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 Abstract 

This thesis examines one of the most sensitive challenges facing contemporary democracies: 

the accommodation of Muslim minorities in public institutions and services. It focuses on the field 

of education, and on two particular issues: the public funding of Islamic schools and the 

accommodation of Muslim needs in public secular schools. The analysis is based on an examination 

of outcomes in four jurisdictions that differ in the level of accommodation that has emerged: 

England, Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec. I seek to explain why such variation in outcomes exists 

among these four cases. I draw on four bodies of literature to underpin the theoretical framework: 

historical institutionalism, political mobilization by civil society and political parties, and 

ideationalism. My argument can be summarized simply; historic church-state settlements, unique in 

each case, are the most important factor explaining the variation in outcomes in England, Scotland, 

Ontario, and Quebec. In some cases, the historic church-state template is incrementally adapted to 

accommodate Muslim minorities. In other cases, relatively little accommodation occurs and the 

path-dependent trajectory of church-state relations remains entrenched. While the historic church-

state template is a necessary factor in the explanation, it does not fully account for the variation. For 

a more complete picture, I demonstrate that there are several additional key factors that also shape 

the outcomes: first, national identity and public attitudes towards immigration and immigrants; 

second, the extent of mobilization by political agents, such as civil society organizations and historic 

churches; and third, the response of political parties to demands by Muslims for institutional 

accommodation. Ultimately, I conclude that Muslims in these jurisdictions are receiving some 

accommodation, but the process is slow and partial.  

This thesis makes important theoretical and empirical contributions to the discussion of 

Muslim integration in liberal democratic states. First, a framework has yet to be developed that 
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considers the theoretical implications of institutional accommodation of Muslims; I address this gap. 

Second, this research demonstrates the utility of historical institutionalism in explaining the 

adaptation of church-state templates to accommodate Muslims’ demands. Last, this study makes an 

original contribution by comparing the cases of England, Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec in the 

accommodation of Muslims in education. A comparison of Canada with the United Kingdom has 

not yet been done.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

“After everything we’ve been through this year, to persist with financing 
segregated religion in sectarian schools is obstinate madness” 1 

     Richard Dawkins 
 

In an open letter published in The Guardian, Richard Dawkins, physicist, popular author, and 

ardent atheist, expressed his dismay at the expansion of faith schools by Britain’s Labour 

government. The letter is dated December 2001, and Dawkins quite pointedly states that faith 

schools segregate children from society and to fund them is lunacy (Dawkins, 2001). This form of 

censure is not new; Catholic schools have faced criticism, at times with similar hyperbole, for 

generations. However, it seems likely that Dawkins was concerned about all faith schools, especially 

Islamic ones. The “everything” to which he refers, is presumably September 11th and the Oldham 

riots in Northern England, which occurred that same year. Despite a tense political climate, Prime 

Minister Tony Blair staunchly supported faith school expansion, and Muslim advocates struggled to 

increase the small number of publicly funded Islamic schools. The process was slow. Frustration and 

bewilderment characterized their experience, as they have done for Muslim advocates in Scotland, 

Ontario, and Quebec, the other jurisdictions examined in this thesis. 

Muslim integration is a challenge that politicians, policy-makers and academics have grappled 

with in the past decades. Polarized debates across Western Europe and North America about 

methods to address this multifaceted and complex issue have ensued. For some, observant Muslims 

represent an inherent tension in a liberal polity. Such critics see conservative Islamic practises 

                                                
1 Open Letter from author Richard Dawkins to UK Minister of Education Estelle Morris, The Guardian 30 

December 2001. 
 
2 Political scientists who have studied normative dimensions of national identity have drawn extensively from 
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imported with Muslim immigrants as incompatible with the liberal norms and institutions that 

govern life in the Global North. From their perspective, integration policies should ensure that 

Muslim immigrants embrace the core ideals and values of their host country.  

Within this discussion lies the question of institutional accommodation for Muslim 

minorities. While the demands are wide-ranging, Muslim advocates have paid particular attention to 

public education. Seljak (2005), and Soper and Fetzer (2005), have identified the accommodation of 

religious needs in public schools and public funding of faith-based schools as vital issues where 

religious minorities have focused their demands. In this thesis, I examine these two issues in 

England, Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec. I concentrate on public education because public 

education is a key domain for shaping civic identities, and religious accommodation in education 

presents an interesting tension. Critics opposed to faith schools claim they are divisive. Others argue 

that Muslim accommodation in public schools is a transgression against secular institutions. Thus, 

minority claims for accommodation may pose challenges to majorities who view the purpose of the 

education system as a vital socialization mechanism equipped to bring everyone into the national 

fold.  

 I also focus on the institutional accommodation of Muslim minorities to address an 

important gap in political science scholarship. A brief survey of the literature reveals why this is 

necessary. The study of education and nationalism has been well documented (Gellner, 1982), as has 

the intersection between education and ethnic and racial minorities (Archer & Francis, 2007; Banks, 

2006; Figeuroa, 1989; Thompson & Wallner, 2011; Tomlinson, 2001). Scholarship on the 

accommodation of Muslim minorities has been explored in other disciplines, such as sociology and 

education (Collett, 2007; Korteweg, 2012; McAndrew, 2010; Zine, 2007). The political science 

scholarship on religious accommodation in general and Muslim accommodation in particular, is also 

burgeoning. To date, however, this literature has focused primarily on religious accommodation in 
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the judicial sphere (May, 2014; May, 2016), normative debates on reasonable accommodation in the 

public sphere (Bouchard, 2012; Maclure, 2011), and the accommodation of Muslims in Western and 

Southern Europe (Beckford, 2013; Cesari, 2005; Fetzer & Soper, 2005; Lépinard, 2011; Meer & 

Modood, 2015; Tatari, 2009; Torf, 2012), and in Canada (Sarrouh & Banting, 2016). But gaps do 

remain. Critically, for this project, political scientists have yet to examine institutional 

accommodation of Muslims in education. The contribution I make is two-fold: First, I set the 

analysis in the context of political science theory drawing on four types of literature—historical 

institutionalism, the literature about the political role of civil society and political parties, and 

ideationalism. While the role of church-state templates in Muslim accommodation within education 

has been explored elsewhere (Soper & Fetzer, 2005), the authors did not address any theoretical 

implications (Bellin, 2008). Second, while there have been comparisons of Muslim accommodation 

among different Western European states and between Western European jurisdictions and the 

United States (Meer & Modood, 2015; Monsma & Soper, 2009), there is no comparison between the 

United Kingdom and Canada.  

My focus is on the period from 1975 to 2015. This time frame was chosen for several 

reasons. First, it was during this period when Muslims in all four jurisdictions began making 

demands, and state responses emerged. Demands in England and Ontario emerged in the 1970s, in 

Scotland in the early 1980s, and in Quebec in the late 1990s/early 2000s. Responses to these 

demands have resulted in varying levels and forms of accommodation in the four cases. 

Nevertheless, accommodation has come slowly, remains partial, and the issues continue to be 

sensitive.  

The time period of 1975 to 2015 also allows us to analyze changes in the broader political 

environment in which these demands were being made. As substantial Muslim populations began to 

settle, the political and social environments were primed to recognized minority rights and cultural 
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differences (Kymlicka, 2007). Indeed, the human rights revolution that occurred in the 1960s created 

an environment in which cultural and racial minorities mobilized for recognition. As a result, when 

Muslims began to make demands, the political environment was not completely inhospitable. 

However, the shift in the environment after the attack on the Twin Towers in New York in 2001 

dramatically stiffened resistance to Muslim claims for accommodation.  

England, Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec make an effective set of comparisons. All four 

jurisdictions have a similarly sized minority of Muslims in relation to the general population. All four 

of those minorities have made similar institutional demands for accommodation in education, 

although the intensity of their demands differs. The response from the respective jurisdictions, 

however, varies. Muslim minorities in England have only been partially successful in obtaining 

accommodation in public secular schools, but Islamic schools are eligible for public funding. 

Currently there are 18 Islamic schools that receive public funding, the first being funded in 1998. 

Muslim advocates in Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec have had mixed results with these two issues. 

Scotland does accommodate Muslim students in public secular schools, but very unevenly, and 

Islamic schools do not receive public funding. In Ontario, Muslim students have their needs partially 

met in public secondary schools, but public funding for Islamic schools has been decisively rejected. 

The Quebec government accommodates Muslim students on certain needs in public schools and 

provides partial funding for Islamic schools. Three Islamic schools in Quebec are partially funded, 

receiving 60 percent financial support from the government per pupil, the same level provided to all 

faith-based private schools. Thus, the variation across these four cases produces an intriguing 

puzzle. To solve this puzzle, I ask the following questions: What factors determine how and why 

states and regional governments accommodate Muslim minorities? How does one account for the 

variation in outcomes?  

My argument can be summarized simply: Church-state settlements, unique in each case, are 
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the central factor for explaining the variation in outcomes in England, Scotland, Ontario, and 

Quebec. The historic church-state settlements have become part of the entrenched institutional 

structure in democratic societies, and frame the ways in which the state responds to demands from 

new minority religions. But this path-dependent, historic institution alone is not the sole 

determinant. In some cases, the historic church-state template is incrementally adapted to 

accommodate Muslim minorities. In other cases, Muslims have not received accommodation, and 

the path-dependent trajectory has remained entrenched. While the historic church-state template is a 

necessary factor in this explanation, it does not fully account for the variation. For a more complete 

picture, I analyze the role of key mediating factors that shape the outcomes as well. The broad sense 

of national identity and attitudes towards immigration and immigrants is the first factor; second is 

the political mobilization of civil society organizations, including historic churches; and third is the 

role of political parties in responding to these issues and shaping state responses. Each factor is 

relevant in all four cases, but they vary in importance from case to case. 

This thesis has eight chapters, including this introductory chapter. The second chapter 

begins with a review of the relevant literature, sets out the analytical framework that I employ, and 

concludes with my methodological approach. Chapters three and four focus on Muslim 

accommodation in the United Kingdom, first in England and then in Scotland. Chapters five and six 

bring us to Canada, and the cases of Ontario and Quebec. Chapters seven and eight serve as a two-

tier conclusion. The first (Chapter Seven) summarizes my findings, and the second (Chapter Eight) 

illustrates the contribution this thesis makes to existing literature, and offers insights and ideas for 

expanding research in this field.  
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CHAPTER TWO  

Theoretical Framework 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework and methodology that informs this project. 

It is divided into three parts. The first part is a review of four major streams of literature: historical 

institutionalism, the literature on the political role of civil society and political parties; and 

ideationalism. Key ideas that are integral to my thesis are explored. The second part of the chapter 

elaborates the theoretical framework, which builds on relevant theories, concepts, and typologies 

laying the foundations for this project. Last is a section on methodology, where I discuss 

methodological tools and approaches I used to collect data. In combination, the literature, the 

framework, and the methods enable me to develop my original contribution to the field. 

 

Part I. Literature Review 

This topic of the dissertation sits at the intersection of a number of works in political 

science, and this section reviews four such types. The first stream is historical institutionalism, which 

I extend by examining scholarship on two forms of institutionalized policy structures, historic 

church-state settlements and diversity policies. The second and third streams are composed of 

research on the political roles of civil society and political parties. The final stream is ideationalism, 

which I extend by drawing on the specific literature concerning national identity and attitudes about 

immigration and immigrants. For the purpose of this project, mapping such diverse literature cannot 

be comprehensive, and I focus primarily on aspects that are most relevant to this dissertation. 

Hence, concepts drawn from all four streams, as it will be shown, provide a strong foundation for 

my research questions and my theoretical framework.  
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A) Historical Institutionalism 

Historical institutionalism is part of a broader theoretical approach known as new 

institutionalism, which places institutions as the point of departure for political analyses. The critical 

assumption is that institutions are an “autonomous force in politics, that their weight is felt on 

action and outcomes” (Lecours, 2005, p. 8). New institutionalism is not a unified school of thought, 

but has a number of theoretical branches, such as ideational, historical, and rational choice 

institutionalism (Lecours, 2005). The focus of this section will be on historical institutionalism. 

Historical institutionalists examine state institutions as a unit of analysis, focusing on institutional 

development and its effects. This theoretical approach primarily focuses on meso-level analyses, 

examining the interaction of institutions and processes that are shaped by broader contexts (Skocpol  

& Pierson, 2002). Institutions are seen as structuring power relations among political actors, 

influencing the goals they pursue, and ultimately impacting those who have access to power (Hall as 

cited in Thelen & Steinmo, 1992). In this way, institutions are integral to understanding social and 

political outcomes.  

Two elements of historical institutionalism are especially relevant to this thesis. First, analysts 

in this tradition extend the concept of institutions to include established public policies. Indeed, 

much of the seminal work in this field focused on the development and evolution of 

institutionalized policy structures such as the welfare state (Pierson, 1994; Skocpol, 1992) and 

training programs (Thelen, 2004). This project follows in this tradition, interpreting church-state 

settlements as an established institution that becomes a template and influences responses to new 

forms of religious diversity.  

Second, the literature on historical institutionalism has a strong interest in the dynamics of 

institutional persistence and change. Both elements figure heavily in this research project. The 

question at the heart of the analysis is the extent to which the response to Muslim demands for 
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accommodation in education represents a simple extension or adaptation of long-standing policy 

templates on one hand, or reflects a new departure unshaped by pre-existing policy templates on the 

other. I will argue for the former: The response to Muslim demands for accommodation in 

education represents an extension of pre-existing policy templates, church-state settlements in 

particular.  

Two key components of historical institutionalism are important here: path dependency and 

critical junctures. While at times described as “faddish” (Skocpol & Pierson, 2002), path dependency 

refers to the “dynamics of self-reinforcing or positive feedback processes in a political system” 

(Skocpol & Pierson, 2002, p. 699). But how is a particular path established? Why one specific path 

over all others? To answer these questions, Mahoney and Schensul (2006) point to “critical 

junctures” as an integral component of theories of understanding path-dependency. Critical 

junctures, these scholars argue, define a period when a causal process takes root. More specifically, it 

is the moment when one path is chosen from among competing options (Mahoney & Schensul, 

2007, p. 460). This specific choice can have an impact that spans decades. Thus, as Pierson and 

Skocpol point out, the order of events is essential for determining causal processes; a change in 

sequencing could lead to completely different outcomes (Skocpol & Pierson, 2002). The theory of 

path dependency helps us understand why and how certain existing policy structures can have 

enormous staying power despite changing political and social environments. Path dependency also 

reveals “how inequalities of power, perhaps modest initially, are reinforced and can become deeply 

embedded in organizations, institutions, and dominant modes of political action and understanding” 

(Pierson, 2004, p. 11). As we shall see, this approach is useful in explaining why jurisdictions have 

provided funding for certain faith schools and not for others.  

In addition to institutional persistence, institutional change is an integral component of this 

project. How does one account for institutional change? Institutional theories point to several 
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different pathways to change. To begin, one stream of literature focuses on the rapid displacement 

of institutions as the result of an exogenous shock (Krasner, 1984). Quite simply, institutions exist in 

a period of stability until a new, critical juncture occurs, whereupon institutions can be displaced. 

Historical institutionalists have drawn on this approach to explain how path-dependent institutions 

abruptly change at critical junctures (see Koning, 2015 for a good overview).  

A second stream focuses on incremental or continuous institutional change as a response to 

ongoing exogenous pressures. Thelen and Steinmo (1992) argue that the primary catalyst spurring 

differing forms of institutional change is the socioeconomic and political environment of a particular 

jurisdiction. One example, which is particularly relevant for my thesis, occurs when shifts in the 

environment mobilize formerly dormant institutions, and lead to unexpected political outcomes. As 

we shall see, changing immigration flows brought a large number of Muslims to the four 

jurisdictions, and their demands for accommodation breathed new life into church-state settlements 

that, in some cases, had been dormant for years. 

In explaining institutional change, one must consider not only external pressures but also the 

internal nature of institutional arrangements. As Mahoney and Thelen (2009, p. 13) point out, 

institutions contain a “power-distributional” component, which shape the ways in which they adapt 

to “pressures for change.” They argue that implementation and enforcement of existing rules and 

norms are susceptible to change. That is, even if formal rules do not change, their strict 

implementation or observance is not guaranteed. This is where much adaptation happens.  

Key to this form of change is who is doing the implementation and enforcement—it is not 

necessarily those who create the rules. For example, bureaucracies and the judiciary often play 

central roles in enforcement. As a result, there can be “slippage” or wide interpretations of 

institutional settlements. As Thelen and Mahoney stress, flexibility in the management of institutions 

allows for ongoing adaptation. These forms of incremental change occur “precisely in the gaps or 
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soft spots between the rule and its interpretation or the rule and enforcement,” and there are often 

no clear “winners” and “losers” in such cases. That is, when the meaning of an institution is called 

into question, “an actor’s interest in the institutional continuity might be mutable” (Mahoney & 

Thelen, 2009, p.13). In effect, the variable nature of compliance allows for different ways of 

interpreting “the distributional effects of institutions” (Mahoney & Thelen, 2009, p. 13) allowing for 

the consideration of new political conflicts, coalition patterns, and actors that trigger institutional 

change. 

Mahoney and Thelen (2009) offer a typology for different kinds of institutional change that 

can occur in the “gaps” or “soft spots” of rules and enforcement. Table 2.1 briefly explains these 

forms. 
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Table 2.1 

Typology of Institutional Change 

Type Description 

Displacement This is the removal of existing rules and the introduction of new ones. This can be rapid, as in the 
immediate removal of existing rules with the replacement of news ones. Although there can also be 
gradual displacement, where the enactors of the new rules are not able enact the new arrangements 
as quickly as they would like. Usually the “losers” of old institutions introduce these new 
arrangements.  

Layering This is the introduction of new rules on top of, or alongside, existing ones. The new rules change the 
way old institutions structure behaviour. Layering does not mean the complete removal of existing 
rules, but introduces changes through supplementary or parallel action. Layering can have significant 
impacts when it alters the logic of the institution altogether. Finally, layering can occur when the 
actors lack the power or clout to change the existing formal rules. Thus they work within the 
institution to impact change. 

Conversion The changed enactment of existing rules is due to their strategic deployment. The gap between the 
rules and enforcement occurs when the actors purposefully exploit the ambiguities of the institutions 
to exact change. The agent re-deploys the institution for different ends than the original intention. 

Drift The changed impact of existing rules is due to shifts in the environment. More specifically, when 
actors choose not to respond to the changing context, the inaction can cause changes in the impact 
of the institution.  

Source: Thelen and Mahoney (2009) 

The church-state templates in all four cases have been subject to some form of institutional 

change. These types of change are quite useful for categorizing the adaptations of policy templates 

across all four jurisdictions. 

The next section will consider in more detail two dimensions of the institutionalized policy 

structures critical to this case: the church-state settlement and established diversity policies. 

Church-State Settlements 

Church-state settlements are institutionalized policies that entrenched the political balance 

between church and state at some point in the past. Scholars have presented a number of typologies 

to classify different church-state settlements. Monsma and Soper (2009) identify three models that 

depict the different kinds of church-state settlements in liberal democracies. While the authors 

maintain that most states do not strictly adhere to one model, their three models help capture the 
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variation in the settlements that many Western states have established (Monsma & Soper, 2009).  

The first model is a strict church-state separation model. In this model, states see religion and 

politics as separate. Religion should be relegated to the private sphere and has no place in the public 

realm. The state is considered neutral on all matters of religion, and the mixing of religion and 

politics is seen as a recipe for strife and instability. The second model is the established church model. In 

this model the church and state have established a partnership, which is mutually beneficial for both. 

As Monsma and Soper write, “church and state are seen as two pillars on which a stable, prosperous 

society rests.” (2009, p. 11). The state provides the recognized church with resources and 

recognition; the church provides the state with legitimacy. Monsma and Soper (2009) stipulate that 

religious establishments can be either formally or informally recognized by the state. The third 

model is the pluralist or structuralist-pluralist model. In this model, society is seen as being composed of a 

number of spheres, such as education, business, the arts, and religion and government. Monsma and 

Soper (2009) argue that the pluralist model “sees religion not as a separate sphere with only limited 

relevance to the other spheres…but as having a bearing on all aspects of life” (p. 11). Key to this 

approach is that the government does not give an advantage to religious or secular groups.  

In his seminal article “Religion, Democracy and the Twin Tolerations” Stepan (2000) offers 

an alternative typology for church-state relations. Stepan argues most societies are shaped by some 

kind of relationship between the state and the dominant religious establishment in the country. What 

is needed is an adherence to the “twin tolerations,” that is, freedom for both elected governments 

and religious groups to participate in the public sphere democratically. Stepan’s typology for 

classifying religious-state relations applies in both democratic and non-democratic societies: The first 

model is secular, but friendly to religion. In this model, there is no official religion; there is full separation 

of church and state, and no public funding for religious education or organizations. There is full 

private and public freedom for all religions as long as they do not violate individual liberties. The 
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second model is non-secular, but friendly to democracy. This model includes an established church that 

receives state subsidies, and some official religion taught in school. The official religion is accorded 

no constitutional or quasi-constitutional prerogatives to formulate policies. The third model is 

sociologically spontaneous secularism. Religion is not an important factor in political life, and all religious 

groups are free to organize in civil society and to run for office, but actually have very little clout. 

Democratically elected officials are under no obligation to comply with any religious dictates 

concerning public policy.  

While these typologies of church-state models provide important contributions, none are 

completely satisfactory in capturing the nature of church-state settlements in the four cases under 

examination. Typically, scholars have characterized England and Scotland as falling under the 

“established church” model. As I will explore later, there are distinct differences between the two 

jurisdictions that suggest that this assumption needs to be revisited. While the assumption in this 

scholarship is to consider England as the pre-eiminent example of the established church-state 

model, the Church of England’s influence in the public sphere and in public institutions has 

significantly diminished over time (Cranmer et al., 2006). Moreover, England’s rich history of 

religious pluralism (beginning with Christian minorities) suggests that the established church-state 

model needs to be re-thought. Scotland is also a tough case to classify. The Church of Scotland, 

while the national church, has no political influence and cannot be seen as part of the established 

church-state model. Ontario and Quebec typically fall under the same category, what Monsma and 

Soper (2009) call the pluralist model. Yet these jurisdictions demonstrate significant differences in 

their church-state settlements which none of the existing typologies broadly capture.  

Attempting to create models that are both sensitive to context but also applicable across a 

number of cases is difficult (Bader, 2007). But, as Modood and Meer (2015) point out, church-state 

models are useful analytical tools for understanding how Muslim minorities are incorporated into 
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the national community, but they must capture the key characteristics of the existing church-state 

settlements in the jurisdictions under examination. To this end, I will introduce a new typology for 

church-state settlements later in the theoretical framework. 

Established Diversity Policies 

A second set of institutionalized policies, which in principle might serve as an alternative 

template for shaping the response to Muslim demands, are the diversity strategies or policies 

established by the state in response to earlier forms of diversity. States vary considerably in the 

attitude they adopted in response to both the political mobilization of historic minorities and the 

emergence of new minorities as a result of changing patterns of immigration in the second half of 

the 20th century. In some countries, the state has avoided policies that legitimate and accommodate 

ethno-cultural differences, insisting instead on a strongly integrative—even assimilative—response 

to emerging forms of diversity. As we shall see, voices calling for greater emphasis on integration 

were heard more or less strongly in several of the jurisdictions under study, and in some cases 

influenced the response to Muslim requests. But the two countries examined here—Canada and the 

United Kingdom—did develop explicit, clear diversity policies. The issue at hand here is whether 

such diversity policies provided a template for resolving demands from new religious minorities, off-

setting or countering the impact of church-state settlements.  

The literature in normative political theory offers a number of models of state responses to 

the cultural pluralism brought on by immigration, each with different implications for the ways in 

which states respond to claims by immigrants groups. Kymlicka (2007) argues that there are multiple 

forms of liberal multiculturalism, but identifies three general principles that comprise the 

multicultural state: First, all citizens should be treated equally and fairly, and the dominant ethnic 

group is not favoured by the state. Second, multicultural policies enable all ethnic groups to access 
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state institutions and participate fully in the public sphere. A multicultural state would accept “an 

obligation to accord recognition and accommodation to the history, language, and culture of non-

dominant groups” (Kymlicka, 2007, p. 66). Lastly, a multicultural state recognizes past injustices that 

were done to a minority group by policies of assimilation and offers some form of compensation. 

Kymlicka (2007) develops a typology of multicultural responses to three types of minorities: 

indigenous minorities, national minorities and immigrant minorities. Historically, immigrants were 

expected to assimilate into mainstream society. A notable shift occurred in the 1960s, when states 

began adopting more inclusive policies in dealing with these populations. Again, Kymlicka (2007) 

points to a number of policies that are “the most emblematic forms of immigrant multiculturalism” 

(p. 73). These include the adoption of multiculturalism in school curricula; exemptions from dress 

codes, Sunday closing legislation etc.; constitutional, legislative, or parliamentary affirmation of 

multiculturalism at the central and or/regional, and municipal levels; grants to support ethnic 

groups, and so on. 

One other approach to multiculturalism is what Gagnon and Iacovino (2007) refer to as 

interculturalism. Drawing on Quebec as an example, these two authors argue that interculturalism 

differs from a multicultural framework in two respects: first, multiculturalism favours an 

“individualist approach to culture: as individuals or their choices change, the collective culture must 

change” (as cited Modood & Meer, 2012, p. 48) whereas interculturalism emphasizes Francophone 

culture as the “hub towards which other minority cultures are expected to converge” (Banting & 

Soroka, 2012, p. 161). Second, interculturalism emphasizes that a common purpose in the public 

sphere matters, something that unites a society as a whole. More specifically, these authors argue 

that there should be “a public space and identity that is not merely about individual or constitutional 

or legal rights” (as cited in Modood & Meer, 2012, p. 49). This public space is created through 

dialogue and participation, constantly remade to include new groups in society, while maintaining its 
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distinct historical character. Quebecois society, these authors argue, is an example where such a 

public space exists (Modood & Meer, 2012).  

While political theorists have advanced sophisticated models of diversity policy, several 

factors have limited the potential role of such policies in response to Muslim demands concerning 

education. Most importantly, Muslim minorities have begun making institutional demands that are 

not addressed in the traditional multiculturalism policies, which were developed with ethno-cultural 

differences rather than religious differences in mind. As a result, the ethno-cultural templates which 

governments have developed over the years offered little guidance on how to respond. This tension 

highlights an important gap in the literature, which my thesis addresses: How and why Muslim 

minorities are institutionally accommodated within the sphere of education. As we will see, it is not 

these cultural diversity management policies that Muslim minorities invoke when seeking to have 

their demands met.  

The role of diversity policies is even more complicated in multination states. In a number of 

countries, including Canada and the United Kingdom, the central state has had to come to terms 

with minority nationalism, which emerges when a “regionally concentrated group(s) conceives itself 

as a nation within a larger state, and mobilizes behind nationalist political parties to achieve 

recognition of its nationhood” (Kymlicka, 2007, p. 68). The sub-state nations in such states often 

attain considerable authority over integration, and adopt their own approaches to diversity to 

address immigrant populations within their jurisdictions. As a result, diversity policies in 

multinational states are especially complex and contested, marked by separate strategies pursued by 

the central state and the sub-state nation or nations.  

There is debate in the literature about whether sub-state nations tend to be less sympathetic 

to immigrant diversity than central states. As Banting and Soroka (2012) stipulate, “immigration has 

the potential to dilute the culture of the national minority, affect the prospects for nationalist 
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mobilization, and upset historic balances between the sub-states and the majority in the country as a 

whole” (p. 157). How national minorities respond to newcomers has been a keen area of interest for 

a number of scholars, with the core question being whether the additional cultural insecurity often 

felt by sub-state nations leads them to adopt a more or less accommodating approach to newcomers 

(see Hussain & Miller, 2006; Kymlicka, 2001; Shafir, 1995). Studies of the politics of immigration 

regularly conclude that cultural insecurity among the historic population can generate powerful 

exclusionary pressures (Turgeon & Bilodeau, 2014; see also Gidengil et al., 2004). Is such cultural 

insecurity greater among sub-state nations, and does this lead those nations to be less 

accommodating to newcomers? The case studies selected for this study are well placed to provide 

insight on this issue. 

B. The Political Roles of Civil Society and Political Parties 

Two sets of organizations are critical in my analysis: civil society organizations and political 

parties. This section therefore highlights critical insights gleaned from the literature on civil society 

and political parties. 

Civil Society Literature 

Civil society is the sphere that serves as a buffer between the state and the market. These 

networks and social movements, organizations, associations, religious institutions, and individuals, 

are independent from the government, but at times work to achieve political goals through collective 

action. Relevant to this project is the question: What are the political implications of collective 

action? How are civil society organizations or social movements able to influence public policy?  

Depending on the jurisdiction, different civil society organizations are influential actors in 

the political sphere. Koopmans et al. (2005) note that migrant mobilization in the civil space is 

heavily shaped by “homeland cultural and political influences” (p. 16) and while different ethnic 



 
 

18 

groups in the same jurisdiction may mobilize similarly, the same ethnic group in different 

jurisdictions may differ in their approaches. This has been true of Muslim minorities in the four 

cases. Koopmans et al. (2005) seek to understand how “conceptions of citizenship and nationhood 

affect political contention” (p. 16) by examining institutional and discursive opportunity structures. 

The authors argue that the institutional side (such as nation-specific integration and citizenship 

policies) “determine the rights and duties offered to immigrants and the resources and institutional 

channels available to them” (p. 6). On the other hand, discursive opportunity structures comprise 

“cultural notions of citizenship and national identity [that] determine which points of view on the 

relation between immigrants and majority society are sensible, which constructions of reality are 

considered realistic, and which claims and collective actors are held legitimate within the polity” 

(Koopmans et al., 2005, p. 6). Importantly, it is the discursive opportunity structure of a particular 

jurisdiction that determines which “collective identities and substantive demands have a high 

likelihood to gain visibility in the mass media, to resonate with the claims of other collective actors, 

and to achieve legitimacy in the public discourse” (p. 19). This is critical to understanding which 

collective actors in each jurisdiction can push for change.  

Relatedly, Gava et al. (2013) discusses social movements and agenda-setting. Agenda setting 

occurs when “the policy issue enters the political arena” and that “policy-makers react to changes in 

the state of the situation concerning a given issue” (p. 191). Gava et al. (2013) contend that social 

movements play an important role in agenda setting via three paths: a direct-effect path whereby 

social movements are successful in shaping the agenda; an indirect-effect path via public opinion; 

and an indirect-effect path via the role of political alliances. The role of public opinion is relevant 

here, as it can serve the interests of social movements if the two are aligned. Political elites would 

fear losing votes if resistance is strong enough. Finally, political alliances might be beneficial for 

social movements as “political allies might have incentives to carry into the institutional arenas the 
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issues social movements address in the public space by incorporating movements’ claims into their 

own agenda” (p. 192).  

How does this relate to my project? Civil society organizations have been active in debates 

about Muslim accommodation in education in all four of the jurisdictions under examination. In 

some cases, social movements have been effective allies of Muslims, in some cases even leading the 

campaigns for religious accommodation. However, other civil society voices have launched crusades 

for civic integration, opposing calls for greater accommodation of difference in the educational 

system. This literature provides important theoretical insights as to which civil society organizations 

are central to this project and why. 

Political Parties Literature 

The literature on political parties is extensive, and cannot be explored in detail here. 

However, one particularly pertinent component of the literature deals with how party systems have 

responded to immigration and cultural diversity. This will be examined next. 

Kriesi et al. (2012) examine how political conflict is managed by nation-states in an era of 

globalization. Focusing on three distinct issues, economic security, cultural diversity, and political 

integration, the authors argue that globalization has the “potential to create a new social cleavage at 

the national level” (p. 12). More specifically, they state: “We expect globalization to give rise, in 

economic, cultural and political terms, to new disparities, new oppositions, and new forms of 

competition. We assume that globalization creates new groups of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ who 

constitute political potentials” (p. 12). The authors examine two distinct logics of the globalization 

conflict: the economic and the cultural. It is the cultural logic that is most critical to our research. On 

this dimension, new forms of political mobilization emerge in opposition to growing cultural 

diversity; these opponents view immigration as a threat, and “seek…national protection from 
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immigration, preservation of national sovereignty, and reservation of the welfare state for members 

of the national community” (p. 17). 

So how does this translate to the realm of political parties? In the contemporary world, 

political parties need to position themselves along two cross-cutting dimensions or axes: an 

economic axis with the two poles being neo-liberal and interventionist, and a cultural dimension 

with the two poles being nationalist and cosmopolitan. Kreisi et al. (2012) identify four potential 

cleavage coalitions that are defined by “their deep core beliefs that are not policy specific but rest on 

fundamental values, general normative assumptions about human nature and about the proper role 

of government” (p. 21). They classify the cleavage coalitions as follows: an interventionist-

cosmopolitan coalition, an interventionist-nationalist coalition, a neo-liberal-nationalist coalition, and 

a neo-liberal cosmopolitan coalition. The authors argue that leftist parties tend to position 

themselves in the interventionist-cosmopolitan political space, crossing both the economic and 

cultural axes, and that right-wing parties tend to locate themselves in the non-interventionist or neo-

liberal space, but are divided on the cultural axis (Kreisi et al., 2012). 

The ways in which political parties position themselves along these axes are critical to the 

ways in which they frame discourses around key policy issues, including immigration. Framing is a 

practice by political actors in which they “select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, 

causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and or treatment evaluation” (Kreisi et al., 2012, p. 237).  

In presenting the two ends of the nationalism-cosmopolitan axis, Kreisi et al. (2012)  create a 

new sub-category, the “nationalist frame.” What does the nationalist frame entail? A nationalist 

frame entails an emphasis on “cultural homogeneity to uphold an exclusive identity. Nationalist 

framing is found in statements expressing fear of mass immigration or ‘Islamization’” (Kreisi et al., 

2012, p. 238). Nationalist frames can also encompass more “civic” articulations, where “frames 
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argue that a certain policy will threaten to undermine national independence or particular national 

institutions” (p. 238). Standing in juxtaposition to the nationalist frame is the “multiculturalist-

universalist” frame which “favours cultural openness and peaceful co-existence of cultural and 

religious groups in society” (p. 238).  

Critically for our purposes Kreisi et al. (2012) conclude that how political parties frame 

immigration issues cannot be predicted simply on the basis of traditional left-right ideologies, which 

focused on economic class and redistributive politics. Although leftist parties tend to cluster in the 

interventionist-cosmopolitan quadrant, as we noted, such positioning does not guarantee an open 

approach to immigration. Immigration has posed serious problems for leftist or social democratic 

parties, which have often adopted increasingly harsh policies to protect their traditional electoral 

base (see also Kitschelt, 1994). In the view of Kriesi and his colleagues, the framing of these issues is 

unpredictable and random.  

How does this relate to my project? Political parties have taken different approaches to 

framing issues surrounding immigration and cultural diversity in the globalization era. More 

specifically, depending on the political party and the political environment, both nationalist and 

multiculturalist-universalist frames have been employed to shape public discourse and policy relating 

to the accommodation of Muslim minorities. Moreover, the “randomness” of the political parties in 

framing immigration issues is relevant here as well. Furthermore, there are strong examples of 

political parties framing immigration conflicts in ways that seem at odds with their position on the 

traditional left-right spectrum. 

C.  Ideationalism 

Traditionally considered secondary to the more mainstream approaches in comparative 

politics, the role of ideas in the study of politics has become increasingly prominent both within 
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political science and social sciences in general. Understanding how ideas have come to shape 

particular worldviews, political discourses, and policy prescriptions is essential to my own project. 

While the ideational literature is somewhat under-developed, this approach covers a wide range of 

perspectives. For example, Hall (1997) argues that leading political actors may strategically employ 

particular ideas to advance a new set of policies. However, the approach to ideas adopted in this 

thesis is broader. The perspective most relevant here considers ideas that are more ubiquitous in 

society and broad-based in their influence. Ideas in this context permeate jurisdictions at the elite 

and public levels, shaping and informing opinions and attitudes, about particular issues. Here, ideas 

are “malleable, at times in flux, and are subject to revisions as state and social actors reinterpret and 

debate their meanings and relevance” (Thompson, 2014, p. 78). Scholars have noted that ideas are 

more likely the reason for action as opposed to the direct cause of an outcome (Béland & Cox, 2011; 

Papillon, 2014; Thompson, 2014). Thus to have an impact on policy outcomes such broad-based 

ideas need to be mobilized by particular political agents, a dynamic that I discuss below.  

The literature on ideas is centred on the relationship between ideas and institutions, ideas 

and interests, and ideas and change. For the purpose of this project, I focus on two of these: ideas 

and institutions, and ideas and change. The scholarship on ideas and institutions interprets ideas as 

the bedrock for institutions. Here, ideas influence peoples’ actions that are eventually formalized 

into particular routines. The development of institutions through this pattern reflects how 

populations interact with and reproduce “foundational” ideas constantly. Obviously, the causal 

relationship between ideas and institutions runs in both directions. As Hall and Taylor (1996) note, 

“the self images and identities of social actors” (p. 948) are very much shaped by institutions. 

Nevertheless, contemporary scholarship also emphasizes the ways in which the ideational context 

underpins the institutional structures of contemporary politics.  

Ideas and change has been another area of focus for ideational scholars. Béland and Cox 
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(2011) argue that this debate centres on agency. More specifically, these authors state that one must 

look at what actors do in response to the world around them as a way to understand why and how 

change occurs. Scholars within this field seek to understand why agents make the choices they do. 

The ideational approach emphasizes the ability of political agents to “re-examine their surroundings, 

reconsider their positions, and develop fresh new approaches” (Béland & Cox, 2011, p. 11). Here, 

actors make decisions based on debates held with other people, premised on interpretations of the 

world around them. While there is “a material reality…it lends itself to many interpretations that 

open endless options for human agency” (Béland & Cox, 2011, p. 12). In this way, political 

outcomes cannot necessarily be predicted, but rather are shaped by the actions of political actors. 

As noted earlier, the emphasis in this project is on the influence of widely shared ideas and 

attitudes. It is therefore worth noting some examples of how scholars have used such broader 

conceptions of ideas to explain public policies, or the actions of political elites on issues of ethnic 

diversity. Triadafilopolous (2012) offers an interesting perspective in this debate. He seeks to explain 

the transformations of the citizenship regimes of Canada and Germany by turning to what he calls 

“normative contexts” that help shape and define domestic public policies. Normative contexts 

comprise “complex configurations of global structures (e.g., the international state system), 

processes (e.g., colonialism, decolonization) and beliefs (e.g., scientific racism versus human rights) 

that encompass and shape domestic policy making, authorizing particular political identities, policies 

and practices while discrediting others” (Triadafilopolous, 2012, p. 7).  

Further, Triadafilopolous (2012) studies the shift from one normative context to another, in 

this case, from the pre-WWII to the post-WWII era. After WWII, a discourse of universal human 

rights began to be promulgated by international organizations, such as the newly created United 

Nations. In this context, discriminatory policies became harder to legitimize, creating favourable 

conditions for policy change. In this analysis, concepts such as equality and universal rights are 
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independent factors that have shaped institutions, helping to explain the shift from overt racist 

immigration policies in many liberal democratic counties to seemingly more inclusive ones.  

 Mehta (2011) looks at how ideational concepts such as public philosophies and zeitgeist 

have shaped public policies. Mehta states that public philosophies are particular ideas about how one 

understands the relationship between society and the market. One example he cites is the belief that 

municipal governments would be more sensitive to the needs of the population than the federal 

government. The author also examines how the zeitgeist can shape political processes and 

outcomes. Zeitgeist is defined as “a disparate set of cultural, social and economic assumptions, 

which might not be closely related to the purpose of government as a public philosophy” (Mehta, 

2011, p. 26). One example of this approach would be the dominance of Keynesian economics from 

the post-WWII era until the early 1970s. Key to the idea of zeitgeist is a “taken-for-granted” mindset 

that does not lead people to question its relevance. In other words, there is an “untouchable 

assumption” that has broadly impacted politics in a particular time period.  

For the purpose of this project, the ideational components critical here are conceptions of 

national identity and attitudes towards immigration and immigrants on one hand, and attitudes 

towards secularism on the other. I now turn to the literature that plays an important role in building 

the framework for this thesis. 

National Identity and Attitudes Towards Immigration and Immigrants 

Defining national identity has been a challenge for scholars. Indeed, Bechofer and McCrone 

(2015) note that the scholarship on national identity is underdeveloped, particularly in comparison 

with the literature on nations and nationalism. However, this has changed in recent years, and this 

scholarship has begun to burgeon. Scholars have drawn on quantitative methodologies to identify 

differences in the approaches of national identity prevailing among the general population in 



 
 

25 

different countries, and to analyze their implications for public attitudes towards immigrants. This 

literature has been growing rapidly since the development of new data sets, especially the 

International Social Survey Programme (http://www.issp.org). These kinds of tools allow scholars 

to examine how perceptions of national identity can shape public attitudes towards immigration and 

immigrants. It is this literature we now turn to.  

Citrin et al. (2001) identify three dimensions that comprise national identity. The first is a 

cognitive dimension, where people identify as a member of a national community (i.e., do people 

identify with being Canadian?). The second is an affective dimension, where populations feel 

closeness to the pride and symbols of the nation and what they represent (i.e., How do citizens feel 

about their national flag?). The third is the normative dimension, which emphasizes a set of ideas, 

values and norms that constitute the nation (Breton, 2015; Johnston et al., 2010; Johnston et al., 

2012). For example, secularism, language advocacy, and gender equality could constitute underlying 

norms that shape national identity. Importantly, when considering the public attitudes towards 

immigrants, it is the normative dimension of national identity that reveals the boundaries of 

belonging. National identity has inclusionary and exclusionary norms, and as Breton (2015) notes, 

“norms associated with this national identity and attachment to it will be important factors in 

determining attitudes towards outsiders” (p. 360; Schildkraut, 2011). Thus, it is the normative 

dimension that is helpful for this thesis. The link between this component and public attitudes 

towards immigrants is key to understanding accommodation outcomes.2  

Breton (2015) notes that existing literature tends to focus on the exclusionary elements of 

national identity, insisting that there will always be boundaries between “ingroup” and “outgroup” 

members (p. 360) which will have “clear implications on the individual level” (p. 360). This becomes 

                                                
2 Political scientists who have studied normative dimensions of national identity have drawn extensively from 

social identity literature from social psychology. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to engage with this literature, but the 
discussion on normative national identity is very much informed by this scholarship. 



 
 

26 

salient when the ingroup perceives its identity is under threat (Breton, 2015; Coenders et al., 2008; 

Sniderman et al., 2004). As Breton has noted (2015), research has tended to conclude that strong 

identification with national identity likely means stronger negative views of immigration (Sniderman 

et al., 2004) However, recently, scholars have paid more attention to the potential for inclusive 

forms of national identity. For example, Johnston et al. (2010), and Breton (2015) finds that strong 

attachment to Canadian national identity—with its emphasis on multiculturalism—influences how 

many Canadians feel about newcomers; that is, they are inclusive towards immigrants. This is echoed 

by Moran (2011) in his assessment on inclusive norms within Australian national identity, which, 

similar to Canada, has multiculturalism policies.  

This thesis is concerned with the normative dimension of national identity. Identifying 

norms that comprise national identity, and how that translates into public attitudes, is central to 

understanding outcomes for Muslim accommodation. The ideas and values of national identity 

shape how populations relate to their community. As we will see, this literature is relevant to how 

Muslims have been received by majority populations: At its core, the content of a particular national 

identity shapes the politics and policy responses towards Muslim accommodation. To conclude, 

national identity, and public attitudes towards immigrants and integration, may play a critical role in 

shaping Muslim accommodation in the four jurisdictions.  

Another integral component in this discussion are attitudes towards secularism. The relevant 

literature can be classified into two components: secularism as statecraft and secularism as an 

ideational principle. The focus of this section is on the latter, with secularism considered as part of 

the ideological context that shapes state development and state maintenance. The ideological context 

of any society usually encompasses a variety of different conceptions of secularism that may conflict 

with the actual historic church-state settlement. These secular ideologies also shape the response to 

new forms of religious controversy. 
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 Kuru (2009) contributes to this discussion by distinguishing between assertive secularism 

and passive secularism. Assertive secularism requires the “state to play an assertive role to exclude 

religion from the public sphere” (Kuru, 2009, p. 11). Passive secularism, on the other hand, demands 

that the state play a more permissive role, permitting greater public visibility for religion. In tracing 

the historic origins of these two forms of secularism, Kuru (2009) argues that assertive secular states 

have tended to emerge from the ashes of an ancient regime, and have followed a historical trajectory 

marked by four requirements: (a) a monarchy, (b) hegemonic religion, (c) an alliance between the 

two, and (d) a successful republican movement. If all four requirements are fulfilled, a critical 

juncture erupts in which the existing regime is replaced with a more aggressive form of secularism. If 

the historical trajectory of states fulfilled three or fewer of these requirements, they tended to 

emerge as passively secular. Kuru’s interpretation also offers an important nuance: jurisdictions 

cannot be solely categorized as assertively or passively secular. There is normally an ongoing struggle 

between these ideologies in society, and that provides very different experiences to how religious 

minorities are treated and perceived in jurisdictions, even if these jurisdictions are categorized as 

“passively secular” or vice versa. How does this literature speak to my particular question? For the 

purpose of this project, I consider elite and public conceptions of secularism, which varies across 

jurisdictions. The prevailing conceptions of secularism are likely to influence how majority 

populations perceive Muslim minorities, and how their demands are addressed.  

In sum, four streams of literature have been reviewed: historical institutionalism, literature 

on the political role of civil society and political parties, and ideationalism. All make important 

contributions to my project. The next step is to consider how these concepts translate into a strong 

theoretical framework that can address the questions central to this thesis. 
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Part II. Theoretical Framework 

The purpose of this section is to set out the principal components of the theoretical 

framework that will structure the analysis in this thesis. This framework, which draws on the 

theoretical literature discussed above, has four components. The first component is the emergence 

of demands for religious accommodation from Muslims reflecting social change generated by their 

growing presence in Western countries. Second is the institutional context, especially the historic 

church-state settlement and established diversity policies, and their manifestation within education, 

which constitute potential templates for responding to issues of religious diversity. The interaction 

between new forms of religious diversity and institutionalized policy templates represents the core 

tension at the heart of the politics under examination. The framework also includes two sets of 

factors that influence the way in which this tension is resolved. The first of these is the ideational 

context, more especially the prevailing conception of national identity and public attitudes towards 

immigration. The second set includes political actors, especially civil society organizations and 

political parties that have mobilized, primed, and promulgated particular ideas and framings 

regarding immigration and integration. The final component of the framework is policy outcomes, 

and the ways in which jurisdictions have responded to Muslim demands for accommodation in 

education.  

Social Change and the Arrival of Muslims 

The first component of the framework is the settlement of Muslims, and consequently the 

demands that Muslim minorities make for accommodation. The analysis therefore begins with an 

examination of the growth of Muslim communities, their relative size in the population, and the 

demands they have advanced in the education sector.  

An important question for analysis is the extent to which the demands articulated by 
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Muslims in the four jurisdictions are the same. Analysis would be simpler if their demands were 

identical across jurisdictions, acting as purely exogenous factors unshaped by the ideational and 

institutional context of each jurisdiction. This condition is met in part. Muslim minorities in all four 

jurisdictions have been making similar demands, requesting public funding of Islamic schools, and 

accommodation of religious needs in public schools (see Collett, 2007; Hussain & Miller, 2006). 

However, the intensity, timing, and organizational sophistication with which these demands were 

advanced did differ across the cases, and the original demands did evolve over time in light of the 

reaction they triggered in the politics of the majority and the institutional context in which they 

operated. Nevertheless, the original demands made by Muslim minorities were sufficiently similar in 

all cases that the variation in policy outcomes across the four cases cannot be attributed to 

differences in the preferences of minorities. The institutions and politics of majorities are at the 

heart of any plausible explanation. 

The Institutional Context: Church-State Settlements  

The central task of this thesis is to explain the ways in which institutionalized policy regimes 

changed in response to a consistent set of Muslim demands in the four jurisdictions. In this process, 

Thelen and Mahoney’s (2009) depiction of institutions that are dynamic is a good point of departure. 

The framework adopts their typology of forms of institutional change—drift, displacement, 

conversion, and layering—to interpret institutional adaptions in response to Muslim needs. 

Moreover, identifying those who enforces change in these institutions is also important, since this 

may result in broad interpretations of how institutions should become responsive, or how to render 

them inactive. I also draw on Skocpol and Pierson’s (2002) argument that path-dependent 

institutions can entrench unequal relations that are then reinforced over time. In principle, both 

church-state settlements and diversity policies represent potential templates that might be drawn on 
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to craft a policy response to accommodate Muslim minorities in education.  

As discussed earlier, existing typologies for church-state settlements have limits. I have 

developed a typology more suitable to contemporary developments. Below are four newly identified 

classifications: 

Formal Union  

In this model a union of church and state is formally recognized by legislation. The 

dominant religion still has the representation in state institutions and some access to public funds, 

but in practice the power arrangements have altered significantly over time. Other faiths, for the 

most part, have similar opportunities to access resources and power. Among these four cases, 

England comes closest to the formal model. 

Informal Union 

In this model, there is no recognition of a particular faith through formal legal and political 

channels. However, one or more faiths are informally recognized as representative of the national 

character of the state. This may be largely symbolic, with little sway over public policies. In some 

cases, however, depending on the religious composition of the state, large minority faiths might have 

access to public resources to protect their interests, creating a potentially contentious and uneven 

balance of power amongst sectarian groups. One area where this conflict plays out would be in the 

sphere of education. Scotland is a case reflecting this informal model. 

Strong Historic Church Model 

This category depicts settlements where there was a strong connection between the state and 

church that has been since been severed. Nevertheless, the effects of this once powerful institution 

are still felt in the public sphere through the existence of religious symbols, as well as in some public 
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institutions, including the education system. In this model, the majority faith schools are still 

publically funded, or receive some subsidies from the state. The case of Quebec is applicable here. 

Weak Historic Church Model 

In this model, a number of denominational churches have had prominent status at various 

times in the past, but their influence has withered. Generally, the once dominant religious 

community has little to none of the institutional influence it formerly had, and newer forms of 

religious diversity do not have influence. The case of Ontario comes closest to this category. 

While we have considered cultural diversity management policies as a possible institutional 

template that is expanded to accommodate Muslim minorities, it seems that these policies do not 

have large presence here. Indeed, there has been a common criticism targeted at these established 

diversity policies: None were developed to address religion as point of difference (Malik, 2001). This 

presents problems for Muslims in seeking religious accommodation in secular schools and for public 

funding for Islamic schools. For that reason, I will consider diversity management policies under the 

section of national identity and attitudes towards immigration and immigrants. 

Political Agents  

 The role of political agents is to advance certain ideas about immigration and integration, 

which in turn, helps or hinders Muslim accommodation. Each agent has their own agenda and their 

own power and influence. The analysis will focus in particular on:  

Civil Society Actors 

Koopmans et al. (2005) say institutional and discursive opportunity structures are relevant. 

Why certain actors were vital in shaping Muslim accommodation in one jurisdiction, but were 

nowhere to be seen in another, is critical in analyzing variations in responses. In addition, the 
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analysis by Gava et al. (2013) of social movements and agenda setting provides insights to how civil 

society actors were aided or hindered by particular factors, such as public opinions and political 

alliances.  

Political Parties 

Political parties play an integral role in shaping the outcomes for the accommodation of 

Muslim minorities in the field of education. Here I draw on the work of Kriese et al. (2012) on 

nationalist and multicultural-universalist frames as a key component. Moreover, I focus on the 

authors’ findings that framing immigration issues does not always reflect the left-right ideological 

position of parties.  

The Ideational Context 

The focus here is on the role of ideas that permeate the jurisdictions at the elite and public 

levels, shaping and informing opinions and attitudes at both levels about specific issues. I therefore 

examine the implications of predominant conceptions of national identity on public discourse 

regarding Muslim accommodation. Specifically, I draw on Citrin et al.’s (2001) normative dimension 

of national identity, as represented by ideas, values, and norms that constitute the nation, and the 

ways it shapes views on immigration and integration. Since the norms that comprise national identity 

can be exclusive and inclusive, and are primed by political actors at different times, context matters.  

Another aspect of consideration is attitudes towards secularism. The case of Quebec serves 

as an example, where the role of laïcité (separation of church and state) is a norm that comprises 

Quebecois identity. I consider public responses on this issue as well, and what this means for 

Muslim accommodation.  

Finally, I pay attention to the political climate and the shifting attitudes towards Muslims 

when security concerns were heightened. One might expect that progress might slow when public 
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concern regarding terrorism was particularly salient.  

Process and Outcomes 

In assessing the extent of accommodation of Muslim demands in education, I examine two 

dimensions: The extent of government support for separate Islamic schools, and the 

accommodation of Muslim needs in public schools.  

For the accommodation of Muslim minorities in Islamic schools, I will examine the three 

factors set out in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3 

Measuring Accommodation of Muslim Minorities in Islamic Schools 

Category  Description 

Funding for Islamic Schools Do Islamic schools receive public funding? If yes, does 
supply meet demand for Islamic schools requesting public 
funds? 

Control Over Enrolment Do Islamic schools have complete control over their 
enrolment? Or does the government have partial control 
of enrolment?  

Control Over Religious Instruction Curriculum3 Do Islamic schools have control over the religious 
components of the curriculum?  

 

With respect to the accommodation of Muslim minorities within public schools, I examine 

the four factors set out in Table 2.4. 

  

                                                
3 The jurisdictions examined here do fund some faith-based schools, even in some cases that do not include 

Islamic schools. In all four jurisdictions, schools that receive public funding must follow the state or provincial 
curriculum. Therefore, the more relevant question is whether Islamic schools have control over their religious 
instruction program, since there is a possibility for more variation across the relevant cases.  
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Table 2.4 

Measuring Accommodation of Muslim Students in Public Schools 

Category Description 

Prayer Spaces Are there spaces for Muslim students to pray during 
school hours?  

Inclusion of Islam in Religious Education Is the inclusion of Islam in the curriculum mandatory? Is it 
taught consistently across the entire jurisdiction? 

Religious Dress Are Muslim students allowed to veil? Are compromises 
made to accommodate Muslim students regarding their 
religious wear? (For example, in gym class) 

Dietary Needs Are Halal food requests accommodated? Are vegetarian 
options a default?  

 

To provide a more precise indication of accommodation and to facilitate comparison across 

cases, I have developed a ranking system. The accommodation outcome on each of the components 

in the two tables will be ranked on a scale from 0 to 1 in increments of 0.5. A ranking of 1 means 

that Muslims have received full accommodation for this dimension. A ranking of 0.5 means that the 

request for accommodation has been partially addressed, but issues remain. This could mean that 

accommodation is uneven across the jurisdiction, or that Islamic schools are in principle eligible for 

public funding but the state support is not keeping up with demand. Finally, a 0 means that 

accommodation has not been received for that particular issue. Please see Appendix A (which 

follows) for the “decision rules” that determined how the cases were assessed for each indicator. 4 

By way of summary, Figure 2.1 provides a graphic depiction of the conceptual framework 

that structures the analysis to come. This figure demonstrates how the components of my theoretical 

framework impact one another, and ultimately leads to outcomes. 

 

                                                
4 I specifically focus on religious education and religious exercises/observation in the cases with good reason. It 

is these indicators that have generated the most conflict amongst political elites and the public as opposed to any other 
of the indicators which are also considered. 



 
 

35 

Figure 2.1:  

 
A:  

• Changing patterns of immigration in the United Kingdom and Canada result in the 
settlement of Muslim minorities in the four jurisdictions.  

• Muslims begin making demands in the sphere of education, and confront the 
institutional sphere, specifically historic church-state templates in England, 
Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec. 

B: 

• Institutions—here historic church-state settlements—constitute an entrenched 
policy template that shapes and constrains the response to Muslim demands for 
accommodation. 

C and D:  

• Intervening factors, such as political agents and national identity, mediate tensions 
between Muslim demands and the church-state settlement, and influence 
outcomes. 

 Obviously, there are important interaction effects among the factors identified in this 

analytical framework and the causal relationships do not all run in one direction between them. 

However, for the sake of analytical simplicity and clarity, the analysis focuses primarily on the 

proposed paths set out in the figure in explaining responses to Muslim accommodation in the four 

jurisdictions. 
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Part III. Methods and Research Design 

This section focuses on my research plan and methods. This is a qualitative research project 

that employs case study methods by closely examining four cases. George and Bennett (2005) and 

Gerring (2007) acknowledge that there is some conceptual confusion regarding the term “case 

study” research, as traditionally it has been associated with an internal analysis of one case. Recent 

scholarship has demonstrated, however, that case study methods can gain additional analytic 

leverage by including a small number of cases. The “strongest means of drawing inferences from 

case studies is the use of a combination of within-case analysis of single cases and comparisons of a 

small number of cases” (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 18). Given the small number of cases under 

review, the purpose of this research is geared toward theory generation as opposed to testing 

existing hypothesis. Using a small selection of cases allows the researcher to establish “explanatory 

richness” in order to “develop cumulatively contingent generalizations that apply to well-defined 

types of cases” (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 31). To be sure, there are certain drawbacks to the case 

study method. One disadvantage is that the researcher foregoes theoretical parsimony, and is less 

likely to develop a theory that can be applicable across a wide range of cases. That being said, 

explanatory power developed by analyzing a small set of cases should not be undervalued; it 

provides analytical insights to those who are interested in understanding why and how things occur 

under specific conditions or through what mechanisms (George & Bennett, 2005). 

 The case study method provides the best approach for answering my research question. 

Analyzing a small selection of case studies to determine why certain jurisdictions have varied 

outcomes in accommodating Muslim minorities allows me to accomplish two things: First, it 

provides explanatory insights that will be useful in generating theories about the accommodation of 

Muslim minorities in liberal democratic states, and second, it identifies the conditions and causal 

mechanisms that shape how and why Muslims have been accommodated in the four jurisdictions.  
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To gather evidence, I employ qualitative research methodology, supplemented with 

quantitative data from secondary sources. Because the central focus is on institutional change, 

process tracing is the key methodological tool utilized. As Collier (2011) notes, process tracing 

emphasizes description and sequencing as a way to “analyze trajectories of change and causation” (p. 

823). On one hand, description serves as a “crucial building block” for analyzing the process being 

examined (Collier, 2011, p. 823). On the other, sequencing allows for the close examination of how 

the independent, dependent, and intervening variables interact over time. Thus, the two complement 

one another: The former provides a “good snapshot at a series of specific moments” (p. 824) which 

then allows for a strong analysis of sequencing and change. By using this method, I was able to 

carefully examine causal processes that explain how church-state templates were adapted, and 

ultimately explain the variation in outcomes across the four cases. Detailed description provided a 

foundation for identifying when openings or “gaps” within institutions triggered change.  

Extensive archival research was essential in rendering these intricate and rich backdrops. 

Archival materials, in the form of memos between bureaucrats, newspapers clippings, research 

reports, correspondence between governments and civil society organizations, set the tone for 

“micro-analysis” (Kuru, 2009) of these causal processes. I visited archives in all four jurisdictions. In 

England, I visited the National Archives in London, and in Scotland, the National Archives of 

Scotland in Edinburgh. In Ontario, I visited the Ontario Archives in Toronto at York University, 

where I was required to fill out Freedom of Information requests to access all relevant files. Seven 

months after the initial request I was finally granted access.5 In Quebec, I visited the Bibliothéque et 

Archives Nationales du Québec in Montreal.  

In addition to archival data, I relied on interviews to examine key moments and events that 

                                                
5 Approximately half way through my perusing them, the files were accidentally re-shelved and sent back to 

their original location. An additional waiting period of one month ensued. My field research experience was an exercise 
in patience, among other things.  
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were essential for Muslim accommodation. The interviews took place either in person, over the 

phone, and in two instances, through email. Interviews done in person were recorded. Interviews I 

conducted over the phone were not recorded (with the exception of three6) but detailed notes were 

kept throughout.7 Interviews were semi-structured, which allowed room for flexible discussion on 

relevant issues. I found that the most revealing information came in the conversational style of the 

interview, as opposed to following a rigid, structured format.8 Generally, the interviews were not 

lengthy, the shortest was 20 minutes, and the longest was an hour and a half. All interviews were 

conducted in English, with the exception of one. The informant spoke in French, and I responded 

in English.9 The interviews were meant to supplement and help interpret the archival research, thus 

quotations were employed in order to reinforce evidence from archival findings or secondary 

sources.  

Informants included Muslim advocates, bureaucrats, school board trustees, and 

representatives from faith communities, civil society organizations, and politicians. Interviews were 

helpful in mapping out developments over time, especially for Muslim demands. The case of 

England was particularly revealing, as archival research from the early 1980s shed light on the nature 

of demands, and interviews in 2013 with Muslim advocates revealed what had changed and what 

had not. My interviews were limited for a number of reasons. Primarily, the issues were so sensitive 

that it was difficult to conduct as many interviews as desired. Representatives of many organizations 

with responsibilities in the sector simply declined to be interviewed. As a result, this thesis relies 

primarily on documentary materials as the source of evidence. Nevertheless, the 19 interviews I was 
                                                
6 These were the last three interviews I conducted over the phone. I was able to acquire a device that made 

recording the interview whilst on the phone possible. The informants knew they were being recorded. 
7 Interviews over the phone better served many of the informants in terms of convenience and privacy. 

Memorable discussions include an informant making pizza with his young children while being interviewed, and another 
informant speaking with me in his car while stuck in traffic. (He was using his blue tooth device. I asked).  

8 Several of my informants were not used to being interviewed, so a relaxed style of discussion better served 
them. 

9 The informant was more comfortable speaking French, although their comprehension in English was strong. 
I felt more comfortable communicating in English. 
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able to conduct provided important supplementary material and insights.  

Particular attention is paid to cases of public conflict over the issues. In recent years, there 

have been instances where the accommodation of Muslim minorities has become an active issue in 

the public sphere. One example includes Ontario’s provincial election in 2007, where the funding 

for faith-based schooling became the hot button issue. Although this was the most dramatic case, 

political parties across the cases have framed issues related to immigration in particular ways. I 

conducted qualitative analysis of public debates, and drew from political speeches as well as 

newspaper interviews and reports, and personal interviews to supplement this analysis. 

In assessing the role of national identity and public attitudes towards immigration, I relied on 

historical studies as well as analyses of public attitudes found in the secondary literature. Finally I 

have employed statistical data on the religious composition of each jurisdiction and in each case, 

drew heavily on Statistics Canada, the United Kingdom Office of National Statistics, as well as the 

Official Statistics in Scotland.  

As with any thesis, this project has limitations. My field research in the United Kingdom was 

limited to two and half months, and there was not enough time to develop networks with Muslim 

advocates in Scotland. This advocacy community is tight-knit and researchers have noted elsewhere 

the time needed to develop networks (Ali, R.N. 2013). Luckily, I was able to flesh out important 

Muslim voices on education through archival research, blogs, and other media sources. Collecting 

evidence for Quebec also proved to be difficult, with delays in field research extending to more than 

a year. I began the research just as the Parti Québécois introduced the Charter of Values in 

September 2013. Seeking interviews with those in the Ministry of Education and school boards was 

a challenge, but was achieved in the summer of 2015. While the other three chapters do have 

extensive archival data, Quebec also proved to be different here as well. The more recent settlement 

of Muslims in Quebec meant that archival research was not as helpful in tracing Muslim claims. 
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Quebec has a long and rich history regarding education and religion, given its confessional system, 

which was only disbanded in the late 1990s. As a result, there have been several commissions 

mandated by the province over the years that have addressed religion and education. These reports 

provided important findings for this project, and interviews filled in the remaining gaps.  

Finally, while certainly not a limitation, there is something worth noting in the England 

chapter. The archival research is primarily referenced to the National Archives of Scotland. This is 

not a mistake. Officially, the archival materials I found on public funding for Islamic schools in 

England should have not been available to me. The correspondence I found was marked 

confidential, and were between ministers in John Major’s Cabinet regarding the rejection of public 

funding for Islamic schools. In England, these files are not scheduled to be released for several more 

years. It was by luck while sitting in the National Archives of Scotland that I came across a small 

folder with this trove of information. Since the Departments of Education between the two 

jurisdictions are separate, correspondence on how governments address Muslim demands were 

forthcoming, and I was the (happy) beneficiary of this exchange of information.  

Case Study Selection 

My analysis draws from the most similar case method, where the cases I examine share many 

independent factors, but differ in the dependent variable. At first glance, the four cases I have 

chosen to study seem like an unorthodox selection. As discussed in my introduction, the 

accommodation of religious minorities is an issue that many liberal democratic states are grappling 

with. Why not choose a more seemingly obvious case, like France, for example? What makes these 

four cases an important comparative study is that Ontario, Quebec, Scotland and England all have 

important variations across the explanatory factors highlighted in my research; that is, church-state 

settlements, national identity and public attitudes towards immigration, civil society organizations, 
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and political parties. These variations certainly have shaped the politics and public policy responses 

to Muslim accommodation.  

In addition, these four cases effectively control for a myriad of other factors that otherwise 

would confound the analysis. For example, the size of the Muslim population both in proportion to 

the immigrant minority community and the total population is similar across all four jurisdictions. 

The structure of political institutions is also similar in the two states under review (Canada and the 

United Kingdom). Both are liberal democratic countries and parliamentary democracies. While 

Ontario, Quebec and England all share first-past-the post electoral systems, Scotland does differ by 

using the additional member system for elections to the Scottish Parliament. This difference, 

however, did not complicate the analysis.  

The level of economic development of Canada and the United Kingdom is also similar. Both 

are considered high-income states. Canada and the United Kingdom also rank high on the Human 

Development Index that measures the human development of a country through education levels, 

life expectancy, as well as income. Given the similarities between Canada and the United Kingdom 

on this front, economic development is unlikely to represent an important unobserved factor in this 

analysis.  

One other factor that been controlled for is the social policy structures within both states. 

Drawing from Esping-Anderson’s (1990) welfare regime typologies, Canada and the United 

Kingdom are classified as liberal welfare regimes10 (Esping-Anderson, 1990; McEwen, 2006), and 

have developed similar social programs. Notably, both jurisdictions have universal healthcare, 

national social security plans, as well as employment insurance that provide a social safety net for its 

citizens.  

In the education sector, there are two aspects that facilitate comparison. First, all four 
                                                
10 It is important to note that most cases do not fit squarely under a typology. For example, Esping-Anderson 

(1990) notes that Canada does show tendencies that fit under the social democratic model. 
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jurisdictions have a decentralized education system in which the issue of funding for faith-based 

schooling and the accommodation of Muslims in public, secondary schools is managed at least in 

part at the regional or local level. Ontario and Quebec are units of a formal federal system in which 

education is an area of exclusive provincial jurisdiction, and Scotland has been responsible for its 

own education system since the late 18th century. In addition, all four jurisdictions rely on local 

authorities to address religious accommodation. As Fetzer and Soper (2005) note, England’s 

education system is more reflective of a federal system than a unitary one, with local education 

authorities handling operations and curriculum decisions. Like England, Scotland has local education 

authorities—known as councils—that deal with the operations of public schooling. Local education 

boards are also responsible for delivering education in Ontario and Quebec.  

Also related, the four cases include two sub-state nations, one in each country, allowing us to 

assess arguments that higher levels of cultural insecurity in such communities tip the balance to less 

accommodating policy responses to immigrant minorities.  

That said, there is also variation across the cases that should be noted. The decision to 

provide funding for Islamic schools was made at the national level in England. In the case of 

Scotland, this decision is made at the local level initially, and then finally approved in Edinburgh. As 

it currently stands, if faith-based schools are to pursue public funding in England, they must apply to 

national government, and not the local authority.  

Overall, it is clear that the four cases have important variations that make for a fruitful 

comparative study. With this established, the next step is to examine each case in depth, and then 

finally, to conclude with my findings, and future research contributions. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

ENGLAND 

A Seat at the Table: English Muslims Make Slow Progress  

Since the 1970s, Muslims have sought accommodation in education in England. Despite 

struggles and strains, Muslim advocates have succeeded in achieving some of their objectives. But, 

this story is not a complete story of success. Demands for accommodation took two forms: the 

public funding of Islamic schools, and the accommodation of needs in public secular schools. The 

process for accommodation has been long and arduous on both fronts. Advocates had to struggle 

for 13 years before obtaining public funding for Islamic schools, despite the fact that the first school 

to receive funding was headed by famous singer Yusuf Islam.11 The process of gaining 

accommodation for Muslims in public secular schools was also slow and partial.  

As in all four cases, the starting point was England’s historic church-state settlement, which 

established a template for new religious claims. While the formal union does recognize the Church 

of England as the state church, religious pluralization has been institutionalized in the jurisdiction. 

As a result, the church-state settlement was less of a barrier to the accommodation of Muslim 

minorities than in other jurisdictions. Despite this, change still required long and patient advocacy 

led by coherent Muslim organizations. These organizations had to manoeuvre in a complex political 

terrain. As we shall see, Muslims sometimes found allies in surprising places, including the Church 

of England. But such allies could be inconsistent in their support, and Muslims found few 

committed supporters elsewhere. There were organized opponents of faith-based schooling for all 

                                                
11 Formerly known as Cat Stevens, Yusuf Islam had hits such as The First Cut is the Deepest, Miles from Nowhere, 

and Peace Train amongst others. He also had a best-selling album for children, which included the song A is for Allah. 
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religious groups, and the general public did not support immigration, seemed sceptical of 

multiculturalism, and certainly could not be counted on for spontaneous support of Muslims 

demands. This wider context left considerable discretion to political elites, who fundamentally 

shaped the process of change.  

In the case of public funding of Islamic schools, change came through a slow and 

incremental process, with the church-state template adapted through layering. The Conservative 

Party under Margaret Thatcher and John Major categorically denied funding for Islamic schools. 

This position was reversed with the election of Tony Blair and the Labour Party in 1997. A fierce 

proponent of faith schools, Blair accepted the principle of public funding for Islamic schools. But 

funding never met the pent-up demand. In the 10 years Blair was in office, only one Islamic school 

per year was added to the list of funded schools. Momentum was especially slow after 9/11, the 

Afghanistan and Iraq Wars, 07/07/05, and numerous race riots. Nevertheless, the expansion of faith 

schools continued, slowly fuelled in part by Blair’s personal convictions.  

In the case of the accommodation of Muslims in public schools, change was slow, partial, 

and uneven across the jurisdiction. Prayer spaces, clothing, and dietary requirements have been 

accommodated, but changes to religious education and collective worship proved to be a more 

complex process. Here the strength of the Muslim organizations has had little impact, and the 

influence of historic churches was important. In the final analysis, the role of political elites was 

critical for determining outcomes. The Conservative government sought to emphasize Christianity 

as a response to the increasing religious diversity, although the intervention of Anglican bishops 

ensured that minority faiths such as Islam did receive partial representation. The Labour 

government did expand religious education to better represent its multi-faith population, but all 

changes were non-statutory, and not legally binding, leaving change at the discretion of local 

authorities. Thus, accommodation has been a slow but steady work in progress.  
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Social Change: English Muslims and Demands for Accommodation  

While settlement of Muslims in the UK can be traced back over a millennium, it is the 

migration of Muslims after WWII that triggered demands for accommodation. The majority of these 

migrants, who were brought in to fill shortages in the labour market, were men from the Asian sub-

continent, specifically Pakistan and Bangladesh, as well as the Caribbean and East Africa. Settlement 

primarily happened in three major regions: Yorkshire in the North of England, Birmingham in the 

Midlands, and Greater London. Muslim families had begun to settle in the 1960s and ’70s, and it was 

at that time that demands for accommodation in education slowly crystallized. These demands took 

two distinct forms. On one hand, there was demand for public funds for Islamic schools, and on the 

other hand, there were demands for accommodation in public secular schools. I will address the 

development and nature of these demands in turn. 

While the need for accommodation of Muslims in public schools dates from the 1970s, 

formulating a coherent set of demands has been an ongoing process for Muslims, and only recently 

have they been articulated in a comprehensive fashion. In 2009, The Muslim Council for Britain 

(MCB) developed a comprehensive document that outlines the demands of Muslim students (MCB, 

2009). Included in the list of demands are Islamic dress, religious education, Halal meals, and prayer 

spaces. Moreover, representation of Islam in the curriculum was also deemed essential. As we will 

see, however, this has been a struggle for Muslim advocates to achieve, and very much determined 

through a top-down process. 

Currently there are 18 Islamic schools that receive public funding. However, the process for 

the funding of Islamic schools has been slow. As a result supply is not meeting demand. In the first 

11 years that Islamic schools were eligible for funding, one was added to the list of funded schools 

per year. Muslim advocate Tahir Alam estimates that there are approximately 160 Muslim schools in 

existence and 400 independent schools, which are trying to obtain public funding. Thus, as Alam 
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noted in a phone interview, “there seems to be a gap between the demand and what’s available” 

(Phone interview, 23 September 2013). 12  

An important part of this discussion is the strength of Muslim organizations that advocate 

for Muslim demands. Muslim advocacy organizations are strong and unified. Table 3.1 is a list of 

Muslim advocacy organizations in education. The years of establishment demonstrate that Muslims 

have been making demands for some time. These organizations are still in existence and have placed 

Muslim needs in education in public discourse on accommodation and integration, both at the 

national and local levels. Of particular note is the spread of these organizations across different 

locations. 

Table 3.1 

Muslim Organizations in the UK 

Organizations Year 

Muslim Educational Trust 1966 (established in London) 

Islamic Foundation 1973 (established in London) 

Islamic Academy 1980 (established in Cambridge) 

 

  

                                                
12 All faith-based schools, regardless of whether they receive public funding or not, are subject to inspection by 

the government schools inspection service, OFSTED. This is to ensure that schools are following the curriculum, they 
meet safety standards, and students are not being radicalized. 
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Table 3.2 

Description of Muslim Organizations in the UK 

Organization Year Description 

Muslim Association of Britain 1997 The MAB was created to represent the political interests of 
Muslims. Most of its efforts have focused on protests regarding the 
Iraq and Afghanistan wars. 

Muslim Council of Britain 2002 Established in 2002 after extensive consultation with Muslim 
organizations and advocates. This is an umbrella organization which 
has more than 500 members, and was created to unify the disparate 
Muslim community in Britain. It is the most prolific Muslim 
organization in England. Advocacy issues include education, 
political representation, and media depiction of Islam and Muslims. 

 

Table 3.2 displays two more recent Muslim organizations that is prolific in advocating for 

their membership. While their establishments have been quite recent, the Muslim Council of Britain 

is an umbrella organization that has a large membership from organizations across the jurisdiction. 

Its establishment was a result of numerous consultations with Muslim organizations over several 

years, which identified a desire to unify to promote Muslim advocacy, given how disparate 

organizations had been. As one advocate noted, British Muslims must be given “a platform to 

debate issues vital to them as citizens of this country. They also need a platform where all shades of 

opinion can be freely expressed. Above all, Muslims need a body that can speak with authority on 

their behalf” (Saddiqui, 1992, p. 1).13 

The Muslim Council of Britain is the most active and well-known Muslim organization in 

the country. Its advocacy also includes education, and it produces guidelines that address 

accommodation of needs in public secular schools. The second organization, the Muslim 

Association of Britain, focuses on political initiatives, and is also quite active. What this chart 

demonstrates is that Muslims have a very strong and active advocacy presence in the England. To 

that end, discussions on Islamic schools and accommodation in public secular schools have been 

                                                
13 Saddiqui was active in the establishment of the MCB. 
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present for a long time. As we shall see, this serves as a strong contrast to the Scotland case, where 

discussion on education has been inconsistent. 

Historic Church-State Settlement 

In the 2011 census, Christianity was the largest religion, with 59.3 percent of the population 

identifying as Christian. Muslims were the second largest religious group, accounting for 4.8 percent 

of the population. 14.1 million people did not identify with any religion. Between 2001 and 2011 

there has been a decrease in people who identify as Christian—down from 71.7 percent to 59.3 

percent, and an increase in those who do not identify with any religion. The Office of National 

Statistics (ONS) states that there were increases in “other main religious group categories, with the 

number of Muslims increasing the most, from 3.0 percent to 4.8 percent” (ONS, 2011). What of 

faith schools? In 2015, there were 4,609 Church of England schools, 1,895 Roman Catholic schools, 

26 Methodist schools, 145 Christian schools classified as Other, 48 Jewish schools, 18 Islamic 

schools, 8 Sikh schools, and 4 Hindu schools (House of Commons Library, 2015). 

Church-State Settlement 

 As noted in the theoretical chapter, England has typically fallen under the “established” 

model of church and state settlements, where a particular church maintains a position of privilege—

a special relationship—with the state. The formal union model recognizes the historic privileged role 

of the Church of England, but it also recognizes the institutionalization of religious pluralism that 

characterizes England’s history. While many of the privileges are symbolic, the Church does have 

much influence in education and has been an occasional ally for Muslims regarding accommodation. 

The First and Secondary Acts of Supremacy signalled the establishment of the Church of 

England in 1534 and 1559. These pieces of legislation essentially reflected the partnership between 

the Church of England and the state in shaping both the religious and political ends of the country. 



 
 

49 

As Cranmer et al. (2006) write, the initial partnership between the Church of England and the state 

had the intended purpose of ensuring religious uniformity across the UK. This partnership meant 

that religious minority groups were targeted through the “imposition of various restrictions on 

religious dissenters and nonconformists” (Soper & Fetzer, 2005, p. 33). These discriminatory actions 

were formalized through The Corporation (1661) and Test Acts (1673) that actively excluded 

Protestant non-conformists, Roman Catholics, and Jews from the political sphere (Fetzer & Soper, 

2005, p. 33). 

While initially the church and crown were aligned, recent scholarship has challenged the 

assumption that this partnership has been an immutable, unchanging relationship. Instead, scholars 

(see Cranmer et al., 2006; Fetzer & Soper, 2005) argue that since the start of the 19th century, there 

has been a slow but noticeable separation between the Church of England and the state, and the 

consequences this has had for minority faiths has been significant. Examples of this loosening of ties 

are seen in the repeal of legislation that actively excluded religious minorities from politics, 

beginning with the recognition of rights of Protestant dissenters in 1828, the passage of the Roman 

Catholic Relief Act in 1829, and then finally the Jewish Relief Act in 1858. These pieces of legislation 

recognized the rights of religious minorities of all faiths to run for office and actively participate in 

the political sphere. Moreover, the state began to shift certain responsibilities away from the Church 

of England, absorbing them into its own jurisdiction. This included interpersonal relations and areas 

of social control, such as marriage and burial rights (Cranmer et al., 2006). It should be noted, 

however, that the slow separation between the Church of England and the state was by mutual 

agreement. The clergy within the Church welcomed the change, ceding more of its privileges to the 

state (Cranmer et al., 2006). 

Moreover, these changes also meant that the majority of privileges initially enjoyed by the 

Church of England alone have been slowly extended to other faith groups as well, one notable area 
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being in education. As Cranmer et al. (2006) have noted, “the Church of England ‘benefits’ only on 

the same grounds and in the same ways as other providers” (p. 11). Given the lack of a written 

constitution, the approach to dealing with religious pluralism has been “to modify the relationship 

between these institutions. Consequently, a complicated and tangled relationship has developed 

between the state and various religious bodies on such policy issues, such as education and social 

welfare provision” (Beckford & Gilliat, 1998, p. 348 as cited in Fetzer & Soper, 2005, p. 34). In this 

respect, the state took a more pragmatic approach to religious pluralism: Although “rights and 

privileges are not automatically extended to incoming groups, the pattern has been for the state to 

minimize conflict by eventually accommodating newly arrived religions” (Soper & Fetzer, 2005, p. 

34). 

So how can we categorize this church-state settlement in England? While perhaps not an 

established relationship, there is still a differentiated relationship14 that separates it from other faith 

groups. It is more appropriate then, not to recognize the settlements between the English 

jurisdiction and the Church of England as established, but rather as a formal union. This 

categorization provides better analytical purchase for understanding how minority faith groups have 

been able to make claims within the sphere of education. 

Education 

Since the Middle Ages, education in England has fallen within denominational lines (Parker-

Jenkins, 2002). In the 19th century, the government began to subsidize some schools, but universal 

and free public schooling did not begin until the 20th century. While the Church of England 

continued to operate schools for their constituents, different faith groups began opening their own 

schools and thus, “began a tradition in denominational schooling which has continued to the present 

                                                
14 While privileges are not given to the Church of England, the state does still have powers in determining 

appointments and other affairs within the church.  
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day” (Parker-Jenkins, 2002, p. 275). When the state eventually did support public funding of all 

schools, it was religious leaders who ensured that “education and Christianity were inextricably 

linked in the mind of the public” (Parker-Jenkins, 2002, p. 275). In 1902 and 1906 the government 

passed legislation that created voluntary denomination schools with a guarantee of state funding. 

This legislation was further refined with the Education Act in 1944, in which denominational 

schools were generally referred to as voluntary-aided schools, and were under different levels of 

control from the government. Key to this piece of legislation was that the government provided 

levels of support for these voluntary-aided schools, but did not specify what denomination they 

would support (Parker-Jenkins, 2002, p. 275). The Butler Act, as the 1944 legislation came to be 

known, was meant to capture the then existing dynamics between the church and state, which 

included recognition of the Church of England, but also Catholics and other Christian minorities as 

well. With the passage of time, this created opportunities for an unanticipated group, Muslims, to 

invoke this policy for accommodation.  

While the Butler Act did indeed address the funding of denominational schools, it also 

introduced particular clauses that spoke to religious education in public secular schools. These 

clauses would set the path for future religious minorities to make demands in the sphere of 

education. Section 25 discusses the nature of religious education in secular schools: 

Subject as hereinafter provided, the collective worship required by subsection  
(1) of the last foregoing section shall not, in any county school, be distinctive of any particular 
religious denomination, and the religious instruction given to any pupils in attendance at a county 
school in conformity with the requirements of subsection  
(2) of the said section shall be given in accordance with an agreed syllabus adopted for the school or 
for those pupils and shall not include any catechism or formulary which is distinctive of any particular 
religious denomination. (Education Act, 1944) 

Thus, religious education was not to be specific to a particular faith or denomination. Rather, 

the focus of religious education is dependent on the local authority as well as the needs for the 

students (determined by their parents). None of these clauses specifically identify a particular faith or 

denomination that the schools must follow.  
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As a result, the church-state settlement in England was relatively permissive. It 

accommodated multiple faiths from an early stage, and the relevant legislation was written in general 

rather than specific terms. As a result, the church-state settlement was relatively porous and less of a 

barrier to the accommodation of Muslims than in other jurisdictions. But it also did not guarantee 

accommodation. There was no statutory obligation on the state to provide support to all faiths that 

requested it, and therefore no legal basis for claims in a judicial context. Action then depended on 

building political support. 

Mediating Factors that Shaped Institutional Change  

The outcome of the tension between Muslim demands and the historic church-state 

settlement was shaped by a set of intervening factors that impacted the politics of the issues and 

policy responses that eventually emerged. This section examines three critical factors: the national 

identity of the English and their attitudes towards immigration and immigrants, civil society 

organizations that mobilized around these issues, and the response of political parties to Muslim 

demands. 

Diversity Policies, National Identity and Attitudes Towards Immigration and 
Immigrants 

Throughout the period under scrutiny, the larger ideational context within which Muslims 

had to advance their claims could not be described as strongly supportive. British governments and 

the wider public held complex and deeply uneasy attitudes towards immigrants and new religious 

minorities. This orientation was not a straightforward reflection of a vibrant English nationalism, 

which does not exist as such. Nevertheless, government responses have been decidedly mixed: 

Successive governments adopted increasingly restrictive immigration policies over the second half of 

the 20th century, although the treatment of minorities once they had been accepted had been 
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relatively liberal. Public attitudes were, if anything, more consistently negative. The public has been 

relatively opposed to immigration, uncomfortable with multicultural approaches to diversity, and 

suspicious of Muslims in particular. As a result, even supportive policy-makers—from Westminster 

to local education boards—have proceeded with caution.  

English national identity has been characterized as the “dog that did not bark” (Kumar, 

2010; 2003). Typically, the English people do not see their culture under threat, nor seek to preserve 

it through their political institutions, or by seeking independence from the United Kingdom. The 

question of English national identity is just that—a question.15 To understand why, scholars have 

posited two factors: the purpose and nature of the British Empire, and the conflation of English and 

British identity. Favell (l998) notes that during the reign of the British Empire “the British state and 

‘British’ national culture did not coincide as one and the same thing” (p. 102) given the political 

sensitivity of the union. Political elites could not promulgate a homogenous national identity. As 

Favell (1998), and Kumar (2003; 2010) note, England was considered the founder of the United 

Kingdom, and was seen as an imperial power globally and within the UK. The articulation of sub-

state nationalisms in the United Kingdom has been in response to this imbalance. For that reason, 

Kumar (2010) states, “the whole history of (English nationalism) has been one of the suppression of 

national identity in the interests of the empire, and preserving their role within it” (p. 478). As a 

result, English and British identities are often conflated (Kumar, 2010). Historically, the English 

have identified more as British, an identity that was cultivated through colonial expansion during the 

British Empire (Kumar, 2003). There is no prescription by the government as to what English 

national identity is; it is not reproduced through national institutions; there is no English nationalist 
                                                
15 In recent years there have been discussions about the emergence of English nationalism, spurred in part by 

the question of Scottish independence. There are two parts to this debate: One that maintains English nationalism does 
not exist (see Kumar, 2010) and the other which states there is a nascent national movement in place, particularly with 
the desire for English political institutions. Recent surveys have shown that a segment of the English population has 
begun to identify more as English than British (see Wyn-Jones, et al., 2013; Jeffrey et al., 2014) but that population has 
been overwhelmingly white, and not people of colour (Wyn-Jones et al., 2013). This discussion, while important, is 
peripheral to my project, so will not be addressed substantively in the text. 
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movement urging independence. Historically, it has been suppressed to maintain the political 

balance of the United Kingdom, and to not antagonize national minorities.  

Present day public attitudes on English national identity generally reflect this sentiment. 

McCrone and Bechofer (2015) note that the English population still does not overwhelmingly 

identify as English over British. Drawing on the 1997 British Election Survey and the British Social 

Attitudes Survey from 1999–2009, the authors note that equal identification of being both British 

and English by English respondents received the highest percentages over the ten-year period, 

consistently ranging between 33 to 45 percent. This is in contrast to the low percentage of English 

respondents who identified as English over British, ranging between 7 to 17 percent. That said, the 

percentage of respondents who identified with being British over being English was quite low 

ranging from 9 to 13 percent over the ten-year period. Thus, one may conclude that a nascent 

English identity is not emerging yet from England, and that the attachment to a British identity is of 

equal importance to English respondents. 

The history of the Empire also influenced the orientation towards immigration. On one 

hand there are the rights of subjects, and on the other hand, these populations have been subject to 

increasing immigration restrictions since WWII. British governments have been mainly consistent in 

their approaches to immigration and integration in two ways. First, governments have maintained 

tight border and immigration controls. Second, successive governments have crafted integration 

legislation premised on majority-minority maintenance. This approach by the government is 

reflective of the top-down administrative entity established during the British Empire, where 

maintenance is the focus, not the articulation of an overarching national identity imposed on the 

population. 

After WWII a series of immigration legislation policies were passed that began restricting the 

flow of immigrants into the state. The Commonwealth Act of 1962 began a preferential immigration 
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process based on racialized criteria (Favell, 1998). The 1968 Commonwealth Immigration Act, 

allowed migrants to settle if they had a family already settled in the country, a restrictions that was 

further strengthened by the 1971 British Immigration Act (Lawlor 2015). Restrictive immigration 

policies would continue with successive governments. Under Margaret Thatcher, the 1981 British 

Nationality Act introduced a tiered system of citizenship. Restrictions on employment and 

settlement were further strengthened in the 1988 British Immigration Act (Lawlor 2015). With the 

election of the Labour Party under Tony Blair, immigration restrictions were relaxed to attract highly 

skilled workers into Britain’s workforce (Somerville et al., 2009; Salt and Modood 2011). In 2002 the 

Labour government implemented the Highly Skilled Workers Programme meant to appeal to 

employees from the technological and business sectors. This, however, was coupled with legislation 

tightening controls on asylum seekers and illegal immigrants, best exemplified in the 2008 Points-

Based Migration System, and the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act (Somerville et al., 2009; Salt and 

Modood 2011; Lawlor 2015). After the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the 07/07/05 bombings, the 

Labour government introduced the Borders, Citizenship, and Immigration Act that subjected 

refugees and migrants to biometric tests and other restrictions. While Blair’s approach to 

immigration did favour expanding economic migration, it stuck to the overarching theme of 

Britain’s immigration policy: tight and controlled. 

In contrast, diversity policies in Britain have been largely progressive. Both Labour and 

Conservative Parties have supported the advancement of these policies since the 1960s. In 1965, the 

first Race Relations Act was introduced, followed by further amendments in 1968 and 1976. The 

implementation of these policies served a primarily pragmatic purpose: Both political parties feared 

an “anglocentric unionist nationalism” would develop in response to the increased racial and ethno-

cultural diversity. Race riots in England had already begun, and this form of nationalism would 

present a threat to the careful balance of the four nations (Favell, 1998). Political elites, regardless of 
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political stripes, had an interest in keeping race issues at bay, and far from discussions of “national 

unity” (Favell, 1998, p. 106). The crux of these policies addressed a range of issues, such as housing, 

employment, and incitement of racial hatred against racial and ethnic minorities (Layton-Henry, 

2000; Favell, 1998).16 Notably, what has been missing in this legislation was any reference to religion. 

Muslim minorities have been vocal on this issue, claiming this absence has denied them the right to 

fight discrimination charges based on their religion (Malik, 2001). During Blair’s and Gordon 

Brown’s tenure as prime ministers, legislation was implemented to address religious discrimination. 

In 2005, the Racial and Religious Hatred Bill (RRH) was introduced, which made it an offence for, 

“a person to knowingly use threatening, abusive, or insulting words or behaviour with the intention 

or likelihood that they will stir up religious hatred against a group of people based on their religious 

beliefs” (Hansen, 2007, p. 368). In its first introduction, the bill was broad, and criminalized speech, 

publications, or performances that may provoke racial or religious hatred (Hansen, 2007). Another 

bill followed which set higher restrictions regarding racial and religious hatred. This time, only the 

attorney general could prosecute. More importantly, the bill was under the jurisdiction of the 

European Convention of Human Rights, which also entrenches freedom of expression (Hansen, 

2007). 

In 2010, the Equality Act recognized discrimination based on religion as illegal. This 

legislation finally responded to the demands of religious minorities, to recognize religion as a point 

of discrimination by the state. Critics have argued that the legislation is so broad that it includes 

anyone with an “identity,” (Cantle, 2011) but that religion was recognized is not insignificant. The 

legislation was passed one month before the Labour Party lost power in the 2010 election.  

Thus in contrast to the centrality of the church-state settlement, diversity policies did not 

represent an alternative institutionalized template to guide state responses to Muslim demands for 
                                                
16 While Thatcher was not supportive of these policies, she did not amend them. In fact, during Thatcher’s 

terms, there was a locally based approach implemented to address racial and cultural integration (Favell, 1998). 
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accommodation. The initial diversity instrument, the Race Relations Act, was relatively well-

established but it did not address religion and religious diversity until 2010, well after the response to 

Muslim demands for accommodation in education had already settled into a channel defined by the 

historic church-state settlement and the precedents and constraints it established.  

To what extent does the state’s restrictive immigration policies, and the limited recognition 

of religion in diversity legislation, reflect public attitudes towards immigration and integration in 

England? This section will argue that this population on the whole is not receptive to immigration in 

general or to Muslims in particular, including support to faith schools.  

The English are not particularly supportive of immigration. In 2015, 75 percent of English 

and Welsh survey respondents thought immigration should be reduced (Blinder, 2015). In a 2014 

Futures Study of England survey, 44 percent of English respondents were “strongly in favour” of 

restricting immigration (ranking 10 out of 10), and 78 percent of English respondents ranked one 

grade lower, (7 out of 10; Jeffrey et al., 2014). The same survey also revealed that 77 percent of 

English respondents thought that the EU made migration too easy. A 2011 report by the Migration 

Observatory polled 69 percent of respondents who said they want immigration reduced (Blinder, 

2011). Moreover, there was strong support for a reduction of low-skilled workers (64 percent), 

extended family members (58 percent), and asylum seekers (56 percent). Thus, it is clear that the 

English people have not been receptive towards immigration. Policy and public opinion have been 

harmonized.  

What about public attitudes towards multiculturalism and ethnic minorities? The 2010 

British Social Attitudes Survey noted that 52 percent of Britain is deeply divided along religious lines 

and that 45 percent agreed that religious diversity had a negative impact. Moreover a large 

proportion felt that multiculturalism had failed the country. In a more recent survey, it seemed 

public opinion has changed. In a 2013 poll, 90 percent of respondents said that Britain had become 
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a multicultural country, and that 70 percent were in favour of this development (Lordashcroft Polls, 

2013). 

While these findings provide a general context, Muslims are the primary focus in minority-

majority relations in the UK (Salt  & Modood, 2011). Muslims strongly identify with being British 

according to a 2009 Gallup poll (Gallup Co-Exist Index, 2009). This has been echoed in a recent 

survey which found that English people of colour (including Muslims) identify strongly with being 

British as opposed to English (Wyn-Jones et al., 2013)17 with respondents claiming that British 

identity allowed for flexibility in identity more so than an English one (Wyn-Jones et al., 2013).  

British public attitudes towards Muslims paint a bleaker picture. A 2009 Gallup poll revealed 

that 53 percent of British respondents agreed that the removal of the face veil was needed for 

integration, and that 32 percent thought the headscarf should be removed, in contrast to attitudes 

regarding other forms of religious clothing, such as the turban (18 percent), and the yarmulke (24 

percent). The 2010 British Social Attitudes Survey noted that only a quarter of Britons felt positive 

towards Muslims, and a third felt “cool” towards them. Moreover, many respondents believed that 

Islam presented a threat to social cohesion (Wynne-Jones, 2010). The intense focus on Islam in the 

public sphere was also increasing public suspicion towards other religions as well.  

Faith schools are a contentious topic in England. Clement (2014) traces public attitudes 

towards these schools over time, drawing on the British Social Attitudes Survey (BSA) in 1989, 2003, 

and 2007. The responses differ significantly by religious affiliation (more specifically: Anglican, 

Catholic, other Christian, or no religion). In 1989, Catholics were the largest group that preferred 

their children attend Catholic schools, but only about one third felt this way—at 32.7 percent. 

Similarly, a small portion of Anglican respondents stated they would prefer to send their children to 

their own faith schools. Fully two-thirds of Anglicans, other Christians and those with no affiliation 
                                                
17 Interestingly, the authors noted that those who identified with being English more than British, also had 

much higher rates of immigration intolerance.  
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“preferred their children to attend a mixed religion school compared to just under half of Catholics 

(48.9 percent; Clement, 2014, p. 1). By 2003 and 2007, however, Catholics and non-Christian 

religions were more supportive of public funding for faith schools: In 2003, 56.1 percent of Catholic 

respondents agreed that the government should fund non-Christian faith schools; this decreased in 

2007, but was still significant, with 49.0 percent. The second largest group, those who belong to 

non-Christian faiths, showed the least difference across the years, with 66.8 percent of respondents 

agreeing that non-Christian groups should have publicly funded faith schools in 2006, and 65.9 

percent in 2007. What about those groups that showed little support? The largest group was 

Anglican, with 38.3 percent of respondents in favour of non-Christian schools in 2003, decreasing to 

32.9 percent in 2007. The next group that was least supportive of public funding for non-Christian 

schools were those of “no religion”; 41.3 percent of respondents agreed in 2003, and this decreased 

to 35.8 percent in 2007 (Clement, 2014).  

What does this tell us? First, the desire for religious groups to send their children to faith 

schools is strong amongst religious minorities. This has increased over time. That said, in the years 

of 2003 and 2007, all faith groups, with one exception, had notable decreases in support of public 

funding for faith schools. Unsurprisingly perhaps, these times also coincided with anxiety about 

terrorist threats. 

In sum, the context within which Muslim demands were debated in England was shaped by 

a somewhat diffused conception of national identity and ambivalent public attitudes towards 

immigration and immigrants. The lack of a salient identity provided considerable flexibility for civil 

society organizations and political parties to prime particular ideas regarding integration to mobilize 

the population, and diversity policies enacted by successive governments had been relatively 

progressive. But the fact that the public has strong views—mostly negative—on immigration and 

integration provide fuel for divisive debates over faith schools by political actors, with Muslims at 
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the centre of this discussion.  

Civil Society Actors 

Specific civil society actors play a positive role in shaping the outcomes for Muslim 

accommodation in England. This section demonstrates that the specific political and social context 

of England, and the permeability of political actors to traverse civil society and formal political 

channels, has positively impacted the accommodation of Muslim minorities in education.  

The first section considers the role of secular civil society organizations that have lobbied 

ardently for fair admissions to faith schools. Proponents of this campaign contend this initiative will 

fight segregation and radicalism. Opponents see this as threatening the “ethos” of faith schools.  

Last, the role of historic churches and religious communities in shaping outcomes is 

considered. The Church of England has been a strong advocate for Muslims in the public secular 

school system, in part due to its representation in the House of Lords. However, it has played a 

lesser role in the funding for Islamic schools. Moreover, the Catholic Hierarchy and the Jewish 

community have played important, but less direct, roles in shaping outcomes for Muslims. In sum, 

civil society organizations have played a critical role in positively shaping Muslim accommodation in 

education.  

Civil Society Organizations 

Civil society mobilization has indirectly made it harder for Muslims to increase the number 

of Islamic schools that receive funding. A number of secular organizations advocate against public 

funding for faith schools in Britain generally. One coalition has been successful in harnessing 

disparate organizations that oppose funding for all faith-based schools, and has become a potent 
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advocate. The Accord Coalition was created in 200818, and focuses on two major objectives:  

1. All state-funded schools should operate inclusive admissions policies that 
take no account of pupils’—or their parents’—religion or beliefs, and operate 
recruitment and employment policies that do not discriminate on the 
grounds of religion or belief.19 

2. State-funded schools should again be inspected to determine how they 
promote community cohesion (Accord Coalition, 2010). 

Table 3.3 provides a list of organizations that comprise the Accord Coalition. It is worth 

noting that the membership includes some religious organizations, and that the Coalition is headed 

by a rabbi. 

Table 3.3 

The Accord Coalition Organizations 

Name Name 

General Assembly of Unitarian and Free Christian 
Churches 

The Association of Teachers and Lecturers 

Hindu Academy The British Humanist Association 

The Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement British Muslims for Secular Democracy 

Liberal Youth The Campaign for State Education 

The Socialist Education Association Ekklesia (public policy think tank) 

The Runnymeade Trust Young Greens 

 
The Accord Coalition has created “The Fair Admissions Campaign” aimed at changing the 

basis on which students are selected in publicly-funded, faith-based schools. The Association of 

Teachers and Lecturers (ATL), a founding member of the Accord Coalition, has been quite vocal on 

this issue. In a phone interview on 31 July 2013, union representative Alison Ryan outlined the 

                                                
18 While the coalition is composed of various groups and organizations, they are not united in trying to abolish 

public funding for faith schools. But they do target selective enrolment. There are members of the coalition that 
advocate for the abolition of public funding for faith schools, but not all members take this position, nor is it the 
position of The Accord Coalition. 

19 Faith schools have complete control over their enrolment. To some extent this changed in 2010, as I will 
explain later. 
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concerns of the Accord Coalition, regarding faith schools admissions, and their impact on 

community cohesion: 

Two different issues here: The main organization behind faith-based schooling is the Church of 
England, then Catholic schools, Jewish schools, and the Islamic schools. The idea is if you have one 
faith that is given schools, then all other faiths should have them if there is demand. This is a real 
equality issue here, but then you end up with segregated communities, separate living that is 
exacerbated by faith-based schools… what has happened with Islamic schools is that there has been a 
growing concern with extremism, which is [tied up] with how foreign relations have played out in the 
past 10 years. The 2001 riots in Oldham which reflected tensions between local communities, in 
which faith differences played a part, has led to people having more conversations about what fairness 
looks like in the community and engaging with the impact of schooling on interaction between 
communities. The riots and the Cantle Report that followed it increased public and political attention 
on the issue.  

The view put forward by the Coalition, that meeting the demands of faith schools would 

result in little interaction across communities, is a serious concern for advocates. As will be 

discussed later, community cohesion programs were implemented by the Labour government, and 

have shaped curriculums in faith-based schools as well as public secular schools. This campaign has 

been active and has been supported by a number of public figures and academics 

(accordcoalition.org, 2015) in challenging the control that faith-based schools have over enrolment, 

and raising concerns that these schools promote social segmentation. 

The Accord Coalition focused on community cohesion, as part of their advocacy strategy for 

inclusive enrolment, at a time when the government was supporting community cohesion initiatives, 

as we shall see below. The public presence of the Accord Coalition, its level of its activity, and its 

public advocacy of community cohesion as an idea and as concrete action were to prove important 

constraints on the accommodation of Muslims in education.  

Historic Churches and Religious Communities 

In contrast, the historic churches and religious communities share a common interest in 

battles over public funding of faith-based schools and have occasionally had a positive impact for 

Muslim accommodation. There are two points to note here: First that the Church of England was a 

. 



 
 

63 

helpful ally in pushing for Muslim accommodation in public secular schools. Second, the role of 

historic religious minorities—the Catholic Church and the Jewish community—has been less direct, 

but nonetheless important. These minority churches have helped counter-balance the dominant 

church, and have been helpful allies to Muslim advocates.  

The Church o f  England.  The Church of England has been a prominent actor in the sphere 

of education. The historic role of the Church has been two-fold: first to provide a “general service” 

to the population as the Church of the nation, and second to provide a Christian education to 

children of that faith. These functions persist to this day. However, given the changing composition 

of society, service to the general population has also meant advocacy on behalf of new forms of 

religious diversity. The 1944 Education Act cemented the pre-existing arrangements regarding 

denominational schools that were in existence since the 18th century, ensuring that denominational 

schools would continue to receive public funding. Moreover, as we have seen, the legislation did not 

specify a particular denomination, thus presenting an opening for future religions to make claims. As 

we will see, it was in 1944 that the Catholic Church negotiated a partnership with the Church of 

England and the state for equal representation in education.  

While the Church of England oversees the development of Anglican schools, it also has 

representation in the House of Lords, where it advances its agenda and, to a certain extent, the 

agendas of other religious minorities. Its role was especially important in the Thatcher and Blair eras, 

albeit for different reasons.  

The Thatcher period presented two challenges for the Church of England. One concerned 

the public funding of faith-based schools. The 1988 Education Reform Act (ERA) reformed the 

education curriculum dramatically, introducing a National Curriculum (NC), which presented a 

potential threat to faith-based schools’ control over their curriculum. The Church of England was 

left scrambling to “compete for its position” and ultimately a partnership among religious groups 
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was formed “to respond to what it saw as undermining of the spiritual dimension of education in 

the nation’s schools from secular proposals” (Parker-Jenkins et al., 2005, p. 16). Ultimately, these 

efforts paid off. The Church of England played an important role in ensuring that “to safeguard the 

position of religious education in schools the new legislation made provision for the secular 

curriculum in faith-based schools to come under a system of national inspection and religious 

education and collective worship was to be assessed separately by inspectors by the approval of the 

church community” (Ibid). The Church of England has clearly been an effective political actor in 

intervening and shaping changes to the curriculum. 

Second, the Conservative Party targeted religious education and worship in public secular 

schools for reform. Members of the Conservative government who feared that religious education 

was losing its traditional focus on Christianity spurred these reforms. House of Lords representative 

Baroness Cox put forth an amendment that would require all religious education in public schools to 

be “predominantly Christian.” The Butler Act never explicitly referred to “Christianity,” but 

Baroness Cox’s motion “reflected an influential strand of Conservative thinking” (Poulter, 1990, p. 

2). She articulated three concerns when the bill was under review by the select committee. The first 

was that the collective worship clause was being widely violated. Second, “the RE and collective 

worship had in many cases either become excessively secularized or else a multi-faith approach had 

been adopted, leading to trivialization through consumption of ‘a fruit cocktail of world faiths’” 

(Poulter, 1990, p. 2). Third, Christianity was not sufficiently recognized as the predominant faith of 

the country.  

During these discussions, both the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Archbishop of 

London met with a number of stakeholders, including representatives of minority faiths. Eventually, 

the House of Lords approved a new package of amendments. While the amendments did affirm the 

predominance of Christianity, the changes also recognized that “the concerns of members of other 
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religious faiths” would also be met (Poulter, 1990, p. 2). Thus, the role of the Anglican bishops was 

quite important for Muslim accommodation. While Muslims did not receive equal representation in 

the curriculum (which is discussed more fully below), the power of the Anglican bishops offered 

some protection for Islam in the curriculum. This was a far cry from the original proposal.  

However, the Church of England could not always be counted on to protect Muslim 

interests, something which became clear during the Blair government.20 When the new Labour 

government was elected, the Archbishop Council of the Church of England announced the creation 

of the Church Schools Review Group. Eventually, the Review Group made recommendations for 

expansion of Anglican secondary schools that Blair supported (Walford, 2008). Funding for faith-

based schools increased steadily over Blair’s tenure, and the main beneficiary was the Church of 

England (Walford, 2008). However, Islamic schools did not benefit from the advocacy of the 

Church of England. As we have seen, Muslim advocates were also lobbying Blair for public funding. 

Following the events of 9/11 and the 07/07/05 bombings, the Church of England seemed to play a 

minor role in the many public discussions of funding for Islamic schools. Given the controversy 

over public funding generally generated by the Accord Coalition and others, the Church may have 

been reluctant to complicate their campaign by associating it with the accommodation of Muslims. 

Moreover, by then, funding of Islamic schools was deeply intertwined with security concerns such 

that the Church of England might well have had little impact.  

The Cathol i c  Church . The Catholic Church is a strong political actor in the field of 

education, balancing the power of the Church of England. While the influence of the Catholic 

Church does not directly impact Muslim accommodation, its contributions are indirect. There are 

three points to consider. First, the Catholic Church provided a good counterpoint to the Church of 

England, being recognized as a partner in education and not simply a subordinate. The Catholic 

                                                
20 As we will see, Blair’s education platform focused extensively on the importance of faith schools. 
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Church has a long history advocating for Catholic rights in education, beginning in the late 1870s, 

and despite initial anti-Catholic prejudice, successfully established Catholic schools in the jurisdiction 

of public funding. A primary objective in this endeavour was to achieve “grants for Catholic schools 

on a scale which matched those available to Church of England schools” (Parker-Jenkins et al., 

2005, p. 22). Catholic bishops successfully challenged the funding differentials between Catholic and 

Anglican schools. The Catholic hierarchy was so successful that by 1944 it was in full partnership 

with the Church of England and the state regarding education on the local and national levels 

(Parker-Jenkins et al., 2005). 

Second, the Catholic Church was well equipped to lead the battle for equal funding because 

of the size of the Catholic vote. Throughout the 20th century there was an understanding that 

“behind the bishops’ requests for more funding and autonomy for Catholic schools was the Catholic 

vote” (Davie, 1990 as cited in Parker-Jenkins et al., 2005, p. 23). Muslim advocates sought to 

replicate the Catholic hierarchy’s strategy of Catholic votes for public funding of its schools in the 

lead-up to the 1997 election with much success.  

Third, the Catholic Church led the battle against the “Fair Admissions Campaign” led by the 

Accord Coalition. A central concern for the Catholic hierarchy is that control over enrolment allows 

for the Catholic ethos of the school to continue. While this campaign has been a concern for the 

Anglican Church, religious minorities—such as the Catholic community—have been vocal about 

fighting back as well and presumably the stakes are seen to be higher (Lucie-Smith, 2015). The 

Catholic hierarchy has a vested interest and has been successful in keeping the status quo. As 

demonstrated earlier, Catholic voters have the highest percentages in supporting Catholic schools. 

What does this mean for Muslim accommodation? Muslim advocates want to maintain the ethos of 

their schools as well. The efforts of a religious minority that is an established advocate to preserve 

control over enrolment indirectly helps other religious minorities as well. As the above discussion 
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demonstrates, the impact was indirect and the prime beneficiary were Catholics. That said, the 

importance of the Catholic role should not be understated: This was the first community that fought 

for, and achieved parity with, the dominant church in the jurisdiction, helping pave the way for other 

religious minorities.  

The Jewish Community .The Jewish Community in England has deep roots, and the first 

Jewish school is traced back to the 16th century. The 1944 Education Act, however, serves a good 

point of departure for this discussion. During WWII the British Jewish community was the “only 

intact surviving Jewish community in Europe. Assimilation rather than integration became more 

apparent” (Parker-Jenkins et al., 2005, p. 28). Despite the opportunity to expand Jewish schools, the 

community opted to integrate into the public education system. In the 1970s there was increasing 

community support for Jewish schools, and advocacy efforts for public funding developed, and the 

number of publicly supported Jewish schools has increased steadily. While the Jewish community 

has not played a direct role in shaping outcomes for Muslim minorities, there is an important point 

to stress here: The relationship that developed between the Jewish and Muslim advocates on this 

issue, and their joint efforts to ensure that faith schools met state standards and thrived, led to 

mutual benefits. As one advocate from the Jewish community who works in education noted,  

We have a new inspection service that all faith schools join in together—align inspection service to 
that of the governments. We check that the faith-based elements of our schools are improving, 
meeting standards and has good leadership management… We go to a faith meeting group and there 
is a Muslim representative who represents all the Muslim schools and we work together to ensure that 
the faith-based schools are up to par. (Phone interview, 15 July 2013) 

This partnership is important considering the scrutiny that faith schools have received in 

recent years, particularly Islamic schools. It does seem ironic that faith school advocates, across the 

board work together, while a major criticism targeted towards these schools is social segmentation.  

In sum, what is the role of historic religious communities in shaping outcomes for Muslim 

minorities? First, the role of the Church of England is important. The Anglican bishops have played 
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an important role in ensuring that religious minorities are represented in policy, despite the agenda 

of political elites. They have also been the most active for advocating on behalf of Muslim minorities 

on certain issues, although its engagement has varied over time. While the Catholic Church and the 

Jewish community have played a less direct role in Muslim accommodation, these roles are 

nonetheless important. The former helped shape the lobbying tactics for Muslims, balanced the 

power between the Church of England in education, and is a strong advocate for religious minorities 

on the Fair Admissions Campaign. The latter’s partnership with Muslim advocates is also vital to 

note. As we shall see, these alliances are not found in Scotland and Quebec, and in Ontario only to a 

lesser extent.  

One must consider the historic church-state template to better understand this. Central to 

this story is the institutionalization of religious pluralism, which began in the 17th century. 

Progressive legislation regarding religious minority rights, including education policy, has shaped 

how religious communities interact with common goals such as accommodation in education. Thus, 

this terrain, rich with diverse religious groups, has often been helpful—directly or indirectly—to 

Muslims seeking accommodation for themselves in the education sector.  

Civil society organizations have played an integral role in positively shaping the 

accommodation of Muslims in England. The importance of context cannot be overstated. The 

precedence of faith schools in the jurisdiction has created an accessible environment for new forms 

of religious diversity to seek accommodation. Thus the dynamic objectives of civil society 

organizations have significantly shaped accommodation of Muslim minorities in England. The next 

section will consider the role of political parties. 

Political Parties  

Given the complex, cross-cutting currents in civil society and in public attitudes, the way in 
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which political parties framed issues related to immigration and immigrants was integral to 

understanding how Muslims are accommodated in education. This section focuses on political 

parties in general, and prime ministers in particular. It will demonstrate that in contrast to the 

ideological differences on economic and institutional policy, political parties fluctuated between 

nationalist and multiculturalism/universalist frames. For the most part, the Conservative Party 

articulated a nationalist frame, but occasionally modified this tendency with more multiculturalist 

moments. In contrast, the Labour government, especially under Tony Blair, articulated a much more 

multicultural-universalist view of integration, but this orientation faded after terrorist attacks and 

race riots shifted the focus to community cohesion. Finally, the Liberal-Democratic coalition 

government maintained this modestly ambivalent approach. The overall pattern that emerges in this 

section is one of considerable flux in the political framing of integration challenges. As with other 

politically marginal groups, Muslims were not able to shape the terms in which their claims were 

debated. Rather, they were “framed” by others, with shifts in frames being driven by the currents of 

majority politics. 

Margaret Thatcher’s approach to British nationalism provided an important backdrop to her 

approach to education policy. Thatcher’s approach was two pronged: externally, she fought for 

British military interests including independent nuclear deterrents, the Falklands War, the 

deployment of American cruise missiles (Heath et al., 2001). Internally, Thatcher focused on the 

unity and strength of the UK, through the “advocacy of unionism” and strong opposition to 

devolution and the break-up of Britain (Heath et al., 2001). Importantly, Thatcher’s approach to 

British nationalism was one that more closely aligned with Winston Churchill’s articulation, which 

harkened back to the power of the British Empire (Heath et al., 2001). Thatcher’s successor, John 

Major, continued with this particular focus during his tenure as prime minister, and this approach 

would filter into other aspects of public policy, such as education. 
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Thatcher’s approach to education curriculum reflected two factors: first, her preference for 

the celebration of British political history permeated school subjects; and, second, a nationalist-

framing on issues related to religious and ethno-cultural minorities. To begin, Thatcher sought to 

marginalize social studies, politics and multiculturalism and focus the history curriculum on British, 

European, and world history. British history specifically focused on the might of the Empire and its 

imperialistic and “civilizing” mission, as well as downplaying the consequences caused by slavery and 

the exploitation of commonwealth economies. European languages were emphasized in schools 

over languages from different regions (Tomlinson, 2001). Moreover, during the Conservatives’ 

period in government, religious education became a statutory requirement. Whereas the former 

education program had no specification on what religion could be taught, the new program reflected 

a “broadly Christian nature,” and the mandatory Collective Act of worship, had to be “wholly or 

mainly Christian” (Tomlinson, 2001). Thus, the curriculum content introduced reflected a 

nationalist-frame, highlighting British history and culture that celebrated the majority population and 

excluded minority populations.  

While the nationalist frame predominated during the Conservative government, the Salman 

Rushdie Affair did produce a more modulated framing, between nationalist and multicultural-

universalist lenses. Rushdie’s book Satanic Verses prompted a massive book burning by Muslims in 

Bradford. For many Muslims, the representation of the Prophet Mohammed had broken British 

religious blasphemy laws. The issue was that those laws only applied to Christianity, therefore there 

were no legal repercussion for Rushdie. The situation worsened when Iranian Leader Ayatollah 

Khomeini issued a fatwa calling for Rushdie's death. The Thatcher government ardently denounced 

the fatwa, and was a strong advocate for Rushdie’s right to free speech and literary expression. But 

Thatcher also addressed the Muslim community directly, stating that “we have known in our own 

religion people doing things which are deeply offensive to some of us… We feel it very much. And 
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that is what has happened to Islam” (Mchangama, 2012). This was echoed by Foreign Secretary 

Geoffrey Howe who expressed “deep sympathy with the Muslims over the publication of the book” 

and “promised to explore the possibility of taking necessary steps under British law to resolve the 

problem created by the publication of the book” (Mchangama, 2012). There have been debates on 

how the British government handled the Rushdie Affair, particularly in its treatment of Muslims 

(Modood, 1989). However, it would not be accurate to assess the treatment by the Conservatives as 

a purely nationalist framing. There was recognition from the political leadership that Muslims were 

deeply upset by these events. A suggestion to review the legislation also indicates that political elites 

recognized Muslims as part of the national community.  

The transition to the Labour government led by Tony Blair brought a different mix of 

nationalist and multiculturalist-universalist framing. Blair’s approach to nationalism has two distinct 

stages. The first was articulated in the early days of his career, when he sought to re-orient the 

conception of citizenship towards “redressing the balance between rights and community” 

(Greenwood & Robins, 2002, p. 509). This was reflected on both the national and international 

stage. When addressing a global audience, he reiterated the emphasis on community, but also 

focused on faith: 

Our global community is like a tapestry; individual threads at its back; an intelligible picture at its 
front. All our faiths make up our global community, but they are all different ways of pondering the 
same fundamental question; the nature of existence. It is community that allows us to do so. It is 
values that sustain communities. And it is in a new world, global values, reaching our beyond national 
frontiers and ideological horizons, that will guide us to our destination: a more peaceful, secure and 
prosperous world for all. (Blair, 2000) 

This approach changed after 2001, with the convergence of a number of international and 

national events: 9/11, the Oldham Riots (between white and Asian populations), and later the Iraq 

and Afghanistan Wars, and finally, the 07/07/05 terrorist attacks in London. All these events altered 

the shape of integration initiatives within the UK. During Blair’s tenure, education became a 

cornerstone of the Labour Party policy agenda. The government lent more strength to multicultural 



 
 

72 

education by promoting tolerance and equity amongst all students. Further, it proposed a strategy to 

ensure equal access to education for all (Archer & Francis, 2007). As noted in his speech earlier, 

Blair emphasized the success of the individual as linked to strong community support. Faith schools 

were integral to this initiative: “Blair’s support for faith schools was evident in the early days of his 

Premiership. He believed that faith schools had a particular ‘ethos’ that is distinct and encourages 

academic success” (Walford, 2008, p. 694). This belief in faith schools was not unfounded. Reports 

from the Office of Standards for Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) showed that 

these schools produce better board results than public secular schools, consistently and over a long 

period of time (Christian Institute, 2010).21 But Blair’s support went beyond test results. MP Stephen 

Timms, former under-secretary for schools stated that Blair’s personal faith as a devout Catholic was 

an important factor in the expansion of faith schools: “He’s clearly somebody who understood very 

well the force of faith in his own life and life of others and I am absolutely sure that influenced his 

thinking” (Personal interview, 20 June 2013). Blair was consistent throughout his premiership in 

supporting faith schools, increasing funding into his second and third terms (Walford, 2008). It was 

during this time that Islamic schools finally received public funding after many years of advocacy.  

However, the Blair governments’ framing of integration issues shifted strongly to a more 

nationalist framing after 9/11, as can be seen in two integration policies: the Prevent strategy, and 

the community cohesion strategy. 22 After 9/11, Blair introduced the Prevent strategy as part of a 

comprehensive policy initiative to fight terrorism in Britain. For some scholars (Beckford, 2013; 

Worley, 2005) this approach was a shift away from his “community of communities” philosophy 

and focused more on social cohesion to fight the War on Terror. More pointedly, these measures 

                                                
21 Islamic schools are included in these statistics. These tables have been open to critique, stating that faith 

schools “cherry-pick” students from affluent backgrounds to ensure success rates.  
22 This focus is different from the legislation discussed in the “national identity” section. Whereas the latter was 

passed by Westminster into law, succeeding governments could easily scrap these initiatives. After the Labour Party lost 
power in 2010, much of the community cohesion initiative was gone. 
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reflected a growing concern among both political elites and the public that some citizens were not 

“loyal to the United Kingdom, thus creating political competition to advocate for increasingly 

restrictive measures” (Morjé Howard, 2009, p. 161, as cited in Paquet, 2012, p. 251). The strategy 

specifically focuses on fighting ideological attitudes and practices that gave rise to terrorist activities. 

While these initiatives are not specifically aimed at Muslim minorities, “their impact is certainly felt 

disproportionately by Muslim communities” (Beckford, 2013, p. 122). The result was a number of 

programs put in place at the local level to combat violence and extremism. For example, “The 

Radical Middle Way Project” was meant to “articulat(e) a mainstream understanding of Islam that 

was dynamic, proactive and relevant to young British Muslims” (Beckford, 2013, p. 124), and create 

young Muslim forums across local and national levels. “Prevent” was devised at the same time as a 

series of anti-terrorism legislation was passed, and many Muslims felt their community was been 

targeted with racial profiling, unlawful arrests and searches by law enforcement (Fekete, 2004).23 

Many in the community saw Prevent as a form of government surveillance (Khaleeli, 2015).24 

At the same time, a new integration initiative, named “Community Cohesion,” was 

introduced. In 2001, a series of riots erupted in Northern England, amongst white and Asian 

populations, and a series of reports sought to analyze the root causes of the disturbances. In his 

report, academic Ted Cantle focused on the danger of parallel lives and inter-communal tensions 

emerging when specific communities—white and Asian—have little interaction with one another. 

The key to break this barrier, he argued, was community cohesion, which refers to the following 

principles: 

a) a strong sense of an individual’s local rights and responsibilities;  

                                                
23 During my field research in England, I had an informal discussion with a former government employee—a 

Muslim man—who worked for the Cohesion and Faith Community division. His portfolio included developing Prevent 
initiatives. He noted that despite his position he was not immune to the darker side of security and surveillance; one 
afternoon he received a phone call from his panicked sister: the police had arbitrarily arrested his nephews.  

24 The Prevent program is still in place, and this year all schools were mandated to incorporate the strategy into 
their curriculum.  
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b) a strong sense that people with different backgrounds should experience 
similar life opportunities and access to services and treatment; 

c) a strong sense of trust in institutions locally, and trust that they will act fairly 
when arbitrating between different interests and be subject to public scrutiny; 

d) a strong recognition of the contribution of the newly arrived, and of those 
who have deep attachments to a particular place focusing on what people 
have in common; 

e) positive relationships between people from different backgrounds in the 
workplace, schools and other institutions;  

f) defined and widely shared sense of the contribution of different individuals 
and groups to a future local or national vision. (Cantle, 2007).  

The Labour government embraced community cohesion as part of their integration policy, 

which for many scholars signalled a shift from the former broadly multicultural approach to one 

emphasizing social cohesion (Beckford, 2013).  

The focus on community cohesion did impact public secular schools and faith schools alike. 

The 2007 White Paper Faith in All Schools released by the Department for Children, Schools and 

Families, refers to community cohesion as an essential element to bridging relationships between 

schools in communities. As the document notes, “the providers of all schools, including faith 

schools should encourage collaboration both within and outside their faith communities as a way of 

promoting community cohesion and integration” (Department for Children, Schools, and Families, 

2007, p. 15). This practice—known as twinning—was fundamental to the community cohesion 

program. Community cohesion resonated in civil society, underpinning the “Fair Admissions 

Campaign” by the Accord Coalition. Moreover, the premise of this approach is one that seemed to 

resonate across many political divides. What community cohesion policy reflects is a nationalist 

framing. While there were efforts to bring communities together, similar to the Prevent strategy, this 

was implicitly directed at, and disproportionately impacted, Muslims (for more on community 

cohesion and surveillance, see O’Toole et al., 2015).  

In sum, Blair’s tenure reflects both multiculturalist-universalist and nationalist framing—

evoked selectively to address sensitive issues. Blair’s approach to faith schools was a multiculturalist-
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universalist one, which took an inclusive approach to expanding faith schools. The Prevent strategy 

and the community cohesion initiative both reflected nationalist framing. The disproportionate 

focus on Muslims in both these initiatives served to single out this already targeted population. 

Finally, like the Conservative Party, the Labour Party did not reflect an unwavering commitment to 

one ideological conception on issues of immigration and integration. Rather, there was considerable 

shifting between frames. 

In 2010, the Conservative/Liberal Democratic government under David Cameron 

introduced an initiative that would allow parents, communities, and businesses to open their own 

publicly funded schools. Categorized as “Free Schools” they were not under local authority 

jurisdiction for the first year, but would be so in the following years. Importantly, faith schools were 

eligible to apply for funding, with the caveat that if the faith school is oversubscribed, “50% of the 

intake it admitted without any reference to faith” (Department of Education, 2014, p. 5). While not 

directly focusing on Muslim communities, as we will see, this initiative widened the field for more 

Islamic schools to receive public funding. Education Minister Michael Gove stated that free schools 

aimed “to help children in areas where they’ve been let down in the past” (BBC, 2014), but free 

schools have been subject to a host of criticism, including intake control. While there is criticism, 

this approach reflects a multiculturalist-universalist frame. For Muslim communities, this meant an 

opportunity to lessen the gap between demands for publicly funded schools and supply.  

The role of political parties was integral for shaping the outcomes for Muslim minorities. 

Political parties framed issues related to immigration and immigrants, reflecting a complex amalgam 

of perceptions and attitudes in the public sphere.  

Process and Outcomes 

This section examines the slow process of institutional adaption in response to Muslim 
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demands for accommodation in education. It traces the decision process and analyzes why change 

came as it did. There are two different stories. The first story concerns public funding of Islamic 

schools. Here, the historic church-state settlement was expanded to include Islamic schools through 

the process of layering. The principle of inclusion of Islamic schools came in a clause that was added 

to update education legislation in 1998. However, the process for Islamic schools actually obtaining 

funding was arduous and long, and the number of Islamic schools that received public funding was 

marginal, despite high demand. To understand why the process was so difficult, despite precedence 

we must look at other factors beyond the church-state template. Factors such as public attitudes 

towards immigration and immigrants, civil society organizations, and responses to immigration and 

immigrants by political parties are important in varying degrees. Thus, the best way to characterize 

how and why Islamic schools have received funding is through the process of institutional layering, 

followed by an exceedingly slow process of funding Islamic schools afterwards, which is now 

picking up speed.  

The second story concerns the accommodation of Muslim minorities in public secular 

schools. Here the story differs somewhat. The most contentious components of the Muslim agenda 

concerned collective worship and religious observation. On these issues, Muslims were able to make 

common causes with other important interests. Muslim organizations and historic churches together 

played a positive role, while secular organizations had less impact. Political parties, national identity, 

and public attitudes also played critical parts in this story. In the end, the church-state template was 

expanded through three processes: drift, displacement, and then layering. 

Public Funding of Islamic Schools 
 
It has been a long battle for equality, but it is an important victory in terms of civil rights. Muslims 
have finally been recognized as equal citizens. (Teaching Education Service, 1998) 

Ibrahim Hewitt was a leading advocate for the funding of Islamic schools in England, from 

the time the first application for funding in 1983. He gave this statement to the Teaching Education 
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Supplement when the first Islamic schools in England were finally publicly funded in 1998. The 

history of public funding for Islamic schools in England is long and complicated. This was in 

contrast to other minority faiths, such as Judaism and Catholicism, which had obtained funding 

earlier on, and operated a number of schools that enjoyed state support.  

The initial attempts for public funding in Islamic schools began in 1983. As Hewitt 

concedes, the application for funding was underdeveloped and showed little understanding of the 

kind of proposal that was needed for a successful application. The institution under review—The 

Islamia School—was a promising candidate for public funding having been founded by Yusuf Islam, 

the former pop singer Cat Stevens, who was noted for advocating a moderate version of Islam. The 

school had excellent results for its students, and most importantly, passed all the inspections by the 

national education inspection board. While the initial application in 1983 was underdeveloped, 

Muslim advocates insist that the subsequent applications between 1986 and 1993 met all the state 

requirements. Ultimately, all the applications made during Conservative governments were rejected. 

The last rejection was a sensitive one for Muslim advocates; the application had met all the 

technical requirements. In addition, protests highlighting inequality were voiced from within and 

outside the Muslim community. For example, the editor of the New Statesmen and Society, noted how 

unfair it was to deny Islamic schools funding on grounds of weak or poor quality of the applications 

(New Statesmen and Society, 1993: National Archives of Scotland ED48/2655). The official reason for 

the rejection, however, was that the jurisdiction where the Islamia School was located had a surplus 

of vacancies in public schools, and the government saw no need to fund another school. There was 

no mention that Islamia School was oversubscribed, and that parents wanted an Islamic education 

for their children. Moreover, this did not stop the government from granting funding for other faith 

schools in the same the jurisdiction (Parker-Jenkins, 2002).  

While the Conservative government stuck to the rationale in public, internal correspondence 
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between the Home Office and the Prime Minister Office reveals concerns about Muslim 

communities and their wider integration into British society. For example, in a confidential policy-

minute, MP Peter Lloyd (minister of state in the Home Office) agreed with the decision to deny 

funding to the Islamia School. His depiction of the Muslim community suggests some political elites 

were sceptical of Muslim integration, and the onus to change was on them: 

Much of the Muslim agenda is unrealistic and reflects the fact that many in the community had yet to 
come to terms with living in a largely secular society which values freedom of expression: the 
response to the Rushdie Affair has highlighted this. But the moderate Muslim community will 
undoubtedly be very disappointed by the decision on the Islamia school and will see it as a part of a 
pattern of Government neglect of their concerns. (Lloyd, 1993: National Archives of Scotland 
ED48/2655) 

The government seemed to be content with public relations gestures. As Lloyd goes on to 

write: 

I think it is important that some sign be offered to the Muslim community to demonstrate that the 
Government is interested in their concerns…even a presentational gesture such as a community visit 
enabling a senior member of the Government to meet a variety of organizations…we are unlikely to 
reverse public perceptions unless we adopt a rather higher profile (Lloyd, 1993: National Archives of 
Scotland ED48/2655. Underscore is his). 

In 1997, after the election of the Blair government, Muslim advocates finally realized their 

long term objectives: two Islamic schools, the Islamia School in Brent (a suburb of London) and the 

Al-Furquhan school in Birmingham were granted public funding. Shifts in the party in power clearly 

mattered. Indeed, as Muslim advocate Tahir Alam noted: 

It was part of the election campaign in 1997 under the Tony Blair leadership. The Muslim community 
lobbied the Labour Party on the basis of equality—that it was grossly unfair for there not to be 
funding for Muslim schools on the grounds of principle and equality. The Labour Party accepted the 
lobbying that other faith groups had schools, and the Muslims none—and that Muslim citizens 
needed to be respected. After the Labour Party came into power, dually delivered this pledge, and the 
first Muslim school was given funding pretty quickly. (Phone interview, 23 September 2013) 

In addition to fairness, there was the Muslim vote. Muslim communities were typically 

supportive of the Labour Party. For example, over 80 percent of Pakistanis supported the Labour 

party in the 1970s, although this fell to 50 percent in the 1990s (Bruce, 2012). With the election of 

Tony Blair in 1997, “it rose to 2/3rds but then fell sharply at the 2005 general election, where many 

Muslims switched their votes to the Liberal Democrats [the only major party to oppose the Iraq 
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War]” (Bruce, 2012, p. 24). Thus, while the Muslim electorate had a fluctuating relationship with the 

Labour Party, it was certainly different from the one they had with the Conservative Party. This did 

serve as added pressure, a tactic that was employed by the Catholic community to great effect at an 

earlier stage. 

Thus, the precedent was set. As with the Church of England, Catholic and Jewish schools, 

Islamic schools were now eligible for public funding. After 1997, there was a subtle shift in the 

language used in subsequent statements regarding faith schools. For example, a number of 

documents issued by the Labour Party, reflected the diversity of religions that received funding for 

faith schools. Subsequent documents issued by the Labour Government celebrated the importance 

of faith schools generally, but also recognized the contributions that Islamic schools to British 

society. For example, in the 2005 White Paper Higher Standards, Better Schools for All: More Choice for 

Parents and Pupils the Blair government stated that funding had been given to Muslim organizations 

to advise the government on how to bring more independent Islamic schools into the mainstream. 

Not all Labour Party members were supportive of faith schools. In 2001, Blair released the 

White Paper Schools Achieving Success which states that “School Organization Committees would be 

required to give proposals for new schools from faith groups the same consideration as those from 

the local authority” (Walford, 2008, p. 695). Approximately 25 Labour MPs defied the orders of the 

Party Whip and “tried to make all new faith schools accept at least 25% of students from other 

faiths or none. This was defeated.” (Walford, 2008, p. 695).  

Moreover, as stated earlier, support for a rapid expansion of the number of schools receiving 

public support weakened significantly in the aftermath of 9/11 and especially 7/7. As Tahir Alam 

(Phone interview, 23 September 2013) noted:  

 Labour had planned to fund 25 to 30 Islamic schools, then the 7/7 attacks happened, and the Labour 
Party forgot about it. Politically it became very unacceptable and they parked it. They actually gave a 
£100,000 to see who would fit the criteria, but they couldn’t push that through politically. One 
hundred and sixty schools would have joined.  
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Indeed, Blair did halt funding for Islamic schools after the 7/7 attacks, a decision he later 

conceded was “unfair” in response to questions raised by a Muslim Member of the House of Lords 

(The Economist, 2006).  

The gap between supply and demand for funding of Islamic schools remained a problem. 

However, the Cameron government addressed this issue indirectly with the free schools initiative in 

2010. In 2010, 11 Islamic schools received state funding; by 2015, this had increased to 18 ( Houze 

of Commons Library, 2015). Despite the increase, Muslim advocates have mixed feelings. The long-

standing campaign by the Accord Coalition and others to require faith schools has had an effect: 

Muslim free schools are required to adopt more open enrolment. Alam (Phone interview, 23 

September 2013) notes that lack of complete control over enrolment has altered the ethos of some 

Islamic schools: 

Under the free schools approach you get admissions centrally, and you get another sort of difference 
as well. Children from completely irreligious families start attending religious schools. In the Islamic 
school, it is part of our ethos to do the daily prayers and their parents don’t pray and the schools want 
them to do these things and the students feel wronged. Obviously for a child that comes from a 
religious background this is normal. This introduces challenges. The disadvantages are quite heavy in 
receiving funding. You have to compromise the ethos too much, and you can’t teach the Islamic 
curriculum to what you had planned. 

Alam’s view is one perspective. There have been reports of successful Islamic free schools 

that have ranked “outstanding” on state performance evaluations, and that parents and school 

authorities deem a success (Adams, 2015). The free schools option for faith schools resulted in more 

funded Islamic schools, but for some, this came at a cost that was too high. 

 So what does this tell us about institutional change? This is a process of layering. To that 

end, existing legislation was not replaced, but simply amended to recognize Islamic schools. The 

change this had on existing nomenclature was obvious: Reference to schools with religious character 

changed from “denominational” schools to “faith” schools. While Islamic schools were slow to 

receive that funding, for reasons discussed above, the end result was that England’s porous church-

state template manifested in specific education policy was expanded to include Muslim 
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accommodation. 

So, how does England fare in the public funding of Islamic schools? 

Table 3.4 

Accommodation of Muslim Schools in England 

Categories 0 0.5 1 

Funding for Islamic Schools  X  

Control of Religious Instruction in Curriculum   X 

Control of Enrolment  X  

 

The accommodation for Muslims demanding public funding for Islamic schools are mostly 

met. The issue of supply meeting demand for Islamic schools still remains, although Islamic free 

schools seem to be closing the gap, but some Muslim administrators have complained about the 

intake process. On a positive note, while the curriculum was to follow the state curriculum, Islamic 

schools were able to infuse the curriculum with an Islamic focus. For this, England receives 

reasonably high marks for the public funding of Islamic schools: 2 out of 3. 

Accommodation in Public Secular Schools 

We are dubbed Asians, a term so vague as to elude definition, and religion, which posits absolute 
values, is not circumscribed by geography. Partly as a result of this confusion, after 20 years of Muslim 
presence in this country we find that special needs of Muslim children have not been recognized let 
alone met. (Khan, 1982: The National Archives of Britain ED28/26) 

This statement comes from the testimony from the Director of the Muslim Education 

Consultative Committee to the Committee of Inquiry into the Education of Children from Ethnic 

Minority Groups (informally known as the Swann Committee) in 1982.  

Demands for accommodation of Muslim needs in public schools began as early as the 1970s, 

but this remains an ongoing process for Muslims. To date, some accommodation demands such as 

Halal food and religious wear have been largely accommodated in urban centres. However progress 
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is less marked in rural areas where Muslim advocacy is weaker (Muslim Advocate, 2013). This 

inconsistency is not unique to the issues discussed above. The following sections discuss the 

institutional change as they evolved on two issues: religious education and collective worship. 

Religious Education  

Religious education went through a long process of reform, beginning with drift, turning to 

displacement, and then finally layering. The Swann Report, released in 1985, serves as a good point 

of departure. The report provided testimony from a number of Muslim groups as well as other 

minority faith groups that the curriculum needed to better address the role of religion in public 

schools. The committee concluded that the overwhelming focus on Christianity in religious 

education in England was problematic, and that requests from parents of different religious 

backgrounds indicated that change was needed: 

It was also felt that a better understanding on the part of ethnic majority youngsters of a range of 
faiths would not only enhance their understanding of the religious dimension of life but would also 
help to counter negative stereotypes of ethnic minority groups, who were often identifiable as 
adherents of particular faiths, and would thus help to challenge and combat racism. (Swann Report, 
1985, p. 474) 

That said, the report was quite clear that the syllabus for religious education (known as the 

“Agreed Syllabus”), was ultimately meant to teach the Christian faith to students (Department of 

Education and Science, 1985). The committee stated that the best approach to religious education 

should not be based on confessionalism, but rather a phenomenological perspective where 

Christianity is taught alongside other faiths in schools. The committee noted that there were local 

education authorities who had recognized the need for this particular approach, but there was also 

resistance from specific quarters based on the concern being that Christianity was being displaced 

and falling victim to rampant multiculturalism (Department of Education and Science, 1985). 

Nevertheless, some local education authorities began to adapt the syllabus independently to reflect 

the student population. In 1975, the Birmingham local education authority revised the Agreed 
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Syllabus in order to reflect the religiously diverse dynamics of their schools.  

The change in the Birmingham syllabus caused considerable controversy, raising concerns 

that it had diverged too much from the Butler Act. This issue was raised in Parliament in March 

1976, with MPs arguing that the syllabus should be deemed illegal or provisions to the Agreed 

Syllabus should be repealed so that school administrators can create a program reflective of 

England’s multi-faith populations (Department of Education and Science, 1985). Ultimately the 

Labour government had decided that since the Butler Act had not indicated that a particular faith 

must be taught, the Birmingham syllabus was still consistent with the law.  

Once the Birmingham syllabus was deemed acceptable by Parliament, other local education 

authorities began to follow suit, focusing more on broad-based spiritual belief systems. This trend 

was a small one, however. In most cases, many multi-faith communities were still being taught an 

Agreed Syllabus created in the 1950s that solely focused on Christianity (Department of Education 

and Science, 1985). For the most part, the template was in drift. 

Changes introduced by the Conservative government occurred in 1988, with the 

introduction of the Education Reform Act. The result of this initiative was the displacement of the 

existing clause on religious education and collective worship, and the introduction of new ones. The 

Education Reform Act affirmed the prominence of Christianity by requiring schools to “reflect the 

fact that the religious traditions in Great Britain are in the main Christian, whilst taking into account 

the teaching and practices of the other principal religions represented in Great Britain” (as cited in 

Poulter, 1990, p. 4). Supporters of the reforms argued that the historic nature of the Great Britain, 

Christianity could not be simply reduced to another religion alongside the rest (Poulter, 1990). This 

certainly reflected the Thatcher governments’ particular emphasis of British nationalism. Thus, the 

changes introduced in the ERA saw previous legislation amended and the implementation of new 

clauses that would significantly re-shape religious education, primarily in response to the changing 
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social context in England.  

 As discussed in detail earlier, the Anglican clergy played a significant role here. While the 

elements of the Conservative Party wanted to preserve Christian dominance, the bishop of 

Canterbury and bishop of London were able to counter-balance this with the inclusion of minority 

faiths during the review process. Unlike the Butler Act, the amendments to the ERA did introduce a 

specific religion into the fold—Christianity—but it also made it quite clear that two other major 

religions reflective in the student body populations of the local area,25 needed to be taught alongside 

Christianity. While the Church of England does not have considerable privileges over other faiths, it 

is afforded some recognition, including having representatives in the House of Lords. 

Representatives of the Church of England were able to ensure that the inclusion of other faiths were 

given due consideration in the reform process. Indeed, the ERA was seminal in changing the shape 

of religious education, and setting a path for which future governments have not diverged 

drastically. For example the Agreed Syllabus still recognizes that Christianity is the main religious 

tradition within Britain (Department for Education and Skills, 2004).  

In 2004, the Labour government introduced a non-statutory religious education framework. 

The document noted that while all schools should ensure Christianity be studied throughout the 

curriculum, “other principle religious (regarded here as Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and 

Sikhism should be studied across key stages” and that “schools (must ensure) that by the end of key 

stage 3 pupils have encountered all of these five principle religions in sufficient depth” (Department 

for Education and Skills, 2004, p. 12). The document also highlights the importance of “inter-faith” 

dialogue between students, and “the important contribution that religion can make to community 

cohesion and the combating of religious prejudice and discrimination” (Ibid. p. 12, 15). However, 

since this change is non-statutory, local education authorities are not obligated by law to follow it. 

                                                
25 Specifically, major religions that had the largest percentage of students in the area. 
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Thus, there is no guarantee that Islam will be taught in the curriculum comprehensively.  

 Collective Worship 

By the 1980s, collective worship in public secular schools was also in drift. Some schools 

were informally adapting collective worship to reflect a multi-faith student community, but many 

assemblies did not practice collective worship at all (Swann Report, 1985). There were significant 

calls for change. For example, at the Select Committee on Education, Science and Arts in 1981, the 

Church of England Board of Education stated “this Board would welcome an opportunity to 

discuss with the Secretary of State a revision of the clauses in the 1944 Act relating to assemblies so 

that more flexibility both as regards the frequency and the nature of acts of worship might be 

possible in the future.” (Swann Report, 1985). The British Evangelical Council also voiced support 

for legislation change, arguing that it did seem wrong that “a state school in a pluralist society should 

be committed to ‘worship’ as if the children were all Christians” (Swann Report, 1985).26 The Select 

Committee agreed with this line of reasoning, suggesting that the secretary of state should begin 

discussions with stakeholders, and that if needed, changes in legislation should occur. The 

government replied that it did not see a necessity in revisiting the standard practice (Ministry of 

Science and Education, 1985).  

As in the case of religious education, the Education Reform Act led to significant changes 

for the collective worship clause. The legislation maintained that collective worship must be 

“broadly Christian” (Poulter, 1990, p. 8). While the specific introduction of Christianity into the 

legislation did cause alarm (Poulter, 1990, p. 8) the ambiguous framing allowed for a wide berth of 

interpretation. In essence, the amendment was made to ensure that schools were holding assemblies 

that did reflect moral content, and were not just administrative (Poulter, 1990, p. 7). Second, the 

                                                
26 These quotations were taken from an online copy of the Swann Report, and no page numbers were available.  
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Education Reform Act also included a special provision in the case where schools had a majority 

student population that was not Christian. In this case, the head teacher of the school would make 

an application to the local authorities for an exemption, which would allow the assembly to reflect 

the faith of the majority of the student population. This stipulation has been used extensively in 

areas with a high concentration of Muslim minorities. For example, the Birmingham Local 

Education Authorities Guideline for Muslim Accommodation recorded that there have been 

numerous applications to allow for collective worship to be focused on the Islamic faith:  

For example, if a significant proportion of a school’s pupils belong to the Muslim faith, then that 
school can apply to [the authorities] for a determination. If this is successful, the school could pay for 
the services of a religious instructor (Maulana) to come to the school to conduct appropriate 
prayers/instruction. Alternatively, if it is practical, a school can arrange for pupils to attend a local 
mosque. Where such provision is made, it is suggested that arrangements are such that pupils are not 
denied access to the Curriculum, by for example, arranging lesson times appropriately. (Muslim 
Liaison Committee, 1999) 

Lastly, the Act does not prevent schools from providing alternative times or space on the 

school’s premises for students of different faiths to worship. Parents can choose the option to 

excuse their child from collective worship, and schools can make alternative arrangements to 

accommodate different faith groups. Again, as the Birmingham Local Education Authority states: 

Such instruction has been given in some Birmingham schools where there are sufficient numbers of 
Muslim pupils to justify the schools making the necessary arrangements. Whilst Head teachers should 
ensure that adequate accommodation is provided, the instruction must be provided without cost to 
the Authority and ought to be delivered by a Muslim who has the support and confidence of the 
Muslim community. (Muslim Liaison Committee, 1999) 

The Education Reform Act was a transformative point for meeting the needs of religious 

minorities within the education system. While there are criticisms regarding the explicit use of 

“Christianity” in the piece of legislation, there was also an emphasis that other religions, reflective of 

the student body population, must be taken into account. The fact that the curriculum for religious 

education continues to be determined at the local level allows for representation of relevant religious 

groups in the curriculum.  

 Why did these changes occur in religious education and collective worship? Central to this 
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story are political agents. Political parties clearly play an essential role. When the ERA was 

introduced in 1988, the legislation promoted a British nationalism that emphasized Christianity as a 

part of the historic legacy, and for some within the Conservative Party, increasing religious diversity 

presented a threat to that tradition. Proving also influential at this point of time, were the Anglican 

bishops seated in the House of Lords. The efforts of these actors ensured that other principal faiths 

would be represented, not just Christianity. Muslim advocacy organizations actually play a limited 

role in shaping this particular outcome, and the Church of England proved to be the vital 

interlocutor. This is quite different from public funding of Islamic schools. Muslim advocacy 

organizations played a limited role in shaping curriculum content as well. While there were positive 

changes in some regards, this remained optional.  

 It is interesting that Blair, who was such a strong proponent of faith schools, would not 

make a religious education framework statutory. There could be a number of reasons for this, but 

during this time Blair was promulgating the community cohesion initiative and a stringent security 

agenda. Public opinion of Muslim minorities was not high. Perhaps instituting a binding religious 

education framework in public secular schools was too much of a political risk. For this, no 

impactful changes were made to the religious education program. 

In light of the above findings, how can we assess the accommodation of Muslim minorities 

in public secular schools? 
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Table 3.5 

Accommodation of Muslim Minorities in Secular Public Schools in England 

Categories 0 0.5 1 

Prayer Spaces  X  

Islam in RE   X  

Islamic Dress   X 

Halal Food   X 

 

The ranking of England in Table 3.5 above is reflective of a few key issues: While overall 

accommodation of Muslim minorities in education has progressed, there are still deficiencies. 

Islamic dress, prayer spaces, and Halal food, which have not been discussed in detail here, have been 

three issues that have been addressed consistently where demanded.27 Islam in religious education 

does not get full points, as teaching Islam is again determined at the local level, and not necessarily 

required to be taught in all curriculums. Thus, there is unevenness with how Islam is taught to the 

student populations across the jurisdiction. Collective worship still reflects a “broadly Christian 

nature” and school authorities need to apply for an exemption in order change the focus of 

collective worship. The total here is 3 out of 4.  

Conclusions 

On the whole, Muslims are accommodated in the sphere of education. However, on both 

fronts—the public funding of Islamic schools, and the accommodation of needs in public secular 

schools—there is unevenness. While some Islamic schools receive public funding, the process of 

obtaining funding was slow and incomplete. Here we can look to divisions between political parties 

                                                
27 To be more precise, these issues were not identified as problems for Muslim advocates when making 

demands for accommodation (Muslim Advocate, Personal interview, 15 June 2013).  
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to explain this pattern. The Conservative Party fought against funding, and the Labour Party 

supported of it, in part because of commitment at the leadership level and the emergence of a 

unified and dedicated voting block for the Labour Party. But, as we have seen, supply did not meet 

demand, largely because support waned rapidly during the intertwining of the integration and 

security agendas. Hence, public funding of Islamic schools has been an instance of institutional 

layering. Regarding the accommodation of needs in public secular schools, Muslim advocates have 

largely been successful, although less so in the representation of Islam in religious education. 

Reforms to this program have been instigated at the top, and again it is political parties and historic 

churches that have played important roles in shaping that outcome. The historic church-state 

template has been expanded through drift, displacement, and layering. With all things considered, 

the accommodation of Muslim minorities in England has been a slow work in progress. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

SCOTLAND   

Squeezed Out: Scottish Muslims Blocked by Sectarianism 

The story of how Scottish Muslim minorities are accommodated in the sphere of education 

is a compelling one. Muslim immigrants to Scotland began raising demands for accommodation in 

the late 1980s. Their efforts, however, confronted a complex and entrenched institutional order in 

two distinct forms. In Scotland, the historic settlement between church and state was not just an 

agreement reached in the past to settle divisions that have long since lost their intensity. The 

divisions between the traditional religions—Catholicism and Protestantism—remain sensitive, and 

changes to accommodate Muslim demands threatened carefully constructed balances. The 

traditional Christian minority faith—Catholicism—was in an anomalous position, both insecure and 

powerful. This historic settlement has provided the public funding for Catholic schools, but has left 

new forms of religious diversity at a disadvantage. The second dimension of the institutional order 

was the decentralized authority over the sorts of educational questions that Muslims were raising. 

Local government’s power to determine the religious education and observation of curriculum has 

also played a significant role in accommodation. 

The response to Muslim pressures differed between the two sets of accommodation 

demands. The first demand—public funding for Islamic schools—was rejected; the second—

accommodation of needs in public secular schools—has seen slow and very partial progress. These 

responses were shaped by a set of complex factors: the prevailing conception of national identity 

and public attitudes towards immigrants in general, and Muslims in particular; weak mobilization by 

Muslim advocacy groups, and high-profile mobilization by anti-sectarian groups pursuing an 

integrationist agenda; a powerful and defensive Catholic Church; and the framing of integration by 
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political parties made disadvantageous for Muslims. In the case of public funding for Islamic 

schools, the most important of these factors in shaping the policy response was the embedded 

sensitivity surrounding public funding for Catholic schools. The accommodation of Muslim needs in 

public secular schools was slow and partial—with the evolved adaptation of this historic institution 

best described as shifting between drift and layering. 

Social Change: Scottish Muslims and Demands for Accommodation 

 As of 2011, Muslims numbered approximately 77,000—about 1.4 percent of Scots. This is a 

marked increase from the 2001 census, which had the Muslim population at approximately 43,000. 

Muslims comprise the largest non-Christian religious minority in Scotland, representing 45 percent 

of non-Christian religious minorities. The settlement of Muslims in Scotland has a unique story. As 

with Muslim communities in England, the bulk of the Muslim population in Scotland can be traced 

to mass migration from South Asia after World War II, with the majority of Muslims arriving from 

present-day Pakistan, followed by migrants from the Middle East, North Africa, and Central East 

Asia. The settlement of Muslims is concentrated in three cities, and historically is tied to the 

economic opportunities that were offered to migrants upon their arrival. As of 2001, Glasgow has 

been home to the largest Muslim population in the jurisdiction, comprising 42 percent of the 

Muslim population; Edinburgh houses the second largest Muslim community, at 16 percent; Dundee 

has a smaller population of Muslims, at 7 percent. More generally, the Muslim population in 

Scotland is a growing community, with an emerging middle class.  

In 2006, the campaign for Islamic schools to receive public funding started in Glasgow. 

Unlike England, where Muslim advocates appealed to the national government, advocacy in 

Scotland focused on local government officials who can grant public funding for faith schools. Led 

by a charismatic Muslim community leader, Osama Saeed, support for public funding was backed by 
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a number of Muslim organizations. However, the campaign was not successful. After the second 

rejection of funding for Islamic schools by the Glasgow City Council, these organized efforts 

dispersed, although expressions of interest are still being made by new Islamic schools seeking 

funding (Glasgow City Employee, 2013). These campaigns for funding happen locally, and the 

campaign in Scotland needs to be examined locally. Indeed, all of the important demands for public 

funding were made in Glasgow, which has the largest concentration of Muslims. Moreover, the 

timing and intensity of demands reflected the local factors as well. 

Muslim advocates have also been making demands in the public secular school system since 

the 1980s. Demands have included clothing and dietary restrictions, accurate representation of Islam 

in the curriculum, and prayer spaces (Glasgow City Employee, 2013). While the majority of demands 

are concentrated in Glasgow, there have also been demands made in Edinburgh and Dundee as well 

(El-Nakla, 2008).  

In Scotland, Muslim organizations have approached the advocacy of accommodation in 

education pragmatically. There are numerous Muslim organizations that are centred on particular 

issues related to integration but public education has never been a sustained focus. Consequently, 

advocacy for Muslim minorities in secular public schools or the public funding of Islamic schools 

has been inconsistent and sporadic. 

Scottish Muslim organizations in Scotland do span ethnicity, and have done so since their 

development in the early 1960s. The nature and scope of Muslim organizations vary, but the major 

Muslim organizations are ones that focus on the national level, or relate to civic community 

organizing and Islamic education.28  

Tables 4.1 and 4.229 provide an overview of Muslim organizations.30 Many of these 

                                                
28 By this I mean teaching the public about Islam, but not directly related to seeking accommodation in the 

sphere of education.  
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organizations as well focus on particular local areas, as opposed to the state in its entirety. 

Table 4.1 

Muslim Organizations in Scotland 

Name Date of Creation Focus 

Scottish Police Muslim Association 2010 To develop strong and inclusive relationships 
between the police and diverse Muslim 
communities in Scotland 

The Edinburgh Muslim Community 2004 Non-sectarian organization meant to develop links 
between Muslim community and general society 

The Federation of Student Islamic 
Societies  

1963 A body that caters for the needs of Muslim 
students in further and higher education across the 
UK and Ireland 

Glasgow University Muslim 
Association 

1968 An organization for Muslim students to meet and 
spread the message on campus 

Scottish Muslim Parents Association N/A (website has not 
been updated since 2010). 
There has been no activity 
since then. 

The purpose of Scottish Muslim Parent’s 
Association (SMPA) is to provide a better 
understanding to parents of the policies of the 
Scottish government’s education department 

Glasgow Community Education 
Centre:  

2012 Focuses on running Scotland’s only private Islamic 
school 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
30 The first one I compiled; Ali (2013) compiled the second for her research on Muslim women activism in 

Scotland.  
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Table 4.2 

Muslim Women Organizations 

Name Focus 

Muslim Council of Scotland Integration, community cohesion and Muslim engagement with socio-political 
issues 

Al-Meezan Islamic learning centre in Glasgow 

Pakeezah Support for smaller groups and sister establishments whose remit is often the 
female Muslim community located in Edinburgh 

Muslim Women’s Association of 
Edinburgh (MWAE) 

Set up by, and for, Muslim women in Edinburgh and the Lothian areas; the group 
was set up to stimulate social activities for Muslim women to further engage with 
the general population 

Saheliya Government funded organization set up to specialize in mental healthcare issues 
and promoting good health among ethnic minority women in Edinburgh and the 
Lothian areas, offering befriending services, domestic abuse counselling and 
complimentary therapy to aid recovery 

Shakti Charity that receives lottery funding to run its services as a women’s aid group; a 
large number of its clients are Muslim or from Muslim backgrounds, and the 
group also offers culturally sensitive training to volunteers and staff 

AMINA, The Muslim Women’s 
Resource Centre 

Promote developments in religious, racial and community cohesion in addition to 
helping women overcome barriers to participation through a befriending service 

 
The campaign here was relatively weak and inconsistent. There have been two organizations 

that have focused on education, but none in the long-term. The first is the Muslim Teacher’s 

Association, which was active in the early 2000s, but there has been no activity on the website since 

2010. The focus of this organization was to get specific needs accommodated for Muslims in 

Glasgow, but it did not specify what those were. In 2011, Muslim parents did put together a website 

to provide information for schools about Islam, but the website is now defunct. 

The lack of a consistent effort, which undoubtedly reflects the size of the community in part, 

has influenced the response to their demands. For example, in the case of public funding of Islamic 

schools, there was a campaign spearheaded by a Muslim advocate—Osama Saeed—who was able to 

rally support. Once the applications were rejected, the campaign stopped. This is in contrast to the 

case in England, where there were sustained efforts by Muslim advocates for over 13 years until 
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public funding became a reality for Muslim communities. 

In sum, there are a number of organizations that address Muslim interests. Advocacy for 

Muslim needs in education, however, has not been consistent. It could be that Scottish Muslims see 

other venues more fruitful for integration or that Scottish Muslims are frustrated by the governance 

structure in place, which forces them to advocate at the local level. Also, out of the four cases, 

Muslims in Scotland have the smallest population, which likely impacts the strength of Muslim 

advocacy groups. However, advocacy does remain on the individual level, through parents for 

example. In any case, accommodation in education is either tacked onto existing organizations or 

exist as short ad hoc campaigns.  

In understanding how this story unfolds, we must consider the role of the historic church-

state template in this equation, which I take up in the following section.  

Historic Church-State Settlement 

Scotland is primarily a bi-religious society. The majority are staunchly Protestant. In 2011, 

the Church of Scotland retained the largest community of followers at 1,718,000 or 32.4 percent of 

Scots, this is followed by Roman Catholics at 841,000 followers or 15.9 percent. Other Christian 

denominations account for 291,000 followers or 5.5 percent of the population. The Muslim 

community accounts for 77,000 followers or only 1.4 percent of the population, followed by the 

Jewish community at 6,000 followers or 0.1 percent.; Sikhs comprise 0.2 percent. (Scotland Census, 

2011).  

Scotland does provide public funding for faith schools. Catholic schools lead the charge with 

366 publicly funded schools, followed by three Episcopalian schools and one Jewish school. Muslim 

schools do not receive funding despite the fact that they account for 1.4 percent of the Scottish 

population and are the largest non-Christian community. 
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Church-State Settlement 

Scotland’s church-state template is different from England’s. It does not represent a formal-

union model of church and state, but rather an informal union, which serves to protect the historic 

minority denomination, the Catholic Church, which carries a tremendous amount of political 

influence in education. In contrast, the Church of Scotland—despite its large membership—has no 

schools and is in a weaker position in the politics of education. This raises questions about the 

exclusive nature of the church and state template as a central mechanism for accommodation of 

religious minority demands. 

The origins of the Scottish model date back to before the Act of Union in 1707. The Church 

of Scotland was already a robust institution, complete with a General Assembly serving as the main 

decision-making body for the church. The implementation of the Act of Union introduced certain 

stipulations to protect the Church of Scotland as the natural spiritual preserver of the Scottish 

population. Unlike England, however, the relationship between the General Assembly and the 

sovereign was premised on maintaining a respectful distance, with the sovereign not interfering with 

the governance and policies of the church. A common distinction that has been made between the 

Church of Scotland and the Church of England is that the former has always been “separate and 

distinct” (Morris, 2009, p. 78) from the state whereas the latter has had a closer and more dependent 

relationship. The Church of England and the Church of Scotland are two separate and distinct 

institutions that have very different relationships with the state. 

The desire for the Church of Scotland to retain independence in its affairs has led to several 

controversies in the past, some that significantly altered the relationship between the church and the 

state. One important example was the “Disruption” of 1843 where judicial decisions of the state 

ultimately challenged the autonomy of the General Assembly. The interference led to the almost 

one-third of the General Assembly separating and establishing their own church, resulting in the 
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establishment of new Presbyterian churches. In addition to the Disruption, the Church of Scotland 

Act in 1921 was seminal in altering the landscape of the church-state settlement. The intricacies of 

these negotiations are not critical here. The result, however, was a treaty that outlined the powers of 

the Church. More specifically, it made clear the autonomy enjoyed by the Church of Scotland in the 

spiritual realm. It was through this legislation that the Church was able to mitigate the power of the 

state and “achieve…a delicate balance by abandoning the language of establishment and replacing it 

with the concept of church that was national and free” (as cited in Morris, 2009, p. 82). The church-

state model in Scotland is also unique in the sense that while the Church of Scotland is recognized in 

the 1707 Union Act, it “has allowed the Church to accommodate itself more easily perhaps to a 

denominational status than a dominant status” (Morris, 2009, p. 1). 

There has been a substantial amount of debate about whether the Church of Scotland is 

representative of the established church-state model (Morris, 2009; Cranmer et al., 2006). A more 

fruitful approach would be to consider it as an informal union. The Church of Scotland does 

represent the national character of the jurisdiction but operates in a separate sphere from the state, 

and does not wield any significant power in formal political or institutional channels. It thus differs 

from the Church of England, which does hold a certain position of influence—in education in 

particular. While there are Church of England faith schools, the Church of Scotland has no schools. 

While an informal union does recognize a unique relationship between a particular church and the 

state (i.e., the Church of Scotland), other religious actors may have prominent positions in particular 

sectors, especially the Catholic Church. 

The Catholic Church in Scotland has a unique history. Scotland was originally a Catholic 

country, with the Church establishing its authority by the 13th century. While there was an 

administrative structure within the Church, there was no consolidated leadership, which proved 

detrimental by the 15th century when the Protestant Reformation gained traction. By the 16th century 
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the Church of Scotland had broken away from Catholicism and adopted Calvinism (a stream of 

Protestantism) as the official national religion. Catholicism was soon banned. While there were 

attempts to reclaim the country as Catholic (as demonstrated by the Jacobite Uprisings in 1715 and 

1745), Scotland has remained predominantly Protestant. The ban on Catholicism was eventually 

overturned, but Catholic populations existed only in small pockets, mostly in the Highlands.  

In the 19th century, however, large-scale migration from Ireland dramatically altered the 

Catholic population in the jurisdiction. Fleeing from famine, thousands of Irish Catholics settled in 

Scotland, and in 1876, the Catholic hierarchy was re-established. The settlement of such a large 

percentage of Catholics increased the social tensions between Catholics and Protestants in the 19th 

and early 20th centuries. The development of industries provided work in factories and the 

construction of bridges, roads, railways and canals. Seeking employment, the majority of Irish 

Catholics flocked to Glasgow and Edinburgh. However discrimination against both Irish Protestants 

and Catholics was fairly rampant. Sectarian tensions became embedded in the world of football. 

Many of these clubs represented the Irish Catholic and Scottish Protestant communities, and 

hostilities were reinforced through matches. While the majority of teams no longer have sectarian 

affiliations, there are two clubs in Glasgow that reflect the Catholic and Protestant communities: 

Celtic (Catholic) and Rangers (Protestants). In recent years, games have triggered violence, including 

murders (Bruce, 2012). Not surprisingly, there have been major efforts in civil society and by 

government—especially in Glasgow— to address sectarian violence. 

The Catholic community in Scotland clearly has a strong presence. Sectarian tensions are not 

a relic of the past, but remain a live issue. The sphere of education is no exception, and it is here 

where the Catholic hierarchy exerts its greatest power. It commands a unique role in not only having 

full funding of Catholic schools, but also a privileged position in negotiations over religious 

education curriculum development with the Scottish government. Thus, an informal union 
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recognizes a church that represents the national character of the jurisdiction, but is not considered 

the dominant denomination in the jurisdiction. Moreover, such a model recognizes that a historic 

minority faith actor can also yield significant political power in particular arenas. So, how does the 

informal union model play out in the sphere of education? 

Education 

Scotland’s education system prior to joining the United Kingdom was a robust institution. 

After the union, it remained under Scottish purview. The 19th century saw an overhaul of Scotland’s 

education system with the state taking an active interest by providing some grants for schools. 

Churches were responsible for running the majority of schools, and the state did not discriminate 

between particular denominations. However, as a result of the Disruption with the Church of 

Scotland in 1843, there was no partnership between the Church and the state within education 

(Anderson, 2003, p. 222). In order to integrate the education system under state control, political 

elites tabled the 1872 Education Act, which absorbed denominational schooling from the religious 

community, including “Presbyterian churches [who] hand[ed] over their schools to the boards” 

(Anderson, 2003, p. 222). The noted exceptions were the Catholic and Episcopalian churches. 

Wanting to maintain control over the curriculum, these churches opted to keep their schools outside 

of the state system, and forgo public funding. This remained the status quo until the early 20th 

century, when the state introduced the Scotland Act of 1918 that fully integrated the Catholic and 

Episcopalian schools.31 Notably, there was recognition of three important factors: 

1. the denominational authority had the right to approve the hiring of teachers; 
2. schools could retain their denominational ethos; and 
3. the denominational authority had control over religious education (O’Hagan, 

1996; McKinney & Conroy, 2015). 

                                                
31 It is crucial to note that while the Scottish authorities wanted to have a comprehensive education system 

inclusive of all populations, the focus was on the Catholic community given the problems with integration that 
community had faced. The Episcopalian Church did not attract the same kind of attention or vitriol nor did it receive 
the same kind of prominent position as the Catholic Church. 



 
 

100 

The Act did provide a number of qualifications that “left the [Catholic] Church and its 

schools in Scotland in a uniquely advantageous situation” (Coll & Davis, 2007, p. 69) including 

having schools fully funded by the state. Ultimately, this placed the Catholic Church in a powerful 

position within the sphere of education, as it was “without direct parallel anywhere else in the world 

and has endured largely unchanged for almost a century” (Coll & Davis, 2007, p. 69). Moreover, the 

Catholic Church also had control over its own religious education program, and a direct line to state 

officials. As noted earlier, religious education for public secular schools fell under the purview of 

local authorities. 

This legislation was not without controversy at the time. The Church of Scotland had asked 

legislators to hold off passing the bill until the entire Scottish population was able to consider this 

proposal. With World War I still being fought, many parents were “either in the fighting line or in 

other forms of national service” thus making it impossible to “for the all the People of Scotland to 

maturely consider these terms” (Church of Scotland, 1918: The National Archives of Scotland 

ED14/88). The Church of Scotland was also concerned that the decision to fund certain 

denominational schools would result in deep inequality amongst the Scottish population. Despite 

these protestations, the bill passed and Catholic and Episcopalian schools were publicly funded. The 

public funding of Catholic schools remains a sensitive issue for many, especially those worried about 

the effects of sectarianism (Flint, 2007). 

The public funding of faith schools reflects an interesting church-state settlement. Given the 

politics stemming from the Disruption in 1843, the Church of Scotland was not able to establish a 

partnership with the state in the realm of education, and eventually ceded control of their schools to 

the state. The Catholic Church retained control of their schooling without public resources until the 

state agreed to recognize their special status with public funding. This differs greatly from England, 

where—as we have seen—the Church of England does receive state funds for their schools. It also 
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has a strong partnership with the Ministry of Education in shaping policy, which, as noted in 

Chapter Three, has been a helpful ally for Muslims with respect to accommodation in education. In 

Scotland, the Church of Scotland has no such role, but the Catholic Church does have a powerful 

position in representing the interests of its membership. While there are other minority faiths that 

have publicly funded schools, their numbers are minimal.32 In sum, the informal union model has 

favoured one faith denomination over the national church. As we shall see, this has had critical 

implications for claims for public funding of Islamic schools. 

The second set of Muslim demands also confronted an established institutional order. The 

treatment of religion in public secular schools in Scotland can also be traced back the 1872 

Education Act (The National Archives of Scotland, ED48/2710). The agreement that was brokered 

between the political elites and religious elites established several important points that remain 

relevant to this day: 

1. Religious education is to be offered to all children in public schools. 
2. No parliamentary grant is to be given in respect of religious subjects in 

schools. 
3. Religious education is to be locally determined by churches and school 

boards. 
4. Parents are able to withdraw their students from religious education and 

observation classes. 
5. Education officials are unable to inspect religious education and/or enquire 

into instruction in religious subjects or examining any pupil in religious 
knowledge. 

6. Religious education is to be given at the start and end of the school day. 
(Matemba, 2014). 

Several implications stand out. First, the state could not interfere with the development and 

teaching of religious education for Scotland as a whole. Any centrally driven policy is suggested to 

local authorities, not mandated. This speaks to a unique and important feature of Scottish 

institutions, with its emphasis on local governments exerting more power and control over the 

                                                
32 There are three Episcopalian schools, and one Jewish school. There are 370 Catholic schools. 
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implementation of policies. This is particularly salient for religious education. As we shall see, the 

role of local governments has gone a long way in determining outcomes for Muslim 

accommodation.  

The historic church-state template and its manifestation in education have played an 

essential role in shaping Muslim accommodation. The informal union model entrenches the role of 

the Catholic Church as the religious institution with the most power in the sphere of education. In 

addition, power over public secular schools is concentrated at the local level. In combination, these 

dimensions of the historic institutional framework represented a formidable barrier to 

accommodation of Muslim minorities. Much therefore depended on mediating factors that might 

generate change for those institutions saddled with conventions from a bygone era.  

Factors that Mediate Institutional Change 

The outcome of the tension between Muslim demands and the historic institutional order 

was shaped by a set of intervening factors that shaped the politics and policy responses that 

emerged. This section examines three critical factors: (i) the national identity of the Scots and their 

attitudes towards immigration and immigrants; (ii) political actors such as civil society organizations 

that mobilized around particular issues; and (iii) the response of political parties. All of these factors 

are important in explaining institutional change, but they vary in importance. 

Diversity Policies, National Identity and Attitudes Towards Immigration and Immigrants 

The focus here is on national identity and public attitudes since devolution. While this 

chapter’s purview includes pre-devolution policy, the major changes to the historic church-state 

template happened after the opening of the Scottish assembly in 1999. The Scottish population likes 

to think that the nation is inclusive and receptive of minorities. There are, however, underlying 
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currents that suggest Muslims are not as fully accepted as was believed. The ambivalence that Scots 

have towards Muslims, and an intense concern about sectarianism tends to obscure other forms of 

religious bigotry. These factors have contributed to the slow and partial nature of the 

accommodation for this population.  

Scotland is a nation that is not new to ethno-cultural and religious diversity. In addition to 

the large scale of Irish migration that took place in the 19th century, Scotland also has a large English 

minority. For some an anti-English sentiment has filled the particular role of the ‘Other’ within the 

minority nation, and some analysts have argued that this has made the integration of new forms of 

diversity smoother (Hussain & Miller, 2006; Barker, 2015). While there are criticisms of this position 

(Hopkins & Smith, 2008), there is strong evidence that Muslim minorities in Scotland identify more 

with being Scottish than their Muslim counterparts in other parts of the UK identify as British 

(Arshad, 2010). Scotland’s political parties have been keen on cultivating a brand of civic nationalism 

that is seen as inclusive and egalitarian (McEwen, 2006; Henderson, 2007; Barker, 2015). The 

reasons for this are tied to being a minority nation, and wanting to demonstrate a clear distinction 

between Scotland and England. Several factors make the promotion of an inclusive nationalism 

possible. First, the political party landscape in Scotland does not include extreme right-wing parties. 

There is no equivalent to the British National Party or the United Kingdom Independence Party 

(UKIP) in Scotland. Nor is there a strong conservative political presence in Scotland that might 

push for more restrictive approaches to immigration and integration. The Scottish Conservative 

Party has a very small number of seats at Holyrood, and the Conservatives have not had a strong 

foothold in Scotland for decades. As a result, the Scottish political system sits on the centre-left of 

the traditional ideological spectrum.33 The second factor to consider is that political parties in 

Scotland consider social democratic values an important feature of Scottish national identity. 
                                                
33 Hepburn (2009b) notes that sub-state regional parties tend be centre-right or centre-left, none of them swing 

fully to one end of the political spectrum.  
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Scottish political elites point to the importance of national institutions—especially the education and 

justice systems—to reinforce this unique identity, which emphasizes egalitarianism, 

communitarianism, and meritocracy (Henderson, 2007; Hassan, 2012; McEwen, 2006). This 

emphasis on a strong Scottish identity that embraces all under its banner is found across Scotland’s 

political parties (Barker, 2015). 

What of the political parties’ position on immigration? Here again, there is a clear difference 

between a uniquely Scottish approach and Westminster. As discussed in the England chapter, Blair’s 

approach to immigration favoured the specific class of skilled, economic immigrants and in 

combination with Blair’s approach to community cohesion,34 left a distinctive if not exclusionary 

mark on Britain’s immigration and integration policies. While immigration policies do not fall under 

Holyrood’s purview, Scottish political parties across the spectrum have pursued “a distinctive sub-

state path and claimed a ‘Scottish approach’ to migration and diversity that was characterized by 

inclusion, low party-politicization and cross-party consensus” (Barker, 2015, p. 143; also see 

Hepburn, 2009a). An example of such inclusion is the recruitment efforts of the Scottish National 

Party (SNP) towards Muslims. The creation of the “Young Asian Scots for Independence” initiative 

attracted young Asians to the party. This was reinforced by the election of Muslim SNP members 

into Parliament and the party’s opposition to the war in Iraq, further strengthening the SNP’s appeal 

to Muslims. (Hepburn, 2009a; Hussain & Miller, 2006). It is evident that Scottish parties have taken 

an inclusionary approach to diversity and immigration. 

What of the Scottish majority population? And how do Muslim minorities feel about being 

Scottish and larger questions of inclusion belonging? While on the elite level there is a clear 

consensus that the nation should be inclusive of new forms of diversity, on the popular level, it is a 

more of a mixed bag. With regards to immigration, a survey conducted in the mid 2000s by the 
                                                
34 As will be demonstrated later on in the chapter, the Scottish approach to community cohesion was also quite 

different from Westminster. 
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Scottish Social Survey showed that 34 percent of people agreed that immigrants from outside Britain 

made Scotland a better place, and only 12 percent would oppose intermarriage across racial groups. 

That said, 46 percent of those surveyed did think that Scotland would lose its distinct identity if 

there were an increase of black and Asian migration (Bromley et al., 2007; Barker, 2015) Tellingly, 

however, this survey found that the Scottish population was consistently more tolerant of 

immigration and diversity than their English counterparts. Similarly, in a 2014 report by the 

Migration Observatory, 58 percent of Scots surveyed would support reduced immigration compared 

to the 75 percent in England and Wales, but more Scots think that immigration is good for the 

jurisdiction (41 percent) than those who say it is bad for it (31 percent; Blinder, 2014). More 

revealing is that the Scots are less concerned with the reduction of immigration than in other parts 

of the UK. Also, that Scots show a low level of support for reducing immigration from students, 

skilled workers, and family re-unification.  

To be sure, there are points of uneasiness. A 2010 Scottish Social Attitudes Survey revealed a 

slight increase from 2006 in those who thought ethnic minorities and Eastern European populations 

stole jobs from the Scottish population. That survey also asked questions about expressions of 

religiosity in the public sphere. The majority polled accepted religious minorities wearing symbols in 

the public sphere, with the exception of Muslim women wearing the veil that covered their faces. 

Here 69 percent of those surveyed said a bank should make a Muslim employee unveil so her face 

could be seen (Ormston et al., 2011, p. 6–7). 

It is worthwhile to note, specifically, how Muslims feel in terms of being Scottish, and how 

native Scots feel about their Muslim counterparts. In 2004 research was conducted that surveyed the 

Muslim experience in Scotland. While there was an increase of Islamophobia after 9/11, it was not 

comparable to the same level experienced elsewhere in the UK. Moreover, “since 9/11 Scottish 

Muslims have become more bound to Scotland” (Homes et al., 2010, p. 19).  
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The 2010 Report on Muslim Integration in Scotland also reveals a complex picture: 65 

percent of survey respondents were favourable towards Muslims, and 46 percent believed that 

Scottish Muslims are loyal to Scotland. There are also clear findings that Muslims find integration in 

Scotland easier than in England. This is partially due to lower numbers of Muslims living in 

Scotland, and Scottish populations have less fear of terrorist attacks. However, the study also 

revealed that nearly half of non-Muslim Scots surveyed would feel less welcoming if there was an 

increase of Muslim settlements, believing that Scottish identity would then be diluted. A number of 

respondents felt that Muslims wearing Islamic dress or speaking their own language was evidence of 

Muslims not integrating. It should be noted, however, that the issue of religious dress has never 

generated the same kind of controversy as that witnessed in Quebec. Regarding religious identity, 8o 

percent of those surveyed thought that Christianity was compatible with Scottish life. Only 42 

percent thought Islam was compatible with Scottish life. In terms of favourability towards those 

with various beliefs, respondents were most favourable towards Christians (85 percent), followed by 

Jewish populations (79 percent), Buddhists (77 percent) and then finally Muslims (66 percent).  

What about Muslim attitudes towards Scotland? Muslims noted that the friendliness, 

sociability and welcoming disposition of Scots helped with integration; however, Muslim participants 

also felt that integration was being experienced one-way, with the onus on them to fully integrate, 

and that there was a “a high ambivalence among ‘majority Scots’ about the place that Muslims 

occupy in the country” (Homes et al., 2010, p. 6). 

What conclusions can be drawn here? While many Muslims seem to embrace Scottish 

identity, they also still sense some exclusion. Moreover, non-Muslim Scots have not seemed to fully 

embrace Scottish Muslims either. This is not reflective of the approach that political elites have 

taken in cultivating a Scottish nationalism that is inclusive to minorities, one that is markedly 

different from Westminster. Scottish Muslims are not excluded from the polity; nor do they seem to 
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be targeted as a specific population unlike elsewhere in Western Europe. Indeed, the Scottish public 

seems to be receptive to immigration and diversity more than the English or the Welsh. That said, 

there are still discriminatory attitudes and lack of understanding between the two communities. 

A critique that has been levelled at the Scottish political elites is the reinforcement of the 

“Scottish Myth” wherein Scotland is more egalitarian than England (Henderson, 2007; Hopkins & 

Smith, 2008). Some scholars argue that there is not an absence of racial and religious discrimination, 

but rather the single-minded focus on religious tensions between Catholics and Protestants, which 

has resulted in “unwarranted complacency among Scottish decision takers about other forms of 

racial and religious discrimination” (Hopkins & Smith, 2008 as cited in Kidd & Jamieson, 2011, p. 

14). This is a critique that has arisen elsewhere regarding the anti-sectarian policies that the state has 

put in place. The intense focus on one particular kind of religious bigotry tends to sideline concern 

about other forms of discrimination, and shapes how Muslims engage with state authorities. 

Interestingly, the Scottish Executive does address racism comprehensively in their policies. In terms 

of cultural diversity management, this particular issue is a concern. However, other forms of religious 

discrimination is not addressed in the same way. In this context, the ambivalence shown by Scots 

towards Muslims matters. Since governments were not under powerful pressure by public opinion 

to accommodate Muslim demands, there was no reason for concern. The place of Scottish Muslims 

maybe more secure in the Scottish nation than elsewhere, and national identity and public attitudes 

do play a role in shaping outcomes. But other factors, especially the anxiety over historic 

sectarianism, can trump accommodative instincts.  

Political Agents  

Political agents play a vital role in shaping the outcomes for Muslim accommodation. They 

are responsible for mobilizing particular ideas related to immigration and immigrants, which 



 
 

108 

ultimately impacts Muslim accommodation. The political and social context of the Scottish case is 

important: Sectarian tensions have influenced what ideas are primed by civil society organizations in 

the public sphere.  

Finally, how political parties have responded to politicized issues of immigration and 

immigrants is central to this story. As we will see, responses from both Conservative and Labour 

parties, regardless of framing, have had negative consequences on Muslim accommodation. In short, 

Muslims in Scotland enter public debates over education with few obvious allies. 

Civil Society Actors 

In assessing Muslim accommodation in Scotland, two civil society organizations have played 

a fundamental role. First we must consider anti-sectarian organizations, which have employed a 

prolific approach towards education advocacy. This section will demonstrate that the focus on 

sectarianism in the public sphere has helped mute Muslim advocacy in education. Finally, I will 

consider historic religious communities and demonstrate that the uneven distribution of power 

between faith groups has negatively impacted Muslim accommodation. 

Anti-Sectarian Organizations 

As discussed previously, sectarianism in Scotland is a live and sensitive issue. Since 2006, 

there have been policy interventions by the Scottish Executive to promote anti-sectarianism across a 

number of fields, education being one. During this time, a wave of anti-sectarian organizations has 

developed, in an attempt to neutralize sectarianism through the promotion of religious harmony and 

acceptance. This section will demonstrate how strong and omnipresent the campaign of anti-

sectarianism has been in civil society, and how this singular issue has dominated the public sphere.  

Several civil society actors have played important roles in addressing sectarianism through a 

number of venues, including education. These types of organizations have been active in pushing for 
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a social cohesion and integrative approach to diversity, thus opposed to faith schools in general. One 

organization that has been prolific in this area is Nil By Mouth, a Glasgow-based charity that has 

been active since 1999. Its purpose has been sectarianism conflict outreach, and it has received 

strong support from the state. For example, the latest funding package from the government was 

£66,400 in 2014.35 The table below provides a sample of how varied and comprehensive anti-

sectarian initiatives are in the public sphere. In 2014 alone, the government provided £861,558.36 

Table 4.3 
Funding Package for Anti-Sectarian Initiatives in 2014 

Name Description and Funding 

Citizen’s Theatre £402,740 for primary pupils in North Lanarkshire to explore the issue 
through workshops and staging “Divided City” plays. 

West of Scotland Housing Trust £51,401 to support community discussions on the impact of 
sectarianism in local areas and productive ways to tackle it. 

Deaf Connections £38,000 to convert the action on sectarianism online materials into web-based 
resources for deaf and hard of hearing people. 

Cambridge University £100,000 to increase understanding of sectarianism through community 
engagement, prioritization, and intervention. 

Youthlink £99,849 for research pilots to develop community-led youth work approaches 
to tackling sectarianism in communities. 

Youthlink £78,168 to sustain and improve the Action on Sectarianism website. 

Show Bigotry the Red Card £25,000 to divert people away from sectarian attitudes and 
behaviour through education and campaigning. 

 

There are two things to note here: first, in addition to the Nil By Mouth funding, there are 

two other projects (in bold on the table) related to education that have received funding. Second, 

there is a strong partnership between civil society actors and the state on this issue. As will be 

discussed later, the action plan on sectarianism was meant to emphasize religious diversity and 

                                                
35 The state has been awarding funding for anti-sectarian initiatives since 2006, but it is not possible to review 

the funding packages since that time. 
36 This was the funding allocated in 2014.  
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appreciation of difference, and curb bigotry between religious denominations. That said, there have 

been criticisms by faith groups (mainly minorities) that the concentrated focus on 

Protestant/Catholic sectarianism has excluded other faiths from the discussion, or focused on one 

form of religious discrimination (Clegg & Rosie, 2005). The focus on sectarianism has meant that 

many concerns of other religious minorities have been squeezed out. As we will see, this has been 

the case for Muslim accommodation. 

The campaigns by different civil society organizations seek better integration for minorities, 

but these groups seek different goals: Muslim advocates press for religious difference to be 

accommodated, but anti-sectarian advocates want to neutralize sectarian violence and promote social 

cohesion. Both actors are working in a public space that has been long shaped by sectarian tensions, 

and what one might seek—such as public funding for faith schools—might be seen by the other as 

part of the problem. In sum, a sporadic focus on education by Muslim groups means that public 

awareness on their accommodation concerns has been limited. Conversely, active anti-sectarian 

organizations, supported by government grants, elevates this presence to a different level. This 

combination of factors certainly has shaped how accommodation of Muslim minorities has been 

accommodated in education. 

Historic Churches and Religious Communities 

The Cathol i c  Church.  The Catholic Church is in a unique position. On one hand, it retains 

a privileged position in the sphere of education, with a special relationship with the state. Political 

elites in particular, see this relationship as a triumph over sectarianism. On the other hand, its 

particular position of privilege remains a sensitive issue for other political and civil society actors. 

Thus, the Catholic Church as a political actor finds itself in a curious role: One where it has the ear 

of state officials regarding specific education issues, but also a precarious position, due to the 
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discontent from others that view its position as divisive and increasingly irrelevant (McKinney & 

Conroy, 2015; Bruce, 2012). This creates a difficult terrain for other religious minorities to navigate; 

one where the most powerful religious actor feels insecure in its position, and may not be 

forthcoming in its support of fellow minorities, especially those that may threaten its resources. 

While the state funding of Catholic schools has its detractors, Scottish elites have viewed the 

inclusion of Catholic schools into the public school system as a triumph (Glasgow Herald, 1990: The 

National Archives of Scotland ED48/2710), and a stark contrast to sectarian troubles in Northern 

Ireland. Indeed, this was recognized by a Northern Ireland state official in a report to the Scottish 

Education Department in 1990: 

The 1918 settlement provided the basis for trust to develop between the Catholic Church, local 
authorities and the central government. This trust has enabled periods of sectarian tension in the past 
and more specific recent problems…with approval of teachers…to be resolved equitably and without 
breakdown in relationship. It is always difficult to read across policies and structures from elsewhere 
to our own circumstances, not least because of the 20 years of conflict here. However, education in 
Northern Ireland remains a controversial topic in Church-State relations. In Scotland, amicable 
relations have been maintained between Church and State.37 (The Financing of Schools in Northern 
Ireland, 1990: National Archives of Scotland ED48/2710) 

With such an endorsement, Scottish elites strive not to rock religious boats. Indeed, the 

Scottish Executive has maintained amicable relations with the Catholic Church over the years.38 This 

is perhaps best exemplified in the complete re-working of the religious education curriculum for 

Catholic schools in 1993. As will be discussed, the religious education curriculum was revamped for 

public secular schools in 1990, but the Catholic Church insisted on working with the state to 

develop their own curriculum, as outlined in the 1918 agreement. The state obliged. 

The relationship between the Catholic Church and the state is one of careful maintenance, 

but the Catholic Church has vocal opponents. Devolution in 1998 saw a rise in calls for the end of 

public funding for Catholic schools. Opponents included academics, prominent politicians, the 
                                                
37 Please note that the “church” the Northern Ireland official is referring to is the Catholic Church and not the 

Church of Scotland.  
38 It should be noted that the public funding of Catholic schools should not solely be seen as the factor for the 

decrease of anti-Irish Catholicism over the years, but rather that the co-operation of Catholic and Protestant in the 
Labour movement and the SNP was also a key factor (Flint, 2007). 
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heads of unions and leading educational organizations (Conroy, 2001), and there are still calls to end 

public funding from prominent actors in the political and civil society spheres (McKinney, 2008; 

McKinney & Conroy, 2015). The divisiveness of the public funding of Catholic schools also has not 

escaped political parties. Former SNP Leader Alex Salmond openly supported Catholic schools, 

reflecting the formal SNP position on the issue. However, 64.4 percent of SNP membership believe 

they should be phased out (McLaughlin & Peterkin, 2012). 

Another concern for the Catholic Church is directly related to the availability of resources. 

There has been a decrease in demand for Catholic schools in recent years (McKinney & Conroy, 

2015) and in some cases, students of a different faith comprise the majority of the students in the 

school. This problem was noted by bureaucrats in the 1990s, when Muslims began inquiring about 

self-governing legislation.39 A 1990 memo highlighted this concern: “to the Roman Catholic 

Hierarchy this legislation holds a…threat…If the school fills up with non-Catholic pupils that 

element might get control of the school board and use the self-regulating route to shake off the 

Church influence.” The correspondence further noted “that this situation could become doubly 

complicated…where a Muslim majority could set out to take over a Catholic school. At worst, the 

Home Secretary could find himself holding the ring between two ethnic [and religious] groups” 

(Note on Denominational Schools-Annex 6 1990: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2655). 

While efforts to convert a Catholic school to an Islamic one did not begin until the 2000s, 

the self-governing school legislation made the Catholic Church anxious. A bureaucrat reported in 

correspondence that the “[Catholic] Hierarchy expressed anxiety that the… arrangements might be 

used to turn it into an Islamic school whether through an opt-out procedure” (Draft 

Correspondence to Minister of State: Self-Governing Schools: the Muslim Community The National 

                                                
39 This was introduced by Conservative Minister of Education Michael Forsyth in 1989. The legislation allowed 

for parents to “opt-out” of public schools and create their own schools if they were unhappy with the existing school. 
This opt-out clause caused concern for the Catholic Church who feared Muslims would seek to convert Catholic schools 
comprised of a Muslim majority into an Islamic school. 
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Archives of Scotland 1990: ED48/2655). A bureaucrat also noted that Home Secretary Rifkind saw 

public funding of Catholic schools as “historical fact” and did not want an expansion of other 

schools in this arena. When The Observer reported that Scottish Muslims threatened to defect to 

Islamic schools if public schools did not meet their demands,40 inquiries by a Catholic school with a 

high Muslim population asked about counter-strategies if such efforts arose ( Draft Correspondence 

to Minister of State: Self-Governing Schools: the Muslim Community The National Archives of 

Scotland 1990: ED48/2655). This concern came to fruition in 2006 when there were two attempts 

by Muslim advocates in Glasgow to turn Catholic schools into Islamic schools which is discussed 

below. 

Thus, the position of the Catholic Church is both insecure and powerful. It is an integral 

political actor within the sphere of education, but yet does not necessarily feel secure in its position. 

The constant scrutiny of the imbalance of power, and the significantly less power (if any) that other 

religious groups exert makes it a target. This shapes the way that the Church responds to other 

minority faiths in their quest for accommodation. In the case of public funding of Islamic schools, 

the Catholic Church clearly saw these attempts as threatening. In sum, the Catholic Church has risen 

to its particular position of power given the specific Scottish context. The state sought to maintain a 

good relationship with the Church in order to address sectarian tensions, thus privileging the 

Catholic Church at the expense of other minority faiths. 

Other Churches and Rel ig ious Communit i es . The Church of Scotland plays a nominal role 

within education. A disgruntled parent describes the Church as having “packed up its tent and left” 

(as cited in Riddell et al., 2008a, p. 23). This is accurate. There are no Church of Scotland schools 

and there has been no demand by the clergy to establish them. Engagement by the Church of 

Scotland in shaping aspects of the religious education curriculum has at times been difficult (as we 

                                                
40 This will be discussed later in the chapter. 



 
 

114 

will see). While the Church of Scotland does have a guaranteed spot at the Consultative Committee 

for Education (which is traced back to the 1872 agreement) its influence in education is certainly not 

comparable to that of the Catholic Church. Finally, the Church of Scotland, unlike the Catholic 

Church, does not receive much attention from political parties (Henderson, 2007). 

The Jewish community in Scotland is small but has deep historical roots in the jurisdiction, 

dating back to 1691 (McKinney, 2004). The Jewish population of believers (i.e., those who attend 

synagogue) is diminishing, with high rates of intermarriage and lapsed believers (McKinney, 2004). 

Within the sphere of education, one Jewish school in Glasgow—Calderwood Lodge—has been 

publicly funded since 1962. There has been no attempt to open more Jewish schools. There were 

discussions about opening more “a generation ago” but that did not lead anywhere (Borowski, email 

correspondence, 15 October 2013). Presently, Calderwood Lodge deals with the same issue that 

some Catholic schools face: a high percentage of students from different faiths enrolled in the 

school. That said, about 80 percent of Jewish students attend the school (Pfeffer, 2012). While the 

Jewish community certainly has a presence in Scotland, it does not have the same influence on 

education as the dominant Christian faiths—the Catholic Church in particular. Moreover, since 

much of the focus has been on sectarianism, Jewish representatives share the same concerns that 

other minority faiths do: that other forms of religious bigotry have been ignored. 

There are three publicly funded Episcopalian schools in Scotland, but the link they have to 

the Episcopalian Church is unclear (McKinney, 2004). As we have seen, the funding of Episcopalian 

schools can be traced back to the 1918 Education Act that gave Catholic schools public funding. 

But unlike the Catholic community, whose integration into the public sphere was meant to help 

quell sectarian violence, Episcopalians were not given the same attention. There were a number of 

Episcopalian schools that were funded after the 1918 legislation, but over the years that has 

dwindled to three. The political power that the Church has within the sphere of education is quite 
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limited and certainly does not command the same kind of influence as the Catholic Church. 

Historic churches play an important role in shaping Muslim accommodation. The Catholic 

Church in Scotland in this dynamic is strong, but solitary. No other religious institution is equal in its 

influence in the field of education. Given the relationship between the Catholic Church and state 

officials, it likely could have some sway on behalf of Muslim minorities. The Church, however, is 

also under scrutiny, and it feels insecure. As a result, there has not been the same kind of advocacy 

for Muslims by a powerful church actor as there has been in England. Moreover, given the 

imbalance of power between the faith communities, there are no cross-faith advocacy efforts either.  

Political Parties 

How political parties have employed particular frames in relation to immigration is critical to 

understanding how Muslims have been accommodated. This section focuses on two political parties, 

one pre-devolution, the other post-devolution: the Scottish affiliate of the Conservative Party in 

1987 and the Labour Party in 2005. I will demonstrate that the Conservative Party employed a 

nationalist frame in emphasizing Scottish identity as one inherently linked to the British past. I then 

turn to the Scottish Labour Party whose approach to community cohesion focused on sectarian 

violence. While the approach reflects a multiculturalism-universalist frame, the unintended 

consequence has been the rejection of public funding for Islamic schools. 

Devolution presents challenges to the Scottish Executive on how to implement particular 

Westminster policies, since certain policy interventions are applicable across several ministries. Some 

of those fall within Scottish jurisdiction. For example, Westminster’s responsibilities include the 

following portfolios: immigration and nationality, defence and security, social security, trade and 

industry, employment legislation, equal opportunities and energy (Hopkins, 2008). The separation of 

responsibilities reveals an interesting tension with respect to equality and diversity. While in theory 
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these issues do fall under Westminster’s purview, they also are addressed in institutions that are 

under Scotland’s mandate (Hopkins, 2008). This in turn may lead to different approaches by 

Scottish institutions about how to address equality and diversity, which depends on different 

educational, legal or social work networks (Hopkins, 2008). In other words, Scottish ministers might 

take a different route in addressing diversity than the one legislated in London, one that is more 

particularistic to the Scottish context. As we shall see regarding integration and immigration, 

McConnell shifted the target of the community cohesion policy from Blair’s focus on Muslims to 

Catholic and Protestant sectarianism. Thus, there is a clear break in approach regarding integration 

policy. 

The Conservative Party only won 10 seats in Scotland after the 1987 General Election, and 

was struggling to win over the Scottish public. Thatcher wanted to re-fashion a national identity to 

emphasize “Britishness… as embodying a free spirit of enterprise, order and self reliance”(McEwen, 

2006, p. 125). Her government took a hard line on the Scottish culture as a necessary “cure to the ills 

of the dependency culture which post-war social democracy had fostered in Scotland” (McEwen, 

2006, p. 125). The Conservatives attempted to reconstruct Scottish national identity in this vein, 

stressing that the “new Conservative values were an expression of historic Scottish values and 

Scottish identity” (McEwen, 2006, p. 125). Moreover, the Conservative Party sought to return to 

what it saw as the historic essence of Scottish national identity: family responsibility and self-help. 

As noted in the England chapter, Britain’s Christian heritage was integral to Thatcher’s 

attempts at re-fashioning British identity, and this was reflected in the Conservatives’ approach with 

Scotland, which also emphasised Christianity in education policy, as we will soon see. This approach, 

in reality, contrasted with the general principle of Scottish national institutions, such as the education 

system, which advances that Scottish identity is premised on equality and meritocracy. Ultimately, 

the Scottish population did not support this Conservative attempt at re-branding (McEwen, 2006). 
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The government of the Scottish Labour Party promoted a more multicultural-universalist 

frame in its approach to education in the early post-devolution years. Education is a strong national 

institution in Scotland, and First Minister Jack McConnell emphasized inclusion. While Blair’s 

approach to integration depicted a nationalist frame, the Scottish Labour Party demonstrateed a 

multiculturalism-universalist one. In education this meant a different interpretation of community 

cohesion. 

As noted in the chapter on England, Blair emphasized community cohesion as a central 

element of his policy platform. While community cohesion was implemented across the board, there 

was a strong emphasis on education. This is also where the Scottish Labour Party focused its 

attention, and introduced initiatives that sought to emphasize integration among ethno-cultural and 

religious minorities. While the initiative was well intentioned, as we will see, the consequences for 

Muslim minorities were detrimental. 

In 2006, the Scottish Executive introduced an initiative to fight sectarianism. This campaign 

was meant to address sectarian tensions in the jurisdiction, and emphasized religious harmony and 

inclusion over religious division. Indeed, as initially highlighted in the 2006 Action Plan document, 

First Minister McConnell depicted Scotland as a “modern multi-faith and multicultural society where 

difference should be a cause for celebration and not a reason for mistrust” (The Scottish Executive, 

2006, p. 1). The push for this plan highlights two things: First, that there was a perceived rise of 

sectarian murders in Scotland, particularly in the Glasgow area (Bruce, 2012). While football matches 

and marches were seen as the main culprits, the question of the divisive nature of faith schools was 

also addressed (Scottish Executive, 2006). 

Second, the anti-sectarian campaign was Scotland’s version of Blair’s community cohesion 

initiative. The interesting difference between these two approaches is context. For Blair, community 

cohesion was implemented to address the perceived isolation and segregation of Muslims in 
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England. For the Scottish Labour Party, community cohesion was meant to address the historic 

problem of sectarianism between Catholics and Protestants. As was noted in the action plan: 

“tensions that have historically existed between Christian groups in Scotland remain the oldest form 

of sectarianism our country has experienced and it is right that this should be the main focus of our 

work to tackle sectarianism” (The Scottish Executive, 2006, p. 11). This focus on sectarianism did 

not go unnoticed by faith groups who saw the approach as exclusionary. It either focuses on the 

dominant Christian strands within the jurisdiction and not necessarily on all religious communities as 

a whole (Borowski, email correspondence, 15 October 2013), or it assumes that all religious 

discrimination and prejudice falls under sectarianism. This, then, downplays other important and 

damaging aspects of religious prejudice, for example Islamophobia or anti-Semitism (Clegg & Rosie, 

2005).41 Thus, while the Scottish Labour Party did take a multiculturalism-universalist frame, it 

effectively excluded other minority faiths in the process of developing anti-sectarian measures. 

The key approach to addressing sectarianism in education was to focus on faith schools 

(Flint, 2007; McKinney, 2008; Kelly, 2003). Drawing on an aspect of community cohesion—

“twinning”—the Scottish Executive implemented the same approach with denominational (mainly 

Catholic) and non-denominational schools. In this case, schools would share communal facilities or 

campuses. The action plan also saw the importance of forging twinning opportunities by working 

with local city councils, the Catholic Church and other stakeholders (The Scottish Executive, 2006). 

This initiative was implemented with mixed results. Critics argued that twinning threatened the 

distinctive nature of Catholic schools, and there was withdrawal of support for shared campuses by 

Catholic parents (Flint, 2007). 

How does this relate to Muslim minorities and accommodation? The implementation of the 

twinning project occurred at the same time that Muslim advocates in Glasgow were campaigning for 
                                                
41 While the Action Plan was implemented in 2006, discussion on addressing sectarianism had begun much 

earlier, particularly in Glasgow.  
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a publicly funded Islamic school. While the decision to grant funding for Islamic schools rests at the 

local level, there is no doubt that the anti-sectarian campaign was shaping the debate around funding 

for these schools. Moreover, twinning was happening with local government involvement in a city 

where sectarianism was a pressing concern. This was expressed quite pointedly in The Economist 

(2006): 

The always-difficult relations between the country’s Catholics and Protestants shape attitudes. 
Glasgow itself has a violently polarized heritage, which manifest today in overwhelmingly Catholic 
support for the city’s Celtic football team and Protestant support for the Rangers. Such worries 
prompted Scotland’s first minister, Jack McConnell, to announce plans last week for pupils from 
religious and secular schools to be brought together for activities like drama and sport. Many argue 
that all religious schools are a form of segregation, and so worsen sectarian relations. 

As previously mentioned, the application for the Islamic school in 2006 was rejected twice. 

This does reflect the climate of the time regarding sectarianism and the focus on faith schools. In a 

phone interview John Mason now an SNP MSP, but a Glasgow City Councillor in 2006, stated in a 

phone interview (27 August 2013):42 

There is a bit of fear, that these schools will cement dividing lines…[the issue] here is sectarianism 
which is really between Catholics and Protestants, and this goes much deeper than schools…across 
parties there are a number of people who don’t like faith schools and would happily have everything 
be secular, but given that we already have Catholic schools, no one would dare say to get rid of them. 

Thus, how political parties framed issues of integration is critical.43 The Conservatives in 

1987 employed a nationalist frame by emphasizing an exclusive form of Scottish identity, which—as 

we will see—did impact Muslim accommodation in public secular schools. The Scottish Labour 

Party’s 2006 initiatives against sectarianism ended up impacting public funding of Islamic schools. In 

theory, the approach did reflect a multiculturalism-universalist frame, but in trying to address 

historic tensions between religious denominations, Muslim minorities were excluded from receiving 

the same benefits as their predecessors. 

Thus Muslim advocates had to operate in a difficult political terrain, defined by ambivalent 

                                                
42 John Mason is a proponent of faith schools, and was supportive of Muslims receiving funding for Islamic 

schools.  
43 Meer (2015) notes that political elites are indeed receptive to religious pluralism, but their register regarding 

funding faith schools is too focused on sectarianism.  
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public attitudes, no consistent allies among the organized interests that populated the field of 

educational politics, and political parties highly sensitive to sectarianism.  

Process and Outcomes 

The story of the accommodation of Muslim minorities in education reflects a divergence in 

outcomes regarding the public funding of Islamic schools, and the accommodation of needs in 

public secular schools. Islamic schools receive no public funding, and the 1918 church-state 

template remains intact. With respect to the accommodation of Muslim needs in public secular 

schools, the church-state template has shifted between drift and layering. This section looks at the 

response to the two types of demands separately. 

Public Funding for Islamic Schools 

Glasgow City Council are proposing to close Willowbank Primary, 98% of whose pupils are Muslim, 
and amalgamate it with four other closing schools. This gives the Muslim community an opportunity 
to campaign to keep Willowbank open—as a state-funded Muslim school…Indeed, it would not cost 
the council anything to set it up. No building would have to be found. There would be no need to 
source new staff. All that would be required is for something to be built into the structure of the 
school to provide guidance on ensuring a Muslim ethos…The current 76 pupils would be joined 
immediately by scores more Muslims who have yearned for a school for so long (Saeed blog, 2006). 

The above statement appeared on Osama Saeed’s blog in 2006. Saeed44 was the Scottish 

Muslim advocate who led the campaign to publicly fund Islamic schools in Scotland. In Scotland, as 

we have seen, public funding of faith schools is determined at the local level. In 2006, the Glasgow 

City Council announced that they would be closing several primary schools in Glasgow and 

consolidating them into one school. Many in the Muslim community there saw this as an 

opportunity to convert one school that had a high percentage of Muslim students and convert it into 

an Islamic school. While Willowbank Primary School only had 76 students (nearly all who were 

Muslim), advocates believed that if converted into an Islamic school, another 100 students would 

                                                
44 Saeed now works for Al-Jazeera in the United Arab Emirates. 
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enroll, making the school viable. A “Muslim Schools Campaign” was launched, with various Muslim 

organizations supporting the proposal.  

Despite a strong effort from campaigners to save Willowbank, the Glasgow City Council 

opted to keep with the original plan of school closures. The Muslim campaign was not deterred and 

set its sight on a Catholic school—St. Albert’s—where 90 percent of the student population was 

Muslim. Again, Muslim advocates put together a strong campaign to convert St. Albert’s into an 

Islamic school. The Glasgow City Council dismissed the application, claiming that there was not 

sufficient demand for a publicly funded Islamic school. It was clear that anxieties regarding 

sectarianism influenced the rejection. A freedom of information request revealed that a primary 

concern of the council was the “social isolation” of the Muslim population through faith schools. 

Muslim advocates voiced frustration with the finding (The Scotsman, 2006). As Osama Saeed noted: 

“it’s disappointing that they haven’t raised these concerns with us up until now; the issue has always 

been presented to us as a proof of demand, which we are confident we can do” (The Scotsman, 2006). 

Subsequently, the campaign came to a halt. Since then, there have been no efforts to appeal for 

public funding of Islamic schools. 

Muslims never received public funding for Islamic schools. The church-state template in 

Scotland remained entrenched and path-dependent since the last significant change in 1918. Church-

state settlements are indeed why Muslims have not received public funding for Islamic schools. 

Unlike the formal union between church and state in England, the church-state template in Scotland 

is an informal union.  

Within civil society, the intense focus on anti-sectarian initiatives over a long and sustained 

period of time (beginning in 2006), and the lack of consistent advocacy for the campaign of Islamic 

schools, certainly shaped debate in the public sphere. Last, while not at the forefront for explaining 

the outcome, Scottish public attitudes towards Muslims are mixed and understanding of Islam are 
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poor. If there were overwhelming support for Muslims and Islamic schools, perhaps the policy 

response would be different. These factors explain the path-dependent approach that has resulted 

with respect to public funding of Islamic schools. So how does Scotland measure in regards to 

public funding of Islamic schools? 

Table 4.4 
Accommodation of Islamic Schools 

Categories 0 0.5 1 

Funding for Islamic Schools X   

Control of Religious Instruction in Curriculum X   

Control of Enrolment X   

 

Simply put: Scottish Muslims still do not have any publicly funded Islamic schools. Scotland 

receives 0 out 4. 

Accommodation of Muslim Minorities in Public Secular Schools 

 [Regarding] Religious Education: there is believed to be some discrimination against the Islamic faith, 
and even errors in some textbooks. A desire for comparative religion over any specific creed to be 
taught. 

The above statement appeared in a memo to the Chair of the Scottish Conservative Party, 

Sir James Goold in 1986 from the Deputy Chairman of the Scottish Conservative Party, Sir Donald 

MacClean. A copy was also sent to the Scottish Home Secretary of State, Malcolm Rifkind. The 

contents of the letter discussed a meeting that MacClean had with Muslim advocates in Glasgow 

(Letter to James Goold, The National Archives of Scotland ED48:2447). As in England, demands 

for accommodation for Scottish Muslims began in the 1980s. It was revisited again with Scottish 

authorities in 1990. In that year the Islamic Centre in Glasgow requested a meeting with Scottish 

bureaucrats in the education department to discuss concerns regarding accommodation for Muslim 

students in public secular schools. The catalyst for the meeting was new legislation introduced by the 
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Scottish Conservative government in the House of Commons at Westminster which allowed for 

parents to “opt-out” from the local education authority and create self-governing schools. 

Theoretically, this could mean the creation of faith schools, including Islamic schools. While the 

premise of this legislation reflected the Conservative Party’s effort to provide more choice for 

parents and schooling throughout the United Kingdom,45 Muslim advocates in Glasgow saw the 

legislation as leverage in their struggle for accommodation within the public secular school system: 

Scotland’s Muslim Community is mobilizing to win Islamic Education for their children. School 
boards are their first target, but if winning control there fails to bring about fundamental changes to 
the curriculum, Muslims are prepared to ‘opt-out’, however reluctantly, of local authority education. 
(Rankine, 1990, The National Archives of Scotland: ED48/2655) 

Muslim advocates believed that a stronger presence of Muslims on school boards would 

ensure changes in religious education. Changes to religious observation were also demanded, with 

Muslim advocates calling for a “review of The Education Act, in relation for assemblies, multi-faith 

chaplaincies and prayer spaces and recognition of the 2nd annual religious festivals” (School Boards: 

Discussion with Islamic Centre 1990: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2655). Advocates 

also asked that religious education curriculum reflect new forms of religious diversity, through the 

use of the term “religious communities” instead of “churches” in documents (School Boards: 

Discussion with Islamic Centre, 1990: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2655). Yet as noted 

earlier, advocates were not mounting an organized campaign. As one education official noted, “they 

are a long way from getting their act together and lobbying in any particular direction” (School 

Boards: Discussion with Islamic Centre, 1990: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2655). 

In tracing the slow and partial institutional change to accommodate Muslims, one can look 

to the processes of drift and layering. As in England, this section will examine religious education 

and religious observation in two sections.  

                                                
45 This was reflective of the Conservative government’s approach to schooling at the time, as was discussed in 

Chapter 2 on England. 
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Religious Education 

In the late 1960s, the treatment of religious education in public secular schools hit a boiling 

point. The stipulations concerning religious education from the 1872 Act were still intact, but in 

schools religious education was being left by the wayside. There were concerns that religious 

education was outdated, and did not reflect a post-enlightenment era (Matemba, 2014). Religious 

education policy was in drift. To address this problem, the Scottish minister of education (in an 

unprecedented move) ordered a commission to re-assess the state of religious education in Scotland. 

Headed by psychologist Dr. William Millar, the 1972 Millar Report made four recommendations, 

one of which is relevant here: Religious education needed to actually focus on education and not on 

indoctrination. Included in this assessment was that Christianity should not be the only, or primary, 

focus in religious education. The curriculum should also include other faiths and philosophies 

equally (Whaling, 1980).  

The Millar report triggered a number of initiatives by the local education authorities to 

rectify some of the discrepancies in the religious education program. Although there were some 

improvements in this area and the report laid down essential groundwork, “it would take several 

years before meaningful changes were introduced to [religious education]” (Matemba, 2014, p. 558). 

The concern was reflected again in a 1987 ministerial correspondence from the Home Education 

Inspection Office regarding religious education: “there is perhaps a general feeling that despite these 

developments46 religious education has been marginalized due to the emphasis on science, technical 

and vocational education” (Hawke, 1987: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2447). The 

correspondence went on to note the characterization of Scottish society by some as secular and 

multicultural, suggesting “this would have important implications for religious education” (Hawke, 

1987: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2447). A report released in 1986 titled Learning and 

                                                
46 The author is referring to the changes made after the 1972 Millar Report. 



 
 

125 

Teaching in Religious Education highlighted the stagnant state of religious education in Scotland, 

with there being no clear direction about religious education in public secular schools “and what it 

was seeking to achieve” (Pickard, W., 1989: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2710). 

Clearly, not much had changed since the 1960s. Religious education was still drifting, with the 

outcomes not reflective of the legislative intent. 

Significant changes began to happen in 1987, when the Scottish administration published a 

paper that considered various pedagogical approaches to teaching religious education. This was 

followed a year later with the appointment of a review group that “proposed an ethics-based neo-

confessional framework” for religious education (Matemba, 2014, p. 558). This proposal reflects the 

important political context at the time. The Conservatives were in power and the minister in charge 

of education—Michael Forsyth a Thatcherite47—sought to update the religious education curriculum 

to mirror Thatcher’s own nationalist agenda that focused heavily on Christianity. 

At this juncture, bureaucrats began meeting with stakeholders, including religious bodies. 

Forsyth was dismissive of including minority faiths: “while we must be sensitive to other religions, 

we were a Christian country and the approach should be to get Christianity across” (Bellfall, 1989: 

The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2461). A draft curricular grew out of the proposal, with 

the department hoping for a more definitive policy on religious education to offer local education 

authorities. The draft curricular was being developed by bureaucrats who wanted to ensure “that the 

offering of Christian observation and instruction has been adapted to reflect important social 

changes regarding religious belief and practice” (Banks, 1989: The National Archives of Scotland 

ED48/2655). In this context, Forsyth expressed frustration over the lack of effort by the Church of 

Scotland to become involved with the process at all (Glasgow Herald, 1989: The National Archives of 

Scotland ED48/2710). In the end, a variety of stakeholders, including minority faiths were consulted 
                                                
47 For more information on Michael Forsyth’s impact on Scottish public policy as a committed Thatcherite, see 

McEwen (2005). 



 
 

126 

(Matemba, 2014).48 

There was concern with how the curricular would be implemented. Although religious 

education was outside the state’s purview in Scotland, there were worries that Forsyth would 

attempt to legislate the subject. Indeed, he did consider doing this, thereby overturning the national 

tradition of the country (TESS, 1989: The National Archives of Scotland ED48/2710). But he opted 

not to. In the end, the Scottish Education department released a definitive policy on religious 

education in 1991, titled the 6/91 Curricular, stressing “that RE should be based on Christianity [as a 

tradition in Scotland] although also advising as necessary that schools could add other religions 

depending on the religious mix of children” (Matemba, 2014, p. 559). 

This is a marked difference from England, where local education authorities were required 

by law to teach two additional religions depending on the local composition of the area. In that same 

year, guidelines were published that outlined what Scottish schools may teach regarding religious 

education, titled—“Christianity, Other World Religions and Moral Values.” While not mandatory, it 

was aimed to expand the religious education curriculum in a manner that represented the changing 

composition of Scottish society, while still emphasizing Christianity. It is worth noting the name of 

the guideline policy. Whereas in England, the recognition of non-Christian minority faiths was 

characterized as “multi-faith,” in Scotland, their characterization as “Other” caused dismay amongst 

non-Christian religious minorities. Complaints were registered that this further marginalizes their 

religion in the classroom (Matemba, 2015). 

Forsyth did not legislate the policy into law, nor change the existing policy to accommodate 

new forms of religious difference, nor create an entirely new policy. Rather, the curricular was 

layered onto existing policy regarding religious education. Forsyth did not have the political clout 

                                                
48 Representatives of Mr. Forsyth did see Muslims regarding the opting out legislation, and also did hear 

concerns about the curriculum and needs of Muslims in public secular schools. However, it can be questioned to what 
extent these non-Christian communities were consulted regarding reforms as they were taking place. It is one thing for 
an advocate to express concerns about his community, it is another entirely for the political elites to take him seriously.  
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nor the backing of the Scottish public to legislate the policy into law. To do so would have 

overturned Scottish traditions dating back to the 1872 legislation. In effect, the state opted to layer it 

on top of existing policy. More importantly, the policy itself did not alter fundamental features of 

religious education, such as taking away the power of local education authorities and schools to 

determine religious education or implement the policy itself.49 

What are the consequences of this policy? One consequence has been significant unevenness 

in the treatment of Islam in religious education. Complicating matters is that many schools either 

allow religious education to fall by the wayside, rely on proxies such as “social citizenship” or 

“charity education” in lieu of religious education, solely focus on Christianity, or rely on external 

resources to teach non-Christian religions (Matemba, 2015; El-Nakla, 2008). In one report, parents 

(both Muslim and non-Muslim) noted that in some non-denominational schools the convictions of 

the religious education teacher (mainly Protestantism or Catholicism) is the focus of study, and/or 

the teacher is not qualified to teach about non-Christian minority religions. In fact, there were 

obvious errors and conceptual inconsistencies amongst the teaching of particular faiths (Riddell et 

al., 2008b). Muslim parents have also expressed concern about the lack of sensitivity from teachers 

regarding this issue. In 2008, a resource centre for Muslim women in Scotland, interviewed a 

number of Muslim mothers across Scotland regarding religious education in schools. One woman in 

Edinburgh commented: “I have asked the head mistress if an outside agency can come in and 

discuss issues about Islam, but she has not really been interested.” A parent in Dundee noted: 

“Schools could do more to educate about Islam, tolerance and respect not only in Primary but in 

Secondary too” (El-Nakla, 2008, p. 13). 

In addition to these concerns, other parents expressed frustration over the Islamophobia 

that their children have experienced, as well as fears that ignorance of Islam breed disrespect. The 
                                                
49 It should be noted that while guidelines were suggested to local authorities, they were always followed 

(Matembi, 2015). 
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co-authors of the report argued that “Islam, as the second largest religion in Scotland should be 

included as a core part of the faith teaching in Scotland” (El-Nakla, 2008, p. 13). Moreover, the 

report suggested that schools needed to re-examine their curriculum to ensure that diverse religious 

traditions were being accurately represented. In 2013, the resource centre took matters into their 

own hands, providing short lessons on Islam to classes across the jurisdiction to educate Scottish 

students about Islam (Daily Record, 2013). While it is a positive sign that teachers were asking for 

these visits, the larger issue still looms; the religious education curriculum is failing to address Islam 

properly if at all. The layering of policies has generated conflicting practices and unsatisfactory 

outcomes. 

Religious Observation 

The template for religious observation can also be traced back to 1872, and was last 

reaffirmed in 1980 legislation. Changes began in the late 1980s with Minister Michael Forsyth. 

Similar to religious education, Forsyth wanted the religious observation curriculum to reflect an 

emphasis on Christianity. Like religious education, religious observation was falling by the wayside in 

schools, drifting from the original intention of the template. With Circular 6/91, Forsyth was 

successful in echoing the Education Reform Act in non-denominational schools, “religious 

observance must take on a broadly Christian character. But where appropriate schools may wish to 

organize special acts of observance for particular religions” (The Scottish Office, 1991, p. 1). Again, 

this was just advice that the department was providing for the local education authorities, but it did 

recognize the changing social composition of Scottish society. The new policy did not have the 

impact that Forsyth had hoped for. In 2000, a report by the Home Inspection Agency for Education 

noted that many Scottish non-denominational schools were not providing religious observance 

(Scottish Executive, 2004). The policy remained in drift. The report noted that “head teachers were 
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finding difficulty in taking account of the guidance contained in the Circular and of the intentions of 

legislation dating back to 1872, in ways which were meaningful in the social, cultural and education 

context of today” (Scottish Executive, 2004, p. 1). 

In 2004, the Scottish Executive appointed an advisory group to review religious observance 

in non-denominational schools. Ultimately, the recommendations included: recognition that 

organized worship in non-denominational schools should reflect “a range of activities offered for 

example by religions, groups, chaplains and other religious leaders” (emphasis mine; p. 2); second, the 

chaplaincy in each school should be composed of religious leaders and participants that reflect the 

diverse range of the school—but local authorities and schools would determine what that meant; 

and finally, schools should ensure that appropriate spaces for observation are available (for example, 

prayer spaces). 

In 2005 the government introduced Circular 1/2005, which reflected the advisory groups’ 

views. The Glasgow City Council guidelines on religious observation reflect the recommendations, 

but also noted that the role of the chaplaincy must be at the invitation of the school. Thus, the 

school determines who can actually participate in leading religious observances. The guidelines state 

that all are treated with integrity, “Christians and non-Christians” (Glasgow City Council, 2009, p. 9). 

Interestingly, the Glasgow City Council guideline makes no mention of non-Christian communities. 

The city has the largest multi-faith population, and yet there is no discussion of multi-faith 

communities. To put it pointedly: in an effort to update the religious observation guidelines, historic 

Christian traditions still took centre stage.50 The updating of the religious observance curriculum 

implicitly reflects the sectarianism preoccupation that remains prevalent in the city.51 

That said, other forms of Muslim accommodation in public secular schools are occurring. In 

                                                
50 This is in contrast to religious education policy in England that had heavily incorporated faith minorities into 

their reports. 
51 While initiative for anti-sectarianism was not implemented until 2006, discussions began much earlier. 



 
 

130 

Glasgow, the local city council has sought to ensure that specific needs are met within the public 

secular schools. This includes working with a specific catering company that has a Halal kitchen, and 

ensuring there are prayer spaces allocated at schools. This policy came into play after extensive talks 

with the various faith groups, including Muslims, in the early 2000s. In addition, students are 

permitted to wear the hijab (Glasgow City Council Employee, 2013). Similarly, Riddell et al. (2008a) 

found that in a school in Edinburgh Muslim parents and staff were able to negotiate Muslim girls’ 

right to wear the veil. Another need that is addressed is allowing for reduced physical education 

routines during Ramadan. 

This accommodation has tended to be informal, and occurs only in some schools. None of 

the city councils that have sizeable Muslim populations had more formal religious accommodation 

templates that spoke to meeting the particular needs of minority faiths. While the Glasgow, 

Edinburgh, and Dundee City Councils did have special exemptions for food, there was no specific 

reference to faith.52 This is in stark contrast to the accommodation templates readily available to 

address the needs of Muslim students in the England.53 

In sum, the outcomes regarding the accommodation of Muslim minorities in public secular 

schools has been shaped by a slow and partial institutional change process that has shifted between 

long periods of drift and occasional efforts of layering. The existing church-state template still 

retains integral features that impact outcomes, such as local authority control. With respect to 

factors that trigger institutional change, the role of political actors has been most important. In this 

case, Forsyth, the Conservative minister for education, begrudgingly allowed for the inclusion of 

minority faiths in the curriculum, at the behest of the Scottish bureaucracy. While the minister 

sought to emphasize Christianity, bureaucrats sought to reflect a more inclusive program. That said, 

                                                
52 Given the smaller populations of Muslim in these cities, it could be that certain demands for accommodation 

is done on a case by case basis—for example, wearing of the headscarf at school.  
53 It should be mentioned that it was very difficult trying to find Muslim advocates to speak to, of which I had 

no success.  
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the changes were not far-reaching or dramatic. Christianity was still emphasized and treatment of 

non-Christian religions marginalized.  

In sum, accommodation is happening, but slowly and partially. Thus, how does Scotland 

rank in the accommodation of Muslim minorities? 

Table 4.5 

Accommodation of Muslim Minorities in Secular Public Schools in Scotland 

Categories 0 0.5 1 

Islam in Religious Education  X  

Prayer Spaces  X  

Islamic Dress   X 

Halal Food  X  

 

In the case of Scotland, there is unevenness in how Muslims are being accommodated in 

public secular schools. Regarding the cities that do have Muslim populations, it is curious that there 

are no templates that specifically address the needs of religious minorities—especially Muslims.54 

The demands listed in Table 4.5 get a score of 0.5, since there is not consistent or uniform 

practice on accommodation. As was demonstrated above, some parents are happy with the 

accommodation, but there are inconsistencies in terms of what is actually being taught. If Islam is 

being taught, there are a number of schools outsourcing for assistance.55  

Moreover, the relationship between Muslim communities and the school system seems to be 

tenuous, and local authorities have not provided specific templates to address accommodation of 

minority faiths. The onus is still very much on Muslim communities to press for their needs in each 

school. In this regard, not much has changed since 1990. The situation in England is quite different. 

                                                
54 With respect to the Glasgow City Council, there is a template regarding religious observation, but no 

mention specifically of Muslim communities. This will be discussed in the outcomes section. 
55 AMINA has visited over 100 classrooms since 2013.  
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Where there are high concentrations of Muslims, local education authorities have templates 

(produced with the help of Muslim organizations) that gives schools direction on how to proceed 

with the accommodation of Muslim minorities. While there are still some problems with 

communities that have small Muslim populations, cities such as Bradford, London, and Birmingham 

have strong accommodation policies. The equivalent in the Scottish case is Glasgow, and there is 

nothing comparable in terms of guidelines for Muslim minorities. That said, there have been 

proactive efforts with accommodation regarding dress and food, which has been the product of 

Glasgow City Council working with Muslim communities (Glasgow City Council Employee, 

Personal interview, 8 August 2013). As result, Scotland receives a score of 2.5 out of 4. 

The story of the accommodation of Muslim minorities in Scotland provides interesting 

insights. The historic church-state template, entrenched within the Scottish institutional fabric, 

reveals complexities. First, Scotland has a unique church-state model: the informal union. Here the 

national church plays a nominal role, and where a minority denomination—Catholicism—plays a 

central political role in education. While the Catholic Church is powerful, it is also insecure and 

defensive. It does not advocate on behalf of Muslim minorities. Second, sectarianism is not a relic of 

the past, but a live issue, generating emphasis on the Scottish version of community cohesion. Third, 

the concentration of power, which rests with the local government to determine public funding for 

Islamic schools and shape the curriculum for religious education and observation, is central to this 

story. With respect to the public funding of Islamic schools, Glasgow City Council did not 

accommodate reinforcing the current entrenched template. 

Regarding accommodation in public schools, institutional change did occur, albeit very 

slowly and partially. This process is best described through the processes of drift and layering. There 

were long periods when the formal rules and informal practises were not updated to reflect changing 

social conditions. When the template was updated, changes occurred through layering. A variety of 
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factors come into play that shapes the outcome for Muslim minorities: public attitudes and 

conception of national identity, the role of civil society actors, and historic churches and political 

parties. What stands out as the most impactful, however, are anti-sectarian organizations and the 

role of political parties. As a result, Islamic schools remain privately funded, and accommodation in 

public secular schools is slow and partial.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ONTARIO 

Accommodation on the Sly: 
 Muslims in Ontario Confront the Politics of Stealth56 

The story of how Muslim minorities in Ontario are accommodated in the education sector is 

a complicated one, comprising many threads. The historical church-state template in Ontario is 

unique for two reasons. First, public funding of Catholic schools in Ontario, entrenched in the 

Canadian Constitution, was adopted at the founding of the federation in 1867. Second, historically, 

Protestant churches had lobbied successfully for Christian indoctrination in public schools. As 

Ontario’s ethno-cultural and religious composition diversified, however, religious minorities sought 

to change this traditional church-state template. However, accommodation with public secular 

schools only came through the courts after the entrenchment of the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms in the Canadian Constitution in 1982. Religious minorities also sought the courts’ 

permission to obtain public funding for faith schools, but to no avail. If change were to occur, it 

would have to be through political channels, but that channel has been blocked. As it stands, Islamic 

schools have not yet secured public funds, despite high demand and strong advocacy efforts. Why?  

Ontario is the heartland of multicultural Canada, but the emphasis on integration is 

powerful. Politicians have operated on the assumption that accommodation of difference in 

common public institutions is highly sensitive. Indeed, the 2007 provincial election proved that 

public funding of faith schools is powerfully divisive. The Liberal Party framed faith schools as a 

threat to social cohesion, and successfully mobilized the electorate against the idea, winning an 

election they were widely expected to lose. So effective was this strategy that Muslim advocates no 

                                                
56 This reference originally came from Ken Battle’s piece “Social Policy by Stealth” (1990). The author of this 

thesis (gratefully) borrows it for the chapter’s title.  
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longer push public funding for Islamic schools as a priority. Muslims have achieved partial 

accommodation in public schools though legal strategies pursued in alliance with better placed civil 

society organizations. Yet even here, advances have been partial and have proceeded largely below 

the public radar. Religious accommodation guidelines, created by the Toronto District School Board 

(TDSB)—the most diverse school board in the province—while available to the public, were not 

published or widely disseminated. The fear of public backlash is the primary reason for this quiet 

strategy. This hesitation to openly publicize religious accommodation reflects a politics of stealth by 

the province. This is accommodation on the sly.  

Social Change: Muslims in Ontario and Demands for Accommodation  

After the introduction of race-neutral immigration policies in the 1960s, Canada saw an 

influx of Muslims settle in the jurisdiction. Ontario has the highest percentage of Muslims in 

Canada, comprising 3.1 percent of the provincial population. The majority of Muslims reside in the 

two largest cities in the province: Toronto and Ottawa. The 2011 National Household Survey 

estimated that Muslims represent about 7.7 percent of the Toronto population, about 424,925 

individuals, and 5.5 percent of the Ottawa population approximately 66,850 people. These 

communities are diverse, and the ethnic composition in each city differs. In Toronto, for example, 

the Muslim population is primarily composed of Indian, Pakistani, Egyptian and Iranian ethnic 

groups. In Ottawa, Lebanese and Somali communities primarily comprise the Muslim population, 

followed by South Asians.  

Catholic schools are the only faith schools in Ontario to receive public funding. This has not 

deterred the demand for Islamic schools, which is quite high. The Ontario Ministry of Education 

reported that approximately 2,240 children (eligible for both primary and secondary schools) were 

enrolled in private Islamic schools in 1999. In 2005, Statistics Canada and the Ministry of Education 
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estimated that the number had risen to 3,500 Muslim students (Zine, 2000, p. 73). This comprises 7 

percent of the total population of Muslim students in elementary and secondary institutions (Zine, 

2000, p. 273). In 2010, the Ontario Association of Islamic Schools estimated that there are 

approximately 50 Islamic schools in the province, all privately funded. However, as we shall see, 

public funding for religious schools became a controversial issue in the 2007 provincial election, and 

the divisiveness of this issue impacted Muslim advocates in a significant way: funding for Islamic 

schools was simply dropped as a top priority.  

Muslims have also made substantial demands in public secular schools. This has included 

clothing, prayer spaces, and dietary restrictions (Mahmud, Personal interview, 7 December 2013) 

While there is variation regarding how cities and school boards address accommodation, the 

demands have remained consistent since the 1970s.  

Muslim organizations have a strong presence in Ontario, and many focus on the sphere of 

education. Table 5.1 identifies the different Muslim organizations in the province: 
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Table 5.1 

Muslim Organizations in Ontario 

Name of Organization Date Founded Description 

Muslim Education Network, Training 
and Outreach Service (MENTORS) 

1996 A not-for-profit Muslim organization that provides 
professional support to Muslim schools, teachers, and 
students and seeks accommodation for Muslim students 
within the public school system. 

Ontario Islamic School Association 2010 An umbrella organization for Islamic schools that provides 
a network of professional services such as psychologist 
and counselling services, speech and language pathologists 
and special education experts to Islamic schools. 
Moreover, the organization would advocate on behalf of 
Muslim schools on issues such as the tax system, legal 
concerns, and funding questions as well.  

Islamic Federation of Schools 1980s Represents the concerns of Muslims in the sphere of 
education. Was quite active in the 1990s and early 2000s. 
Took the Ottawa Board of Education to court for failure 
to accommodate Muslim holidays. 

Canadian Muslim Council 2002 Responsible for providing services to Muslim 
communities. Islamic schools are a central focus. 

 

While the focus on education is clear, it is important to understand the reasons. In the mid-

1990s, Muslims became more involved in education advocacy starting with their indirect 

participation with the Adler v. Ontario case which sought public funding for all faith schools (for 

more on the cross-faith coalition for faith school advocacy, see Mintz, 2013). The Multi-Faith 

Coalition for Equity in Education—an advocacy group which sought public funding for all faith 

schools—had intervener status in the Adler case, and was representing many religious minorities 

including Muslims. This was a turning point for Muslims in education advocacy, and their 

participation in cross coalition advocacy. 

It is interesting to contrast Ontario with the other three cases. One major difference is the 

reliance on a judicial strategies pursued through the courts. Since the adoption of the Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms in 1982, religious minorities have primarily sought accommodation or redress 

in education via the courts. And while some cases have been successful, others have not. But the 
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wider struggle of religious minorities created opportunities for Muslim groups to form important 

alliances, as we will see later on in the chapter. In order to understand how such claims have been 

accommodated, it is important to start with Ontario’s historic church-state settlement. 

Historic Church-State Settlement 

Ontario is still a predominantly Christian province, despite immigration settlement: In 2011, 

the Christian population comprised 64.6 percent or 12,651,795 people followed by 23.1 percent or 

2,927,790 of Ontarians not having any religious affiliation. Muslims represented the next largest 

religious group at 4.6 percent, that is, 581,950 people. Hindus comprise 2.9 percent of the 

population or 366,720 people; the Jewish community is at 1.5 percent or 195,540 people. Buddhists 

comprise 1.3 percent of the population or 163,750 people; traditional Aboriginal Spirituality at 0.1 

percent or 15,905 people, and other religions at 0.4 percent of the population (Statistics Canada, 

2011 National Household Survey). 

Church-State Settlement 

Ontario’s church-state template emerged through a lengthy historical process in which 

different churches were powerful at different times, leaving their imprint on different dimensions of 

the settlement. In the case of public funding of faith schools, it was the funding of Roman Catholic 

schools that had shaped the outcome over time. In the case of accommodation in public schools, it 

was Protestant churches that shaped the templates.57 Thus, the resulting church-state settlement in 

Ontario is best captured by the weak historic church model. Presently, only the Catholic Church 

holds any meaningful influence in education, and non-Christian religious minorities are left to 

navigate a complex historical terrain when seeking accommodation.  

                                                
57 As we will see, these issues were addressed in the Ontario courts, and ultimately, changed.  
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Education 

The manifestation of Ontario’s church-state template filters through the sphere of education. 

This section examines how the confederation secured funding solely for Catholic schools in Ontario, 

and how a bloc of Protestant churches, desperate to retain influence and power, successfully lobbied 

for Christian instruction in public secular schools during WWII. It is this template that Muslim 

minorities confronted when seeking accommodation. 

The trajectory for public funding of faith schools in Ontario can be traced back to the pre-

confederation era. This is a distinctive case, in part because aspects of the church-state settlement 

are explicitly set out in the Constitution of the country thus making it hard to change. The 

foundations of the church-state settlement in education were laid down during the first seven 

decades of the 19th century in Canada, a period in which Ontario’s political and constitutional status 

also changed repeatedly. In 1791, the Constitutional Act saw the establishment of two separate 

colonies: Upper Canada in the west, which was largely an English-speaking majority, and Lower 

Canada in the east, which comprised a French-speaking majority. In 1840, the Act of Union unified 

Upper and Lower Canada into the United Province of Canada. There would be one single legislature 

where the former provinces would have equal representation. Nevertheless, Canada East and 

Canada West “functioned as culturally distinct provinces—the one pre-dominantly French and 

Catholic, the other mainly English and Protestant” (Russell, 2002, p. 16). The double majorities of 

the system produced political instability in myriad ways. By the early 1860s, political deadlock 

rendered the legislature ineffective, and was one of the triggers for renewed constitutional 

negotiations that resulted in the 1867 British North America Act. Key to these negotiations was the 

treatment of minority rights in Lower and Upper Canada. Pre-existing arrangements regarding 

minority faith schooling were to be respected: “the denominational schools of the Protestant 

Minority in Quebec, and the Catholic Minority in Ontario, would continue to function on the basis 
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already provided for in the law” (Russell, 2002, p. 26). It is this unique arrangement that recognized 

Catholic schools in Ontario for public funding.  

How did this arrangement in Ontario come to be? Egerton Ryerson was a key figure in 

engineering Ontario’s education system. Ryerson was a devout Methodist who was dedicated to 

non-denominational common schooling, and several pieces of legislation that fundamentally altered 

Ontario’s education system came to fruition under his power. In 1843, the Act for the 

Establishment and Maintenance of Common Schools in Upper Canada did several fundamental 

things. First, it separated “educational governance” in Canada West from Canada East. Second, the 

legislation established three principles: secular central governance, non-denominational schooling, 

and separate schools for denominational minorities.  

The Act also prohibited students being forced to read from any religious book or taking 

instruction against the wishes of their parents (Manzer, 1994). While separate schools were 

recognized, Ryerson believed that the common schooling system would be the popular choice and 

separate schools would peter out. That said, when, in 1849, the government passed an Education 

Act that secularized common schools and abolished separate schools, Ryerson refused to implement 

it and submitted his resignation. The government officials relented. In 1850 a new Act co-authored 

by Ryerson—the Hincks Act—affirmed the non-denominational nature of common schools and the 

minority rights of separate schools. In 1853, under Ryerson’s persuasion, separate schools were 

given an equal share of provincial school grants (Manzer, 1994). 

This is the legislative framework that was embedded in the 1867 British North America Act, 

generating “a constitutional guarantee” protecting existing denominational schools. These provisions 

were part of the grand political compromise that made the creation of the Canadian Confederation 

possible. As a result, legislation regarding faith schools in place in 1867 could not be revoked after 

Confederation without constitutional change. Moreover, the lack of ambiguity in the Constitution 
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was also important. Unlike England and Scotland, the legislation in Ontario was not open to diverse 

interpretations. As we shall see, the courts were to confirm that constitutional protection was limited 

to the Catholic schools in Ontario and the Protestant schools in Quebec, and it was only pre-

existing legislation regarding denominational schools that mattered. When other religious minorities 

came to seek public funding for faith schools, they found that the existing church-state template was 

not in their favour.  

Other aspects of Ryerson’s legacy were revised in an important way in the 1940s. The Drew 

Regulation, created in 1944, dramatically shifted the church-state template in public education. 

Introducing religious instruction into schools, the Drew Regulation exposed religious minorities to 

Christian teachings in the public schools. Ontario Premier George Drew’s Conservative government 

revised Regulation 13 of the General Regulations, Public and Separate Schools, to the following: 

a) Subject to the Regulation, two periods per week of one-half hour each, in addition to the time 
assigned to religious exercises at the opening of school, shall be devoted to religious education. 
b) Religious Education shall be given immediately after the opening of school or immediately before 
the closing of school in either the morning or the afternoon session. 
c) Instruction in Religious Education shall be given by the teacher in accordance with the course of 
study authorized for the purpose by the Department [of Education], and issues of a controversial or 
sectarian nature shall be avoided. 
d) By resolution of the School Board, a clergyman or clergymen of any denomination, or a lay person 
or lay persons selected by the clergyman or clergymen, shall have the right, subject to the regulations, 
to give Religious Instruction, in lieu of a teacher or teachers.58 (Sable, 1999, p. 2) 

At first glance this regulation might seem permissive: There is no clear indication as to what 

religion is to be taught, and there is an exemption for children to be removed from class. There are 

two points to note however. First, prior to the Drew Regulation, there was no formal legislation 

mandating religious education in public schools. Ryerson explicitly made this clear. This differed 

from religious exercises, which had been a part of the school curriculum since the 1816 Common 

Schools Act of Upper Canada. Religious exercises were held during school hours, but students could 

be exempted (Sable, 1999). With the Drew Regulation, it became mandatory for all public secular 

                                                
58 This regulation only pertained to elementary school education, not secondary school. 
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schools to teach religious education in Ontario.59 Second, while there was no specific mention of 

what faith was to be taught, it was implied that Protestant Christianity would be the focus. Catholic 

schools in Ontario were publicly funded, and religious education for the largest Christian minority in 

the province was addressed.  

The push for the instatement of formal religious instruction came from the Protestant 

churches, reflecting the result of a confluence of factors particular to the political and social context 

of the day. First was the declining social role of Protestant churches in Ontario. While once an 

integral component of Ontario society in the 19th and early 20th centuries, by the 1930s, churches 

were struggling financially (Bramadat & Seljak, 2013; Sable, 1999). Compounding matters was the 

lack of unity amongst the Protestant churches that precluded any efforts to solve such problems 

cohesively. Of particular concern was the waning influence that these churches were having on 

youth. The Protestant churches once comprised a powerful force, where its “influence was not to be 

denied” (Sable, 1999, p. 7). But, well into the 20th century, its power was diminishing and the 

churches were left scrambling (Sable, 1999). 

The second factor was the international context. The rise of Hitler and Nazi Germany was a 

turning point for the Protestant church leaders. Here, the Protestant churches were able to agree on 

one thing: that the decrease of spirituality needed to be rectified (Sable, 1999). One way to ensure 

this was to push for a more aggressive religious instruction program in the public schools during 

school hours. This way all students would be exposed to the teachings of Christianity. Protestant 

leaders in certain constituencies began to teach religious instruction in schools, but this was not a 

comprehensive solution. There was a need for political intervention and a political leader who would 

be interested in taking up religious education as a political cause.  

                                                
59 It should be noted that while instruction was mandatory, school boards had the option to opt out of the 

religious instruction. But, if schools opted to teach religious education and perform religious exercises, it had to be done 
within the parameters outlined in the Drew Regulation. 
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George Drew was that political leader. Drew became leader of the Conservative Party at 

Queen’s Park in 1938. A devout Anglican, Drew saw the development of a democratic Ontario 

modeled on England.60 In this vein, a healthy democracy was indeed linked to Christianity. In 1943, 

Drew was elected premier and began to enact changes to the religious education program. Inspired 

by England’s Butler Act, Drew pushed the regulation through the legislative process. Drew’s focus 

on religious education was not without criticism. Leader of the Ontario Liberal Party and former 

premier, Mitchell Hepburn, called the regulation “sectarian” and accused Drew of disrespecting the 

freedom of the public to follow their conscience without interference from the province. Regardless, 

the Drew Regulation was passed (Sable, 1999). 

The Drew Regulation was meant to expose Ontario’s youth to Protestantism through 

indoctrination. Clearly, religious instruction in public (i.e., non-Catholic) schools would have a 

Protestant bent. Moreover, all schools were obliged to offer it, unless their school boards opted out. 

The Drew Regulation became part of Ontario’s church-state model. The weak church hybrid model 

reflects the shifting power dynamic in Ontario history. The Protestant churches’ efforts to re-assert 

their relevance in an increasingly secular society were the catalyst for the Drew Regulation. That said, 

not all Ontarians embraced the change: While the province in 1944 was not as diverse as it was at 

the end of the 20th century, there were still non-Christian populations. The struggle to repeal the 

Drew Regulation would stem from these advocates and would carry on for the next 46 years.  

Factors that Mediate Institutional Change 

The outcome of the tension between Muslim demands and the historic institutional order 

was shaped by a set of intervening factors that shaped the politics of the issues and the policy 

responses that eventually emerged. This section examines three critical factors: the national identity 
                                                
60 Of note: Critics were suspicious of Drew’s sincerity regarding formalized religious instruction in public 

schools. The Drew Regulation coincided with the premier’s plan to increase cocktail bars in Ontario. To the surprise of 
many, Drew did not get much resistance from church leaders (Sable, 1999). 
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of Ontarians and their attitudes towards immigration and immigrants, civil society organizations that 

mobilized around these issues, and the response of political parties towards these issues. 

Diversity Policies and National Identity and Attitudes on Immigration and Immigrants: 

To understand why Muslim minorities have received institutional accommodation, we must 

consider the role of national identity and public attitudes towards immigration and integration as a 

key component. The section proceeds in three parts: First, it reflects briefly on the constitutive 

norms of Ontario’s political culture. Second, it considers Ontarians views towards immigration and 

integration. Lastly, it discusses Canada’s multiculturalism policy and Ontario’s institutional 

manifestation of that policy. 

Ontario has a unique political culture that makes it distinct from the other provinces in 

Canada. Noel (1995) provides five key “operative norms” that explain how Ontario’s political 

culture has developed: (a) the imperative pursuit of economic success; (b) the assumption of pre-

eminence; (c) the requirement of managerial efficiency; (d) the expectation of reciprocity in political 

relationships; and (e) the balancing of interests.  

The assumption of pre-eminence is relevant for this project. As Noel writes, “one of the 

more curious norms of the Ontario outlook…is that Ontario is naturally entitled to a position of 

pre-eminence in any Canadian economic or political context of importance” (Noel, 1995, p. 57). 

This was attributed, in part, to Ontario’s sheer size but also to its “Upper Canadian past,” where 

Loyalists were “a people uniquely favoured by the British government…[and it was not long] before 

they came to see themselves as well as ‘a people highly favoured by God’” (Noel, 1995, p. 57). This 

belief was held well after Confederation by the Upper Canadian elite, and was reproduced by 

Ontario’s successive premiers. Perhaps most ardently by Premier Oliver Mowat who “when the early 

constitution of Confederation proved confining…[stated] either Confederation would have to 
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change or it would have to go” (Noel, 1995, p. 58).  

Ontario was a leader in the battle to establish a more decentralized federation in the early 

20th century, affirming its supremacy over its own resources and economic development, as well as 

the territory that now comprises northern Ontario.61 What is key here is that elites saw the province 

as exceptional, and this shaped the relationship with Ottawa. Ontarians then “preferred to see their 

interests and Ottawa’s as basically compatible” (Noel, 1995, p. 58). No other province feels this way. 

As we will see, this preference is still very much reflected in the attitudes of Ontarians towards their 

provincial and federal governments.  

Another important component is that unlike the other provinces, Ontario’s political culture 

and norms never cemented along “codified formulaic abstractions that are characteristic of more 

ideationally based political cultures” (Noel, 1995, p. 65). This is one key aspect why immigration in 

the province did not clash with the historic political culture of the jurisdiction, but rather 

strengthened it (Noel, 1995).62 Wiseman (2007) does note that the relationship between Ontario and 

Ottawa did change after 1985, when the approximately 40-year Tory reign ended in Ontario. 

Premiers Peterson, Rae, and Harris had more tumultuous relationships with the federal government, 

but this never was reflected in Ontarians’ strong sense of attachment to their national identity.  

Ontarians are not known for a strong attachment to Ontario. As Wiseman (2007) points out, 

only Ontarians “feel closer to their federal than their provincial government” (p. 206). Moreover, 

Ontarians demonstrate more “affection” for the federal government than any other provincial 

populations. These attitudes have held fairly consistently over time. In the 1990s Ontarians 

                                                
61 Mowat’s demands clashed ferociously with Canada’s first prime minister, John A. Macdonald who sought to 

centralize power in the federal government, and essentially turn the provinces into glorified municipalities. For an 
account see Ibbitson (2001).  

62 There is more to this discussion, including what Noel points out as all the operating norms retaining 
relevance over time by evolving like a “double helix-like intertwining political and economic aspirations” (p. 65) The 
point here is that Ontario’s political culture was neither static nor cemented to reflect a particular ideology, but rather, 
given the flexibility of the operational norms, the culture evolved and grew to reflect the province’s changing social 
context, including huge influxes of immigration.  
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demonstrated weaker provincial identity and stronger national identity than other Canadians. In 

2000, Ontarians expressed less trust in their provincial government than in the federal government. 

In 2005, a substantial majority of Ontarians felt their province was given the respect it deserved by 

the federal government (Wiseman, 2007). In 2010, only 4 percent of Ontarians identified more with 

their provincial identity than with the federal government (Mendelsohn & Matthews, 2010). This 

view was echoed again in a 2015 IRPP study, where researchers found that Ontarians (including 

visible minority populations) were still aligned more with the federal government than the provincial 

one (Bilodeau et al., 2012). 

How receptive are Ontarians towards immigration and immigrants? Jedwab (2009) notes 

when asked if immigrants should be encouraged to retain their traditions and customs, 14.5 percent 

of Ontarians strongly agreed, whereas 30.7 percent somewhat agreed. This was in contrast to 23.1 

percent of Ontarians somewhat disagreeing, and 19.9 percent strongly disagreeing. Additionally, 29.1 

percent of Ontarians have favourable opinions of immigrants whereas 42.8 percent had a somewhat 

favourable opinion. This was in contrast to 10.5 percent having a somewhat unfavourable opinion 

and 4.0 percent having a very unfavourable opinion. Ontarians were generally supportive of having 

immigrants in the country: 11.4 percent strongly agreed, 20 percent somewhat agreed, 24.7 percent 

somewhat agreed, and only 28.2 percent had a very unfavourable view. Bilodeau et al. (2012) 

examined the attitudes of native-born white populations in Ontario towards racial diversity. On the 

whole, there is acceptance. For example, on a thermometer scale measuring positive attitudes to 

racial diversity, Ontarians measured 63 out of 100 in 1988, and 75 out of 100 ten years later 

(Bilodeau et al., 2012, p. 591).  

Data on Ontario specifically is limited. However, the views of Ontarians are likely quite 

consistent with those of Canadians generally. Canadians tend to agree that certain groups face 

discrimination more than others. A 2015 Environics survey confirmed that while Canadians feel 
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there is “occasional” discrimination against minority groups, certain minorities are seen as being at a 

greater risk. For example, amongst the groups seen as most likely to face discrimination were 

Aboriginal people and Muslim populations. Regarding public attitudes towards multiculturalism, 

there is strong support from Canadians. Soroka and Roberton (2010) compiled a report that took 

stock of numerous polls that surveyed Canadians on multiculturalism, discrimination and 

accommodation over the past several years. Concerning multiculturalism, Canadians are widely 

supportive. An Ipsos-Reid poll reveals that 84 percent of Canadians agree with the statement that 

multiculturalism in Canada is one of the best things about the country. A Strategic Council Survey 

confirms this, revealing that 61 percent of Canadians believe that multiculturalism strengthens 

national identity (Soroka & Roberton, 2010). These statistics are not entirely surprising, and reflect 

how central multiculturalism is to Canadian identity (Banting & Kymlicka, 2010), although research 

(Bilodeau et al., 2015) does point to a notable recent decrease in support of multiculturalism.  

Public attitudes towards Muslims paint a relatively promising picture: Canadians feel there is 

less hostility towards Muslims compared to other jurisdictions. In a 2006 Focus Canada Survey only 

28 percent believed that Canadians were hostile towards Muslims. This is in contrast to 40 percent 

or more in other countries that were included in this project. Muslims in Canada also see Canadians 

as being less hostile towards them than in other countries. Only 17 percent of Muslims feel that 

Canadians are hostile towards them, whereas in other countries the percentage is at 31 percent or 

more. 

What about accommodation? While Canadians are highly supportive of immigration and 

diversity compared to citizens of other leading democracies, they are equally insistent that 

immigrants blend into Canadian life rather than preserving their traditional customs (Banting & 

Kymlicka, 2010). Moreover, drawing on survey data that asked about head scarves bans in public 

schools (Soroka and Roberton 2010), when Canadians were asked if they were favourable or 
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unfavourable towards religious groups, there was a large variation in opinion. With respect to 

Christianity, 7 in 10 were either very or moderately favourable; 5 in 10 towards Judaism and 

Buddhism; 4 in 10 towards Hinduism; 3 and 10 towards Sikhism and Islam (as cited in Soroka & 

Roberton, 2010).  

Moreover, public attitudes towards faith schools are uneven. On one hand, 41 percent of 

Canadians believed that Christian schools should receive public funding. On the other hand, funding 

for Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh, and Islamic schools all received between 15 to 21 percent 

support. Moreover, 51 percent of Canadians were against publicly funded faith schools generally (as 

cited in Soroka & Roberton, 2010). This was also reflective in the attitudes Ontarians had towards 

the public funding of faith schools. Hart and Livingstone (2007) note that support to extend public 

funding for faith schools has always been in the minority. Between 1984–2004 support for publicly 

funded faith schools hovered between 25–35 percent. In 2004, a survey revealed that 7 percent of 

Ontarians wanted funding for faith schools, and 20 percent wanted financial support extended to all 

private schools.  

In 2007, a poll asked whether all publicly and privately funded schools should receive 

funding where 39 percent were willing to extend funding to both private and public schools. When 

forced to choose between funding all faith schools (including Catholic) or not funding at all, 

responses divided down the middle: 46 percent would fund all faith schools, 47 percent would fund 

none. Thus, there is a clear marker between support for multicultural diversity and support for 

accommodation.  

In sum, Ontarians’ public attitudes towards immigrants and cultural diversity are mainly 

positive, and there is no overarching ideology that shapes a rigid regional identity. However, the 

public also is strongly committed to the integration of newcomers into the culture of the province. 

In addition, public opinion towards the public funding of faith schools is clearly mixed and 
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particularly unfavourable to minorities such as Muslims. 

Despite the complexity and ambivalence in public attitudes, the federal and provincial 

diversity policies that operate in Ontario reflect a strong conception of multiculturalism. In 1971, the 

Canadian government sought to recognize multicultural integration by introducing a 

multiculturalism policy. In 1988 the Multiculturalism Act was passed in Parliament, where the policy 

was given a statutory basis (Banting & Kymlicka, 2010, p. 50). The policy manifests in two ways: 

First through a directorate in the Citizenship and Immigration Department that directs research and 

programs on a number of initiatives related to multiculturalism; second, a commitment across all 

federal ministries to address multiculturalism in their policies and programming. Last, 

multiculturalism is also institutionalized in law, through Section 27 of the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms. It is clear that multiculturalism has been embedded in a number of its policies and 

programming at the federal level, and that it is an integral component in the formulation and 

cultivation of Canadian identity. Importantly, many Canadians perceive these initiatives as part and 

parcel of Canadian national identity, as demonstrated by public attitudes. 

Ontario does have provincial institutions that address the ethno-cultural composition of its 

population. The province’s first initiative was a 1977 policy statement, followed by a statute in 1982, 

which enacted the Ministry of Culture and Citizenship Act. There are three key principles that 

Ontario explicitly or implicitly follows: First, fostering awareness and appreciation regarding the 

multicultural nature of the province, and the value of such diversity; second, encouraging 

participation by members of ethno-cultural groups in the economic, social, cultural, and political life 

of the province; and third, ensuring the preservation, promotion, and sharing of cultural heritages.  

However, the province also promotes “unity in diversity” asserted clearly in its policy as 

“encourage(s) the sharing of cultural heritage while affirming those elements held in common” 

(Garcea, 2006, p. 9). To implement these policies, Ontario set up a ministerial advisory body 
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composed of 60 members, all appointed to represent different geographic and demographic 

populations of the province. The role of the advisory board is to review the existing legislation on 

multiculturalism, provide any advice or assistance to the minister regarding multiculturalism, identify 

preferences of cultural groups, and review the activities of the provincial government, or any of its 

agencies or local authorities, which have an impact on multiculturalism (Garcea, 2006). While the 

province has infrastructure to address its culturally diverse demographic, these are institutions that 

Ontarians pay little attention to. Generally, Canadians (with the exception of Quebecers) are more 

focused on multiculturalism at the federal level. To some degree, Ontarians are not aware that these 

provincial policies even exist (Garcea, 2006). 

 In sum, the impact that national identity and public attitudes have on Muslim 

accommodation is complex and reflects potentially conflicting impulses. As a result, much depends 

on which dimension of public attitudes political actors are able to mobilize. First, Ontario’s political 

culture lacks an overarching ideology, which is reinforced by Ontarians not identifying with 

provincial identity. This also impacts how immigrants are received into the province. Overall, 

Ontarians are quite receptive. As the multicultural hub of Canada, this is important. Moreover, 

Ontario does not manifest cultural insecurity as seen in Quebec. The province’s assumption of 

superiority and dominance in the Canadian federation likely contributes to a lower level of anxiety 

about immigration. However, Ontarians also feel strongly towards integration. As we will see, that 

the Liberals were able to mobilize support for public schools was due to Ontarian’s support for 

integration. In sum, national identity and public attitudes are an important consideration of this 

story; however, the role of political parties will prove to be more integral.  

Political Agents  

In other jurisdictions, political actors and politics debates have been integral in shaping the 
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outcomes of Muslim accommodation. They mobilize particular issues and promulgate them in the 

public sphere. Advancing these ideas in the public sphere has been important in shaping Muslim 

accommodation. Political elites in Ontario were not forthcoming in changing the template. The 

political and social context of the Ontario case is important here: Unlike England, there was no 

historic church to advocate on behalf of Muslim minorities. It was the entrenchment of the Charter 

of the Rights and Freedoms that provided an institutional opening for religious minorities to seek 

the change they desired. In this context, Muslim organizations focusing on education became 

prolific. Civil society organizations sought to change Ontario’s church-state template through the 

court system, with some success. In contrast, the Protestant and Catholic churches played no role in 

advocating on behalf of religious minorities in Ontario, the former, having no role in education, and 

the latter concerned with its specific interests.  

Civil Society Actors 

This section examines two players in the advancement of Muslim accommodation in 

Ontario. First, the historic churches63 that played no positive role in shaping outcomes, and then 

civil society organizations that actively advanced accommodation for Muslim minorities. 

Historic Churches  

The Cathol i c  Church. In the case of Ontario, the Catholic Church is exceptional in 

receiving funding from the state. But as in the case of Scotland, a minority church fighting for its 

political interests was of little help in advocating for other faiths. Thus, religious minorities were left 

seeking alternative strategies to pursue funding.  

                                                
63 In the other three cases, the historic churches section included “religious communities.” Given the active 

role that religious communities have played in advocating for accommodation in this case, their role is addressed in the 
following section. 
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It is beyond the scope of this project to review the complete history of funding for Ontario’s 

Catholic schools. However, it is worth noting that there was a continual struggle for Catholic 

communities to sustain their schools throughout the 20th century. The constitutional guarantee was 

not interpreted as providing funding till the end of secondary school, since secondary school did not 

exist at the time of Confederation. In 1928 Catholic schools were able to secure funding for Grades 

9 and 10, and this was the status quo until 1984. In the 1960s, diverse immigrant populations settling 

in the province, coupled with a baby boom, saw a significant increase in the Catholic population. At 

this time, the Progressive Conservative government under Premier John Robarts and Minister of 

Education Bill Davis oversaw dramatic reforms to the education system, including the curriculum, 

funding, and management of the school boards. During this period, it became clear that the 

maintenance of Catholic schools needed to be addressed (McGowan, 2013). In 1963, the 

government increased funding for Catholic elementary schools through the Foundation Tax Plan. 

There was extensive advocacy by the Catholic community in the late 1960s, to receive full funding 

for Catholic high schools, but there was protests as a result (McGowan, 2013).  

In 1970, advocates held a rally at Maple Leaf Gardens where Bill Davis warned the crowd 

not to “hold out any false hopes” (Bradburn, 2011, p. 1) for full funding. On the evening of the 

1971 provincial election, Davis emphatically stated again that Catholic high schools would not 

receive funding. To do so would be 

tantamount to the abandonment of the secondary and post-secondary education as it exists today, in 
which the education of the student, while it reflects the ethical and spiritual values of the community, 
and while teaching respect and tolerance for all religions and creeds, remains, nonetheless, non-
denominational and non-sectarian in character (Davis, cited in Bradburn, 2011, p. 1)  

When Davis won the election with a majority, full public funding for Catholic schools 

seemed unlikely. But the story does not end there. Over the years, a professional relationship 

developed between Davis and Catholic Cardinal Emmitt Carter when the former was the Minister of 

Education and the latter was involved in Quebec’s education reforms in the 1960s. Carter was 
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instrumental in convincing the Catholic Church in Quebec to allow the state to take control over 

education. After the 1971 election, the relationship strengthened to include dinners every month, 

and the campaign for full funding of secondary schools was always in the background. Ultimately, 

Davis did extend funding for Catholic high schools in 1984. He made the announcement and then 

retired from politics, perhaps a sign of the sensitivity of the issue.  

There have been different accounts given as to why Davis changed his mind. Hoy (1985) 

states that Davis made a deal with Cardinal Carter that Catholic schools would receive full funding 

by the end of his tenure. When Davis’s political circle heard of this, they sent Davis to renege on the 

deal, on the grounds that the issue was still too divisive especially during an election. The Cardinal, 

however, did not back down and said he would denounce Davis from his Catholic pulpit. Davis 

backed down, honoured the deal, and left politics. Hugh Segal (Personal interview, 11 November 

2015), former deputy secretary to Davis, offers a different account. He contends that Davis privately 

thought the lack of full funding was unfair, that this was an issue of righting a wrong, and that there 

was no explicit deal with the Cardinal. Davis has also maintained this position consistently (Paiken, 

2008).  

After Davis had made his announcement in the legislature, he received the backing of all 

political parties. But the issue was still sensitive, and drew the ire of his traditional Protestant 

supporters (Bradburn, 2011). With the election of Liberal Premier David Peterson shortly thereafter, 

the plan for full funding of Catholic schools began. But in perhaps another sign of the political 

sensitivities swirling around the issue, in 1985 Peterson, with the support of NDP Leader Bob Rae, 

submitted the proposed Bill 30—before it was enacted by the legislature—to the Ontario Court of 

Appeal (McGowan, 2013; Corbett, 1997).  

The proposed bill would amend the Education Act in order to include the full funding for 

Catholic schools. Proponents for the bill had argued that “it merely fulfilled the province’s 
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commitment under section 93 of the Constitution Act, 1867” (Corbett, 1997, p. 64). The Ontario 

Court of Appeal and then later the SCC arrived at the same conclusion. To fully fund Catholic 

schools was simply fulfilling an obligation entrenched in the BNA Act. Opponents for full funding 

argued that the changing social context of Ontarian society no longer justified funding solely 

Catholic schools. Given Ontario’s religious pluralism, there should be funding for all faith schools 

(Corbett, 1997). However, this argument was not supported by the courts. While full funding did 

come to fruition for Catholic schools, opposition still remains (Prince & Bishop, 2014). 

What does this mean for public funding of Islamic schools? The Catholic Church is a strong 

political actor. However, it does not advocate on behalf of other minorities. Even if the Catholic 

community wanted to advocate, there is no legal pathway available, as we will see. In contrast, the 

large Protestant churches are largely absent from these battles. Due to Ryerson’s influence, 

Protestant schools do not exist, and the Protestant churches have little direct influence on education. 

As a result, the Ontario case resembles the case of Scotland. There is a strong minority church that 

has the ear of political elites, but is not in a position to assist other minorities, and there are majority 

churches that have little direct influence. Thus historic churches in Ontario continued to reinforce 

the status quo for public funding of faith schools.  

The Wider Civil Society Alliance: Groups and Cases 

 Civil society organizations committed to challenging the historic church-state settlement and 

expanding the accommodation of difference in Ontario had few powerful champions inside 

traditional political channels, and therefore pushed for change through the court system. As we have 

seen, this is quite different from the England case. While Muslims played a role in these changes the 

first religious organization to pave the path for change was the Jewish community, supported by 

major civil liberty organizations, and a loose coalition of parents. This section examines the major 
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groups that led the process, and turns to an examination of court cases that specifically addressed 

religion in education. 

The Canadian Jewish Congress (CJC). 

Established in 1900, the CJC had campaigned against the Drew Regulation since 1944, 

lobbying the minister of education hard for its revocation. However, the CJC also had reservations 

on being too vocal, concerned that many Ontarians would see them as instigators of a religiously 

divisive issue. Within the CJC, many wondered whether the revocation should be pursued at all. The 

majority of Jewish children were in urban centres. By the 1970s, some major school boards were 

ignoring the regulation. Why push the issue? The impact of the regulation was most felt in rural 

areas. As a result, the fight for the revocation of the Drew Regulation was not a consistent one for 

the CJC. For example, it also pushed for public funding of Jewish day schools. The CJC was faced 

with a dilemma, pointed out by Minister of Education Robert Welch: How could one advocate for 

the reversal of the Drew Regulation while supporting public funding of faith schools, which would 

require doctrinal classes? The CJC therefore let the Drew Regulation efforts sit until the public 

funding advocacy was settled. After the implementation of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the 

CJC surveyed Jewish families living in rural areas about pursuing court action, and many were 

hesitant. This, combined with the CJC’s desire not to be the public face on this issue, left the field 

open for another organization to challenge the Drew Regulation in court (Sable, 1999). 

The Canadian Civil Liberties Association (CCLA) 

Established in 1960, CCLA has a high success rate in taking on difficult cases and winning 

them. The Drew Regulation was no different. As a young lawyer, Alan Bovoroy provided legal 

research for the CJC on the Drew Regulation, but there was very little legal recourse available. After 

the implementation of the Charter, Bovoroy began collecting evidence—mainly from religious 
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minority parents—to challenge the Drew Regulation. The CCLA eventually teamed up with two 

Bah’ai parents living in Elgin County who sought to challenge the regulation. It was this pairing that 

would see the Regulation overturned.  

Multi-Faith Coalition for Equity in Education (MCEE). 

Established in 1993, the MCEE was a broad coalition for various religious groups including 

Muslims, Sikhs, Greek Orthodox, and Jewish advocates. The MCEE was quite active in pursuing 

public funding for faith schools, and had intervener status on two cases before the courts: Adler v. 

Ontario, and Bal v. Ontario. The MCEE was also active in lobbying the minister of education in 1999, 

and again in 2002, for public funding of faith schools, but to little avail.  

Parents. 

The final participants in the loose coalition were parents, who were essential to gaining 

standing in the courts. For example, the case of Zylberberg v. Sudbury Board of Education (1988), which 

sought to overturn the Lord’s Prayer regulation in Ontario, was brought to court by a group of 

parents from Sudbury representing different beliefs. The focus on Sudbury highlights the 

rural/urban divide regarding religion in schools, an issue that the CJC had to address within their 

own membership. By the 1980s, urban school boards had dropped the Lord’s Prayer in schools, but 

this was not the case in rural areas. This would be an example of an ad-hoc coalition created for a 

brief period of time in order to achieve a particular end. It is the only case where it was a group of 

parents—with no affiliation with an advocacy or civil liberties association—sought to instigate 

change to Ontario’s church-state template.  

Thus, civil society organizations relied on a judicial strategy, bringing the issues to court. The 

court cases will be examined next. 
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Religious exercises: Zylberberg v. The Sudbury Board of Education (1988) 

As we have seen, religious exercises have been part of the public school curriculum since the 

19th century. Moreover, the requirement for such exercises still retained supporters in the province 

late into the century. In 1979, Premier Davis faced a controversy when it was discovered that in lieu 

of religious exercises, the TDSB was opting for a moment of silence. Many Ontarians responded 

with anger. Davis and his minister of education, Bette Stephenson, were deluged with letters in 

support of the Lord’s Prayer in schools. In a letter to the head of the TDSB, Davis asked her to re-

consider her position:  

I simply do not believe that a period of silence would fulfill the purpose for which our predecessors 
felt it was right to include the Lord’s Prayer…I believe that the Lord’s Prayer is important to that set 
of values and that it in fact could be continued in the school system without at all threatening a 
society which makes tolerance, freedom and cultural diversity its tenets. I do not believe I am being 
old fashioned when I state to you my belief in the need for a spiritual basis to our society. I personally 
remain opposed to any move that would erode that basis for in so doing I believe we jeopardize not 
only an important aspect of the society we know today but that of future generations as well. (Davis, 
1979, Ontario Archives B700391) 

In the end, the Davis government issued an edict stipulating that the Lord’s Prayer must be 

recited for religious exercises. Many school boards, however, chose to ignore it “including 

Toronto’s, which offer(ed) teachers a list of selected reading from many religions” (Speirs, 1987, 

Ontario Archives B700348).64  

In 1988, a group of parents, consisting of Jewish, Muslim and atheist parents sought to re-

visit this issue through the courts. In Zylberberg v. The Sudbury Board of Education, the applicants argued 

that religious exercises were an infringement of Section 2(a) of the Charter, which guarantees 

freedom of conscience and religion. While the Sudbury Board of Education agreed that religious 

exercises were an infringement, it did not matter as “such a denigration of minority rights was 

insubstantial” (Dickinson & Dolmage, 1996, p. 369). The Ontario Divisional Court ruled in favour 

                                                
64 Although Speirs does note that the further away one gets from Toronto, the more likely one will hear the 

Lord Prayer’s in schools (Spiers, 1987, Ontario Archives B700348). 
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of the school board, but the applicants were not deterred and sought an appeal. As one parent 

stated, “I’m sure our case would have been successful if the bench that had heard our case would 

have reflected the multi-religious aspect of Ontario” (St. Pierre, 1986, Ontario Archives B70038). 

Another parent expressed a similar sentiment rather eloquently: “[We] are not anti-religion. All we’re 

trying to do is drag Ontario into the 1980s” (St. Pierre, 1986, Ontario Archives B70038). 

At the Ontario Court of Appeal, the findings were that the denigration of minority rights 

was not insubstantial, and that the exemption clause sought to stigmatize minority students. Thus, 

the regulation in the Education Act addressing religious exercises—Section 28—no longer had 

effect (Dickinson & Dolmage, 1996; also see Magsino et al., 2000). While religious observation 

would be permitted in public schools, it could not favour one particular faith. 

Religious Education: CCLA v. Elgin County (1990) 

When the Canadian Jewish Congress (CJC) looked into fighting the Drew Regulation 

through the courts before 1982, it came up empty-handed. There was very little to rely on, in terms 

of legal recourse. Unlike the first amendment in United States’ Constitution, there was no Canadian 

equivalent that stipulated a clear division between the church and state. While the Bill of Rights was 

created in the 1960s, advocates did not feel secure enough to bring the case to the courts. The Bill of 

Rights was not part of the Constitution, and an unsympathetic judge could easily dismiss the case.  

Second, in the late 1960s, Minister of Education Bill Davis ordered a review of religious 

education in Ontario. The commission released the Religious Information and Moral Development 

Report which noted the following:  

1. The program exposed students to Christian doctrine from very early grades 
and promoted the clear implication that the Christian religion was on a 
higher plane than other religions. 

2. The exemption provision was not a solution to the rights of minorities, 
serving only to discriminate against them. 
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3. Even if the present course was reasonable at its inception, the province’s 
demographics had changed from a predominantly Christian society to a 
pluralistic one, rendering the course unsuitable in 1960s Ontario (MacKay 
Report, 1969). 

While the CJC was pleased with the report, no changes came to the religious education 

program. Minister of Education Bill Davis was hesitant to remove the Drew Regulation, as it would 

leave “a vacuum” where religious education was now in place. Davis told the CJC that religious 

education had become so embedded in the public school system it could not simply be cancelled. 

There needed to be another—agreed upon—program to replace it. At that moment, there was none. 

Thus, the CJC had its hopes dashed for any meaningful changes in the religious education program 

(Sable, 1999). The tide changed in 1982 when the Charter of Rights and Freedoms was entrenched 

in the Canadian Constitution. Included in the Charter was a clear stipulation on the freedom of 

conscience and religion—Section 2(a). Opponents of the Drew regulation saw their chance. The 

applicants, however, did not include the CJC.  

Instead, the Canadian Civil Liberties Association (CCLA) partnered with two parents from a 

rural Ontario jurisdiction—Elgin County—who chose to fight the regulation.65 The Canadian Civil 

Liberties Association v. Elgin County School Board was first brought to the Ontario Divisional Court 

where it was dismissed. The CCLA avoided arguing that religious education was unconstitutional, 

but rather insisted that the “Drew Regulation had no legislative purpose other than the promotion 

and inculcation of majoritarian Christian religious beliefs” (Sable, 1999, p. 293). The court ruled 

against the applicants. However, the Ontario Court of Appeal overturned the decision of the 

Ontario Divisional Court in 1990. The court agreed with the applicants that the Drew Regulation 

was meant to indoctrinate pupils, which infringed on the Charter (Dickinson & Dolmage, 1996). In 

the case of Elgin County, there was a clear sense that the purpose was indoctrination.  

                                                
65 The parents—of Baha’i faith—were unhappy that their child was having nightmares about burning in hell, 

which she was taught in her religious education class.  
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While the struggle for the revocation began with the CJC, it ended with the CCLA. The 

Drew Regulation was deemed illegal, and a completely—non-confessional approach—to religious 

education emerged. This will be explored later in the chapter.  

Religious Holidays: Islamic Federation of Ontario vs. the Ottawa Education Board (1997) 

This case differs from the previous cases on one important ground. Whereas the other two 

were challenging entrenched curriculum regulations set in the 19th and early 20th century, this 

complaint was based on religious holidays, not curriculum. In 1994, the IFO was set to install two 

Muslim holidays in the school calendar, and have them recognized as statutory holidays. The 

organization argued that the school board could assign two professional days to align with two 

Muslim holidays each calendar year. That way Muslim students would not have to miss instructional 

days. Both the Divisional Court and the Court of Appeal ruled against the IFO stating that that 

Christmas and Easter were not Christian holidays but secular pause days. Thus, schools were under 

no legal obligation to provide holidays for other religious minorities; it was at the discretion of the 

school boards to do so. To this end, any changes would have to be achieved through political 

channels. 

Funding of Faith Schools: Adler v. Ontario (Minister of Education) (1994) and Bal v. 
Ontario (1994) 

This case challenged the provincial government’s refusal to fund all faith schools. The 

applicants argued that lack of funding was a violation of Section 2(a) of the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms, which guaranteed freedom of conscience and religion. Moreover, since the province 

required compulsory attendance at school, families had little choice but to send them to secular 

schools. Further, the applicants argued that the province’s lack of public funding for private faith 

schools was an infringement on Section 15(1) of the Charter, which guaranteed equal benefit of the 
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laws.66 Parents who sent their children to Roman Catholic schools or to public secular schools 

benefited from not paying tuition. In sum: The requirement for compulsory attendance, combined 

with the requirements of financing their children’s education, placed them at a disadvantage with 

regards to their faith (Dickinson & Dolmage, 1996).  

The Adler case worked its way through the Ontario court system and eventually made it to 

Supreme Court of Canada (SCC). In the ruling of the Ontario Court of Appeal, the court argued 

that the parents were free to excuse their children from compulsory schooling as long as there was a 

suitable alternative. The court deemed that such alternatives existed in the form of home-schooling 

or private schools. Moreover, the court stated that the parents were complaining of “state inaction” 

exemplified by the lack of public funding for private faith schools. This lack of action cannot 

infringe on the Charter; only “state action” can. Lastly, the court ruled that the question was whether 

Ontario funds private schools, and it does not. Thus, this was not an issue of faith schools being 

singled out.67 Rather this question of funding was a political one rather than a legal one (Dickinson 

& Dolmage, 1996). When Adler reached the SCC, the majority ruled in favour of the province, 

stating, “Ontario’s public funding of Roman Catholic Schools does not open the constitutional door 

for other religious groups” (Magsino et al., 2000, p. 98). Thus, the Adler case reinforced the existing 

church-state template, where it was solely Roman Catholic schools that received public funding in 

Ontario.  

Prior to the Adler case, individual school boards were able to provide funding to religious 

schools in their jurisdiction, and some school boards had elected to do so. After Adler, the provincial 

                                                
66 Two things to note: first, that Section 29 of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms explicitly states that the 

Charter cannot challenge arrangements for denominational schooling determined in the BNA Act. Therefore the 
argument presented by advocates needed to be a bit more creative in making the case for funding, given this particular 
stipulation. In other words, the argument that Catholic schools receive funding, therefore other faith schools should be 
funded, could not be applied here. Second, while the applicants for the case were parents, there was full support from 
the CJC.  

67 This issue of funding private schools is far more relevant in Quebec. This will be discussed in the next 
chapter. 
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government no longer allowed school boards to fund separate independent schools. Bal v. Ontario 

sought to challenge this change. Led by a group of Muslims, Sikhs, Reformed Christians, and 

Mennonites (all affiliated with the MCEE), the case went to the Ontario Court of Appeal. It was 

dismissed. The judge ruled that overturning the regulation would “undo what the Ontario Court of 

Appeal has decided on Zylberberg, Elgin County, and Adler…[and thus] the effective legal secularization 

of the public schools cannot countenance the applicants ambitions for religious schooling within a 

public system nor support for religious schools with public funds” (Magsino et al., 2000, p. 98). In 

effect, the legal door to seek public funding for faith schools was firmly shut. 

What do the outcomes of these court cases reveal here? Dickinson and Dolmage (1996) note 

that the outcomes of these cases signalled the complete secularization of Ontario’s education system 

by the judiciary. The outcomes of these cases also reflected that individual liberties (Elgin County, 

Zylberberg) were favoured by the court, whereas group rights (IFO, Adler, Bal) were not. If religious 

minorities wanted to seek group rights, they would have to find a different route. 

In conclusion, the role of civil society organizations is integral to shaping outcomes for 

Muslim accommodation. In regards to public secular schools, advocates were quite influential: Two 

regulations that espoused Christian indoctrination were removed, and replaced with alternatives that 

reflected Ontario’s multi-faith society. Less successful was the attempt to expand funding for all 

faith schools.  

As a result, the ruling in the Adler case firmly made the question of public funding for faith 

schools a political matter. It is important to point out the connection between the number of 

Muslim organizations focusing on education and the legal secularization of public schools in 

Ontario. The court made it clear in their verdict of Adler, Bal, and IFO that religious minorities could 

not make group claims through the court system. If such accommodation were to occur in public 

schools, it would happen through political channels. Ontario has the most Muslim advocates 
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focused on education, either through organizations or through coalitions. Perhaps because 

advocates know there is no legal recourse available for accommodation, their public presence is 

prolific.  

Despite the rebuff on public funding of faith schools, it is important to underscore that out 

of all the cases, Ontario is the case where religious minorities have spearheaded change through legal 

channels. In England, it was the archbishops in the House of Lords that were instrumental for 

instigating change. In Scotland, Scottish bureaucrats, and in Quebec, it is political elites and civil 

society organizations. In this regard, religious minorities have been prolific in education advocacy, 

thus the number of Muslim organizations involved is not that surprising.  

Political Parties 

Political parties employ particular frames in their approach to immigration and immigrants, 

and the question here is the nature of the frames employed by parties, at key times, for Muslim 

accommodation in Ontario. The focus in this section is three political parties during their time in 

government, beginning with the National Democratic Party (NDP) in 1990.  

Two patterns emerge in this examination. First, two parties, the NDP and the Progressive 

Conservative Party, employed multiculturalist-universalist frames to varying degrees, when 

addressing integration of religious minorities. In the case of the NDP, it was a full embrace. With 

the Conservative Party, the framing was more indirect. However, the most serious controversies 

regarding religious accommodation took place during the Liberal Party’s tenure in government, and 

the Liberal Party’s approach was not reflective of a multiculturalist-universalist approach. 

The NDP government led by Premier Bob Rae was elected in 1990. The NDP’s approach to 

cultural diversity and integration was planted firmly in the multiculturalist-universalist frame. In July 

1992, the NDP government amended the Education Act to include an Anti-Racist and Ethno-

cultural Equity Education Policy. This legislation required school boards to implement anti-racism 
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and ethno-cultural equity policy and programs, to address systemic barriers that hinder students’ 

access to a complete and equitable education (James & Wood, 2005). A Cabinet round table on anti-

racism was created and the staff for the Ontario Anti-Racism Secretariat was expanded (Carrington 

& Bonnett, 1997). Moreover, the Toronto District School Board, responsible for the most 

religiously and culturally diverse education system in the province, implemented procedures to “deal 

with the removal of biased material from the curriculum” (Carrington & Bonnett, 1997, pp. 104–5). 

The changes enacted by the NDP coincided with the increase of accommodation requests for 

Muslim minorities in public secular schools and the creation of the religious accommodation 

manual. Clearly, the NDP’s framing of integration was inclusive and open to religious diversity.  

After the defeat of the NDP in 1995, the Progressive Conservative Party came to power. 

During his premiership, Mike Harris sought to address the public funding issue of faith schools. In 

2000, the Tories introduced the Equity in Education Act Tax Credit (Bill 45) to allow parents who 

enrolled their children in private schools to receive a partial tax credit for tuition. Parents would be 

able to claim 50 percent of private school tuition, up to $3,500 per child. In effect, Tories sought to 

indirectly fund faith schools through the taxation system. Advocates such as the Multi-Faith 

Coalition for Equity in Education, the Canadian Jewish Congress (CJC) and the Ontario Alliance of 

Christian Schools (OACS) were in strong support of this bill (Ben Jaffer & Anderson, 2003). 

Despite the lack of support from the Liberals and the NDP,68 the Act passed in June 2001 

(McClellan, 2012), with the objective of full implementation by 2006 (Ben Jaffer & Anderson, 2003). 

Despite the unpopularity of the bill, the tax credit for faith schools is an example of the 

Conservative Party—to some extent—taking a multiculturalist-universalist framing to integration. 

With funding indirectly through taxation, the Conservatives were attempting to address what 

advocates saw as an injustice.  

                                                
68 Both parties claimed that it would be financially unfeasible to sustain this.  
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The promise of the tax credit did not last long with the election of the Liberal Party under 

Dalton McGuinty in 2003. Premier McGuinty faced a number of religious accommodation 

controversies during his tenure. However, the McGuinty government did not engage with 

multiculturalist-universalist framing. Rather, their approach reflected a more integrationist frame. 

Shortly after the Liberals were elected, they scrapped the tax credit for private school tuition. As a 

result, a faith-school advocate filed a grievance with the United Nations Human Rights Commission 

(UNHRC), complaining that the Roman Catholic children in Ontario were entitled to attend 

publicly funded Catholic schools, yet this right was not extended to other religious minorities. The 

UNHRC delivered their decision in 2005, siding with applicant, citing that Ontario must eliminate 

discrimination on the basis of religion in the public funding of faith schools (McClellan, 2012). 

However, UNHRC directives are advisory rather than obligatory, and the Liberals simply refused to 

enact any changes. Representatives from the Multi-Faith Coalition for Equity Education met with 

Education Minister Gerard Kennedy to recommend viable methods to publicly fund all faith 

schools, but the status quo remained (McClellan, 2012).  

The Liberals were forced to address another religious accommodation controversy in 2004. 

The issue of religious arbitration became an intense flashpoint, capturing the attention of the media, 

a whole range of advocacy groups, and political elites. In 2003, a retired lawyer Syed Mumtaz Ali 

created the Islamic Institute of Civil Justice (IICJ) which sought to mediate family law cases for 

Muslim families. According to Ali, this was allowed under the 1991 Arbitration Act and those who 

considered themselves to be “good” Muslims would have their cases settled there (Boyd, 2004). 

Unsurprisingly, these remarks set off a firestorm in the media. In one respect, there was a 

considerable amount of misinformation in the public sphere: many believed that the Liberals had 

recently introduced legislation that would extend arbitration to Islamic principles (Boyd, 2004). 

There were also misunderstandings regarding the nature of the Arbitration Act itself. The legislation 
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allowed religious groups to opt for arbitration that would make decisions under the principles of 

their particular faith. Many religious minorities, including Jewish populations, Evangelical Christians, 

and Ismaili Muslims, had taken this route for years. In the arbitration process, the couples have the 

court enforce the arbitration agreement.  

The backlash concerning Ali’s remarks led McGuinty to ask his Attorney General Michael 

Bryant and the minister responsible for women’s issues, Sandra Pupatello, to examine the issue more 

concretely. The two ministers asked Marion Boyd, a former attorney general of Ontario under the 

NDP government, to assess the situation (Korteweg, 2006). Her report, Dispute Resolution in 

Family Law: Protecting Choice, Promoting Inclusion (Boyd, 2004) made a series of 

recommendations. The report argued that arbitration for religious minorities should continue, but 

that the province should amend legislation to introduce safeguards, especially for women. Despite 

the detailed recommendations, McGuinty did not heed the report. Several months later he declared 

that there would be “one law for all Ontarians” (Korteweg, 2006, p. 50), and that the right of all 

religious groups to seek faith-based arbitration would be eliminated. 

How does this impact the accommodation of Muslim minorities? McGuinty’s decision to 

cancel faith-based arbitration puzzled many—as Simmons (2010) in a Toronto Star op-ed article 

wrote, “exactly why he took this decision is not clear.” The decision cancelled a legal practise that 

had been serving religious communities for a decade. However, the intense media scrutiny and 

public debate surrounding faith-based arbitration primarily focused on the potential oppression of 

Muslim women.69 Given how intense the scrutiny was, and that Ontario is home to the largest 

multicultural population in the country, McGuinty apparently sought the least controversial route.  

Regardless of the reasons why McGuinty chose this route, the decision clearly did not reflect 

                                                
69 There has been extensive scholarly debate regarding the representation of Muslim women by some feminist 

groups and the media on this issue (see Syed, 2012; Razack, 2008). 
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a multicultural-universalist frame.70 Under the banner of a “law for all Ontarians,” it eliminated 

religious accommodation, and many religious minorities were suddenly left out. While the decision 

did not directly impact Muslim accommodation in education, it did foreshadow the Liberal Party’s 

response to a controversy that would bubble up in the 2007 provincial election: the public funding 

of faith schools. 

During the 2007 provincial election, Tory Leader John Tory announced his support for 

funding all faith schools. This was meant to address three issues. First was the gap in funding for 

faith schools. Catholic schools receive full public funding; all other faith schools do not. Second, 

whereas the tax credit under Harris would indirectly support faith schools, it would benefit wealthy 

families most. Tory focused direct funding of faith schools to avoid this problem. Third, the 

provision of public funding would ensure that all faith schools would teach the Ontario curriculum 

with accredited teachers. When the issue of funding unfolded in the press, it became the wedge issue 

of the election. The Liberal Party immediately voiced opposition to the plan. On one hand, the 

Liberals claimed that it was financially unfeasible and the province could not sustain it. On the other 

hand, the Liberals took the position that providing funding for faith schools would erode social 

cohesion in society. As Dalton McGuinty stated: 

It’s one of those issues where I’m hoping to grab Ontarians by the earlobes and say, ‘It’s not just 
another election, it’s not just business as usual, it’s about the kind of Ontario that you want…I don’t 
think that Ontarians believe that improvement or progress is defined as inviting children of different 
faiths to leave the publicly funded system as we know it and go to their own schools. I think that takes 
us backwards. (Ferguson, 2007) 

Then minister of education, Kathleen Wynne, reinforced the line:  

Mr. Tory wants to pitch us into a debate about dividing our kids and, I think, attacking the social 
cohesion of this province…we cannot afford to do it socially, we cannot afford to do it 
financially…this plan that Mr. Tory has put forward will not promote social cohesion. (CBC News, 
2007) 

The stance that the Liberals took on faith schools was a marked departure from McGuinty’s 

                                                
70 Tariq Modood has stated that McGuinty’s decision regarding the faith-based arbitration controversy was the 

least favourable to promoting multiculturalism in this situation (Personal interview, 18 June 2013). 
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previous stance on this issue. Bernie Farber, chief executive officer of the Canadian Jewish Congress 

(CJC), pointed out that in both 1998 and 2001 McGuinty had expressed support for public funding 

of faith schools to the CJC. In an interview with the Ottawa Citizen, McGuinty said there was an 

“unfairness that [needed] to be addressed” and the issue would be “somewhere down the road” 

(Ottawa Citizen, 2007) regarding faith schools. Farber viewed McGuinty’s stance as an “about-

face….it’s not fair—it’s offensive—to link our day school system and (other) faith-based schools 

with segregation. It’s fear-mongering” (Ottawa Citizen, 2007). McGuinty’s changing position did not 

go unnoticed by the Conservative Party. Former Conservative MPP Frank Klees (Phone interview, 

12 November 2013) emphatically pointed this out in a phone interview:  

I believe this was an example of cynical partisan use against the backdrop of 9/11. There was fear-
mongering which was used by the Liberal Party of Ontario that was quite frankly offensive and in my 
opinion unconscionable. All you have to do is look at the positioning that the Liberal Party had taken 
over the years on faith-based education and ask yourself what changed over time? And it could only 
be for one reason. They chose, in a very crass manner, to use the events of the day to drive fear into 
the electorate that was never contemplated before. But, that is the way they chose to fan the flames of 
fear and that’s what it came down to.  

What of the NDP? Leader Howard Hampton made it clear that his party did not support 

extending funding to other religious minorities. The party’s approach, however, in addressing the 

issue diverged from the Liberal’s. Hampton did not frame the issue in terms of segregation, but 

rather criticized the media for focusing too much on this particular point, and not talking about “the 

real issues” related to education, such as additional resources for public schools (CBC, 2007). Thus, 

while not supportive of public funding, the approach was not overtly at the expense of religious 

minorities. In effect, the NDP avoided choosing between a nationalist frame or a multiculturalist-

universalist frame either. The party sat somewhere in the middle. 

While all the parties took different stands on faith schools, the electorate was quite unified in 

their position on this issue. Where the political parties and the public agree is that all private schools 

should be required to follow the provincial curriculum, hire certified teachers, and participate in 

province-wide testing in order to receive public funds. Beyond this,  
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the whole issue of which schools should be funded is caught in a long-term gridlock as far as public 
support is concerned. There is no consensus on any basic option—a single public system, the status 
quo or extending funding to all private schools. Hence there is no net public pressure for change. The 
current Conservative policy to fund faith-based private schools charts a course through a political 
landscape at odds with most public opinion on this issue. (Hart & Livingstone, 2007) 

In the end, the Liberal Party won the election many pundits expected them to lose, with 

public funding of faith schools widely seen as the deciding factor. The framing used by the Liberal 

Party was integrationist presenting faith schools as a threat to the social fabric that would segregate 

populations within the polity. It is also worth noting the parallels between this debate and that of 

Catholic schools with Bill Davis in the 1970s. In the end, Catholic schools received full funding and 

the social fabric of Ontarian society did not unravel. 71  

The governments formed by all three political parties addressed religious accommodation in 

some form. The NDP and the Conservative governments employed a multicultural-universalist 

frame that sought to accommodate religious minorities. The Liberal Party was different. Moreover, it 

is important to underscore that the three situations related to Muslim minorities, and two of them, 

related to accommodation in education specifically. In all three cases, the Liberal Party did not 

employ a multicultural-universalist frame to address Muslim accommodation.  

In sum, the role of political actors was quite vital in shaping outcomes for Muslims in 

education. The roles of civil society organizations have been key in advancing the interests of 

religious accommodation, raising the profile in Ontario. The advent of the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms provided these groups with the right environment to pursue their interests. To this end, 

there has been some success in altering the church-state template in public secular schools, but not 

for faith schools. The fight for this change had to be pursued through political channels. But the 

Liberal Party framing the issue of public funding blocked that route, mobilizing an already 

unsympathetic electorate to vote decisively against faith schools.  

                                                
71 For insightful analyses on the Liberal Party’s treatment of religious diversity and multiculturalism inside the 

Ontario Legislature see Fizet (2010) and Rayment (2011).  
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    Process and Outcomes  

The accommodation of Muslim minorities in education in Ontario is an interesting story. 

The story involves two different outcomes for the two issues examined here. In the case of Islamic 

schools, no public funding was granted. The template that had existed since 1867 has not been 

adapted to accommodate new forms of religious diversity. Thus, the story here is about path-

dependency. With regards to the accommodation of needs in public secular schools, institutional 

change has occurred, through a process of drift and displacement, albeit with a need for more 

nuance. For religious education, the process was one of drift and both gradual and abrupt 

displacement; but in the case of religious exercises, it was a sheer process of drift and abrupt 

displacement. 

Public Funding for Islamic Schools  

“I think it is a dead issue (for Muslims).” 

This quotation comes from Alimamy Bangura (Phone interview, 15 November 2013), 

director of the Muslim Education Network Teaching Outreach and Resource Service (MENTORS) 

an organization that advocates for Muslim accommodation in public secular schools, and director of 

the Islamic Schools of Ontario organization. For him, the pursuit of public funding for Islamic 

schools is a futile endeavour. The entrenched church-state template in Ontario has remained path-

dependent since the implementation of the British North America Act in 1867. The protection of 

Roman Catholic schools in Canada West was part of a political compromise that led to the 

establishment of the Confederation. Since the relevant legislation specifically referred only to Roman 

Catholic schools in Ontario, religious minorities have had difficulty using that clause in the 

Constitution to justify the extension of support to other faith schools. Moreover, they cannot seek 

to do this through legal channels. The Adler case rendered the public funding of faith schools a 
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political question. But the 2007 provincial election shut that door. Dalton McGuinty framed the 

issue as a threat to social cohesion. While his approach offended faith school advocates, it did reflect 

the publics’ attitudes towards faith schools. The outcome was unexpected for Muslim advocates, but 

they seem resigned to the reality that the quest for public funding of Islamic schools is over. The 

issue has become too volatile in Ontario. As Table 5.2 records, as a political question, public funding 

for faith schools has been answered.  

Table 5.2 

Accommodation for Islamic Schools in Ontario 

Categories 0 0.5 1 

Funding for Islamic Schools X   

Control of Religious Instruction 
in Curriculum 

X   

Control of Enrolment X   

Total score is 0 out of 3. 

Accommodation for Minorities in Public Secular Schools  

What this experience showed us is that no one is willing to listen to the minorities, especially about 
religious matters. The lower court said the Ontario Board of Education processed our application, but 
I worked with the OBE for four years, and I know they did not follow the process they normally 
would have. I was the chairman of the OBE’s multiculturalism advisory board when we found the 
board did not schedule meetings on the Christian and Jewish holy days. We said this is not fair, you 
must treat us all the same and stop scheduling board meetings on the holy days of Muslims and other 
minorities as well. It took about a year, and it had to go through the board, through committees and 
administration, and then they agreed with us [in 1990] that the board should not meet on these days. 
That was a process. 

This statement is from the Chairman of the Islamic Federation of Ontario Schools Quasem 

Mahmud (Harvey, 1997). In a 1994 interview with the Ottawa Citizen, the IFO took the Ontario 

Board of Education to court, claiming discrimination against Muslim students, because Islamic holy 

days were not recognized, and subsequently, students were not eligible for time off. This is despite 

Christian and Jewish holy days being recognized. Ultimately, the Ontario Court of Appeal ruled in 
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favour of the OBE. What this statement reflects, however, is an important theme regarding 

Ontario’s accommodation of Muslim minorities: the politics of stealth. Mahmud, much like those in 

other religious minorities in the province, grew frustrated with “politicians [who are] not going to 

listen” (Harvey, 1997) and sought recourse through the courts.  

Muslim minorities have achieved partial accommodation in Ontario public schools, but there 

is considerable unevenness. Policy-makers have avoided tackling the issues in high-profile public 

contexts and, where possible, have avoided promulgating formal rules. Rather, they have relied on a 

quiet politics of stealth in responding to Muslim requests. The result is that processes of drift and 

displacement best explain this process of institutional change. As in the England and Scotland cases, 

this section examines religious education and religious exercises.  

Religious Education 

As we saw earlier, the Drew Regulation was revoked by order of the Ontario Court of 

Appeal in 1990. However, the court decision was not a complete reversal of practise on the ground. 

Prior to the Elgin County court case, religious education in Ontario had been going through a process 

of drift and gradual displacement. As mentioned previously, the CJC was not successful in 

convincing Minister of Education Bill Davis to revoke the Drew Regulation after the Mackay Report 

in 1969. But incremental changes were already underway. By the mid-1960s, the Ministry of 

Education had turned a “blind-eye” to the fact that many school boards were not teaching religious 

education. By the late 1960s the Ministry began “to condone such neglect, allowing the religious 

manual to lapse by not reprinting it” (Miller & Gidney, 2001, p. 284). It did not completely excise 

Christian references from religious education. Indeed, students would be taught about “Christian 

ideals” but large swaths of materials about Christianity were removed. By 1975, the Ministry of 

Education had introduced a new manual that spoke solely about moral and ethics education (Miller 

& Gidney, 2001). While Davis did not revoke the Drew Regulation, there was a gradual process of 
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displacement reflecting in part the changing social context of the province. As Mahoney and Thelen 

(2009) point out, gradual displacement can occur when new policies are introduced and compete 

alongside existing ones. 

Why not just revoke the Drew Regulation? Many Ontarians were in favour of religious 

exercises and religious education. In the mid-1970s, the minister of education, Thomas Wells, 

removed “Christian” from Christian morality in the Education Act, and received 7,000 letters in 

protest (Miller & Gidney, 2001). As a result, religious education in Ontario was still in drift. In 1987, 

only 29 percent of school boards in southern Ontario were offering religious education (Matsul & 

Matyes, 1987, Ontario Archives B700348). Most school boards in the major cities of the province, 

Toronto, Ottawa, London, and Windsor were not teaching religious education, and many had not 

sought exemptions from the Ministry (Matsul & Matyes, 1987, Ontario Archives B700348). While 

incremental changes to the program were made, many school boards were not updated with the 

changes. A memo issued by a senior bureaucrat in 1985 states:  

Rapidly changing societal and educational realities would seem to demand a review…the fact remains, 
however, that although the Ministry and the Government have conducted both formal and informal 
reviews and studies of religious education in past years, there has been little concrete result from this 
activity in terms of provincial guidelines and resource materials for religious education as such. 
(Mitchell, 1985, Ontario Archives B700348) 

Thus, the years before CCLA v. Elgin County reflects incremental institutional change by drift 

and gradual displacement. The Ministry of Education quickly complied, issuing the following 

instructions: 

1) Boards of education may provide programs in education about religion in Grades 1 to 8 during the 
school day for up to 60 minutes per week. 

2) Boards of education may continue to provide optional credit courses in World Religions in 
secondary schools. 

3) Schools and programs, including programs in education about religion, under the jurisdiction of 
boards of education must meet both of the following conditions: 

 a) There must not be indoctrination. 
 b) They must not give primacy to any particular religious faith. 
4) Boards may continue to provide space before the beginning or after the close of any instructional 

program of the school day for any indoctrination religious education…boards choosing this option 
must make space available on an equitable basis for all religious groups. 
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Thus, the Drew Regulation was abruptly displaced with a policy that reflected the multi-faith 

student body of Ontario’s public secular schools. In the end, the changes were as follows: Whereas 

religious education had been mandatory and reflected a Christian bent, it was now optional and de-

confessionalized. Indeed, so complete was the removal of any reference to religion, Attorney-

General Marion Boyd sought to eliminate “Judeo-Christian” from the Education Act to avoid a 

potential lawsuit (Boyd, 1990, Ontario Archives B700411).72 While the introduction of these 

regulations better reflected Ontario’s multi-faith student body, since religious education is optional 

in public secular schools, teaching about religious education is inconsistent. Muslim advocates 

remain concerned about how Islam is represented or taught in schools (Ali, M 2013).  

In sum, the accommodation, that religious minorities experienced in public secular schools, 

was done through a process of drift, gradual and abrupt displacement. The following section will 

examine religious exercises. 

Religious Exercises 

In 1986, the Ministry of Education received a letter from a school administrator calling for 

the revocation of religious exercises. The administrator found them “archaic” and could “easily see 

parents appealing for a human rights review” if the regulation was actually implemented (Bartons, 

1986, Ontario Archives B700348). Indeed, many schools in the province were not holding religious 

exercises in the 1980s. In a phone survey conducted by the Ministry of Education, school boards 

were asked a number of questions regarding religious exercises in schools. The response to “Does 

every school use selections from the approved list?” was quite revealing. Twenty-six of the 39 school 

boards did not even have the approved list, let alone follow it (Results of telephone survey Re: 

Religious Opening Exercises, 1986, Ontario Archives B700348).  

                                                
72 The reader will remember the controversy with Thomas Wells and the removal of “Christian” from the 

Education Act in the mid-1970s.  



 
 

175 

The outcome of the Zylberberg case in 1988 finally forced the province to adapt the template. 

The provincial government removed “religious exercises” from any legislation. Later, the following 

directive was issued:  

1. All public elementary and secondary schools in Ontario must be opened or closed each day 
with the national anthem. “God Save the Queen” may be included. 

2. The inclusion of any content beyond “O Canada” in opening or closing exercises is to be 
optional for public school boards.  

3. Where public school boards resolve to include, in the opening or closing exercises in their 
schools, anything in addition to the content set out in [the] item above, it must be composed 
of either or both of the following: one or more readings that impart social, moral, or spiritual 
values and that are representative of our multicultural society. Readings may be chosen from 
both scriptural writings, including prayers, and secular writings; or a period of silence. 

4. Parents who object to part or all of the exercises may apply to the principal to have their 
children exempted. Pupils who are adults may also exercise such a right.   

The changes to religious exercises were thus significantly altered from the previous 

legislation. The template was adapted to include different prayers from an array of faiths, but, in 

order to reflect Ontario’s multi-faith society, religious exercises were completely removed.  

The abrupt displacement of the religious exercises and the consequent introduction of new 

regulations resulted in some confusion for bureaucrats and the public alike. For example, in one 

question to the Ministry of Education, one individual wanted to know if bible study during lunch 

hour was still permissible. The response was in the negative, as bible study was a form of 

indoctrination, and the lunch hour was still part of the school day (Ministry of Education, 1992, 

Ontario Archives B700411).  

Despite changes, some issues remain. Collett (2007) and Zine (2000) note that some Muslim 

students in Toronto high schools had problems getting permission from their teachers to leave the 

classrooms to pray. Another issue concerns raising awareness to parents that these guidelines exist. 

As Bangura (Phone interview, 15 November 2013) states:  

By and large the guidelines have been observed. The problem is unlike other documents (created) by 
the school boards, the [accommodation] document is not diffused to parents. The school boards 
don’t want to be seen promoting any religion. So, they won’t give the guidelines out to parents. We 
have this situation where the parents are ignorant of the documents and therefore don’t know how to 
go about seeking accommodation and so it is up to people like me—who runs a parents’ program—
who would inform them of this document. So this is the situation, and we have been working under it 
for a number years.  
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Parents echo Bangura’s sentiments. Accommodation differs from school board to school 

board, and even from school to school: As one parent noted: “it’s really completely hit or miss…If 

you ask one parent, there’s fantastic stories. And the other parent? It’s a nightmare” (Sagan, 2015). 

There is also the issue of access: I went in search of the TDSB guideline manual and could not find 

it online. Ultimately I found Durham and York regional manuals that drew heavily from the TDSB. 

What was available on the TDSB website was a two-page explanation addressing a controversy 

regarding Friday prayers in a Toronto middle school. If someone who is actively searching for these 

guidelines could not find the document, how does this bode well for parents who are not aware that 

these guidelines exist? Battle (1990) refers to the “politics of stealth” in describing how some forms 

of institutional change occurs. Key here is that changes to templates occur quietly and without 

fanfare. The wider public does not know about them, or that they are happening. While Battle was 

writing about social policy, Muslim demands seem to be experiencing the politics of stealth as well. 

Even Mahmud’s experience for staff holidays reflects this pattern. 

 Additionally, there has been variation in the way that school boards in different cities have 

dealt with accommodation requests. For example, in the Greater Toronto Area, Muslim students are 

permitted to leave the classroom to pray. This differs in Ottawa where Friday prayers happen within 

the school lunch hour (Mahmud, Phone interview, 7 December 2013). Last, regarding religious attire 

and dietary restrictions, school boards allow for the former, as long as it does not infringe on the 

safety of the students. In addition, schools are to ensure that there are options for dietary restrictions 

including a vegetarian option. It is unclear if Halal options are provided upon request. So how does 

Ontario fare in accommodating Muslim minorities in Ontario? Table 5.3 below is illustrative. 

Table 5.3 

Accommodation of Muslim Minorities in Secular Public Schools 
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Categories 0 0.5 1 

Islam in RE  X  

Prayer Spaces  X  

Islamic Dress  X  

Halal Food  X  

 

Cities with high percentages of Muslim populations are accommodating students. That said, 

Muslim advocates still note some issues. First, some students have struggled with actually accessing 

the prayer spaces (Collett, 2007). Second is the dissemination of accommodation guidelines to 

parents. Many parents have no knowledge of the policies in place since some school boards do not 

advertise them. Finally, religious education is optional and teaching about Islam can be limited. As a 

result, Ontario ranks 2 out of 4 on the accommodation scale. In sum, Ontario has ranked weakly in 

the area of public funding for Islamic schools, and average in the accommodation of Muslim 

students in public secular schools.  

The story of the accommodation of Muslim minorities in Ontario reveals some important 

insights. First, Ontario’s weak-church model does not have a dominant or established church. The 

template reflects the power of an array of churches in different historical periods. When new forms 

of religious diversity were seeking institutional accommodation, no religious institutions had power 

or influence to assist in shaping responsible outcomes. Second, Ontario’s church-state template has 

impacted public funding and accommodation in public secular schools in two ways. For the former, 

it is clear that Roman Catholics schools alone were to be publicly funded in Ontario. Despite 

attempts to have this changed through the courts, and then through politics, the template remains 

entrenched. Moreover, the historical template is likely to endure; after public funding for faith 

schools became a wedge issue in the 2007 provincial election, it became too volatile for Muslim 

minorities to pursue any longer. Public outcry was strong, and no political party would take it on as a 



 
 

178 

cause. Thus, the story here is that public funding for faith schools remains on a path-dependent 

course.  

The accommodation of Muslim minorities in public secular schools is a different story. The 

Drew Regulation was a product of Protestant Churches wanting to exert their influence on an 

increasingly secular society in the 1940s. While the social power of the Protestant churches did not 

last, the Drew Regulation did, becoming entrenched within the curriculum for years. Frontal assaults 

on the Regulation failed until formal change came through the courts in the 1980s, after the 

implementation of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Clearly, the role of civil society 

organizations, in particular the role of religious minorities, was influential in launching the court 

cases. That said, there were changes evolving underneath the surface. The religious education and 

religious exercises programs were not being followed in many school boards. In the case of religious 

education, Premier Bill Davis introduced a new moral education program, while keeping the Drew 

Regulation intact. Thus, a gradual displacement of the Drew Regulation had begun. By 1990, 

however, both the religious education and religious exercises were completely replaced with optional 

programs that were de-confessionalized and inclusive of all major religions.  

The politics of stealth has characterized the actions of political elites in Ontario. When 

pressed by the CJC to change the Drew Regulation, Bill Davis refused to make public concessions 

but was content to let a quiet process of ignoring it spread. As Qasam Mahmud noted, it was a 

bureaucratic nightmare to get two Muslim holidays observed for staff. While Muslims are 

accommodated in Ontario, it is striking that the TDSB—the most diverse school board in the 

province—refuses to publish the guidelines for fear of public backlash. Ontario is the hub of 

multiculturalism, and part of its success is maintaining a careful balance between diverse groups. 

While political elites seek to maintain the status quo, this does come at a cost for Muslims. What 

good are guidelines if no one knows about them? Muslims in Ontario confront a politics of stealth.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

QUEBEC 

Late to the Party: Muslims in Quebec Sidelined by Majority Politics 

The accommodation of Muslim minorities in Quebec follows a unique trajectory, one that is 

quite unlike the other three cases. Why and how Muslims have been accommodated in Quebec is 

significantly shaped not only by the historic church-state template, but also by timing. While some 

Muslims were settling in Quebec in the 1980s, the majority began settling in the late 1990s and early 

2000s. This places their demands in a different political environment than Muslims mobilizing in 

England (1970s), Scotland (late 1980s),73 and Ontario (beginning in the mid-1970s) in the pursuit of 

accommodation. 

Initially, the process of providing public funds for Islamic schools were simple and without 

controversy. In the late 1980s, the church-state template was expanded through the process of 

layering, with one Islamic school demanding and receiving public funding. More extensive demands 

did not pick up until 10 years later, when Muslims were confronted with a public sphere shaped by 

global political events (9/11 and subsequently the Afghanistan and Iraq wars), and intense domestic 

debates over reasonable accommodation. In both global and domestic spheres, Muslims were under 

scrutiny. The struggle to obtain public funding for Islamic schools has become a real source of 

frustration for Muslim advocates.  

Muslims have received some accommodation in public schools, but the path is complicated. 

Quebec’s historic church-state template favoured Catholic and Protestant communities in the 

education system. However, unlike in other cases, the church-state settlement was undergoing a 

                                                
73 This is for the accommodation of needs in public secular schools. Although discussion for Islamic schools 

did occur at this time, it was in the mid-2000s when efforts were actually made by Scottish Muslims, who confronted a 
similar environment. 
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major restructuring for reasons unrelated to the role of minority religions in the province. A process 

of de-confessionalization began in the 1960s, and the province remained in a slow and difficult 

transition from a confessional to a linguistic basis for education. This process was still ongoing when 

Muslims were arriving and beginning to integrate in the late 1990s. The outcome of that process had 

important implications for Muslim accommodation, but Muslim advocates had a very minor role—if 

any—in shaping this outcome. Political elites, powerful civil society organizations, and the historic 

religious communities had been grappling with these issues for decades. Majority players created the 

new religious education program, which is reflective of Quebec’s religious and cultural history. Islam 

has a minor part in the curriculum.  

Lastly, the way in which Muslims have had their religious needs accommodated in public 

secular schools is distinctive from the other three cases. In part due to the evolving church-state 

template and a sensitive political climate, demands are determined by school boards on a case-by-

case basis and with the rights legislation serving as a guide. The church-state template does not 

shape outcomes as directly as in the other cases, although the echoes of a confessional system have 

left its impact.74 

Social Change: Muslims in Quebec and Demands for Accommodation 

Muslims are an increasing population in Quebec, comprising 1.5 percent of the population 

in 2001, a 141 percent increase from 1991. By 2011, Muslim immigrants in Quebec numbered 

180,000 with Statistics Canada predicting that by 2031 Muslims would comprise 11 percent of 

Quebec’s population (McAndrew & Backshaei, 2012). Despite predictions for an exponential 

increase, the majority of Muslims have arrived in Quebec rather recently. In 2010, a leading analyst 

                                                
74 A note about sources is useful here: Over the years, Quebec had mandated a number of commissions to 

address secularism in education, reasonable accommodation in schools, reasonable accommodation in Quebec, religious 
diversity in schools and education reform.  
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concluded that 70 percent of the population have settled in the province since the year 2000 

(McAndrew, 2010), with the majority living in Montreal. Within Muslim communities, North 

Africans and Middle East populations represent the majority, with Algeria and Morocco being 

amongst the top five source countries in 2003 (McAndrew, 2010). In addition to Arab countries, 

smaller percentages of Muslims have arrived from South Asia (20 percent)and from West and 

Central Asia (15 percent; MICC, 2003; 2008 as cited in McAndrew, 2010). Thus Muslim Quebecers 

represent a cross-section of ethnic backgrounds, but the majority are of Arab origin.  

The faith-based education sector in Quebec is large and quite diverse. There are 97 Catholic 

schools, 18 Jewish schools, 11 Adventist and Evangelical schools, and three Greek Orthodox and 

Armenian schools in the province. In addition, there are nine Muslim schools, all located in the 

Montreal region. (CAR, 2012b).75 Quebec has a long tradition of publicly funding faith schools, a 

practice initially established for private Catholic schools. The standard formula provides 60 percent 

of the per-student funding provided to public schools. Three Islamic schools now also receive 

public funding, but the remaining six do not.  

Demand for publicly funded Islamic schools is high. The director of the Montreal Council 

of Muslims, Salam El-Menyawi, (Phone interview, 31 March 2014) estimates that Montreal would 

need an additional 100 Islamic schools to absorb all Muslim students. To ascertain the level of 

demand for Islamic schools, examining the levels of enrolment over time is a good indicator. For 

example, between 1999–2010 enrolment increased from 573 students to 1,928 Muslim students in 

Islamic schools. While there was a steady increase of enrolment throughout the early 2000s, a sharp 

decrease was registered in the past few years. Thus, it would seem that the increase of Muslims 

settling in Quebec is not matching the resources that the Muslim community possesses to open 

schools.  
                                                
75 This is the number of faith schools in the province. It does not represent the faith schools that receive state 

funding.  
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In 2007, the Ministry of Education released a report examining ethno-cultural and religious 

accommodation in Quebec’s school system.76 The report noted that schools received requests from 

a number of religious communities, although Christians, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Muslims tended to 

have the highest number of requests. Requests for accommodation included religious festival 

holidays, exemption from certain programs, appropriate attire, dietary restrictions, and organization 

of services. Muslim accommodation requests occurred in two major school boards: The 

Commission Scolaire de Montreal (CSDM) and the Commission Scolaire de Margeurite Bourgeoys 

(CSMB). The latter, CSMB, has the highest level of cultural and religious diversity in the province. 

Interestingly, both school boards have noted the low demand for religious accommodation requests 

from their students.77 In 2007, the CDSM reported that demands only comprised 0.3 percent of 

requests. The CSMB noted that between 2006 and 2007, there were only 20 demands made for 

religious accommodation. At the time, there were 45,000 students and 85 schools in the CSMB. This 

has not changed over time. In 2012 to 2013, with 52,000 students and 92 schools, there were still, 

more or less, 20 demands for religious accommodation.78 While exact numbers are not available for 

the other three cases, demands for accommodation in the Quebec case have been high. While 

requests for accommodation on religious grounds have not represented a large portion of the 

demands, they have posed sensitive questions for school authorities and have proven difficult to 

manage. 

The Canadian Muslim Federation (CMF) estimates that there are about 100 Muslim 

organizations in Quebec (Patriquin, 2015). Compared to the other cases, however, the Muslim 

                                                
76 This included both public and private schools, and English and French school boards. 
77 There two different categories that the school board follows regarding demands. The first is concerted 

adjustments which is considered demands that are easy to accommodate (gym wear for example); and reasonable 
accommodation which would require a more thorough process and assessment.  

78 It is worthwhile noting that the range of requests has diminished significantly in this time. In 2006, there 
were 10 different demands from three religious groups including donning the Islamic veil, exemption from swimming 
activities, prayer spaces, wearing the kirpan, and so on. In 2012–2013, there were only two demands: prayer spaces and 
exemption from certain classes. 
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organizations in Quebec are disparate and fractured, with no overarching organization that 

represents Muslim interests in the province. The CMF is one prominent organization, but has no 

staff. In comparison, Ontario’s Islamic Society of North America has seven full time employees 

(Ibid). Table 6.1 provides an introduction to some of the most prominent Islamic organizations that 

currently exist in Quebec. 

Table 6.1 

Muslim Organizations in Quebec 

Organization Year Established Objective 

Le Forum Musulman Canadien N/A Promoting integration for Muslims in Quebec 

Le Conseil Canadien des Femmes 
Musulmanes 

Montréal Chapter,1982 To maintain equity, equality, and empowerment 
for all Muslim women  

Islamic Centre of Québec 1965 Advocates on behalf of civil rights for Muslims 

Association Musulmane 
Québécoise 

2002 Seeks to serve as a bridge between Muslims and 
non-Muslims in the province 

Association des Musulman et des 
Arabes pour la Laïcité au Québec 

2012 Represents Quebecers of North African descent—
regardless of religion. Supports laïcité and the 
cultivation of common values in the province. 
*Does not identify as a Muslim advocacy 
organization. 

Conseil Musulman de Montréal/ 
Montréal Council of Muslims 

2002 Vocal in representing the interests of Muslims in 
the public sphere, including integration. 

 

Muslim organizations in Quebec are disparate and numerous, with no unified voice. 

Moreover, with the exception of two organizations, all of these organizations are relatively new, 

having been created in the 2000s, when the majority of Muslims in the province arrived. In addition, 

these organizations focus on other concerns that have dominated public discourse in the new 

millennium, such as integration, security, and terrorism. None focuses on education. As we will see, 

there could be two reasons for this. First, the province has addressed accommodation in education 

on a case-by-case basis. As a result, parents, rather than Muslim organizations, initiate appeals for 
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accommodation in education. Second, in the case of funding for Islamic schools, Muslims did not 

have to launch an advocacy campaign. The ban on funding fell for other reasons. Thus, the role of 

advocacy from Muslim organizations is muted in this sphere and, compared to other cases, had 

virtually no impact on shaping outcomes for Muslim accommodation. 

This chapter seeks to explain this pattern of funding and accommodation of Muslims in the 

education sector. As in the previous cases, we start with the historic church-state settlement.  

Historic Church-State Settlement 

The current religious composition of Quebec reflects a deeply Catholic province: According 

to the 2011 Census National Household Survey, 74.7 percent of Quebecers are Catholic; this is 

followed by 12.1 percent of the population that hold no religious belief. A variety of Protestant and 

other Christian denominations are also present, but in small numbers: 1 percent of the population is 

Anglican, 0.5 percent is Baptist, 0.4 percent belongs to the United Church, while 5.6 percent belongs 

to other Christian groups. Non-Christian faiths are a growing reality in Quebec: 4.6 percent of 

Quebecers are Muslim, 1.6 are Jewish, 2.9 percent are Hindu. 1.4 are Sikhs, and 1.3 percent are 

Buddhists. Other non-Christian groups comprise 0.6 percent (Wilkins-LaFlamme, 2014). 

Church-State Settlement 

Quebec has a markedly different historic church-state settlement than Ontario, one that 

reflects both the dominance of the Catholic Church in the French-Canadian social sphere, and the 

defensive power of the English-speaking Protestant community. The power of these historic 

religious communities within education, reinforced as it is by language politics, remained in place 

well into the 21st century, and significantly shapes outcomes for Muslims.  

The British conquest in 1759 signalled a change in church-state relations in Quebec. The 

Catholic Church suffered loss of financial support and was unable to recruit new clergy from France. 
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It also faced a new occupier that wished to establish the Church of England in the colony. But while 

the French were conquered, defeat did not result in religious assimilation. The 1763 Treaty of Paris 

provided minority rights for Catholics in Quebec, an accommodation that was cemented in the 

Quebec Act in 1774. In addition, the Catholic Church supported the British during the American 

Revolution, helping to solidify relations. Nevertheless, the relationship between the Catholic Church 

and the British was tenuous, but solidified after the 1837–1838 Patriot Rebellions. The failure of the 

Rebellions did see the commission of the Durham Report in 1838, which made a number of 

recommendations that directly impacted the French-Canadian population. The first was the 

unification of Lower and Upper Canada which, as we saw in the previous chapter, was carried out in 

the Union Act in 1840. The unification of the two provinces turned the French-Canadian population 

into a minority within the jurisdiction, and exposed them to Durham’s expressed desire to assimilate 

the French into British life and culture. But French Canada proved resilient, and Quebec re-emerged 

as a separate province with the establishment of the federal system in 1867. 

Throughout these political upheavals, the Catholic Church retained its dominance. As a 

vocal critic against the Rebellions, the Church seized its opportunity. Once capturing the support of 

the population, the Church emphasized a conservative interpretation of Roman Catholicism—

ultramontantism—that was seen as the secret to preserving the French-Canadian community. The 

religious establishment was the centre of social life, and oversaw the development of key institutions 

including education. The Church received full funding for confessional schools with Confederation 

in 1867 cementing its powerful position. While the Catholic Church had a strong hold over the 

French-Canadian population, the Anglophones in Quebec reflected the fractured Protestant 

communities in Canada, with a mix of Anglicans, Presbyterians, and Methodists (MacCleod & 

Poutanen, 2004). While there was clear religious authority for the French-Canadian community, 

there was no clear figurehead in the Protestant faith. As we will see, however, the Protestant elites 
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were quite adamant about the separation between Catholic and Protestants, especially in the field of 

education. 

The Catholic Church’s power began to decline in the early 20th century (Bramadat & Seljak, 

2013). Seljak (1996) notes that the Catholic Church was aware of its dwindling social power, and 

began an intense “administrative revolution” to compete with industrialization and modernization. 

The Church’s power, however, was irreversibly diminished by the 1960s. This period called “La 

Revolution Tranquille” (The Quiet Revolution) saw the tacit compliance of the Church with these 

changes. This acceptance coincided with Second Vatican Council reforms that rejected the use of 

state power to impose a religious monopoly on a population (Seljak, 1996).  

How can we conceive of Quebec’s church-state settlement? While the Ontario case is a weak 

church model, the Quebec case is a strong church model. In this model, historically important 

religious institutions still retain influence long after their prime. As we will see, the Catholic and 

Protestant elites were no longer responsible for education after the Quiet Revolution, but still 

shaped the religious education program in public schools into the 1990s. Those confessional lines 

manifested in separate confessional school boards—Catholic and Protestant—which the province 

had struggled to reform since the Quiet Revolution. Changes did not come until 1997. Thus, the 

historic church-state settlement in the education sector still strongly reverberated in Quebec long 

after the Quiet Revolution had passed.  

Education 

Unlike the other cases, the historic church-state settlement—the settlement between the 

historic churches and the state—itself was still undergoing dramatic change in this period. This 

section demonstrates the powerful role that both the Catholic and Protestant elites had in the 

education system, which ultimately sidelined Muslim minorities from adapting the church-state 
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template.  

Historically, Quebec’s education system was organized on confessional lines. From the 19th 

century until the mid 1960s, the school system was run by Catholic and Protestant administrations. 

After the Patriot Rebellions in 1837–38, the Durham Report recommended a unified public school 

system for Canada East. Rejected by the clergy, what followed was the slow establishment of 

schooling administered by Catholics and Protestants (Milner, 1986). Beginning in 1841, legislation 

was passed allowing minority faiths in Canada East (Quebec) and Canada West (Ontario) to 

establish their own separate schools as a “dissenting minority” (Manzer, 1994, p. 53). More changes 

came with the School Acts in 1846 that only impacted Canada East. In this case, the provisions for 

the common and separate school districts were maintained as before. In reality, the non-

denominational schools were de-facto Roman Catholic in character and management, where the 

separate schools were usually Protestant (Milner, 1986). As we saw in the previous chapter, the 

protection of denominational rights of Protestants in Quebec and Catholics in Ontario would 

become entrenched in the BNA Act. Indeed, while the Catholic Church was active in the realm of 

schooling for Catholic children, Protestant politician Alexander Tillich Galt spearheaded the 

establishment of the dual confessional system in the province (Milner, 1986). Galt feared that the 

French-Catholic influence would impact the Protestant community, therefore a separate school 

system for each denomination—outside of government control—was necessary. Indeed, so 

convinced was Galt of this approach that he played an integral role in ensuring the establishment of 

Section 93 of the BNA Act (Milner, 1986). This is a significant point for the historic church-state 

template in education: While the Catholic Church did shape the church-state template, so did the 

Protestant community.79 Following confederation, changes were made to the Council of Public 

                                                
79 It is beyond the scope of this project to detail the divisions between Catholics and Protestant throughout the 

19th and first half of the 20th century. The divisions did not stop at education, but included a number of other sectors. 
What is of note here is that English Protestants dominated major industries and had far more power and influence than 



 
 

189 

Instruction, where it was reorganized to represent two separate entities: one Catholic, one 

Protestant. More changes came in 1875, when the Council was given full independence from the 

province. From that point until 1964, the two councils—Catholic and Protestant—operated in two 

different sections under the same Superintendant (Manzer, 1994).80 The two committees were to 

meet to discuss joint interests, but meetings ceased after 1908. Thus, Quebec’s church-state template 

clearly gave power to the role of religious leaders—Catholic and Protestant—in determining the 

direction of the school system.  

There are two other important points to note here. First, while the school boards were 

designed along confessional lines, the lines were de-facto language lines as well. The Protestant 

schools instructed in English; the Catholic schools in French. Second, from the mid-19th century 

onwards, the influx of non-Francophone Catholics arriving in Quebec (Italians, Irish, etc.,) led to the 

creation of an English Catholic school board, specifically meant for Catholic children alone.81  

This system came under serious stress with the Quiet Revolution, and the release of the 

                                                                                                                                                       
the French-Catholic majority. This does link back to the education system, as the Protestant communities send their 
students onto higher education in English institutions (i.e., McGill University) with a focus on business, economics etc., 
Thus the concentration of wealth and power tended to stay in this community. Moreover, before the implementation of 
Bill 101, the language of work in public and private institutions was English. This stratification had important 
consequences for the French-Canadian community in terms of upward mobility and political power.  

80 As some scholars have noted, the two committees were meant to meet annually, but the last joint meeting 
was held in 1908. It is also worthwhile noting the differences in governance structures between the Catholic and 
Protestant Committees. The Catholic Committee was under the Church’s control. The Protestant Committee allowed 
for more autonomy of its schools (Manzer, 1994, p. 93).  

81 In addition to Irish and Italian immigrants, there was an influx of Jewish and Greek Orthodox populations 
that settled in Montreal at the turn on the 20th century. Their integration into the dual confessional system would prove 
to be more difficult than their non-Francophone Catholic counterparts. The Catholic Committee was quite adamant that 
non-Catholics (Anglophone or Francophone) would not be admitted into the Catholic school board system. In, fact 
non-Francophone Catholic children were placed in an English Catholic School board so as to not mingle with the 
French Catholics in order to preserve the language and culture. Through an arduous court process that cannot be 
detailed here, the Protestant school board accepted Jewish children into their school system by recognizing them as 
“honourary Protestants.” In reality, Jewish and then Greek Orthodox children were not accorded the same rights as their 
Protestant peers, and their parents could not seek positions or representation on the Protestant school boards despite 
paying taxes to the system (Rosenberg & Jedwab, 1992). Of note, Protestantism was imposed on Jewish children in 
schools, and parents were denied permission to keep their children home on Jewish holidays. However, the influx of 
Jewish and Greek-Orthodox children into the Protestant system did result in the school board becoming secular over 
time. The Protestant school system became the de-facto choice for all immigrants, including some Catholics. These 
populations not only boosted numbers for the (minority) Protestant schools, their make-up would serve as a strong 
contrast to the insular and homogenous Catholic school system (see Behiels, 1991).  
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Parent Report in several stages, beginning in 1964. A 30-year battle ensued to shift from a 

confessional to language-based system. After the Parent Report was released, the government 

proposed Bill 60 which comprised several sweeping changes. The Ministry of Education and the 

Conseil de l’education were established; the bill also relegated the roles of the Catholic and 

Protestant committees to matters of the spiritual and moral (Henchey, 1972). In 1964 the bill was 

passed. The Parent Report then turned to the most sensitive issue regarding education: school board 

reform. The report had stated that the confessional system did not reflect the changing social 

context—religious and cultural diversity—of Quebec (see footnote 27). While Catholic and 

Protestant schools should remain within the education system, there should also be neutral schools, 

French and English schools in a given territory, and school boards would become unified. The 

report stipulated it was “contradictory” for school boards to provide pedagogical services and be 

confessional in nature. The report had drawn on the Protestant school system as an ideal model “in 

which individual schools reflected the religious character of their own pluralist, environment as the 

model they sought” (Milner,1986, p. 26). 

Reaction to the proposed changes were mixed. While the Catholic Committee was receptive 

to the proposal, the Protestant Committee was not, seeing the unified school boards as a threat to 

their power. After Bill 60, successive governments would attempt to address school board reform, 

all in an effort to dismantle the confessional school system. Where there has been resistance, it pre-

dominantly came from the Protestant Committee. For example, the introduction of Bill 3 in 1984 

sought to retain the Protestant and Catholic schools boards established in 1867, but convert the 

remaining school boards to a linguistic stream. This was taken to the Supreme Court of Canada by 

the Montreal Protestant School Board and was found unconstitutional.82  

The introduction of Bill 107 in 1987 attempted similar school board reforms, and once again 
                                                
82 The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal visited the Supreme Court of Canada once before over 

language rights outlined in Bill 101. To this end, they were victorious as well.  
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the Protestant camp went to the Supreme Court of Canada. This time the bill was deemed 

constitutional, but the Bourassa government did not implement the school board reforms (Manzer, 

1994).83 Importantly, the bill included a clause regarding religious education. Each public school 

needed to ensure that in addition to Protestant and Catholic moral education, non-denominational 

moral education would be available upon request. With these changes, it was clear that the 

government was adapting the church-state template to accommodate new forms of religious 

diversity, which was to create tensions for both the Catholic and Protestant Committees, as we will 

see. 

In 1997, the Parti Québécois proposed changes to finally address the confessional school 

system. While Ontario has chosen to live with the constitutional provisions of 1867, Quebec 

managed to change the structure inherited from the past. With the introduction of Bill 109, the 

government sought to exempt the province from clause 93 from the Canadian Constitution. In April 

1997, Quebec’s National Assembly unanimously approved the bill, and the federal government 

followed suit in December of that year (Young & Bezeau, 2003). This constitutional amendment 

cleared the way legally for a transition to linguistic school boards, finally ending Quebec’s 

confessional system that numerous governments struggled to reform, and Quebec’s historic 

churches had struggled to protect. The process of transition was slow, but finally in 2000 Bill 118 

abolished the Catholic and Protestant Committees.  

Given the length of the battle, little room was provided for new religious minorities to 

advance their concerns inside the public secular school system. But public funding for faith schools 

is a different story. Important adaptations towards public funding of faith schools took place during 

the Quiet Revolution. New forms of religious diversity at the time, mainly Jewish and Greek 

Orthodox populations, spurred these changes. During this period, private Jewish and Greek 

                                                
83 While the bill was deemed constitutional, the government opted not to implement the changes after all. 
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Orthodox schools were established in order to meet the needs of these populations.84 With the 

establishment of the Ministry of Education in 1964 there was an institutional opening for change. 

These communities no longer had to deal with the Protestant Committee, but the government. Both 

religious communities were quite active in appealing for funding support to the Ministry:  

What these communities argued was that on the basis of religious equality, Jewish and Greek 
Orthodox schools should receive subsidies for that portion of their program which consisted of 
secular studies. Because of the religious content that was still part of the public school curriculum, the 
Jewish community especially argued that Jewish day schools were not really private schools, but 
‘community’ schools equivalent to public schools in both structure and curriculum. (Rosenberg & 
Jedwab, 1992, p. 273) 

In 1968, the Quebec government passed the Private Education Act (Rosenberg & Jedwab, 

1992) providing two categories of funding: the “Declared in the Public Interest” which provided 80 

percent of the costs of schools, and the “Recognized for the Purpose of Grants” category, which 

received 60 percent of funding. Advocates for these private schools supported their demands by 

pointing to the fact that the new public school system still provided separate schools for the 

Catholic and Protestant communities. With this the historic church-state template was adapted and 

set the path for other religious minorities. The Quiet Revolution led to a major shift in the church-

state settlement and religious minorities were able to benefit. While Jewish and Greek Orthodox 

populations are not historic religious communities, there was a substantial gap of time before any 

new religious minorities were eligible to apply for public funding. The reasons for this will be 

explored later in this chapter. But, when Muslims were finally able to claim public funding, it was 

this template shaped by Jewish and Greek Orthodox advocates that was in play. The precedent for 

public funding for multi-faith schools was established.  

In sum, Quebec’s historic church-state template has been evolving since the Quiet 

Revolution. While changes did finally come, it was spurred by political elites, and fraught with 

resistance from a historic religious community. Given the length of this battle, little room was 

                                                
84 Rosenberg & Jedwab (1992) note that these private schools should not be considered “parallel institutions” 

but rather filling in gaps where the receiving society could not meet demands. 
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provided for new religious minorities to advance their concerns.  

Factors that Mediate Institutional Change 

The outcome between Muslim demands and the historic institutional order was shaped by a 

set of intervening factors that shaped the politics and policy responses that eventually emerged. This 

section examines three critical factors: the national identity of Quebecers and their attitudes towards 

immigration and immigrants, political actors such as civil society organizations that mobilized 

around these issues, and the response of political parties. 

Diversity Policies, National Identity and Public Attitudes Towards  
Immigration and Immigrants 

As a minority nation, Quebec is in a unique if not fragile position. It is the only Francophone 

province in Canada, and the only jurisdiction with a French-speaking majority in North America. 

Quebecers represent 23.6 percent of the population in Canada and only 2 percent of the North 

American population (Bilodeau & Turgeon, 2014; Dion, 1992). This position—the only French-

speaking population in an entire continent—has informed Quebec nationalism in pivotal ways. The 

struggle to preserve the French language and culture has underpinned the tenets of Quebec 

nationalism. This section examines the development of Quebec nationalism, beginning with the 

emergence of a strong nationalist movement, and then exploring the role of nationalist parties, and 

consequent referendums to determine Quebec independence. It demonstrates two key factors. First, 

that underpinning the development of Quebecois nationalism was preservation of French language 

and culture. Second, for many Quebeckers, secularism in the public space has come to be seen as 

part of its distinctive culture. 

As discussed earlier, the Quiet Revolution was a significant social and political marker in 

Quebec’s history. Part and parcel of this change was a re-orientation of French national identity, 
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from French-Canadian to québécois. Prior to the Quiet Revolution, French-Canadian nationalism was 

rooted in traditional values promulgated by the Catholic Church, emphasizing rural life and limited 

intervention by the province in social life and institutions. The election of Premier Jean Lesage saw a 

re-orientation that promoted specific civic values: An interventionist government that would 

strengthen Quebec’s public institutions and reduce the role of the Catholic Church in public life, 

exemplified in the secularization of social services such as education and health. For many 

Quebecers, this weakening of the Catholic Church became an integral component in the 

development of national identity. Nationalists fought hard to sideline the Church, and to cultivate a 

secular public sphere. As we will see, the open religiosity of Muslims who settled in Quebec 

disconcerted many who suffered under the earlier dominance.  

During this time period, a strong nationalist movement developed in Quebec as well. This 

manifested itself in both civil society and the political sphere. Social movements such as St. Jean 

Baptiste promote a strong Quebecois presence in the public sphere, including the recognition of St. 

Jean Baptiste Day as an annual national holiday. In the political sphere, the nationalist movement led 

to the emergence of a nationalist political party, the Parti Québécois. Many within the nationalist 

movement were unhappy with how successive governments after Lesage were governing the 

province. Governments were not addressing the considerable inequality between the French and 

English in the province, and many believed interventionist measures were needed to protect the 

French language (McRoberts, 1988). Of key importance here, immigrant populations, mostly settling 

in Montreal, were opting to learn English. Consequently, Montreal, the province’s centre of 

commerce, and home to highest percentage of immigrant populations, was under threat of 

becoming an English-speaking city. If that were to happen, many feared that French culture would 

become a relic of the past (Dion, 1992). Cultural insecurity became a prevalent concern for many 

Quebecers. The Parti Québécois responded to those concerns. The party’s long-term solution was 
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secession from Canada, and the PQ governments have held two referendums on the question of 

independence in 1980 and in 1995. In the latter, the sovereignty option lost by less than 1 percent of 

the vote. But Quebec and Quebecers have remained acutely sensitive to anything that might threaten 

the dominance of their distinct language and culture, including a secular society. Immigration 

generally, and Muslim demands in particular, were seen through this lens.  

In the post-war era, Quebecers were not receptive to immigration or ethno-cultural diversity. 

Surveys of public attitudes in the 1960s and 1970s often concluded that the Quebecois were more 

opposed to immigration and less comfortable with ethnic and cultural pluralism than other 

Canadians (Berry et al., 1976; Lambert & Curtis, 1982; 1983). However, Quebecers’ stance on 

immigration softened over time: A 2015 Environics survey indicated that Quebecers were the least 

likely group relative to other regions to say there was too much immigration. Only 18 percent of 

Quebecers surveyed believed immigration was bad for the economy, in contrast with Alberta where 

43 percent of respondents believed that immigration had a negative impact on the economy. 

Bilodeau and Turgeon (2014) note that from 1996 to 2003 the number of Quebecers asking for 

fewer immigrants dramatically decreased from 52.1 percent to 19.7 percent. Quebecers were not 

actually asking for more immigrants. Rather, “Quebecers have moved towards greater acceptance 

with current immigration intakes” (Bilodeau & Turgeon, 2014, p. 324). This overall comfort with 

immigration levels is not universal, of course. From 2006 to 2011 Quebecers wanting “fewer” 

immigrants increased from 19.1 percent to 28.8 percent. The authors speculate that the reasonable 

accommodation crises and the financial crises that occurred in 2007 and 2008 are possible causes for 

this stronger minority view change (Bilodeau & Turgeon, 2014).  

What about the integration of immigrants? According to Bilodeau et al. (2012), in 

comparison with other provinces, Quebec and New Brunswick reflect a more negative view towards 

racialized minorities. Both provinces have large French-speaking populations, and the divisions 
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between English and French speakers are apparent. In the case of Quebec, French-Quebecers 

responded with 60 out of 100 on a thermometer question testing their level of enthusiasm for racial 

minorities, while English Quebecers ranked 73.3 percent. On the question of whether immigration is 

a threat to Quebecois culture, Bilodeau and Turgeon (2014) note that French-speaking Quebecers 

are divided on this issue: the largest group—42 percent—believe that immigration is a threat, while 

38 percent believe it enriches Quebecois culture, and 20 percent believed it has no impact or did not 

think it relevant. Regional disparities within the province matter as well. Francophones living on the 

outskirts of urban centres are more likely to perceive immigrants as a threat to Quebecois culture. 

Superficial exposure to immigrants exacerbates cultural insecurities. 

On public attitudes towards Muslims in Quebec, Jedwab (2008) notes that between 2007 and 

2008 favourable perceptions of the Muslim population by the French dropped from 53 percent to 

43 percent. A 2013 Angus Reid online survey revealed that 90 percent of Quebecers had opposed 

Muslim women wearing the burqa; 63 percent opposed women wearing the hijab (see also Gidengil 

et al., 2014). Moreover, 68 percent of Quebecers expressed concern regarding the treatment of 

Muslims in their province (Environics Institute, 2015).  

What can we conclude? First, with time, Quebecers have accepted immigration, although 

recent surveys note continuing ambivalence. Moreover, French-speaking Quebecers are less 

accepting of racialized minorities and public attitudes towards Muslims are mainly negative. Why? 

Cultural insecurity undoubtedly plays a role. Traditionally linked to language, this fear has now 

shifted to religion. The expression of religiosity by some Muslims is a trigger for many Quebecers. 

As Bouchard and Taylor (2007) note, the Catholic Church has caused a lot of “pain” for Quebecers, 

and the struggle to expel the Church from public life was difficult. A constitutive norm of 

Quebecois national identity is secularism. Given the unique but difficult history with religion the 

province struggled with, Muslims have been the focus of this insecurity and discontentment. As we 
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will see, political parties have played on this insecurity to great effect.  

The politics of nationalism and cultural insecurity have also shaped diversity policies that 

have been implemented by political elites. These actors have played a strong interventionist role in 

immigration and integration policy. There are three important components regarding immigration 

and integration that the province has emphasized: establishing a Quebec role in immigrant selection, 

Francization of immigrants, and intercultural policy as an approach to integration.  

With the Quiet Revolution underway, control over immigration became a vital necessity for 

the Quebec government. The Ministry of Immigration was created in 1968 as a way for the province 

to assert control over immigration.85 Enhanced power for increases in immigration were further 

negotiated through a series of federal-provincial agreements, starting with the 1971 Cloutier-Lang 

Agreement and the 1975 Bienvenue-Andras Agreement, which allowed the province a stronger 

advisory role in immigration selection. More substantive changes came in 1978 and 1991 with two 

respective agreements. The 1978 Couture-Cullen Agreement gave the province “a dominant role in 

selecting its permanent immigrants and…[allowed it to] set its own objectives regarding the volume 

and composition of immigration in Quebec” (Barker, 2010, p. 23). The Canada-Quebec Accord in 

1991 further developed this, providing Quebec with exclusive rights to select economic immigrants. 

This allowed the Quebec government to create a point selection program that favoured immigrants 

who could speak French. The end result was an increase of immigrants coming from Francophone 

countries, such as Algeria and Morocco.  

The second component was a push for immigrant integration in the French language. As 

mentioned earlier, there was concern that Montreal would turn into an English-speaking city, and 

political elites believed that strong intervention was needed to ensure the continued dominance of 

the French language. Two bills were relevant here. The first was Bill 22 introduced by the Liberal 

                                                
85 Prior to the Quiet Revolution, the province had very little do with immigration policy and settlement.  
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government under Robert Bourassa in July 1974. The bill established French as the official and 

working language of the province, and addressed the role of French in the education system. All 

children would be required to attend French schools, unless students passed an English competency 

test that would allow them to attend English schools. Not surprisingly, the proposed changes were 

not well received by immigrant populations. It was also not well received by ardent nationalists who 

wanted complete French instruction in schools. More surprisingly perhaps, it did not appeal to the 

majority of French speakers, since many wanted the option of sending their children to English 

schools (McRoberts, 1988). The Liberal Party ended up losing power, and language politics likely 

contributed to the loss.  

The Parti Québécois won that election and quickly introduced Bill 101. The result was 

dramatic changes to language laws, including a provision requiring all children not born to English 

Quebecers to be enrolled in French schools.86 Unsurprisingly, the Protestant School Board of 

Greater Montreal (PSBGM) challenged this section claiming an infringement on Section 23 of the 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms.87 The Supreme Court of Canada ruled in favour of the PSBGM. 

The law was changed to allow any Quebecer who received schooling in English in Canada to enrol 

their children in English schools. This did mean, however, that immigrant children would be 

enrolled in French schools. And while controversial at the time, these strong measures reaped 

results. Behiels (1991) notes that in 1969–1970 more than 85 percent of immigrant children were 

enrolled in English language schools. This diminished to 70 percent in 1977–78, and then to 36 

percent in 1986–87, 10 years after the introduction of Bill 101. Shifting educational patterns changed 

language patterns. For example, in 1961 only 45 percent of immigrants knew French. This increased 

                                                
86 More specifically, if a parent went to an English school in Quebec, their child could then enrol. 
87 Section 23 refers to minority language rights, which in Quebec, would refer to English Quebecers. This 

section was specifically included in the 1982 constitutional changes by the Trudeau government in order to narrow the 
impact of Bill 101.  

 



 
 

199 

to 65 percent in 1986 and 77 percent in 1990. Moreover, in 1990, 80 percent of immigrants stated 

that French is necessary for their integration into society (Ministère des Communautés culturelles et 

de l’Immigration du Québec, 1990). 

Quebec’s cultural diversity program—interculturalism—is the final integration initiative 

advanced by the province. While federal multiculturalism is seen as implying the equal recognition of 

all cultures, negating the centrality of any particular culture, Quebec’s intercultural approach defines 

the francophone majority culture as the central hub towards which other minority cultures are 

expected to converge (Gagnon & Iacovino, 2007; Labelle & Rocher, 2004). As a result, there is a 

subtle balancing act within interculturalism, as the model seeks to retain a connection to a specific 

history and culture on one hand and respect cultural pluralism on the other (Labelle & Rocher, 2004; 

2009; Gagnon & Iacovino, 2007, p. 122). Not surprisingly, interculturalism has been institutionalized 

in Quebec. For example, the advisory council on interculturalism is quite active, and is part of an 

“extensive institutional and programmatic infrastructure devoted to interculturalism initiatives” 

(Garcea, 2006, p. 15).  

To conclude, the role of national identity and public attitudes towards immigrants and 

immigration is quite important in the Quebec case. Quebec’s status as a minority-nation and its 

attendant concerns with cultural insecurity is not a historical anecdote. It is still a vital issue for many 

Quebecers, particularly in relation to immigrant integration in general, and Muslim minorities in 

particular. While cultural insecurity has typically referred to language, in recent years, the focus has 

turned to religion. As mentioned previously, the province’s tumultuous history with the Catholic 

Church has made secularism a key norm of Quebecers’ national identity. The religiosity of some 

Muslims has not sat well with segments of the population. These kinds of tensions have bubbled 

over in the public sphere, with reasonable accommodation controversies. And as we will see, how 

political parties have chosen to respond to these issues do not necessarily reflect an inclusive 
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approach. In some cases, they have fanned the flames of division, which primarily has affected 

Muslim minorities. The next section will focus on political actors.  

Political Agents 

Political agents have played an integral role in shaping outcomes for Muslim 

accommodation. They have been responsible for mobilizing particular issues and promulgating them 

in the public sphere. As we will see, political actors have had positive or negative impacts on Muslim 

accommodation. In the case of secular civil society organizations, the influence has been primarily 

supportive of Muslim claims, but in the case of historic churches, there was resistance. With regards 

to political parties the impact has been primarily negative.  

Civil Society Actors 

This section demonstrates that two sets of social groups all play very different roles in 

Muslim accommodation. In particular, two quasi-public/quasi-civic organizations, the Comission de 

la Droit de la Personne et la Jeunesse (CDPJ) and the Committee Affaires Religieuse (CAR), have 

promoted fair representation of minority religions in education in public discourse. In contrast, the 

role of the historic churches—Protestant and Catholic—has been minimal in advocating for Muslim 

minorities in education. Despite access to formal political channels, neither Catholic nor Protestant 

elites have actively advocated on behalf of religious minorities. Until 1997 at least, their focus has 

been on retaining the current confessional structure in education, and their power within it. 

Secular Civil Society Organizations  

Two organizations played integral roles in shaping Muslim accommodation in Quebec. The 

first is Quebec’s human rights commission, CDPJ and the second is the CAR. Both of these 



 
 

201 

organizations are advisory bodies that straddle the boundary between civil society and the state. 

They are created and funded by the state, but they have considerable autonomy in the 

recommendations they make. In contrast to the other three cases, leadership in pressing for fair 

treatment of religious minorities came from such state-created bodies. The CDPJ employs people 

from the majority population, many of whom are lawyers. The CAR has a representative body, 

which includes parents, academics, and teachers.  

The CDPJ has a high presence in the public sphere, and has been an advocate for religious 

liberties. Established in 1976, the organization’s mission is to promote and uphold the principles as 

set out in Quebec’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the Youth Protection Act and the Youth 

Criminal Justice Act. Religion in education has always been an important focus for the CDPJ. It 

protested against the confessional committees within public education for several years at the 

Quebec National Assembly (1979, 1983, 1988, 1994, 1995, 1997) citing discrimination against other 

religious groups the (Proulx Report, 1999). The organization has also been active in producing 

reports to clarify the rights and responsibilities of the individuals. This has included reports in 

myriad areas such as: the public funding of private schools (1995); the role of religion in the public 

sphere (1995 and 2008); and the importance of religious symbols in the public sphere.88 At the 

behest of Jean Charest in 2008, the CDPJ implemented a “reasonable accommodation advisory 

service” for the Quebec public. The school boards have relied on this service more than on the 

Ministry of Education. While the Ministry is hesitant to release guidelines for fear of political 

backlash (Senior Civil Servant, 2015), the CDPJ has tackled the issues through human rights 

legislation. This organization has been integral to shaping the outcomes for Muslim minorities, not 

only by weighing in on reasonable accommodation controversies, but also by being part of a long 

campaign against the confessional school system. Notably, compared to the other three cases, no 

                                                
88 There is a section on the website that is called “Popular Publications.” 
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other human rights organization matches the power and stature of the CDPJ.  

Committee Sur les Affairs Religieuse (CAR) 

CAR has provided liaison between the province and religious minorities. Established in 

2001, the committee was responsible for advising “the Minister on any matter relating to religion in 

the schools and to monitor the changes in the public’s expectations regarding the place of religion in 

schools.” It may also “be called upon to give its opinion on measures that the school system should 

take in…[the] adaptation to the socio-religious evolution of Quebec’s society” (CAR, 2002, p. 1). 

CAR was created during a period of transition in Quebec’s public school system, and a major role 

was to approve the confessional aspects of the Protestant and Catholic instruction, in addition to 

“giving its opinion on the religious aspects of ethics and religious culture programs” (CAR, 2002, p. 

1).89 CAR has been vital in shaping the discussion on accommodation and has provided a liaison 

between the state, religious groups, and the public. It has weighed in on pressing issues, such as the 

role of secularism and religious symbols in education (CAR, 2003). Of note is the outreach that the 

group has done with not only Muslim communities, but leaders from different sects (Shiite, Sunni) 

to discuss their views on religious education in private schools (CAR, 2010). This was supplemented 

with surveys regarding the draft Ethics Religion and Culture program in 2007 (CAR, 2007b). Given 

the small role that Muslim organizations play in the sphere of education, CAR has been instrumental 

in reaching out to Muslim advocates. The fact that the Committee has spoken to different sects 

within Islam demonstrates how comprehensive this approach is.  

Through prolific and strong advocacy, the CDPJ and CAR have pushed for stronger 

inclusion of religious minorities in public education, with varying degrees of success. In a sense, 

                                                
89 The committee consists of parents, teachers (from both elementary and secondary schools), an education 

sector professional, a member of management staff of school boards, four representatives of the university sector (two 
from the field of theology, one from the field of philosophy, one from the field of religious sciences), and an employee 
of the Ministry of Education. 
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CAR does provide needed insight about religious minorities who may have been left out in shaping 

confessional reforms. But its role as liaison is also limited, and the dominant players in reforms 

remained the political parties and the historic churches.  

Historic Churches and Religious Communities  

A previous section traced the role of the historic churches in the de-confessionalization of 

education in the province. This section maps out how Catholic and Protestant elites have impacted 

the debate on accommodation of religious minorities, specifically in public schools. Although both 

committees had their powers significantly reduced during the Quiet Revolution, they remained 

responsible in part for religious education and spiritual care in their schools. Both committees 

undertook different approaches, attempting to remain relevant in a vastly changing religious and 

ethno-cultural society. Despite such efforts, the committees were disbanded in 2000. For our 

purposes it is important to note that despite the access these historic communities have to formal 

political channels, neither one advocated on the behalf of Muslim minorities, choosing instead to 

defend the status quo. In this sense, the cases of England and Quebec differ greatly.  

The Protes tant Committee . The Protestant Committee had begun adapting the curriculum 

to their diverse student population before the Quiet Revolution. As MacLeod and Poutanen (2004) 

note, Protestant education “had the advantage of being broad enough in scope and flexible enough 

in its approach, to accommodate most of those who could not and would not attend Catholic 

schools” (p. 6). This would include a diverse range of populations—Jewish, Greek Orthodox, 

indigenous populations, and Catholics as well. The governance of the Protestant Committee 

regarding religious education and spiritual care was integral to this adaptation. It recognized 

individual autonomy in religious matters, which made it easier to welcome religious diversity, and 

gave extensive leeway to local administrators. One strong catalyst for this adaptation was the threat 
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of losing status as a protected religious minority. The actions of the Protestant Committee from the 

1960s until the late 1990s reflects two observations: progress by attempting to adapt to the needs of 

a diverse clientele, and survival by fighting to maintain its place of privilege within the sphere of 

education. In essence, this constitutes a contradiction. As religious diversity grew, it was no longer 

feasible to have confessional school boards. While the Protestant Committee was open to 

accommodate religious diversity, it sought to retain the existing confessional structures.  

The Cathol i c  Committee . Unlike the Protestant administration, the Catholic Committee was not as 

forthcoming in adapting its program after the Quiet Revolution. The Catholic school system was 

hierarchical and structured (CAR, 2006), and formal changes were difficult to instigate. With 

increasing ethno-cultural and religious populations, there were efforts by some Montreal Catholic 

school administrations to side-step religious and spiritual education (CAR, 2006). Despite this 

internal subversion, the Catholic Committee was a strong political actor. In 1984, the Parti 

Québécois included a notwithstanding clause in Bill 3 that would preserve the privileges of the 

Catholic and Protestant communities, thus overriding the provisions of the Quebec Charter. This 

was done at the request of the Assemblée des eveques du Quebec (The Assembly of Catholic 

Bishops) who feared that dissenters would fight this issue in court, claiming an infringement on the 

Quebec Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms. (www.eveques.qc.ca/documents, 2007). 

In 1986, the Liberal Party followed suit asking the National Assembly of Quebec to invoke 

the notwithstanding clause to protect the Education Act from both the Quebec Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The government was required to 

renew the notwithstanding clause every five years, something governments continued to do until 

2005. Thus, while the Quiet Revolution did accelerate secularization in Quebec, the Catholic 

authorities still had influence with political elites. However, the Catholic Hierarchy used this 
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influence to retain their control to not advocate on behalf of religious minorities. 

The role of Catholic and Protestant committees is an interesting one for shaping Muslim 

accommodation. The administrations struggled to retain relevance and power in an increasingly 

diverse society. Both administrations were successful for a time (maintaining their power by 

appealing either to the courts or to politicians), but as the student population dramatically changed, 

demands in religious education could not be met. Moreover, both committees were not advocates 

on behalf of religious minorities, and both did not want the confessional structure dismantled. 

Unlike the case of England, where the Anglican Bishops in the House of Lords advocated for the 

inclusion of minority faiths in religious education, the committees did not rally in the same way. As a 

result, the role of churches was minimal in shaping Muslim accommodation in education, putting 

the onus on the state advisory bodies to instigate change. 

Political Parties  

As in the other settings, the ways in which political parties framed the issues of immigration 

was central to accommodation of Muslims in Quebec. This section examines specific episodes 

during which one of the two dominant parties, the Liberal Party and the Parti Québécois, were in 

power. I first consider the role of the Liberal government of Jean Charest in the reasonable 

accommodation crises, and argue that a multiculturalist-universalist approach was primarily 

employed in this episode. I then turn to the Parti Québécois and the Charter of Values. Here, the 

PQ, under Pauline Marois, employed a nationalist framing which tended to exclude Muslims from 

the Quebecois polity, particularly Muslim women who wore the veil. This section shows that both 

political parties were responding to particular discourses in the public sphere that heightened cultural 

insecurity of many Quebecers, in particular regarding Muslim accommodation. 

In 2006, the Quebec media began reporting intensely on a series of events related to 

religious accommodation in the province. The cluster of incidents included the banning of a young 



 
 

206 

soccer player who wore a veil from a tournament, the introduction of a charter in a small town that 

specifically stereotyped Muslims, and most notably, the Kirpan Affair.90 Premier Jean Charest 

established a commission to assess the state of religious accommodation in Quebec, known as the 

Bouchard-Taylor Commission after its co-chairs Gérard Bouchard and Charles Taylor. Given that 

an election was looming, Charest was accused of trying to pass off a “potate chaud” (as cited in 

Chiasson, 2012). When the report was released, it determined there was no crisis, but attempted to 

clarify Quebec’s conception of secularism and made a series of recommendations. After Charest was 

re-elected he requested that the CDPJ install a reasonable accommodation advisory line, but 

implemented little else from the Bouchard-Taylor report. Charest’s handling of this situation does 

not reflect one particular frame, but is closer to multiculturalism-universalist. His actions can be 

construed as political pragmatism—he was trying to diffuse a volatile situation in order to protect 

himself and his government. While he did not overtly frame a nationalist conception of political 

community, neither did he emerge as an ardent defender of the Muslim community.  

In contrast, the PQ leadership employed a frankly nationalist framing when handling issues 

related to immigration in general and Muslims in particular. To begin, the relationship between 

secessionist—or “sovereignist”—forces in the province in general and within the PQ have been 

especially complex. While there has been some limited growth in immigrant support for sovereignty 

over the past two decades, most immigrant voters oppose independence (Belanger & Perrella, 2008). 

Sovereignists’ frustrations with this opposition have erupted from time to time. Most notably, after 

the loss of the 1995 referendum by a tiny margin, the PQ leader complained bitterly that sovereignty 

had been defeated by “l’argent puis des votes ethniques,” or “money and the ethnic vote.” He was 

                                                
90 The Kirpan Affair involved a young Sikh boy who sought to wear his kirpan (a ceremonial knife) to school. 

He was prohibited by his school board—Commission Scolaire Margeurite Bourgeoys. After a protracted affair which led 
to several court visits and a lot of media attention, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that the knife did not pose a 
security threat and he should be permitted to wear it under specified conditions. The response was not well received by 
major segments of the Quebec population who thought this issue should have been handled by Quebec institutions.  
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widely criticized, including within the PQ, and resigned within days (Sarrouh & Banting, 2016). 

During the 2007 election, the Action démocratique du Québec, a new right-wing populist party, 

tapped into the concerns of many Quebecers regarding religious accommodation. The party’s leader, 

Mario Dumont, framed religious accommodation as a direct assault on Quebec’s secular values 

(Dumont, 2007). The party broke through briefly to become the official opposition in the provincial 

legislature, relegating the PQ to third-party status (Sarrouh & Banting, 2016). The PQ vowed never 

to be outflanked in identity politics ever again. 

When the PQ regained power in 2012, it took a more aggressive approach to religious 

accommodation. In September 2013, Bernard Drainville, the minister of democratic institutions and 

active citizenship, introduced a proposed Charter of Values to Quebec’s National Assembly. The 

primary substantive impact of the Charter was to forbid public employees from any overt displays of 

religious symbols while at work. Formally, the proposed ban applied to employees of all religions 

and across a number of fields, but in practice it disproportionately impacted public daycare workers, 

many of whom are Muslim women. 

For Muslims, the Charter was painful. One advocate noted that the situation for Muslims 

was sensitive after 2007, but the Charter took things to a different level (El-Menyawi, S, Phone 

interview, 31 March 2014). The Charter created divisions across Quebecois society, and not simply 

along majority/minority lines, but within feminist, nationalist, and immigrant communities as well 

(Sarrouh & Banting, 2016). The CDPJ voiced their opposition to the Charter in an animated 

exchange with Bernard Drainville in the Legislative Assembly (Drainville, Index du Journal des 

Debats, 2013). When a new director was to be appointed to the CAR, “radio silence” transmitted 

from the government. CAR’s support for an “open secular” society over the Parti Québécois’s 

position was the suspected reason (Chouinard, 2013).  

The framing by the Parti Québécois was nationalist. The language used clearly stipulated 
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who belonged in Quebec society and under what conditions. This discourse has also filtered into the 

education field. As one informant noted, tensions regarding religious accommodation emerged 

mostly between staff members, particularly targeted at North African childcare workers in the 

schools. Even language became an issue, but not between English and French; Muslim women 

speaking Arabic were criticized by their colleagues (Senior civil servants, personal interviews, 7–14 

July 2015). For many Muslims, the Charter was another indication of their growing alienation from 

Quebecois society (El-Menyawi, phone interview, 31 March 2014). 

Although the Parti Québécois was defeated in 2014, before its Charter initiative passed, 

debate about accommodation continued. Events happened in succession. Two young men flew to 

the Middle East and joined ISIS. An Islamic school came under scrutiny due to its reported 

affiliations with the Muslim Brotherhood. The Education Minister, Yves Bolduc sought to alter 

policies that would ensure thorough background checks would be made for private school 

administrators. Recently, an Islamic school in Montreal was vandalized in what police called a “hate 

crime.” The swath of events did not escape the attention of the Quebec Legislature, which debated 

the question of secularism and security heavily.  

In the spring of 2015, the new Liberal government of Philip Couillard released two bills, 62 

and 63. One addressed secularism, and was a simplified version of Bill 60, the Charter of Values 

introduced by the Parti Québécois in 2013. The second bill discussed hate speech and hate crimes. 

The question of secularism, integration, and now security has seen heavy focus, and directly impacts 

Muslim minorities. The framing of the two bills leans towards a multiculturalism-universalist 

conception. The Liberal Party is attempting to address hate speech, which had impacted the Muslim 

community in particular. The framing of the security debates, however, has been more hard-edged, 

placing the Muslim community under scrutiny. 

The role of the political parties has shaped discourses regarding the accommodation of 
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Muslim minorities. Both parties responded to prevailing public discourse about Muslims, regardless 

of the tacit agreement that issues of immigration and integration are de-politicized. While the Liberal 

Party under Charest did not employ a nationalist framing, there was no overt support for Muslim 

communities; Charest also came off as a pragmatist trying to retain power. The Parti Québécois, not 

wanting to be outflanked in identity politics, employed a nationalist frame with the Charter of Values 

in 2013. The Charter was divisive and it was clear that Marois was appealing to the more rural, 

conservative segments of the electorate, at the expense of religious minorities. The Liberal Party 

under Couillard fell somewhere in the middle, burning the candlestick at both ends. In the end, both 

parties did not overtly support Muslim communities, and were more concerned with appealing to 

other groups during these flashpoints.  

    Process and Outcomes 

The story of Muslim accommodation in Quebec is one of layering and gradual displacement. 

It is also a story in which accommodation was a by-product of larger battles in which Muslim 

organizations played no role. Islamic schools in Quebec have been eligible in principle for public 

funding since 1989, but increasing the number of publicly funded Islamic schools has been difficult. 

Muslims also played a minimal role in changing the church-state template for accommodation in 

public secular schools. This process was led by political elites and quasi-state/quasi-civic 

organizations, with the overall change reflecting a long, gradual displacement of the historic system. 

With respect to accommodation of particular religious needs, this was a separate process that was 

premised on legal frameworks, again led by the provincial government. 

Public Funding of Islamic Schools 

The average salary that teachers get paid in public schools here is about $35,000. I can only afford to 
pay them $26,000, because the government does not give me one penny… but, I train them, I invest a 
lot of my time and resources in to teaching them the curriculum, the program, the schedule, and good 
practises. Then, after three years, they leave for a better job, and I can’t blame them; they need to 
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live… But, then when I apply for public funding, one comment I always get is “you cannot maintain 
stable staff.” (Sawaf, phone interview, 10 September 2015)  

The above statement is from Layla Sawaf, the founder and director of Jeunes Musulmans 

Canadiens, one of the largest Islamic schools in Montreal. Sawaf has been running the school for 

more than 14 years, and has not received any public funds from the province. This is despite 

running a full school program (daycare to secondary school), with over 400 students in the school, 

and passing inspections without issue. Her struggle to obtain funding has left her feeling perplexed, 

and yet her situation is not unique. There is a discrepancy between the funding that Islamic schools 

receive and other faith schools. While there is clear demand for Islamic schools, Muslim advocates’ 

claims for funding Islamic schools have been a struggle. Currently, only 20 to 30 percent of Islamic 

schools receive public funding (Tremblay, 2013). Further analysis reveals large gaps between funding 

for schools: For example, Christian schools receive 77 percent of all public subsidies, Jewish schools 

21 percent and Islamic schools only 2 percent (Serraji, 2015).91 This discrepancy has been a source of 

frustration for Muslim advocates. Sawaf (2015) notes that her applications are either rejected or 

ignored by the province. She also states that the rote response from the government is, “We have no 

money” (Sawaf, 2015). How does the story on public funding of faith schools lead us to Ms. Sawaf’s 

experience? 

The path towards public funding of Islamic schools differs to some degree from the 

England case. While there has been a long-standing precedence for public funding of private 

schools, it was the Quiet Revolution that led to a critical change for religious minorities. With the 

power of historic religious elites diminishing, Jewish and Greek-Orthodox advocates capitalized on 

the government’s new powers over education and pushed successfully for public funding for their 

own schools. This precedent was critical in setting the scene for new forms of religious diversity 

                                                
91 This was an estimate done by Serraji with help of MarkEthnik a firm that specializes in ethnic and social 

affairs in Quebec. 
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later on.  

The Parti Québécois froze public funding of new faith schools in the late 1970s, a freeze 

which would last 10 years. Schools (mainly Greek Orthodox and Jewish) that did receive public 

funding were offered more money if French instruction was added to the curriculum (Rosenberg & 

Jedwab, 1992; Tremblay, 2011).92 Given the success of Bill 101, the freeze on funding for faith 

schools was eventually reversed (Tremblay, 2013). Robert Bourassa, elected again in 1987, revoked 

the sanction: 

À la faveur de cette libéralisation, des écoles…musulmanes obtenaient les mêmes avantages financiers 
et le même statut que les institutions d’enseignement juives fondées dès le début du XXe siècle par les 
immigrants est-européens. De fait, à cette époque, l’entente conclude vingt ans plus tôt avec les écoles 
de la communauté juive fut tout simplement étendue sur les mêmes bases à de nouvelles confessions. 
(Anctil, 2006, pp. 148–149).  

The first Islamic school received funding in 1989, and did so after Premier Robert Bourrassa 

lifted the ban against private school funding. The concern about Montreal becoming an English-

speaking city was no longer a threat, and immigrant children were learning French. The government 

simply layered onto existing policy the inclusion of new faith schools, which included Islamic 

schools. However, large Muslim populations began to settle in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and 

the demands for publicly funded Islamic schools increased. Curiously, only three schools received 

funding despite strong demand. Demands for more publicly funded schools, however, coincided 

with a strained political environment in the province. The focus on Muslim communities was 

intense, with some politicians and media outlets exploiting the cultural insecurity of the French 

majority and triggering latent public suspicion of Muslims. The impact of such politicalized scrutiny 

is impossible to quantify but also impossible to ignore. Islamic schools have only recently been a 

focus for political elites, and it was wrapped up in concerns of security. The reasonable 

accommodation debates and the Charter of Values did not focus on Islamic schools as such, but 

                                                
92 The agreement was an additional 14 hours of French each week. As Biehels (1991) notes, school children 

ended up with very long school days in order to meet the requirements.  
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they undoubtedly influenced public discourse.  

In sum, Quebec’s historic church-state template has been expanded to accommodate 

Muslims through the process of layering. That so few schools have been able to obtain funding 

despite high demand, points strongly to other factors shaping outcomes, such as public attitudes and 

framing by political parties. Perhaps this helps explain why Layla Sawaf runs a successful Islamic 

school with hundreds of students enrolled, yet does not receive state assistance.  

With these considerations, how does Quebec rank for the public funding of Islamic schools? 

 

Table 6.2 

Accommodation of Islamic Schools in Quebec 

Category 0 0.5 1 

Funding for Islamic 
Schools 

 X  

Control of Religious 
Curriculum 

X   

Control of Enrolment   X 

 
As we have seen, three Islamic schools receive funding at 60 percent of the funding for 

public schools for each pupil. The Ministry of Education does require all schools (regardless of 

funding or not) to follow the provincial curriculum and prescribes the number of hours dedicated to 

religious instruction. Moreover, all schools, private or public, must follow the Ethics, Religion, and 

Culture Program, therefore even religious instruction is overseen by the province.93 In addition, 

enrolment falls under the purview of the schools. Finally, supply does not meet demand in the 

Quebec case. Islamic schools receive far less funding than Catholic and Jewish schools in total. A 

                                                
93 In March 2015, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that Loyola High School, a private Catholic school in the 

province, was permitted to teach the Catholic component of the ERC program from a Catholic perspective, while 
maintaining a neutral and objective stance on other world religions. The administrators of the high school sought to 
make these changes through the Ministry of Education first, but had no success.  
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major reason for this could be the strained political climate regarding Muslim integration. Thus, the 

outcome is 1.5 out of 3. 

The Accommodation of Needs in Public Secular Schools 

These two subject matters were important but not simultaneous: in the 1990s there was a big reform 
in the curriculum, and also secularization of the school boards, and the announcement was made that 
religious education would be changed to ERC (the ethics, religion and culture program). So that was 
phase one. And then religious accommodation really started with the Multani case and the kirpan, and 
that was phase two. (Senior civil servant, 2015) 

The above statement is from a senior civil servant in the Ministry of Education, and 

exemplifies the process of accommodation in Quebec’s public schools. First and foremost, the 

changes were gradual and incremental, occurring over a long period of time. Debates on de-

confessionalization were in full swing when Muslim minorities started settling in the province. 

Hence, these changes are not attributable to their advocacy efforts. As we have seen, eventually a 

complete displacement of the confessional school boards and religious education programs took 

place. In order to assess the process of accommodation, this section will first examine the legislative 

process of displacing the confessional system, and then consider the religion component of the 

Ethics, Religion, and Culture Program that is now mandatory for all schools.  

Religious Education 

In 1995–1996, a review of the confessional system was re-visited by the Estates-General 

commission. The committee’s main concern was that “even if discreet, such an application of the 

confessional educational project…is potentially discriminatory” (Estates-General Report, 1995–6, p. 

50 as cited in Ministère de l’Éducation 1999). As we have seen, the Parti Québécois government 

heeded its recommendations, and completed the historic transition from confessional to the 

linguistic school boards. Additionally, the government began tackling the confessional nature of 

religious education. 

In 2000, the Quebec National Assembly passed Bill 118. The Catholic and Protestant 
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Committees were abolished and in their place came the Committee Affaires Religieuses (CAR). The 

CAR would advise the minister of education on any matters related to the role of religion in schools, 

and approve confessional aspects of confessional programs (CAR, 2000).94 Sections 36 and 37 of the 

Education Act were amended, changing pastoral and spiritual care committees to the more neutral 

“student services in spiritual care and guidance and community involvement” (CAR, 2006). In 2005, 

Bill 95 was introduced that would see the phasing out of the confessional program and the 

implementation of the ERC program by 2008: 

The religious culture curriculum is centred around different focal points, particularly the following: 
familiarization with Quebec religious heritage. Students will learn and increase their knowledge of the 
important aspects of Catholic and Protestant Christian traditions, based on their manifestations in 
Quebec culture. They will also learn about Judaism and Native spirituality…students will take an 
interest in certain major established religious traditions that have appeared more recently in Quebec: 
Islam, Buddhism, Sikhism, etc. (Ministère de L’ Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport 2005)95 

This program gives credence to the importance that historic religions have in Quebec. In a 

report to the Ministry of Education in 2007, CAR did a review of the ERC program, which surveyed 

a broad range of stakeholders. In this survey, Muslims expressed serious concerns about the 

misrepresentation of Islam (CAR, 2007b). The representation of non-Christian religions is a concern 

shared by other religious minorities as well (McAndrew & Hirsch, 2013). 

The structure of the ERC program clearly has displaced the Catholic and Protestant 

programs, but yet reflects the strong secular hybrid model—historic religious communities are given 

more attention in the program. This also reflects the efforts of different actors at play: The CDPJ 

focused on discrimination of the confessional system and ultimately this is what the government 

sought to address. These changes were not spurred on the basis of demands by Muslim minorities, 

but rather were headed by the majority (such as the CDPJ and political parties) which had been 

                                                
94 Parents were given options between the old and new regarding religious education: In elementary schools, 

parents could send their children to Protestant, Catholic or moral education classes; in secondary schools, parents had 
that same option or an ethics and religion program. 

95 I have chosen not to focus on the ethics and culture component as this does not speak to the 
accommodation of Muslim minorities.  
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grappling with these issues for decades. While CAR was an interlocutor between religious 

communities, the direction of the program was formed before the committee was established. It is 

not surprising that when a new religious education program emerged, historic religious communities 

would be prioritized. 

Religious Accommodation 

To determine how demands are met in public secular schools, authorities turned to human 

rights legislation, not church-state settlements. Indeed, it is because in Quebec, like Ontario, the 

courts can overrule legislation on the basis of the Canadian and Quebec charters. This is quite 

different from the cases in the UK. The confessional aspects of the education system created an 

environment where religious minorities either were not making demands, or the system was not 

equipped to handle them. While there were accommodation requests slowly emerging in the late 

1990s, it was the 2000s when these demands began to explicitly surface. When demands did arise, 

controversy shortly followed with the Kirpan Affair. The political climate has become so charged 

that while guidelines for accommodation do exist, the Ministry of Education refrained from 

releasing them (Senior civil servant, personal interview, 7–14 July 2015).  

How then have Muslim minorities been accommodated in public secular schools? What conclusions 

can be drawn?’ First, demands occurred in Montreal’s two major French school boards. On issues 

such as clothing and dietary restrictions, both school boards were accommodative in a pragmatic 

way. But in both cases, prayer spaces are a sensitive issue. As the 2007 mémoire submitted by 

CDSM to the Bouchard-Taylor commission stated, “Nous constatons que les écoles et les centres 

n’ont pas de balises claires concernant la présence ou non de lieux de prière dans les établissements. 

Il faut se rappeler que dorénavant, les établissements sont laïques par décision gouvernementale 

adoptée en 1998 et qu’à cet effet, ce type de permission n’apparaît pas approprié.” (p. 9). The CSDM 
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did note that four of its schools have accommodated requests to some extent while other requests 

have been refused. Prayer spaces do remain a sensitive issue for the school board: 

…not the issue of asking for space for prayers, but just praying. Because most students and staff 
know because of the craziness with accommodation that asking for specific space will not be 
tolerated. There would be a lot of pressure not to accommodate that kind of request, but then the 
issue is that for teachers and students will just want to pray somewhere, and the question will become 
where will it be tolerated? It becomes an issue of what is the principle deciding what to do about it? 
(Senior civil servant, personal interview, 7–14 July 2015) 

The official stated that requests for accommodation tend to be resolved positively, with 

phone calls made to the reasonable accommodation hotline if necessary. The second school board, 

the Commission Scolaire de Margeurite-Bourgeoys has a tighter framework for determining 

accommodation, and prayer spaces are more regulated: 

A prayer space [can’t be] open all the time, the students need to be watched.… We would like to 
know from what time to what time it needs to be made available, and if the request exceeds from 
what we are willing to accept, we come back with a different solution—a compromise and say this is 
what we will offer. For us it is difficult for us to accept that students will leave the school for Friday 
prayers or leave classes for Friday prayers—so what they do accept is prayer in silence. (Senior civil 
servant, personal interview, 7–14 July 2015).  

Moreover, the Commission Scolaire also has a careful procedure in place to determine how 

requests are accommodated. While the CDSM follows the legal frameworks, the CSMB has created 

an application process that determines the sincerity of the demand as Table 6.3 below illustrates: 
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Table 6.3 

CSMB Application Process for Religious Accommodation 

Étape 1: Réception de la demande Le demandeur (un élevé ou ses parents) rencontre la direction pour lui 
expliquer sa demande 

Étape 2: Demande écrite du requérant Requérir une demande écrite qui: 
 
Établis l’existence de la pratique ou de la croyance, selon une 
interprétation religieuse raisonnable, en vertu de percepts d’une foi 
reconnue; 
Établir la sincérité de la croyance ou de la pratique selon une 
interprétation religieuse raisonnable; 
Prouve que la règle ou la norme nuit d’une manière plus que négligeable à 
la capacité de l’élever de se conformer à cette pratique ou croyance 

Étape 3: Analyse de la demande (l’aide du 
Secrétariat général si nécessaire) 

Face a la prévue de la sincérité de la croyance, obligation d’offrir un 
accommodement raisonnable a moins que cela n’impose une contrainte 
excessive réelle. 
Y a-t-il une contrainte excessive réelle? 
Analyse de la demande de bonne foi 
Être mesure de prouver la contrainte excessive, site el est le cas 

Étape 4: Démarche Proposée Consigner l’acceptation ou le refus par écrit: 
Si acceptation: préciser les modalités de l’accommodement par écrit; 
En contrepartie: obligation de l’élevé d’en faciliter la mise en ouvre; 
obligation de l’école, de l’élevé et de ses parents de coopérer. 
N.B. La solution de compromise doit être raisonnable: il n’Ya pas de 
solution parfait. 
Si refus: préciser les motifs du refus par écrit; les règles de l’établissement 
doivent être appliquées; 
Second regard au besoin 

Source: This chart is a recreation from the original document. Commission Scolaire de Margeurite-Bourgeoys 
Administration Received: June 2015. For Thesis Use Only. 

 

This detailed guideline was put in place after the Kirpan Affair in 2006. The major thrust of 

this procedure is negotiation with students and parents on a case-by-case basis. 

Given these procedures, advocacy groups have little influence here. Unlike the Ontario and 

England cases, no Muslim organizations in Quebec advocate for accommodation in education. If we 

consider the other three cases, all focused on religious education and religious observation 

simultaneously. This was not the case for Quebec. Demands for accommodation were treated totally 

separately from the issue of religious education and observation.96 The role of secularism in the 

                                                
96 Religious observation here refers to the pastoral and spiritual care that fell under the jurisdiction of the 

Catholic and Protestant Committees.  
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church-state template did not leave much room for addressing questions such as prayer spaces. 

Dominated by historic religious communities, Muslim minorities were effectively sidelined in the 

adaptation of the church-state template. 

Table 6.4 summarizes the accommodation of Muslim minorities in public secular schools.  

Table 6.4 

Accommodation of Muslim Minorities in Secular Public Schools in Quebec 

Categories 0 0.5 1 

Prayer Space  X  

Islam in RE  X  

Islamic Dress   X 

Halal Food  X  

 

The accommodation of Muslims in public secular schools is uneven. The two school boards, 

which deal with Muslim demands for accommodation, primarily struggle with the issue of prayer 

spaces—whether to accommodate and to what extent—and in the case of one school board, their 

position is no designated space at all. With respect to Halal food, one board, which has dealt with 

specific requests in this regard, does not endorse Halal food options, but rather allows for vegetarian 

options. While the treatment of religious education is handled differently in Quebec than in the 

other three jurisdictions, questions still remain regarding its approach to addressing these demands 

in schools. Islam does not receive the same attention in the curriculum as the historic religions. In 

regards to religious dress, compromises are made to ensure safety in specific classes such as physical 

education, as well as modest bathing suits in swim classes. Finally, the approach followed in 

response to accommodation requests, does differ across the boards, which means unevenness in 

accommodation to some extent.  

The case of the CSMB is unique given the Kirpan Affair but the highly procedural process 



 
 

219 

for accommodating requests does ensure that all parties are informed. But it may also deter parties 

from seeking accommodation. The CSDM does not have a thorough process in this regard, but 

there are mechanisms available for schools to seek assistance in dealing with accommodation 

requests.97 These procedures serve as an interesting contrast to Ontario’s TDSB, where guidelines 

exist, but parents are not made aware of their existence. The fact that parents are part of the process, 

and informed every step of the way, puts Quebec ahead of Ontario and Scotland in terms of 

accommodation. Thus, the score is 2.5 out of 4. 

In sum, the Quebec case is an interesting story that differs greatly from England, Scotland, 

and Ontario. The role of the church-state template figures importantly in this analysis and 

demonstrates two important insights. First the church hybrid template reverberated strongly in the 

field of education, long after the Protestant and Catholic administrations lost control over education. 

Second, to address public funding of Islamic schools, changes in the church-state template was 

layered in order to accommodate Islamic schools at least in principle. Despite these advances, 

Muslim advocates still struggle to obtain public funds for Islamic schools. The political environment 

in Quebec is inhospitable, and there remain considerable barriers. 

Muslim accommodation in public secular schools is a different story. De-confessionalization 

was a long process, led by majority players. When Muslims arrived on the scene, the PQ was in 

power and in full swing. When the gradual displacement of the confessional system resulted in the 

implementation of the ERC program, it reflected Quebec’s religious and cultural history. 

Compounding matters is the role (or the lack of a role) of Muslim organizations. There have been 

no advocacy initiatives or campaigns put forward by these organizations. It was essentially a secular 

organization—CAR—that has been the interlocutor for vocalizing the needs of Muslims in 

                                                
97 It should also be noted that the Commission des droits de les personnes at de la jeunesse has a special 

reasonable accommodation hotline that school boards and administrators can call. This will be discussed later in the 
chapter. 
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education. Lastly, the accommodation of religious needs took place separately from religious 

education reform. In the other cases, religious education and religious observation are addressed at 

the same time. This was not the case in Quebec, given that the church-state template reflected the 

Catholic and Protestant communities so strongly. This has resulted in a key outcome: Muslim 

minorities have had very little impact in adapting Quebec’s church-state template.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Comparing the Cases: Institutions, Politics, and Outcomes 

The analysis of the accommodation of Muslim minorities in the four cases has been 

extensive. It is now time to ask what conclusions can be drawn. What have we learned? This chapter 

is divided into three parts: Parts I and II consider the importance of each factor in the analysis, 

comparing its impact in each particular case; Part III compares the policy outcomes, including the 

rankings of each case regarding the accommodation of Muslims in education.  

Part I 

The core tension at the heart of each of the four cases was between the nature of Muslim 

demands for accommodation in education on one hand, and the historic church-state settlement in 

the jurisdiction on the other hand.  

Muslim Demands 

On the whole, the importance of Muslim advocacy organizations has been uneven across the 

cases. In the case of England, Muslim advocacy is unified and strong; in Ontario, there are a number 

of Muslim education advocacy organizations, but they are not unified. In Scotland, there is very 

weak representation of Muslim advocacy in education; in Quebec there is virtually none. Likely 

impacting the strength of the Muslim advocacy are two things: the absolute size of the Muslim 

communities in each jurisdiction, and how recent the arrival of Muslims. Scotland’s Muslim 

community is growing, but it is relatively small. This likely affects the consistency of advocacy in 

education. In Quebec, the recent arrival of Muslims likely impacts the strength of Muslim 

organizations. That Muslim advocacy organizations are so many but not unified suggests the lack of 
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experience in navigating a complex political terrain.  

Across the four jurisdictions, Muslims have made similar demands. That is, all Muslim 

populations have sought public funding for Islamic schools, and have also made demands for 

accommodation in secular public schools. What is important to note here is that the intensity of the 

demands, and the strategy that Muslim advocates used, differed across jurisdictions. We must look 

into the institutional context to understand the reasons for this. First, the size and historical 

development of Muslim communities clearly mattered. Large communities that had been settled for 

decades, as in England, were in a stronger position to advance their interests than small, more recent 

groups of immigrants, as in Scotland. Second, the intensity of demand, the strength and persistence 

of the pursuit of accommodation by advocates heavily depends on political opportunity structures. 

Fetzer and Soper (2005) note that this is one explanatory factor that carries weight in explaining 

Muslim accommodation. For example, the fact that certain accommodation needs get sorted at the 

local level makes it easier for Muslims to succeed in their demands. This structural arrangement can 

fuel intensity for demands, given that local institutional structures tend to be more receptive to new 

forms of accommodation. However, the downside of decentralization is that it also tends to produce 

regional unevenness in accommodation across the jurisdiction as a whole.  

In addition, the strategy of Muslim advocates—that is, where they targeted their demands—

was also shaped by the political opportunity structure. For example, advocates relied heavily on 

judicial strategies in polities with constitutionalized charters, but were limited to purely political 

strategies elsewhere. This has certainly been the case in the four jurisdictions under review: England, 

Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec.  

England 

 Muslim advocacy organizations in England have a strong presence in civil society. Since the 

1970s there have been Muslim advocacy organizations that still remain active. Importantly, Muslim 
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advocates established the Muslim Council of Britain, an umbrella organization that would be a 

strong advocate for Muslims in education. While there are guidelines in place to assist local 

authorities learn about how to accommodate, there is still the issue of unevenness in 

accommodation. While Muslim advocacy has been persistent, advocates acknowledge there are 

problems, but insist that progress is slowly being made. As a result, Muslim advocates have a strong 

voice in the public sphere, which has been enhanced over the years to great impact in education in 

particular. 

While Fetzer and Soper (2005) do note that in England, Muslim advocates have had some 

success in receiving accommodation at the local level, their analysis is incomplete. Their conclusion 

tells only a part of the larger picture. Certainly demands for prayer spaces and the like could be met 

at the local level, but broader issues of accommodation—and these are the ones concerning us 

here—are primarily addressed at the national level. For example, the granting of public funding for 

Islamic schools rested with the Westminster government, especially the prime minister, and it took 

more than 13 years for Muslim advocates to achieve their goal. Further, while the institutional 

structures allowed Muslim representatives to advocate for the inclusion of Islam in the Agreed 

Syllabus, this was mainly possible at the local level and in communities with large Muslim 

populations. But decentralization has its limitations: In areas with smaller numbers of Muslims, 

accommodation becomes harder to achieve despite precedents.  

Scotland 

 Scotland has a small Muslim population. This has impacted the consistency of advocacy for 

Muslims in education. There was an organization that focused on education for a short period of 

time, but it is no longer active. One individual advocate led the campaign for the public funding of 

Islamic schools, but once he lost interest, the campaign dwindled. This, again, is in stark contrast 

with England, which had had consistent advocacy for years. As a result, Muslim advocates have had 
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little impact on accommodation. Weak mobilization by Muslims in Scotland contributed to uneven 

accommodation in public secular schools, and the lack of public funding for Islamic schools. What 

this has also done is leave a vacuum for other competing civil society organizations to address 

religion in education.  

As in the England case, the intensity of demands for the public funding of Islamic schools in 

Scotland was very much shaped by the political opportunity structure. First, accommodation for 

demands is determined at the local level. While the Scottish Executive can create a curriculum, it is 

only suggested to the local councils for implementation. Moreover, while leaders of Scottish parties 

can express support for the public funding of Islamic schools, it is up to the local city councillors to 

give the initial permission for funding. How did this impact intensity of demands? The campaign for 

public funding of Islamic schools took place in a short period of time, when the city was about to 

close a number of Catholic schools. The campaign to establish these schools as Islamic was 

spearheaded by one advocate in particular, who then marshalled the support of other Muslim 

organizations to fuel demand. After the rejection of two funding applications, the campaign 

stopped.  

Ontario 

This jurisdiction has prolific Muslim organizations that focus on accommodation in 

education. The end result is largely positive: There are many representatives that advocate for 

Muslims in both Toronto and Ottawa. Accommodation guidelines that have been created have been 

done so in co-ordination with Muslim advocates. The strength of Muslim advocates also serve as a 

useful resource for Muslims, since some school boards, such as the TDSB, does not advertise their 

accommodation manuals online or otherwise. It is up to advocates to inform parents and students of 

these guidelines. Regarding the public funding of Islamic schools, the role of Muslim advocates has 

been strong, as was their position in the election. This has changed since 2007, but for reasons that 
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are out of their control.  

Similar to Scotland, the intensity for demands has been shaped by the political opportunity 

structure. Public funding of Islamic schools is a case in point. Demands for public funding have 

been high. However, after the 2007 election, the issue of public funding for Islamic schools became 

futile. Identified as a wedge issue in the electoral campaign, politicians shunned the idea and 

advocates saw no point in pushing it further. A similar challenge faced advocates with regards to 

religious education. The curriculum is determined by the province, but ultimately, progress depends 

on whether the school boards are willing to offer religious education or not because it is not 

mandatory.  

Quebec 

 Muslim advocacy in education does not exist in this province. While individual Muslim 

educators keep applying for public funding they are not attempting to create a new policy. They are 

simply trying to benefit from a support that is already established in law. Regarding the 

accommodation of needs, demands are made through the schools via the parents and students. 

There are no Muslim advocacy organizations specifically dedicated to education, as in Ontario. In 

Quebec, the intensity of demand for Muslim accommodation in public secular schools is 

significantly shaped by the political opportunity structure. Muslim requests for particular needs, such 

as prayer spaces, are determined on a case-by-case basis between the parents and schools, with the 

decision to accommodate determined by school administrators. Unlike the Ontario case, there are 

no Muslim advocacy groups that represent the needs of Muslims, and concerns such as religious 

education are determined by political elites. Given the relatively recent settlement of Muslims in the 

province, combined with the individualistic conditions set for making demands, there has been a low 

intensity of requests for accommodation. 

In sum the mobilization of Muslim advocacy organizations varies significantly in the four 
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cases. The findings demonstrate that strong mobilization of Muslim advocacy does have strong 

impacts in accommodation, but on its own does not guarantee accommodation across the board. 

Weak mobilization as in the case of Scotland has resulted in an ad hoc approach to accommodation. 

In the case of Quebec, advocacy for accommodation in education does not exist. Rather, 

accommodation is determined case by case by other organizations. In Quebec, the intensity of 

demand for Muslim accommodation in public secular schools is significantly shaped by the political 

opportunity structure. Muslim requests for particular needs, such as prayer spaces, are determined, 

again, on a case-by-case basis between the parents and schools, with the decision to accommodate 

determined by school administrators. Unlike the Ontario case, there are no Muslim advocacy groups 

that represent the needs of Muslims, and concerns such as religious education are determined by 

political elites. Given the relatively recent settlement of Muslims in the province, combined with the 

individualistic conditions set for making demands, there has been a low intensity of requests for 

accommodation. 

Although Muslims pressed for the same accommodations in all four cases, the intensity and 

organizational sophistication of their campaigns varied with their own size and historical 

development, and their tactics varied with the openings provided by the political opportunity 

structure of the jurisdiction. 

What then were the factors determining the response to Muslim demands for 

accommodation in education? 

Church-State Settlements 

The historic church-state settlement was the most integral factor in shaping the outcomes in 

all four cases. Church-state settlements are the institutionalized template that confronted Muslim 

minorities as they sought to validate their demands for accommodation. In determining the 
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outcomes in all four cases, the distinctive church-state template in each jurisdiction was either 

adapted incrementally through the process of drift, layering or displacement, or was reinforced in a 

path-dependent trajectory. While each case demonstrates a different path towards adaptation or 

path-dependent enforcement, the common factor is that the church-state template was fundamental 

in shaping (a) what particular strategies political actors chose in seeking accommodation, and (b) 

how they chose to pursue that particular path. 

The church-state templates varied significantly in all four cases, and the differences mattered. 

A critical difference was the role of historic churches in actually delivering education with public 

funding. Churches that were actually delivering education were consistently powerful in the process 

responding to Muslim claims. Relatedly, whether there was a precedent for state funding for faith 

schools, and the terms of such funding, were also critical. Finally, much depended on the extent to 

which the relationship between the state and the historic churches was truly a settled issue. In cases 

when the historic relationships remained sensitive, or were being restructured, the voices of new 

minority religions tended to be drowned out. 

England 

 England has a formal church-state union. The Church of England does have a unique 

relationship with the state, and has special privileges such as representation in the House of Lords. 

That said, its privileged status was largely symbolic, and its historic power has been shared with, or 

distributed to, other minority faiths. Religious pluralism has been institutionalized in England, and 

this has impacted the terrain for accommodation, as seen in the field of education. The Anglican 

Church has power in this field, but it is in partnership with the Catholic Church as well. Moreover, 

minority faiths, such as the Jewish and Muslim populations, were able to establish partnerships and 

coalitions, with historic religion communities, in order to achieve common goals. Paradoxical as it 

might seem, the unique nature of the formal union was that it allowed for a diverse terrain, inclusive 
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of both historic and new forms of religious diversity on which to seek accommodation.  

Scotland 

 The church-state template in Scotland reflects the model of an informal union. While the 

Church of Scotland is the national church of the jurisdiction, it has no formal affiliation with the 

state. Its concerns focus on the spiritual welfare of the people and yield very little political power. 

The powerful actor here is the Catholic Church, which continues to provide education to a 

substantial portion of the population. The political context is further shaped by sectarianism, which 

has two effects. First, it creates anxiety about the need to bridge religious divisions, reinforcing 

reluctance to build new religious differences into the education system. Second, in a paradoxical way, 

the dangers of sectarian conflict sustain the Catholic Church’s strong relationship with the state. 

Antagonizing the Church in the education field might intensify, not weaken, conflict between the 

historic religious communities. The Church’s power—established in the 1918 Education Act—is 

reinforced, and is demonstrated through the vast differences in public funding for Catholic schools 

on one hand, and the Episcopalian and Jewish schools that receive funding on the other. The terrain 

for Muslims to seek public funding, then, is constrained, and contrasts greatly to that of the England 

case. The informal union privileges one particular faith group, and in turn, other faiths have very 

little power and access to political elites. 

Ontario 

The weak historic church model that reflects the power of different historic churches in two 

different time periods has shaped the trajectories of Muslim accommodation. The funding of 

Catholic schools was a political compromise to ensure that Confederation would succeed in the late 

19th century. Entrenched in the Constitution, the legislation specifically refers to Catholic schools in 

Ontario and Protestant schools in Quebec as eligible for public funding. In a strange way, the 

privileged position of Catholic schools seems to have been defined as a constitutionally entrenched 
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exception, rather than as a morally compelling precedent for the extension of public funding to 

other faiths. Moreover, the political sensitivity of the extension of Catholic funding to the senior 

levels of secondary school in the 1980s signalled the lingering sensitivity of this historic exception. 

Regarding the accommodation of Muslims in public secular schools, the influence of Protestant 

churches in shaping the template in the 1940s persisted for decades as the religious education 

program demonstrates. The adaptation of the template would be altered through the courts to finally 

reflect the changing social composition of Ontario’s society. 

Quebec 

 The strong historic church model reflects two factors. The first is the historic power of two 

churches in Quebec: the Catholic Church for the French populations and the Protestant churches in 

the English-speaking communities. These churches had complete power over the education system 

until the Quiet Revolution, when the province assumed greater responsibility. However, the 

confessional basis of education meant that Catholic and Protestant Committees retained significant 

power in the education domain, leaving very little room for new forms of religious diversity to 

secure change to the template. Second, although the confessional basis of education was finally 

abolished, the power and influence of historic communities still shape accommodation outcomes to 

this day. This is exemplified in the Ethics, Religion, and Culture program that is currently in place. 

In sum, the church-state template is an essential component in explaining the outcomes in 

Muslim accommodation. Key here is that the variation in the church-state template across all four 

jurisdictions created very different barriers to new religious minorities; some templates were 

relatively porous (as in England) and some were much more solid (as in Quebec). The existing 

church-state template also significantly impacts the relative importance of specific actors in one 

jurisdiction as opposed to another.  
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Part II 

Mediating Factors 

As we have seen repeatedly, the tension between the demands for accommodation advanced 

by Muslims and the historic church-state settlement lay at the heart of each case. The outcome that 

flowed from this tension was in turn shaped by a common set of mediating factors: predominant 

conceptions of identity, civil society mobilization, and political parties. The role of these factors 

varied significantly from case to case, but underlying the complexity was a simple question: Did each 

factor push in the direction of supporting the accommodation of diversity in major institutions such 

as education? Or did that factor push in the direction of giving priority to the determined integration 

of newcomers into a clearly defined community? 

Diversity Policies, National Identity, and Attitudes towards Immigrants and Immigration 

Ideas have a part to play in this project. The climate of ideas in each jurisdiction influences 

political actors and the way they respond to controversies about religious accommodation. In 

particular, conceptions of national identity and attitudes towards immigration and immigrants can 

shape responses to demands for accommodation of new forms of difference. This ideational context 

has been explored here at two levels: the opinions of the public as a whole to immigration and 

immigrants, and the approach to ethno-religious diversity reflected in public policies on identity, 

multiculturalism and integration. As we have seen, however, this ideational context was complex in 

all four cases, with differing cross-currents swirling in each jurisdiction. Seldom did public attitudes 

and conceptions of diversity congeal in a single compelling pressure that propelled governments to 

pursue particular strategies regarding Muslim accommodation. Having said that, the growth of 

diffuse anxieties about security after 9/11 did shift attitudes towards Muslims in the early 2000s, and 

tended to slow the process of accommodation, to the particular detriment of late-comers such as 
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Muslims in Quebec. 

England  

National identity in England does not subscribe to a certain rigid and overarching ideal. 

Unlike the case of Quebec, there are no core components that inform English national identity, as 

the conflation between English and British identity demonstrates. This had a purpose: to avoid 

antagonizing the other three nations in the UK. Rather, norms are fashioned by a global focus that is 

tied to a British identity. Much of this strategy can be traced to the elites’ administrative approach in 

the British Empire. How this translates into immigration and integration policies and public attitudes 

is quite clear: Immigration policies are tight and controlled, and cultural diversity policies are liberal 

and progressive. While initially England’s diversity policies did not include religion, eventually it was 

recognized in legislation focusing on equality. By that point, however, Muslim demands had long 

emerged and were partially accommodated. 

Public attitudes reflect this as well. In comparison with the population of our other cases, the 

English public is the least supportive of immigration and immigrants, and is not especially 

supportive of the extension of public support to new faith schools. Thus, the atmosphere is prime 

for competing political projects regarding whether Islamic schools should be publicly funded. 

However, without a mobilizing agent, the impact of public unease on policy has been muted. It has 

not been a determining factor in providing funding for Islamic schools; certainly, it was not a 

deterrent to funding schools during Blair’s time as prime minister. Of course, even Blair did not fully 

meet the demand for funding, with an average of one additional Islamic school per year being 

funded during his time. So public attitudes may well have had a role in slowing the process of 

extending public funding to more schools, especially after 2001. But public attitudes did not fully 

determine the actual outcomes. Powerful elites (such as a determined prime minister) could manage 

despite these attitudes, and faith schools continued to receive funding. To this end, diversity policies, 
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national identity, and public attitudes on their own do not have tremendous explanatory power in 

considering the outcomes in England. 

Scotland 

 Scotland is one of two sub-state nations included in this study, but its status as a minority 

nation did not represent a significant barrier to the accommodation of Muslims. Scottish national 

identity, as promulgated by elites, is infused with strong norms emphasizing meritocracy, justice, and 

equality. These values are fostered in the national institutions that include the education system, the 

judicial system, and to a lesser extent, the Church of Scotland. There are two interesting points to 

note here. First, these underlying values have informed political elites’ approach to immigration and 

immigrants. In other words, there is cross-party consensus that immigration and integration should 

be inclusive of all minorities. This has been reflected in the efforts to recruit Muslims into political 

parties, most notably the SNP. Second, Muslims tend to identify strongly as Scots, far more than 

their English counterparts see themselves as English. But the Scottish public does not fully return 

the commitment. While Scots are largely accepting of minorities, there is ambivalence towards 

Muslims. Scottish Muslims feel an onus to integrate. Thus, while Scots do not feel strongly against 

Muslim in general, neither are they strongly supportive. The end result is that political elites do not 

feel pressured to respond to Muslim demands, since this will not harm their electoral base. 

Regarding diversity policies, there are two points to note. The first is that overwhelmingly, 

the focus of the policies that addressed religion pertains to the sectarianism between Catholic and 

Protestants. This has come at the expense of other religious minorities, such as Muslims. Second, 

other diversity management policies have focused on other areas of difference, such as race. In sum, 

the existing diversity policies have no role in positively shaping outcomes for Muslim 

accommodation, and the explanatory power of public attitudes in influencing elites to accommodate 

Muslims is not strong in the Scottish case. 
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Ontario  

Unlike Canadians in other regions, Ontarians identify far more with their national identity—

as Canadians—then they do with their provincial one. This contributes to a sense that Ontario is 

exceptional. The long-term consequence of this has been the conflation of Ontarian and Canadian 

identity, similar to English and British identity. Thus, there is no strong overarching Ontarian 

identity, but Ontarians have a strong attachment to being Canadian. How does this translate to 

integration policies and public attitudes? The institutions that address cultural diversity in Ontario 

are not high profile. In fact, as Garcea (2006) notes, many Ontarians are likely unaware of their 

existence.  

While Ontarians are supportive of immigration and multiculturalism, and accepting of 

Muslims in general, they also feel strongly about the importance of integration. In the education 

sector, this emphasis on integration can be traced back to Ryerson and his approach to public 

schooling in the 19th century. This preference for integration is reflected in attitudes towards faith 

schools. Many Ontarians are hesitant about the role of faith schools, and the Liberal Party used this 

to their advantage in the 2007 election. The impact on Muslim minorities was significant, essentially 

making the advocacy for public funding a futile issue. The apparent effectiveness of the Liberals’ 

political strategy suggests that impact of public attitudes towards Muslim accommodation was quite 

decisive although the role of national identity as such is less direct. 

Quebec  

Similar to Scotland, Quebec is a sub-state nation, with a distinct national identity intrinsically 

linked to its status as a national minority. As discussed previously, cultural insecurity is a sensitive 

issue for many Quebecers, manifesting itself in language concerns and now attitudes towards 

religion. A fundamental value intrinsic to Quebecois identity is secularism. While arguably this is a 

trait not unique to Quebec per se, the historic church-state relations with the province makes this 
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issue particularly charged. The overt expression of religiosity by some Muslims has triggered fears 

from certain segments of the majority population. While controversies relating to Muslim integration 

have been prolific, it has only been recently that they have focused on Islamic schools. The 

sensitivity has been enhanced by the question of security, perhaps reflecting the wider attitudes 

towards this population. While Islamic schools are eligible for public funding, it has been a struggle 

for those seeking funding to actual obtain the funds. Politicians have been sensitive to public 

concerns about Muslims, regardless of their political stripes. Regarding diversity policies, Quebec has 

its own cultural integration program, however, it has no role in shaping outcomes. Thus, in the 

Quebec case, national identity and public attitudes do have some influence in shaping outcomes. 

In sum, the role of national identity and public attitudes do not automatically shape the 

responses of government to new social changes. Rather political actors, such as civil society 

organizations and political parties, mobilize such attitudes. This gives governments some flexibility 

as to how they respond. The clearest contrast is between Blair in England and McGuinty in Ontario. 

In other words, national identity and public attitudes are not a powerful explanatory variable on their 

own, but combined with other factors, they can powerfully shape responses towards Muslim 

accommodation.  

Political Agents  

The role of political actors is essential to understanding how and why Muslims have been 

accommodated in the four cases. While this has been true across the cases, given the jurisdiction, 

different political actors played different roles in the process. Having said that, political parties in all 

four jurisdictions were integral in shaping outcomes for Muslim accommodation directly.  
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Civil Society Organizations 

The role of civil society organizations in determining the outcomes of Muslim 

accommodation was highly variable. In some jurisdictions, their voices were heard clearly; in other 

jurisdictions, they were less prominent. They were therefore less significant than other factors, such 

as political parties, which were central in every jurisdiction. Civil society organizations were also 

varied in a second sense. Civil society organizations in some cases have been instrumental in 

mobilizing support in favour of the accommodation of difference (e.g., the Canadian cases of 

Ontario and Quebec); in other cases, civil society organizations were more active in mobilizing 

pressure for an emphasis on integration, specifically campaigning against the accommodation of 

religious difference in institutions, such as faith schools (e.g., England’s integration groups and 

Scotland’s anti-sectarian groups). 

England  

England’s Accord Coalition has had a notable impact on Muslim accommodation. Efforts by 

the Coalition to seek reforms for faith school enrolment have seemingly been impactful with respect 

to Islamic Free Schools. That said, this is where its impact has been felt. Other publicly funded faith 

schools (including some Islamic ones) do not have enrolment restrictions. The Accord Coalition has 

a strong presence in civil society, and tremendous support from a number of religious groups, 

academics, and some politicians. Its strongly integrationist agenda had resonance with a wide 

audience, and therefore certainly has shaped the discussion on the issue of public funding of Islamic 

schools in the public sphere in general, and control over enrolment in particular. 

Scotland  

While Scotland does not have robust Muslim advocacy organizations in education, the same 

cannot be said about anti-sectarian initiatives in civil society. The Nil By Mouth organization—

established in 2000—is a strong example, serving as leading advocate in the campaign against 
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sectarian violence. It also focuses heavily on education, and has been resistant to new religious 

divides in the sector. When the Scottish Executive sought to address sectarianism in 2006, this 

group was an integral player in this plan. It is not alone. Anti-sectarian initiatives have been 

undertaken by a number of organizations. As a result, the terrain has been dominated by anti-

sectarian initiatives, that are similar to the Accord Coalition in England, and push for an 

integrationist agenda, as opposed to the accommodation of difference in the education sector. As a 

result, Muslim advocacy in education has been utterly squeezed out.  

Ontario  

Interestingly, integrationist voices were less prominent in both Canadian cases, and Muslim 

groups found more allies in civil society. In Ontario, as has been discussed, the role of historic 

religious communities has been quite limited in this case, and the major players have been religious 

minorities and civil liberty organizations. In fact, Muslim advocates began mobilizing when other 

groups took religious accommodation issues in education to court. In addition, it is impossible to 

overstate the importance of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms to this case. Prior to its 

implementation, the Canadian Jewish Congress had been trying for years, on and off, to have the 

Drew Regulation revoked, but the Conservative government was not receptive. With the Charter, a 

perfect institutional opening occurred for advocates. While not all advocacy efforts were 

successful—those concerning public funding of faith schools were not—the accommodation of 

religious minorities in public secular schools was. To begin, there was accommodation for religious 

needs, such as prayer spaces. Second, religious education became optional for school boards. Thus, 

the interventions of civil society organizations were crucial in adapting the church-state template in 

this particular case. 

Quebec  

Quebec’s story for Muslim accommodation is a unique one. Although mobilization from 
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Muslim advocates has been either non-existent or very weak on education issues, other civil society 

organizations have been vital. The major players have been Quebec’s Human Rights Commission 

and the Committee of Religious Affairs—the former being an active and ardent advocate for 

dismantling the confessional school system and providing guidance for reasonable accommodation 

issues, and the latter reaching out to the religious minorities throughout the development of the 

Ethics, Religion, and Culture program. While this would have little impact on the shape of the 

program, this committee would be important for producing reports and shaping the discourse on 

religious diversity in Quebec. To this end, both organizations were vital in impacting outcomes by 

their high profile advocacy.  

In sum, civil society organizations were critical sources of support for Muslim 

accommodation in Ontario and Quebec. In contrast, anti-sectarian organizations in Scotland 

contributed to the pressures that squeezed Muslims to the margins. In the case of England, the 

Accord Coalition was seemingly able to make headway in impacting enrolment control for Islamic 

Free Schools. In these cases, the role of civil society organizations was conditioned by the prevailing 

church-state template. In the case of Scotland continuing sectarianism stimulated initiatives 

regarding anti-sectarianism in the public sphere.98 In Ontario and Quebec, in contrast, the absence 

of strong historic churches in advocating for religious minorities has led to assertive civil society 

organizations seeking to adapt the template. Ultimately, it seems what drives civil society 

organizations in the UK are social cohesion campaigns, whereas in Canada, civil society 

organizations are more rights-oriented.  

Historic Churches and Religious Communities 

In all four jurisdictions there have been powerful religious actors, but only in one case has a 
                                                
98 As noted earlier, one might question whether these councils are really civil society organizations. But they 

clearly sit at the intersection of the state and civil society, and it is helpful to consider them along with civil society 
organizations such as civil rights groups in Ontario. 
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historic church acted as an advocate for Muslim minorities. Several factors influenced this pattern. 

The first is the actual size of the community, and its ability to mobilize support for such causes. The 

second is whether the historic church in question perceives itself to be under threat or is secure in its 

status in the community. If it is the former, the historic church will not take on the burden of 

advocating for Muslim minorities, as we have seen in the case of Scotland and England; and with the 

Protestants and Catholics in Quebec and Ontario. 

England 

The role of the Church of England was fundamental for shaping Muslim accommodation. 

This was noticeable with religious education reform in 1988. The terrain developed by historic 

religious communities in England makes it one where new forms of religious diversity can navigate. 

While the Church of England does have privileges, these are mostly symbolic. And, as we saw, it has 

used what power it has to advocate for multiple religious faiths at times. While each community has 

its own objectives, the environment fosters co-ordination and partnership, which can be helpful for 

Muslim accommodation.  

Scotland 

The Catholic Church is the powerful actor in education. As a minority that is under pressure, 

however, it has focused on defending its existing role in the sector. There has been no advocacy on 

behalf of the new forms of religious diversity. Moreover, the absence of the Church of Scotland as a 

powerful actor in education also serves as strong contrast to the England case. As a result, Muslims 

seeking accommodation do not have an ally in navigating the terrain. In sum, the Catholic Church is 

the only church to have a structural relationship with the state, rendering it the sole powerful 

religious actor in accommodation in education. 
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Ontario 

Ontario serves as an interesting case in this regard. There are two historic religious 

communities to consider here. Neither the Protestants nor the Catholics have been a helpful ally for 

Muslims. The Catholic Church is a powerful actor, having successfully secured full funding of its 

schools in the early 1980s. As in the Scotland case, the absence of the Protestant schools has 

rendered the Catholic hierarchy the sole powerful church in debates over public funding of faith 

schools. Similar to the Scotland case, it has not advocated for the funding of other faith schools. The 

absence of historic religious actors as advocates has also been noticeable in the accommodation of 

Muslim minorities in public secular schools. The revocation of the Drew Regulation was the result 

of efforts of civil society organizations as opposed to any historic religious group.  

Quebec 

This province had two very powerful religious communities that shaped the church-state 

template dramatically. The Catholic and Protestant communities historically had full control over 

education until the Quiet Revolution. While the province took over public education, at the time the 

Catholic and Protestant administrations still had a tremendous amount of power. The school boards 

remained confessional until the 1990s, and both churches were active in fighting to retain their 

power. For the Catholic Church, this was done by appealing to political elites, for Protestants, it was 

achieved through the courts. In the end, the National Assembly dismantled the confessional school 

boards and religious education was reformed, opening more space for specific religious minorities. 

But the historic churches played no role in paving the way for Muslim accommodation.  

In sum, historical religious communities played a limited role in adapting the historical 

template to accommodate Muslims. In England, one historic church tried to be a helpful advocate 

for Muslims, at least in the early years, but that support was less apparent after 9/11. Conversely, the 
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other three cases have powerful religious groups in education, but none that were allies for Muslim 

advocates. In part, the historic churches perceived their own position as precarious and sought to 

retain their own status, and had little role to play in shaping Muslim outcomes in the three cases.  

Political Parties 

Political parties have proven to be the most consistently powerful factor in triggering 

institutional change. Political parties mobilized and primed attitudes towards immigrants and 

immigration. In addition, their framing of issues related to accommodation impacted the direction of 

accommodation. How political parties framed these issues in the public sphere did not necessarily 

reflect their traditional ideological underpinnings on the economic axis as well. While the actions of 

political parties in England were largely consistent with their position on the left-right axis, we see 

important contrasts in Ontario and Scotland. For example, in Ontario, the Conservatives under 

Mike Harris did support public funding of Islamic schools whereas the Liberal governments under 

Dalton McGuinty were against it. In Scotland, while the political parties were not vehemently against 

religious accommodation, they were not particularly supportive either. More importantly, the focus 

on anti-sectarianism initiatives promoted by the Scottish Executive led by the Labour Party in 2006 

likely worked against the case for the public funding of Islamic schools. Finally, in Quebec, the 

Liberal Party’s position remained mainly aligned with its position on the economic axis, but the 

views of the Parti Québécois, traditionally considered a leftist party, were not, as evidenced by the 

introduction of the Charter of Values in 2013. 

England 

Both the Conservative and Labour Party played direct roles in shaping Muslim 

accommodation. For the former, this was quite clear in the emphasis on Christianity in religious 

education reforms in 1988. Thatcher had a very distinct approach to national identity—one that 
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employed a nationalist frame—that was then strengthened by the education curriculum. The Labour 

Party had a direct impact in the public funding of Islamic schools. Upon the election of Blair in 1997 

Muslims were granted funding. This meshed with Blair’s philosophy on faith schools, which did 

reflect a multiculturalism-universalist frame. Thus, in very clear ways, political parties have shaped 

outcomes for Muslim minorities in education.  

Scotland 

The Scottish case also is a story of powerful political parties shaping outcomes for Muslim 

accommodation. The clear example here is the community cohesion initiative implemented by the 

Labour Party in 2006. The twinning program, meant to pair faith schools with secular schools, 

clearly demonstrated the state’s anxiety about faith schools. It was at this time that Scottish Muslims 

began their campaign for public funding for Islamic schools. The end result was a rejection of the 

public funding with a major concern that it would foster social segmentation. Thus, the campaign 

was disbanded and new efforts for campaigning have not been renewed. While the framing for 

twinning was multiculturalist-universalist, the unintended outcome was that Muslims were denied 

the same rights enjoyed by the Catholic minority. As a result, the Labour Party was significant in 

determining the outcome for the public funding of Islamic schools. 

Ontario 

Ontario is a clear case of the electoral strategizing of a political party having a direct impact 

on the public funding of Islamic schools. This in fact became the wedge issue of the 2007 election, 

with the Liberal Party employing a nationalist frame. The end result was mobilizing an already 

unsympathetic electorate to claim the election. The Liberal Party won the election, but at the 

expense of Muslim minorities. Afterwards, the advocacy of public funding for Islamic schools died.  
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Quebec 

Political parties have been focusing on Muslim accommodation for years. The most direct 

example is with Premier Robert Bourrasa lifting the ban for public funding of faith schools in 1989. 

This led to the public funding of Islamic schools, with the first one being funded in that same year. 

That said, very few Islamic schools are publicly funded. The issue, then, is why is supply not meeting 

demand? How political parties have framed issues related to Muslim accommodation has been 

important. The framing for these controversies, including the reasonable accommodation crises, the 

Charter of Values, and recently the increase of security concerns have shifted between the nationalist 

and the multiculturalist-universalist. But the scrutiny on Muslims has been intense throughout. Very 

recently this focus has shifted to Islamic schools and security, and while Islamic schools do remain 

eligible for public funding, it remains to be seen whether any more Islamic schools will receive 

funding.  

In sum, the role of political parties plays an integral role in shaping outcomes in all four 

jurisdictions. Importantly, how political parties have framed immigration and immigrants has shaped 

the variation in outcomes, but both approaches employed by parties have played a role. The next 

section will consider outcomes. 

Part III 

Outcomes 

The purpose of this project is to determine how and why Muslim minorities have been 

accommodated in England, Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec. The outcomes will explain how the 

church-state templates were adapted or reinforced when confronted with Muslim demands in 

education. Across all four jurisdictions, existing policies were adapted through specific mechanisms, 
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such as layering, drift, or displacement, in order to accommodate Muslim demands. Where there was 

no change, a path-dependent trajectory remained. The extent to which Muslims’ demands are met 

can be best described as partial across all four cases. 

England 

In both the public funding of Islamic schools and the accommodation of Muslim minorities 

the existing church-state template has been adapted incrementally. In the case of public funding, the 

change was layered onto the existing template, shifting the nomenclature from denominational 

schools to faith schools. What is notable here is that the 1944 Butler Act did not identify a specific 

denomination that could receive funding, but left this ambiguous. This provided leverage for 

Muslim advocates to make claims for public funding for Islamic schools. While there remains a large 

gap between supply and demand for publicly funded Islamic schools, this gap is shrinking. However, 

this comes at a cost. Many publicly funded Islamic schools do not have complete control over their 

enrolment. For the public funding of Islamic schools, England scores 2 out of 3—0.5 for the 

principle of public funding, 1.0 for control over curriculum, and 0.5 for control over enrolment.  

Displacement and layering describe how the template was adapted for Muslims in public 

secular schools. With the introduction of the Education Reform Act in 1988, changes to religious 

education happened rather abruptly, shifting the ambiguous clause of religious education in the 

Butler Act to something direct: a focus on Christianity and two other religions that represent the 

populations in the community. Thus, with the case of England, the result was institutional change 

on both public funding and accommodation of needs. These adaptations are reflected in England’s 

ranking for accommodation, which is the highest amongst all the cases at 3 out of 4—1.0 for Halal 

food, 1.0 for Islamic dress, 0.5 for prayer spaces, and 0.5 for religious education. 
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Scotland 

When confronted with Muslim demands, Scotland’s church-state template was both 

reinforced and incrementally adapted. When Muslim minorities mobilized for public funding for 

Islamic schools, their applications were rejected twice. While there is precedent for public funding of 

faith schools, the historic template remained intact. The church-state template that is invoked to 

accommodate religious minorities is a reflection of the political relations between the Catholic 

Church and the Scottish political elites. While this template has entrenched the political 

configuration between church and state in 1918, sectarianism is still a live issue in Scotland; the 

public funding of faith schools remains highly charged. Thus, when Muslims were seeking 

accommodation, they were not appealing to a dormant historic template, but were confronted with a 

live issue. Islamic schools still do not receive public funds to this day. Thus, the ranking is 0 out of 4.  

Regarding Muslim needs in public secular schools, the template has been adapted through 

drift and layering. Muslims do receive accommodation on issues such as prayer spaces, dietary, and 

clothing needs. However, where Muslims live matters: The Glasgow City Council has taken a 

proactive approach with parents; Muslim parents in other cities with smaller populations are 

struggling. 

Concerns with religious education remain. The program still emphasizes Christianity. It is 

interesting to note the role of Scottish bureaucrats in adapting this template. It was through their 

slow and incremental efforts that any representation of minority faiths was included in religious 

education. As Mahoney and Thelen (2009) point out, the role of bureaucrats can be quite important. 

In sum, Muslim accommodation has not ranked high in Scotland. No public funding for Islamic 

schools, and accommodation of needs is uneven. That said, the local authorities in the most diverse 

Scottish city have been proactive in reaching out to parents. The jurisdiction ranks third for 

accommodation 2.5 out of 4—1.0 for Islamic dress, 0.5 for Halal food, 0.5 for religious education, 
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0.5 for prayer spaces. 

Ontario 

Similar to Scotland, Ontario’s historical church-state template was reinforced when Muslims 

made demands for public funding. Ontario did not seek a similar amendment. When advocates 

sought to address the inequality in public funding through the courts, the courts sided with the 

province. After the 2007 election the question of public funding for faith schools was rendered null. 

As a result, the church-state template remains entrenched. As a ranking, Ontario receives 0 out of 3 

on this issue. 

Muslims do receive accommodation in public schools, but it is uneven in implementation. 

The adaptation of the church-state template was altered through drift and displacement. But, 

accommodation has also been by stealth. For example, the TDSB, the most diverse and largest 

school board in the province, does not advertise their accommodation guidelines publicly. It is up to 

civil society organizations to inform parents. Religious education is optional in the province and 

exposure to Islam is likely inconsistent for the majority of Ontario’s student population. Thus, while 

Ontario is perhaps the multicultural hub of Canada, its accommodation of Muslim minorities does 

not reflect this appellation. The support for both multiculturalism and integration created a 

surprising and odd result regarding Muslim accommodation in Ontario.99 On accommodation in 

public secular schools, Ontario ranks 2 out of 4—0.5 for Halal food, 0.5 for Islamic dress, 0.5 for 

prayer spaces, and 0.5 for religious education. It ranks last in the four jurisdictions. 

Quebec 

Similar to England, the church-state template in Quebec was adapted for both the public 

funding of Islamic schools and the accommodation of Muslim needs in public secular schools. The 

                                                
99 Alternative titles for the chapter were “What’s the Matter with Ontario?” and “Ontario and its Issues” 
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public funding of Islamic schools is rather straight forward: Publicly funded in 1989, Islamic schools 

have been eligible for state assistance for some time. The adaptation was done through layering 

Muslim eligibility on a pre-existing program. However, there is a very big gap between principle and 

practise: Very few Islamic schools have actually received public funding. Moreover, Islamic schools 

do not have control over their curriculum, including their religious education. Quebec ranks 1.5 out 

of 3 on the public funding of Islamic schools—1.0 for control over enrolment, 0.5 for the principle 

of public funding, and 0 for control over religious curriculum. 

Regarding the accommodation of needs in public secular schools, the institutional adaptation 

was that of displacement. While Muslims did benefit, the reforms were generated by political elites; 

the mandatory religious education program reflected the religious and cultural history of the 

province, Islam is part of the mandatory curriculum. While accommodation of needs does meet 

Muslim demands, the process can be highly legalistic. Nonetheless there is compromise. For 

example, prayer spaces remain a touchy issue, but Muslim students, for the most part, are able to 

pray. On this scale, Quebec earns 3 out of 4—1.0 for Islamic dress, 0.5 for Halah food, 0.5 for 

religious education, and 0.5 for prayer spaces. In sum, Muslims in Quebec are reasonably 

accommodated. The province is ranked second in the four cases. 

While this has been a comprehensive overview of the findings for each factor and case, 

general conclusions will be summed up in the following chapter, as well as reflections for future 

research.  

Below are two tables that summarize the findings: 
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Table 7.1 

Ranking of Policy Outcomes by Sector 

Cases Funding of Islamic Schools 
(out of 3) 

Accommodation in Secular Public Schools 
(out of 4) 

England 2 3 

Scotland 0 2.5 

Ontario 0 2.0 

Quebec 1.5 2.5 

 
Table 7.2 
Consolidated Ranking of Policy Outcomes 

Consolidated Ranking of Policy Outcomes 
(out of 7) 

England 5 

Quebec 4 

Scotland 2.5 

Ontario 2 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Conclusions 

Accommodating Muslim minorities in secular societies is a challenging task. This thesis 

examined four cases and implemented a framework that highlighted the role of the following 

factors: church-state settlements; national identity and public attitudes towards immigration and 

immigrants; political actors, including Muslim advocacy organizations, civil society organizations, 

and historic religious communities; and political parties.  

Underpinning my theoretical framework, I drew on four bodies of literature: historical 

institutionalism, literature on civil society and political parties, and ideationalism, in order to explain 

how these components explained the variation in outcomes. So, what general conclusions can be 

drawn from this thesis? Indeed, what has this study of accommodating Muslim minorities in 

England, Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec taught us about the politics of diversity in contemporary 

democracies? 

Findings 

1. Muslim Demands and the Political Opportunity Structure 

 Fetzer and Soper (2005) contend that political opportunity structures shape outcomes to a 

degree. This also has proven the case for my project, but my work adds to this finding in an 

important way: the political opportunity structure has impacted the intensity of demands and how 

Muslims strategize for accommodation as well. Also important to this discussion is the discursive 

political opportunity structure that determined what actors were important to the story of Muslim 

accommodation in each jurisdiction. For example, Anglican bishops were integral to the England 

story, but nowhere to be seen in the Ontario case. As Koopmans et al. (2005) point out, the 
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discursive context shapes what actor has legitimacy in the public sphere. 

2. The Church-State Settlement 

The argument advanced by Fetzer and Soper (2005) that church-state templates would be a 

strong explanatory factor in how Muslims are accommodated is also confirmed here. While the 

authors examined the UK, Germany, and France, my comparison of England, Scotland, Ontario, 

and Quebec, also demonstrates the importance of the church-state template, and further develops 

the discussion. For example, this thesis demonstrates that the core tensions were between Muslim 

demands and the church-state settlement in that jurisdiction, and that church-state settlements are 

not necessarily “settled.” That is, if tensions between historically dominant churches are still 

sensitive (as seen with the cases of Scotland and Ontario) and still undergoing change (like the case 

of Quebec), there is a possibility that voices of minorities may be drowned out.  

3. Cultural Diversity Policies  

It is the church-state template, and not integration policies such as multiculturalism and 

interculturalism, that are expanded and adapted to accommodate religious demands. In fact, these 

policies play virtually no role here whatsoever. One might have expected that the church-state 

settlement and prevailing diversity policies would provide alternative templates to guide the response 

to new forms of religious diversity, and that policy-makers in different jurisdictions might vary in the 

extent to which they relied on one or the other template. No so. As highlighted in the cases, each 

jurisdiction does have policies to address cultural diversity, but religion has largely been ignored in 

those strategies.100 In addition, one might expect that conceptions of secularism would play a 

significant role in the debate, especially over the Charter of Values in Quebec. But strikingly, those 

                                                
100 As noted in the England case, recent changes to legislation, such as the Equality Act in 2010, finally 

addressed religion.  
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considerations did not prevail in shaping the outcomes for education in Quebec. The decision on 

public funding followed the precedent embedded in the church-state settlement, albeit with a lag and 

less completeness in terms of number of schools receiving funding.  

4. Political Agents: Civil Society 

Political agents are absolutely essential to explaining the variation of outcomes. The 

adaptation of the church-state template could not have occurred without the actions of the 

particular political actors who prime, mobilize, and respond to select ideas regarding national 

identity, belonging, and Muslim accommodation. This project has shown that different political 

agents are more influential in different jurisdictions. 

The role of civil society organizations was important in the Canadian provinces. In Ontario 

and Quebec, these powerful organizations were responsible for shaping the church-state template to 

accommodate Muslim minorities. In Ontario, it was coalitions of religious groups, civil society 

organizations, and ad hoc groups of parents that forced the adaptation of the template in relation to 

public secular schools. There was no historic church advocate that could pave the way for change, or 

use influence with the province, to revoke the Drew Regulation. The political elites were also 

unhelpful. It was societal actors located outside formal political channels, taking advantage of the 

newly implemented Charter of Rights and Freedoms that instigated change. 

Quebec is similar in this regard. Its human rights commission is a powerful advocate of 

change. Note its constant advocacy for the dismantling of confessional school boards since the 

1970s. When the reasonable accommodation crises occurred, political and academic elites drew on 

the commission for assistance and resources. The provincial government called on it to monitor 

reasonable accommodation issues; even the Ministry of Education does not address accommodation 

issues directly, but relied on the human rights commission. Since reasonable accommodation is 
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informed by human rights legislation, the role of the commission is quite important. In sum, the 

absence of historic religious communities as advocates for Muslim minorities resulted in civil society 

organizations outside formal political channels playing this role. In both cases, changes were fuelled 

by rights legislation that could be enforced by the judiciary.  

When we examine the UK, there is an interesting difference. Without the benefit of a 

powerful judicial channel afforded by a constitutionalized bill of rights, Muslim advocates had to rely 

heavily on political processes, and needed political allies to defend their cause. In England, it was the 

Church of England that was important for Muslim accommodation, and its role both in and out of 

formal political channels was key. Muslims have noted that the Church of England was an important 

advocate for their accommodation demands (Fetzer & Soper, 2005). Conversely, the campaign by 

civil society organizations for social cohesion (known as community cohesion in England) was 

strong and cogent, but worked against the objectives of Muslim advocates. As a result, Islamic Free 

Schools do not have total control over their enrolment, much to the chagrin of some Muslim 

advocates. Notably, it is this form of Islamic school that is increasingly becoming publicly funded. 

In the case of Scotland, the Church of Scotland does not play the same role at the Church of 

England. Without schools of its own, it was sidelined in educational politics. The Catholic Church 

does have schools and was engaged politically, but feeling on the defensive, it focused on its own 

interests and did not serve as an advocate for Muslim minorities. The advocate here for Muslims was 

the Scottish bureaucracy. What we can conclude is that Muslims in England and Scotland have been 

reliant on the actors within state institutions to shape outcomes. 

5. Political Agents: Political parties 

The role of political parties has proven to be a primary factor in explaining state and 

provincial responses to Muslim demands. Across all four cases, political parties have played direct 
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roles in determining whether Muslims receive public accommodation in education. In all four cases 

it is the direct actions of political parties that determined whether Muslims received public funds for 

Islamic schools. In the cases of England and Quebec, it was political parties that determined when, 

and the speed in which, Islamic schools would receive funding. In the cases of Scotland and 

Ontario, it was political parties that were instrumental in determining that Islamic schools would not 

get funding. In all four cases, regarding the accommodation of needs in public secular schools, 

political elites were instrumental in shaping the religious education curriculum and ultimately the 

representation of Islam in that curriculum. With the exception of church-state settlements, no other 

factor had as consistent, and as direct, an impact on outcomes across the four cases as the political 

parties have had.  

6. Institutionalism and the process of change  

This thesis demonstrates the robustness of the institutionalist framework in explaining the 

variation in outcomes. While the ideational and political actor literature provides a strong theoretical 

grounding for explaining mediating factors, the grounding in historical institutionalism in general, 

and the discussion on church-state templates in particular, is integral for explaining institutional 

change over time. Strikingly, states did not introduce new policies to address new forms of religious 

accommodation. Historic templates were invoked and in many instances adapted to reflect society’s 

new diversity. To understand this adaptation, the typology created by historical institutionalist 

scholars was helpful in describing this change pattern. Indeed, institutions are dynamic and subject 

to change at certain instances. In the cases examined here, the primary mechanisms for change were 

layering, drift, and displacement. My thesis revealed these incremental changes, identifying important 

points where the historic church-state template is susceptible to adaptation, and was undertaken 

through careful process-tracing and thick description.  
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In her critique of Fetzer and Soper (2005), Bellin (2008) argues that the authors did not draw 

on any comparative politics scholarship. Bellin’s point was that this kind of discussion could benefit 

students of political science by making connections with the literature that shapes the discipline. 

This thesis responds to Bellin’s critique, and demonstrates that historical institutionalism provides an 

integral theoretical grounding for explaining how Muslim minorities are accommodated in England, 

Scotland, Ontario, and Quebec. 

7. The Outcomes: Accommodation of Muslims 

This project has focused on explaining variation in outcomes across England, Scotland, 

Ontario, and Quebec, and indeed there was variation as captured in the Composite Ranking of 

Policy Outcomes detailed in the last chapter. But, I have yet to address the question of the overall 

accommodation of Muslims in education. What is the state of affairs here? Muslim accommodation 

across all jurisdictions has been a very slow and partial process. While each case has a different story, 

the process for Muslim accommodation has been arduous. This is the common thread across these 

stories. The cup for Muslim accommodation may be currently half full. The tap, however, is on a 

slow drip. And this story is not finished. Security continues to be a concern for governments, and 

for the Muslim communities, a focus of this concern. This slow drip of accommodation may be 

getting slower. It may be turned off.  

Future Research 

The study on religious accommodation in general and Muslim minorities in particular is an 

emerging literature. This literature is developing in exciting ways. In Europe, there has been a 

tremendous amount of work on the accommodation of Muslim minorities; in Canada, the literature 

has just begun to develop. There are two areas that have been flagged by scholars as requiring 
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further research. The first is healthcare and the second is municipal planning, specifically in securing 

permits for mosques. Both areas are of interest, and the work done here on ideas, political actors, 

and institutions are applicable to these different contexts. While these are just two settings, 

education as an institutional setting for studying accommodation can be developed further.  

For example, studying the variation in faith schools across Canada would be important and 

interesting work: there is indeed considerable variation. Importantly, it will be interesting to see if, 

and how, Canadian universities develop programs similar to those found in Europe regarding Imam 

training. Universities and institutional accommodation has already been the focus of scholarship in 

the United States, but as concerns pertaining to security continue to grow, it will be noteworthy to 

see if Canada will follow the European example in this regard, and attempt to intervene on sensitive 

and vital issues such as Imam training. This also leads to other questions regarding the role of 

security and the policing of a particular community. Questions that Muslim communities in England 

certainly have experienced.  

A critical finding in this thesis is that diversity templates have not been integral in explaining 

institutional change for the accommodation of Muslim minorities. This raises a very interesting issue 

regarding how the accommodation of Muslim minorities in liberal-democratic states is being 

assessed by policy-makers and academics. While the Multicultural Policy Index examines cultural 

diversity policies across a range of countries in the West, another kind of index could assess religious 

accommodation. This is a future area of consideration for research. 

Moving beyond accommodation, there is much work to be done on Muslim advocacy 

groups in general. Again, a comparison between Europe and Canada is useful. Certain jurisdictions 

such as Belgium have attempted to impose a hierarchal structure on Muslim communities in order to 

establish a cohesive organization to represent their needs. Their efforts, captured quite humorously 

in Rik Torf’s (2012) article, “Muslims in Belgium,” failed disastrously. Quebec has a plethora of 
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Muslim organizations. Their interests and concerns overlap, and at times contradict; there is no 

unified voice. As the province becomes increasingly concerned with this growing population, it 

would be important to see how these Muslim advocacy groups develop in the public sphere, how 

they are received by the province in the future, and whether there will be efforts by advocates to 

follow the route of the Muslim Council of Britain. One note of interest: The growing number of 

Muslim organizations in Quebec also means that Muslim women’s organizations are emerging. 

While there might not be a unified voice, a plurality of voices is increasingly being heard. Generally, 

the role of Muslim advocacy groups as political actors requires more attention across the 

jurisdictions and elsewhere. 

In sum, the accommodation of Muslim minorities is no easy task. However, this research 

provides much needed insights on the voices and motivations of Muslims in the UK and Canada. 

Muslims do not only seek religious accommodations; they also wish to be citizens who belong and 

participate in the public sphere, smoothly access public institutions, and are accepted into the polity. 

The tensions that arise when a new form of religious diversity confronts historic institutional 

structures raise the ire of certain segments of the public sphere and become the focus of 

controversies, sometimes about ancient, arcane legislation. But, this is a small part of a complex 

narrative regarding integration, accommodation, and belonging. The story continues to unfold.  
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Appendix A: Decision Rules 

In order to evaluate how Muslim minorities are being accommodated in the sphere of 

education, this project uses seven indicators. Three indicators track the issue of the public funding 

of Islamic schools, and four track the issue of the accommodation of Muslims in public secular 

schools. 

For each indicator, policy documents, reports from public commissions, semi-structured 

interviews, media reports, and archival research were utilized to assess how each jurisdiction 

responded to the demands of Muslim minorities.  

The ranking is as follows: 

Yes: 1 point 
Partial: 0.5 points 
No: 0 points 

Public Funding of Islamic Schools 

The following indicators are examined: 

1) Funding for Islamic Schools 

Yes: Jurisdiction has provided full funding for Islamic schools, and supply is meeting 
demand. 
Partial: Jurisdiction provides partial funding, or a jurisdiction provides full funding, but 
supply is not meeting demand.  
No: No public funding is given to Islamic schools. 

2) Control over Enrolment 

Yes: Islamic schools that receive public funding have full control over their enrolment. 
Partial: Publicly funded Islamic schools have partial control over their enrolment. 
No: Islamic schools that receive public funding have no control over their enrolment 

3) Control Over Religious Instruction Curriculum  

Yes: Publicly funded Islamic schools have complete control over their religious instruction 
program.  
Partial: Islamic schools that receive public funds have partial control over their curriculum. 
No: Islamic schools that are publicly funded have no control over their religious instruction 
curriculum. 
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Accommodation of Needs in Public, Secular Schools 

The following indicators are examined: 

1) Prayer Spaces 

Yes: Prayer spaces are provided for Muslim students, are easily accessible; i.e., students do 
not face resistance or hurdles to leave class and pray. Friday prayers are addressed. 
Partial: Students are not provided with a permanent space to pray, (this will include 
conducting prayers silently in class) or, while prayer spaces are available, students face 
hurdles accessing them. 
No: Prayer spaces are not provided at schools. 

2) Inclusion of Islam in Religious Education 

Yes: Islam is included in the curriculum and accurately represented. It is incorporated in all 
religious education curriculums across the jurisdiction. 
Partial: Islam is included in religious education curriculums where there are large 
concentrations of Muslim students. It is uneven across the board or religious education is 
optional. 
No: Islam is not taught in religious education in any capacity in the jurisdiction. 

3) Religious Dress 

Yes: Religious dress is permitted in schools, and accommodations are made for certain 
classes, such as physical education, wood-working, and shop class. 
Partial: Certain religious dress is permitted in some schools, but not all. 
No: No form of religious dress is permitted in the schools. 

4) Dietary Needs 

Yes: Muslim students have access to halal food in school or at school events when 
requested. 
Partial: Muslim students have access to vegetarian options in lieu of halal food. 
No: Halal food is not provided for students upon request.  
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