously discriminates against women, is sufficient to 

show that we need always be vigilant about preserving 

our way of thinking about and handling diversity, in this 

case, related to gender. 

 

Second, our set of civic values will always be subject to 

challenge at the margins.  A federal or provincial govern-

ment probably could not get away with the defunding of 

abortions, because the impact of such a move on 
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ñIf we examine some of our more se-

rious conflicts over our diversity of 

cultural and religious practices, gen-

ders and sexual orientations, we 

see...that the touchstone for their 

resolution has been our civic values.ò 

Cover of the new Canadian Citizenship Study 

Guide released in November 2009, which out-

lines some specific Canadian values. 

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/pdf/pub/discover.pdf


Controversy at the margins should not blind us to the fact 

that there is a pretty solid consensus on much of our core 

civic values.  Randy Boyagoda, who teaches English at 

Ryerson University in Toronto, has written about the con-

viction of Desire Munyaneza by a Montreal court for his 

part of the Rwandan genocide.  In 2005 Munyaneza ap-

plied for refugee status in Canada, but instead found him-

self charged under the Crimes Against Humanity and War 

Crimes Act which allows for the ñprosecution of Canadian 

residents suspected of war crimes and genocidal actsò re-

gardless of where they occurred.   

 

As Boyagoda puts it, ñThat Mr. Munyaneza attempted to 

seek refuge in Canada é says something troubling and 

revealing about how our openness to newcomers from 

across the world can be perceived as soft, myopic, and 

exploitable.ò  But Munyanezaôs fate says something quite 

different:  his attempt at gaining refugee status failed and 

his punishment ñ25 years with no chance of paroleò shows 

in Boyagodaôs words ñthe correct ordering and playing out 

of our national principles: 

 

Our commitments to immigration and multicultur-

alism are not, as can often seem the case é unques-

tionable goods in and of themselves.  Their true 

value and relevance comes only of their being 

treated as rightly secondary to our higher commit-

ments ï to justice, to human rights, and to the de-

fence of innocent life at home and abroadé. 

 

Perhaps it is easier for those of us who have spent a lot of 

time in societies profoundly different from our own to see 

that this is so.  After much time in Russia, it hit me with 

great force that we do indeed have a unifying culture in 

Canada, but one which has nothing to do with such things 

as ethnicity, race or religion.  Our civic, democratic values 

bind us together and provide the foundation for our judge-

ments about which changes constitute progress (for exam-

ple, gay marriage), and thus should be embraced, and 

which do not (for example, adoption of sharia) and so 

should be rejected.  

 

The ñidentityò questionðWho are we as Canadians?ðis 

unanswerable and pointless. The values questionðWhat 

do we stand for?ðis not. To make a democracy work, 

identity is irrelevant; the appropriate values are every-

thing, and weôve got them. 
 

     Janet Keeping 

    President 

Janice Gross Stein is the Belzberg 

Professor of Conflict Management 

and the Director of the Munk Centre 

for International Studies at the Uni-

versity of Toronto. Dr. Stein is an 

expert on conflict resolution and in-

ternational relations, with an empha-

sis on the Middle East.  Janice has a passionate interest in 

diversity issues, especially when gender equality is at 

stake, and was a speaker on the place of religion in poli-

tics at our 2008 Symposium. Selected to give the Massey 

Lecture in 2001, Janice is a Fellow of the Royal Society 

of Canada, a Member of the Order of Canada, and was 

awarded a Trudeau Fellowship in 2003 and the Order of 

Ontario in 2007. To learn more about Janice go to:  
http://webapp.mcis.utoronto.ca/DirectoryDetail.aspx?id=10487 
 
 

Michael Wylie practices with the 

Calgary law firm Macleod Dixon 

and in 2007 was recognized as ñBest 

Lawyer in Canadaò in the banking 

area.  Mr. Wylie graduated with a 

Bachelor in Civil Laws from Oxford 

University and first practised law in 

Lethbridge.  For 15 years he taught 

in the Faculty of Law at the Univer-

sity of Calgary where he also served a term as Dean.  

Mike has strong interests in human rights, an important 

priority for the Chumir Foundation.  He has been a direc-

tor of the Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre, an or-

ganization Sheldon Chumir helped found, for many years 

and in 2000 received the Suzanne Mah Human Rights 

Award, as did Sheldon, for work which ñbest exemplifies 

human rights principles and ideals.ò  To learn more about 

Mike go to:  
http://www.macleoddixon.com/ourlawyers/michael_wylie.htm  
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Welcome, New Board Members! 

   
 

 

From the Media Room 
 
 

You can now follow the Sheldon Chumir Foundation on 

Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.  

Click on the icons below, or visit: 

www.chumirethicsfoundation.ca 
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Letter from Vancouver: Ethics and the Olympics  
By Micheal Vonn 

As with all Olympic host cit-

ies, there was never any ques-

tion that Vancouver would be 

under intense pressure to 

gussy-up and showcase itself 

to ñthe worldò for the Games.    

 

Many people believed that the 

Games could be leveraged to 

provide lasting human rights 

legacies for the cityôs most 

vulnerable, in particular in 

housing for the homeless, who well outnumber the cityôs 

current shelter capacity.  

 

It seemed incomprehensible to most Vancouverites that a 

Canadian host city would allow for the kinds of ñstreet-

sweepingò of the public poor that has marked so many of 

the past Games in other countries.  But instead of hous-

ing, or even shelter for the homeless, we have seen a 

morally reprehensible assault on homeless people in the 

Provinceôs appeal of the Adams v. Victoria case, which 

decided that homeless people forced to sleep outdoors 

because shelters are full can set up a tent or other shelter 

to stay warm and dry.  The B.C. government is trying to 

overturn the ruling, arguing that people who cannot get 

into a shelter have no ñrightò to protect themselves from 

the elements.  At the same time, B.C. has introduced a 

bill that would allow police to ñforceò homeless people 

into shelters in ñextreme weather.ò1  

 

Since the shortage of shelter beds means that police canôt 

force all homeless people into shelters, the fair surmise is 

that these powers will be used selectively to arrest people 

in the most visible tourist and business districts, just in 

time for the Olympics.  The bill has been resoundingly 

condemned by service providers and advocates for the 

poor, but we can understand how ordinary citizens might 

feel generally supportive of something called the Assis-

tance to Shelter Act.  It sounds good.  

 

Freedom of speech and the Olympics are always on a 

collision course.  The infamous Rule 51 of the Interna-

tional Olympic Committee demands of host cities that 

ñNo kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial 

propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or 

other areas.ò  In a nutshell, the edict  is antithetical to Ca-

nadian democracy and our Charter rights.  Canada is not 

supposed to be in the business of suppressing citizensô con-

stitutional rights to free expression in order to safeguard the 

financial investment of private sector Olympics sponsors.    

 

Canadians would find it unthinkable that the government 

would authorize itself to enter peopleôs houses and other 

private property with only 24 hours notice in order to re-

move or cover up signs deemed offensive to the Olympics, 

let alone fine you or throw you into jail to boot.  Perhaps it 

is the very ñunthinkablenessò that prevents people from 

understanding that this is what is happening.   For anyone 

interested in verifying the unthinkable, see the recently 

passed amendments to the B.C. Municipalities Enabling 

and Validating Act (No. 3) and the Vancouver Charter 

which put people at risk of having their private property 

invaded, $10,000 per day fines and 6 months in jail just for 

posting signs criticizing the Olympics.  But people are not 

very apt to go hunting up a series of statutory amendments.  

They are much more apt to read the newspaper in which 

members of government are quoted almost daily making 

staunch assurances that the Charter will be fully respected 

during the Olympics.  There, that sounds right.   

 

The Olympics security budget was originally estimated to 

be $175 million, but has since ballooned to close to $1 bil-

lion.  The security costs of mega-events have been increas-

ingly reaching mega-proportions.   While there are specific 

challenges in providing security for the Games, such mega-

events go far beyond all proportionality and are now de 

facto trade-shows for the security and military industries.  

Militarized weapons and surveillance architecture are no 

longer merely a by-product of such events; they are deliver-
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1In a December 9th ruling by the B.C. Court of Appeal, the provincial govern-
ment lost this case. 



ables.  Host cities are inevitability militarized with surveil-

lance systems that extend far beyond an inevitable influx 

of CCTV cameras to include wiretapping, data mining, iris 

scans, facial scans, RFID (radio frequency identification) 

chips, satellite imaging and a range of other technologies.  

The 2010 Games will see more Canadian military person-

nel in Vancouver than are currently posted in Afghanistan.  

And the policing and security of the Olympics will put 

military weapons for ñcrowd controlò into the hands of the 

domestic police forces.   

 

Recently the Vancouver Police Department (VPD) was 

found to have purchased a Long Range Acoustic Device 

(LRAD) which is a sonic weapon used against protesters 

at the G20 meetings in Pittsburg.  The LRAD emits a pain-

ful sound that can cause potentially permanent hearing 

damage.  The VPD claimed that they were only going to 

use the device for making announcements to large groups 

of people.  Initially unwilling to provide assurances that 

they would not use the device as a weapon against Olym-

pic protestors, or justify the purchase of an LRAD for 

megaphone use when long-range megaphones are avail-

able for much less cost, the VPD capitulated to public con-

cern and agreed to disable the weapons feature of the de-

vice.  If, as there may well be, there are any more newly 

acquired crowd control weapons, we can be sure the police 

wonôt be volunteering that information before the Olym-

pics.   

 

Besides surveillance systems and military weapons, an-

other Olympic legacy is a secretive and authoritarian turn 

in police culture.  We see this most starkly in Vancouver 

with the Olympic ISUôs (Integrated Security Unit) spying 

on and harassment of Olympics critics.  The monitoring 

and interrogation of Olympics critics has been by turns 

frightening and comedic.  On the funnier side was the in-

vestigation of Cowichan sweater-knitters who were furi-

ous about an alleged Olympic rip-off of their sweater de-

sign.  On the infinitely less funny side are the many ordi-

nary citizens who have been approached by the ISU and 

entered into databases as potential security threats based 

on their political and cultural views opposing the Olym-

pics.   

 

Itôs possible that we have now reached a turning point in 

Vancouver on the question of the Olympics.  There is a 

sufficient accumulation of things that do not sound right 

and do not square with assurances, that many people are 

growing concerned.  And more and more citizens are in-

terested in looking beyond the omnipresent Olympics 

messaging about ñspirit,ò ñpatriotism,ò  ñvisionò and many 

other abstractions, to see whatôs actually going on with our 

city, our priorities, our rights and our values.  Our first and 

overarching ethical obligation is to try to understand what 

is truly happening in the face of the public relations mono-

lith that is attempting to quash, or at least drown out, any 

genuine public discourse about the Olympics.  We must 

ask ourselves why the media story is almost invariably 

about whether or not the protesters are ñpeacefulò or 

ñviolentò and never about what the protesters are saying.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

We need to be better at getting behind the public relations 

camouflage about the Olympics and about all the ways 

that we are currently threatened with increasing militariza-

tion and authoritarianism.  And in that spirit, we might 

wonder why the Canadian military is working on new 

ñurban camouflageò patterns to blend in with the urban 

settings of Vancouver, Montreal and Toronto. This is not a 

metaphor, it is a contract awarded to HyperStealth Bio-

technology Corporation.  Granted, the new Canadian Ur-

ban Environment Pattern is only in the early stages of de-

velopment (National Post, November 16, 2009), but it is a 

rather chilling development.  As the UK civil liberties or-

ganization Statewatch says, there is a new kind of arms 

race, and all the weapons and surveillance are pointing 

inwards.   

 
 

     Micheal Vonn is  

Policy Director of the  

B.C. Civil Liberties Association 
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