Response by Sue McPherson, 14 March 2006, to article by Richard Fidler 2006. The Kirpan Ruling: A Victory for Public School Integration. Socialist Voice. Roger Annis and John Riddell (Eds.). March. (see Articles page on this website. Excerpt at bottom of this page).

Regarding the part of the article on faith-based family arbitration (snipped to show, below), I imagine feminists would have been fearful that Muslim women could have this kind of arbitration imposed on them, whereas according to feminists, family law is a more enlightened system through which women would fare better. Yes, I think that could happen, but it's impossible to control every situation. It is more important to have the choice. The rest of it will come in time, perhaps. 

I found the first part of the article interesting, also, on the overruling by the Supreme Court of the Montreal school's ban on the student's right to wear the Sikh dagger. One of the main reasons I found all this interesting was because recently I wrote an essay on the Montreal Massacre, which happened back in 1989. I suspect that people like Marc Lepine may not have been well-integrated into Montreal community. His name originally had been Gamil Gharbi - of a Muslim father, but he took his mother's last name when his parents divorced, and at some point changed his first name too, probably an attempt to fit in. Nevertheless, despite having a good education and obviously a bright young man, he got left out as feminism gained in strength, and there seemed to be no place for him, not at the engineering school, at least. That's how I see it, anyway. If anyone is interested I have written about this, in Perspectives on the Montreal Massacre: Canada's Outrage Revisited. The essay is on my website: http://www.MontrealMassacre.net on the Essays page. This has nothing really to do with the wearing of ceremonial knives, except as another instance of cultural difference. Lepine obviously had no means to resolve these deeply-felt problems in his life, and turned to violence, killing 14 women. I think now that rather than simply keeping on blaming him, however, it needs to be recognized that only by facing these problems squarely will we be able to prevent them from happening again. 

Sue McPherson
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(snip)

Closer to home, many feminists and otherwise liberally-minded individuals were quick to line up last year in opposition to a modest proposal by some Muslims to bring their faith-based private family arbitration system under the ambit of Ontario's Arbitration Act. Advocates of this proposal argued that not only would it respect the particular religious beliefs of many Muslims, but it would help protect vulnerable women and children and reinforce the rights of all parties engaged in private arbitration, especially when coupled with the recommendations in a report by Marion Boyd, a former Attorney General, to reform the Act and related legislation.[3]

Opponents of the proposal warned darkly that it would undermine family law reform and be the thin edge of the wedge to impose "sharia" tribunals in place of Canadian courts.[4] Even the Quebec National Assembly weighed into the debate with a motion unanimously supported by federalists and sovereigntists alike condemning the Boyd report and the proposed reform in Ontario — although none of the honourable members had evidently read the report or knew anything about the real issues involved!

Feminist opposition to faith-based arbitration was particularly troubling, in my view. Feminists understand the importance of choice in other contexts (e.g. a woman's right to abortion). Why deny Moslem women the option of faith-based arbitration of private family matters where they so wish?

In the end, wiser heads prevailed. The McGuinty government's Bill 27, which just passed the Ontario legislature (the NDP opposed it), effectively implements the bulk of the Boyd recommendations.[5] There is nothing in the bill that would bar Muslims from conducting 
arbitrations under the reformed Arbitration Act, provided they are duly certified as having the requisite knowledge of the applicable Ontario and Canadian laws. That was in fact what most of the Muslim advocates of private family arbitration were asking, as Boyd's report clearly documented.

The Supreme Court's kirpan judgment and Ontario's Arbitration Act amendments are a useful reminder that those who control the vital institutions of the Canadian state are more sophisticated than many on the left are often prepared to acknowledge. While the rulers are certainly willing to inflame racist passions where it is useful to them, and are thoroughly committed to loyal participation in imperialist ventures around the world — witness their current military and police operations in Afghanistan and Haiti — they also have a well-honed understanding of the need to accommodate difference within the body politic where such difference does not threaten their 
class rule and where the recognition and calibrated accommodation of difference can reinforce citizens' sense of identification with the state. It is their skill in navigating the shoals of these social tensions that earns them their status as a "ruling class."

For full article by Richard Fidler see  http://www.MontrealMassacre.net/Articles.html 
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