Reasonable accommodation: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
When Interfaith Grand River gathered for its March 2010 meeting, Quebec was in the middle of what University of Waterloo graduate student Matt Lye described as a “firestorm of controversy” over a young Muslim woman who was expelled from a French class when she would not remove her niqab. This controversy was part of an ongoing drama surrounding Quebec’s effort to find a generally acceptable balance between affirmation of its majority culture and accommodation of minorities.
Matt Lye, who had previously attended IGR meetings for several months as an observer, brought these questions to the IGR table when he reported on his research, which focuses on “reasonable accommodation” in Quebec and the Bouchard-Taylor Commission that studied this issue in 2007–8. He noted that the crisis that led to the appointment of the Bouchard-Taylor Commission was precipitated by religious issues, including wearing a kirpan in schools and kosher food in hospitals, as well as the adoption of the code of “life standards” in the small municipality of Hérouxville.
“The Bouchard-Taylor Commission,” he noted, “reported that everything was okay.” It suggested that the system was working and the crisis was one of perception rather than reality. However, controversies have continued, and Lye enumerated some of the reasons for this.
He noted that there is a perception in Quebec that gender equality should supersede religious equality. In addition, Quebecers have been suddenly confronted by diversity. They are themselves a minority trying to preserve their culture, and so have a bit more of a fortress mentality than the rest of Canada.

Quebec, he suggested, has not moved beyond tolerance to seeing the question as one of equality. “Tolerance,” he said, “is based on a sense of control. When that control erodes, tolerance disappears quickly.”
IGR members raised a number of issues in response to Lye’s presentation. A Hindu participant raised the question of whether the niqab issue is one of religion or culture. A Mennonite participant suggested that it’s not easy to separate the two and a Lutheran said, “Religious traditions have their own culture.”    

“Caring rather than protection should be the purpose of accommodation,” said a Mormon participant. “Interfaith means having faith in one another.”

A Unitarian participant related the issue to her own experience of being an “invisible minority,” being of Hispanic heritage and hence being the only person of colour who is a Unitarian Universalist minister in Canada. She described her challenge as “being self-aware enough to explain my difference.”
A Jewish participant noted that there is a more positive side to Quebec’s efforts to preserve its culture. Quebec, he said, “is a society that has developed its culture, likes it and wants to keep it.”
Update: Two weeks after the IGR meeting, the Quebec government introduced a bill in the National Assembly (Bill 94) that would in effect ban the niqab for any government worker and anyone receiving government services.
The Report of the Bouchard-Taylor Commission is available in English at

http://www.accommodements.qc.ca/documentation/rapports/rapport-final-integral-en.pdf
