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Defining Secularism and Multicultur-
alism in Canada: The case of the
Ontario Human Rights Commission

Like many Western liberal democra-
cies, Canada is wrestling with the is-
sue of the governance of religious di-
versity. Because Canada has formal-
ly adopted multiculturalism as law as
well as in its constitution and its foun-
dational charter of human rights and
freedomes, it is committed to the pro-
tection of religious freedom as well

as the promotion of religious diversity.

the adoption of multiculturalism in
the 1960s and 1970s went hand in
hand with the secularization of the
Canadian state. Just as the Canadi-
an state officially distanced itself
from the promotion of any particular
ethnic culture, it distanced itself - alt-
hough not entirely successfully --
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from the idea that it should promote
or protect a single religious tradition,
..e., Christianity, the religion of an
overwhelming number of Canadians.
However, many have argued that
secularization, thought to have
solved the problem of Christian privi-
lege as well as religious intolerance
and discrimination, has raised its own
tensions between secularism and re-
ligious freedom and diversity.

The re-emergence of religion in Ca-
nadian public policy debates since
2001 has left many scholars and pol-
icy-makers debating the relationship
between secularissm and multicultur-
alism. How can a secular state ad-
dress traditional and new forms of re-
ligious intolerance and discrimina-
tion? To what extent can a multicul-
tural liberal democracy tolerate illib-
eral beliefs and practices justified by



claims of religious freedom? How
can the secular state balance, for
example the right to gender equality
with rights to religious freedom?

| wish to address the relationship be-
tween secularism and multicultural-
ism in Canada by examining the at-
tempt of the Ontario Human Rights
Commission is updating its policy on
“creed,” that is, its policy on the pro-
motion of religious freedom and pro-
tection against discrimination based
on religion. According to the OHRC, a
number of Supreme Court cases,
human rights tribunal decisions, poli-
cy directives and social changes
have brought to light the evolution of
Canada’s multicultural and multi-
religious society. Moreover, since the
1990s, the size of non-Christian
communities has increased dramati-
cally and Christian communities
have become more ethnically and
racially diverse. These social and po-
litical changes have made the
OHRC'’s current policy (last updated
in 1996) increasingly outdated.

This paper focusses on the new chal-
lenges that the Ontario Commission
has discerned in addressing the
changing nature of religious intoler-
ance and discrimination in Canada’s
largest province. It will show how the

Commission attempts to address
forms of religious intolerance and
discrimination that are structural in
nature and, therefore, largely
unacknowledged in earlier policy
statements. The Commission’s strug-
gle to define a new policy is a case
study in how Ontarians are respond-
INg creatively to the new religious di-
versity, secularism and multicultural-
ism



