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Mica Nava:
I’m going to start off by asking Handel to expand a little on the introductory 
notes that we were given by Matt and tell us a little bit more about why he’s 
interested in the themes of the Learning Lab that he’s just been leading over the 
last three days. Some of you attended but other people didn’t, so you might get 
a bit more of a sense of what the interest has been, and then I’m going to ask 
him some more specific questions about multiculturalism and some of the other 
issues that have been raised.

Handel Wright:
It’s been a wonderfully stimulating time. People thought that this was my first 
visit to Ireland, but it’s actually my fourth visit to Dublin. They have been short 
visits but always very interesting visits and I’ve learned a lot. I just want to 
say what a rich experience it was facilitating the Learning Lab, and I think it’s 
a wonderful model and I hope this is something that can be put out there as 
a model for other people to see and maybe follow and build on. And thanks, 
Mica, this is really good that we get to see one another again. We do work in the 
same field of cultural studies and my work has sort of traversed cultural studies 
as well as the field of education, and this is, in part, because I’ve always been 
passionate about the idea of not justice in the formal sense, but fairness. I’ve 
always felt that some things are fair and some things are unfair in the world, 
since I was a child. It’s like a basic beginning that leads you to a certain way when 
you get into studies of thinking about how can you do your work so … that you 
address issues of fairness. And when you realize that there are problems like 
ethnic discrimination - when I was in Sierra Leone - and then later on if you get 
outside of your country, you begin to face issues of racism. So one, it’s a matter 
of what I have faced myself, but secondly what I know that other people have 
faced. Then you realize, all of a sudden, identities are in fact multiple and then 
you begin to say: “Well, maybe it’s not just about race, maybe it’s also about 
social class, maybe it’s also about gender, sexual orientation...” So if you put all 
of those together, you begin to realize that identity politics are important, not 
just in themselves but in terms of how do you create a better society, how do 
you create justice for individuals, for certain communities and groups. So that’s 
my political leaning and that got translated and developed in a way in the kinds 
of things that I studied. I mean, I was doing literature but, of course, I wanted 
to do African literature and insisted on it, even when I went to Windsor, which 
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hardly had any African experts. So things like that sort of led me to really take a 
strong stand on what kinds of issues are important and how do we do academic 
work such that it becomes a kind of extension of our politics. And that’s what 
attracted me to something like cultural studies during my doctoral studies, 
but initially I remember that during my second masters degree – I was doing 
education and was looking at literature – somebody took pity on me and said: 
“You know, all these things you’re writing about, which are not really education 
but what’s good and what’s bad... That’s actually a kind of critical pedagogy.” 
And I said what is that? And he said: “Well, if you know about critical pedagogy, 
you’ll understand that you’re trying to do a late person’s version of critical 
pedagogy,” which is what led me to do my doctorate with Roger Simon at the 
University of Toronto, who was actually an expert on critical pedagogy and it 
was through him that I got introduced to cultural studies, so that’s where the 
two discourses come together doing the kind of work that I do. That was rather 
long-winded, but that’s the general sense of where some of this comes from.

Mica:
Well, I’m going to push you a little bit and ask you to explain to people what 
you mean by critical pedagogy and then we’ll talk a little bit about what cultural 
studies means because I think people may not be familiar; I think they come 
from lots of different backgrounds. You also use the term “praxis” and those 
two terms, how do they relate to the work of anti-racism - if you can spell that 
out a bit for us?

Handel:
Critical pedagogy, in the roughest way I can describe it, is a way of doing 
education intentionally. It’s an idea of not just teaching, because those of us in 
the field of education might draw something of a distinction between teaching 
and pedagogy. For some people, it sounds like pedagogy is just a term for 
teaching; but the way to draw the distinction is that with teaching you can teach 
anything from any perspective. With pedagogy, you are aware of the politics 
of what it is you are doing. Pedagogy takes into account what are your aims in 
doing the kind of teaching that you’re doing. So you can look at teaching in a 
micro-sense of class simulations between teachers and students. You look at 
pedagogy in terms of what is the intention and politics of the work you are doing 
in the teaching and the learning encounter. The discourse of critical pedagogy 
has some of its origins, particularly through the work of Brazilian philosopher 
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Paulo Freire, and Freire did a different take on what happens in classrooms. 
His analysis was about power issues, about the relationship between people 
he identified as oppressors and people who are oppressed, and his first book 
was so instrumental, titled Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and it was through North 
Americans reading his work that the idea of Freirean pedagogy got developed 
into now what we call critical pedagogy. So, in a nutshell, critical pedagogy 
brings to the floor issues of social identity. It takes race, social class and gender; 
initially it was all about social class, the race was added, the gender and then, in 
more recent versions, sexual orientation, ability issues. So your social identity 
becomes part of what you take into account when you do pedagogy. So how 
do you do pedagogy consciously in order to take into account social difference 
and social justice? Critical pedagogy is doing pedagogy consciously, with a view 
towards doing social justice work rather than attempting to be neutral: “I’m 
just a teacher of history, so whatever the book says is what I teach,” rather than 
questioning history, rather than re-interpreting history because you feel it’s 
necessary to do that in terms of what is happening there in terms of race, and 
one of the tenants of critical pedagogy is always to ask yourself the question: 
“How is power in operation in this situation that I’m looking at?” It’s one of the 
things that Paulo Freire taught us to do. As things have become more and more 
complex, all the discourses are becoming more and more complex, I always turn 
back to my critical pedagogy map of however complicated it is, whatever the 
discourse is that is going on. Can I ask myself that basic question? Who is in power 
here? How is power distributed in this situation? How is equality and inequality 
in play in the particular circumstances I’m looking at? And if it’s not in play, how 
do I make an intervention or how do I situate myself in this talk or activity that’s 
going on in so that I take that into account? That’s the basic idea of what critical 
pedagogy is. And if you think about critical pedagogy, then you easily begin to 
think then about work being a kind of “praxis,” and the vague notion of talking 
about praxis is trying to stop this idea of separating theory from practice. We 
have a world in which people say: “Oh, I’m just a teacher. Oh, I’m just a social 
worker. So all I do is practice. There are people who are intellectuals or academics. 
What they do is theory or theorizing.” Praxis is the sense of beginning to say 
that’s not true at all. People who are so-called theorists, if they are not in touch 
with practice, then they end up doing the kind of theory that really doesn’t do 
what theory does in it’s best sense. Theory has a real effect on the way that the 
world works. This is a way [where] people who do practice begin to realize that 
when you’re doing practice, in fact very often, you are either conscious of doing 



I

W
E
I
V

E

N

R

T

_______________________________________________________________________________
Produced by Counterpoints Arts in collaboration with The British Council
Downloaded from www.learninglabeditions.org
                                                                    5

somebody’s version of theory or you are not conscious of it, but you are doing 
theory or theory is infused in what it is you’re doing. It takes something simple 
like a teacher who puts all the seats in a row; that’s the traditional classroom. 
The teacher who then says: “I want you to seat in a semi-circle and I’ll be part 
of that semi-circle,” is automatically doing student-centered pedagogy. Now, 
whether she knows that that’s called student-centered pedagogy or not is a 
different thing, but you’re consciousness of it means that you’re doing it more 
intentionally, rather than: “I saw Miss Smith next door put a semi-circle, so I’ll do 
the same.” The idea of people doing theory and practice at the same time and 
being conscious of it and both sides thinking: “this is what I do,” is the idea of 
the notion of praxis.

Mica:
Cultural Studies is now a discipline in universities. I don’t know how far it’s been 
taking up in Ireland, but it is something that’s not just about high culture or 
different cultures around the world. It’s about everyday culture, it’s about the 
way in which people live and experience life. It wasn’t particularly related to 
pedagogy in its early days, but it certainly had a very political origin. People 
developed it because they wanted to understand the culture of everyday life, 
how it contributed to particular forms of power and how they were maintained. 
So how does culture play a part? Sometimes, in Cultural Studies, those original 
goals have disappeared and people now look and use theoretical forms that 
don’t have much to do with how the world can be changed, but Cultural Studies 
did start off like that, and I think that’s still there in the notion of critical pedagogy. 
So when we do Cultural Studies, it’s everything from sociology to anthropology 
to film studies to media studies to literary studies and it combines all of those; 
it’s very interdisciplinary. And it isn’t obsessed with a particular kind of method, 
it draws on it...it’s eclectic in its methodological approaches. It might look at this 
event from a number of different perspectives: from how the space is organized, 
but it might also say it’s taking place in a library and how it’s about an exchange 
of ideas. And of course what we’re really talking about here is the theme and 
we’re developing the themes of the [Learning Lab]. So I’m going to go back to 
some other terms that I want Handel to develop because there’s also a lot of 
confusion around them. I want him to talk a little bit about the differences of 
multiculturalism, interculturalism and cosmopolitanism and try and sort of draw 
those out. You may have questions later about those terms and how they’re 
used because people don’t agree; some people think this is what it means and 
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some people think it means something else. So we’ll start the discussion around 
those terms and how they’re used.

Handel:
That’s quite a charge. I think I’ll introduce a fourth term and do something slightly 
different with one of the terms that you asked me to talk about. I think it’s very 
difficult to talk about multiculturalism without talking about anti-racism, so I will 
talk about anti-racism a little and I will say very little about cosmopolitanism, 
not because I don’t want to but because I think it would be ironic for me to 
answer that question because you’re more of an expert on cosmopolitanism 
than I am, so I will let you add that later at the end of my statement about these 
other discourses. Because I think it’s very useful to talk about a link between 
multiculturalism, anti-racism and interculturalism; in terms of a sequence, maybe 
there’s a link, but they’re fractures rather than links. One of the things I like to 
say to audiences, especially outside of Canada because this is not well known, 
is that multiculturalism as official policy started in Canada, and I can’t say that 
enough because people all over the world just don’t know it. Multiculturalism 
started in 1972 during the liberal government of Pierre Elliot Trudeau, and it’s 
interesting to see what its origins were and what it was brought about in order 
to address. Canada was conceptualized – and conceptualizes itself – in terms 
of what were called “The Two Solitudes,” meaning the English and the French. 
So when talking about the Two Solitudes of Canada, you have the English and 
therefore you have Anglophone Canada, and you have the French and therefore 
you have Francophone Canada. And, of course, the idea of The Two Solitudes 
erases the presence of aboriginal people in Canada, who were there well before 
either of these two groups. So we have a notion of the nation that is completely 
European derived and it erases the aboriginal people. And then, because a lot of 
people have the idea of multiculturalism as being about dealing with people of 
color, how do you manage people of color, and it’s very interesting for people 
to know that the origin of multiculturalism was not about people of color at 
all; it came out of the advocacy of other Europeans: people from the Ukraine, 
who were in the Western Provinces, people from Portugal who were in Ontario, 
and their statement of “How can these ‘two solitudes’ represent us? We are 
not represented in this. So the idea of Trudeau and others was to say: “We are 
not a bicultural nation. We are a multicultural nation; there are many cultures 
in Canada.” And the idea of multiculturalism was, in some ways, in opposition 
to American ideas of diversity, because in America the idea was that there’s a 



I

W
E
I
V

E

N

R

T

_______________________________________________________________________________
Produced by Counterpoints Arts in collaboration with The British Council
Downloaded from www.learninglabeditions.org
                                                                    7

big acknowledgment that there might be many cultures, but what do you do 
with them? You have a melting pot and out of many, you produce one culture. 
In Canada, the assertion was the opposite. Instead of trying to create just one 
culture, you say to people: “People can keep their cultures,” and you create this 
network of cultures or a mosaic of cultures. Imagine, if you’re trying to create 
a mosaic and you have all these colors and textures, how beautiful that is as 
opposed to what you produce in a melting pot. So it was this idea of juxtaposing 
various cultures and you produce this new culture. This was the original idea of 
multiculturalism. But it was also meant to do something political. In the same 
sense that it was acknowledging diversity, it was also seen as a way of uniting the 
country. So Canada is, paradoxically, united by the very sense of its multiplicity of 
cultures. You celebrate the diversity rather than trying to make everybody into 
the same, and that also became one of the ways of taking on racial differences. 
So the awkwardness of social differences as opposed to cultural differences – 
you came from Spain, you have Spanish culture, you have this kind of music – 
there was not much discussion of social differences: race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, except for race, so race became part of the cultural talk, and that 
sometimes, of course, happens, where race and ethnicity almost become the 
same thing and race becomes a version of culture. So that’s sort of the origin of 
multiculturalism and what Canadian multiculturalism was. 

Immediately after multiculturalism was created, it was attacked, both from the 
left and from the right. It was attacked from the right because the assertion of 
right-winged people was that if you let people keep their own cultures, then 
you’re not creating one culture, so multiculturalism is a threat to social unity. 
It’s also a threat to national unity, so hyphenated Canadians, I think, might 
be thinking more about their hyphens than about their Canadianness. To be 
Portuguese-Canadian means you’re always thinking that you’re Portuguese, 
rather than how you are Canadian. So this goes against the idea of national unity. 
And from the left, the complaint was that all this stuff sounds well and good, all 
these singing and dancing: the food, the dances, the clothes, the celebration 
of diversity. And it’s good for us to celebrate diversity, but leftists asked: “Who 
really has power here? And is this celebrating of diversity really shaking things 
up so that we can have a more equitable society?” And the answer was “no.” It 
was almost like a show-and-tell thing when behind the scenes nothing was really 
changing in terms of the power hierarchy. So instead of a flat mosaic, a level plain 
field, it was a vertical mosaic. At the top, you have the English and the French 
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and then you go down and you have the other Europeans, and then you have 
people form other third world countries – from South Asia, from China, Japan 
– then you have black people. And I always thought black people were at the 
very bottom and then understood how aboriginal people are treated in North 
America and you realize there’s a bottom below your own bottom. So people 
said there’s a hierarchy of cultures if you do a power analysis; so leftists said they 
didn’t want anything to do with this multiculturalism thing and turned to anti-
racism. The only way to understand Canadian anti-racism is through a critique of 
multiculturalism, so all the early texts that talked about or called for anti-racism 
did so through a critique of multiculturalism. Anti-racism was the idea that to 
cut through all these stuff, to get at the real issue, what is the real problem in 
Canadian society? The real problem is racism. If you want to get down to it, that’s 
it, and we need to address racism. So anti-racist discourse was developed and, in 
fact, that was borrowed from the UK specifically. And then there was a backlash 
against anti-racism because multiculturalism had been established not just as 
everyday discourse but as official policy, so the backlash against anti-racism 
is that: come on, not everything is about racism. There are other issues that 
might be at play in a particular situation. So anti-racists then developed what has 
been called “integrative anti-racism,” which is not about addressing racism but 
about addressing other forms of difference and how people are discriminated: 
you know, gender differences and sexism, sexual orientation and addressing 
homophobia. That became “integrative anti-racism,” or what some have called 
“anti-racism within an anti-oppression framework. What happened in Canada is 
different from what happened in the US. In the US, the right-wing critique was 
the same as in Canada, but in the US people didn’t come up with anti-racism 
as a solution to the multiculturalism problem. They came up with “troubling” 
multiculturalism, and they started to identify different forms of multiculturalism. 
They said there is a right-wing multiculturalism that only gives service to the 
notion of multiculturalism but really is about assimilation of everybody into a 
kind of Euro-America. And then there’s a liberal multiculturalism that is kind of 
laissez-faire, just everybody have your culture, do your thing, whatever. And 
then there needs to be a third kind, which is the real multiculturalism, a critical 
multiculturalism, which asks the same question that Canadian anti-racism would 
ask: questions about power, questions about how do you do diversity, how do 
you address sexism. That’s a different answer about how things were done in 
the US as opposed to how things were done in Canada. So I’ll stop there a little 
bit.
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Mica:
I thought that was a really helpful explanation; I didn’t know all of that history. I 
sort of want to go back to it and ask you a question about it. I will talk a bit about 
cosmopolitanism, but I just want to know why, you know, the sort of mosaic 
ideal and the melting pot ideal: it’s clearly not the case in the United States 
that there’s a melting pot - on the contrary - much less. I don’t know Canada, 
but I think less than in Canada and certainly less than in Britain. Last time I was 
in the States I was in Chicago and every area is segmented: you have Puerto 
Ricans living in one area, Mexicans living in another area. Even the Latinos are 
segmented, that is the kind of tradition; so that’s the mosaic. People don’t mix, 
people are much more surprised when there’s mixing going on, and so on. 

One of the ways in which I use cosmopolitanism in my own work - and Matt 
mentioned the book that I’ve recently written called Visceral Cosmopolitanism - I 
try and look at the way in which people merge. There’s an interest in difference. 
Not just a co-existence, a kind of pluralism of everybody living next to each 
other, but there’s actually in Britain and in London today a huge amount of 
everyday cultural mixing in the workplace, in the schoolroom, but also in the 
home, in the bedroom. People are marrying each other at an unprecedented 
rate that simply does not happen in the United States; there’s an emotional 
connection between people of different origins. So apparently it’s the case – 
and statistics are always extremely hard to prove – but at a rate, and maybe 
that’s happening in Dublin and we can talk about that later, at about 12 times 
the rate than any other European city and more than any other city in the world. 
This is one of the claims about what’s going on in London. I’ve called that a kind 
of visceral cosmopolitanism, an emotional one. It’s not just about human rights 
and everybody being equal, but it’s about the loss of those old identities and the 
construction of these new merged identities. If you go on the streets of London, 
it’s something that you see very much and I got interested partly because my 
own family is like that, with multiple points of origin in each generation. But 
interculturalism, I don’t know what you mean by it, so I’d like you to spell that 
out a little bit, thanks.

Handel:
Interculturalism is relatively new to me, so I’m trying to learn about it and I’ve 
been here – and this is my second go around at this with people in Ireland – 
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and I understand now why I don’t understand it enough. My understanding is 
that interculturalism existed, in fact, vaguely during multiculturalism, even in 
Canada. And interculturalism has come as a kind of post 9/11 way of addressing 
diversity. One of the ways that I think is interesting to look at interculturalism, 
and here is something else that people don’t know, is that in Canada there is 
both multiculturalism and interculturalism existing simultaneously and both 
are official policies. In all of Canada, multiculturalism is not only a discourse 
but an official policy, except for the province of Quebec. In Quebec, there is no 
multiculturalism. Interculturalism is the official policy, and the way I’ve come 
to understand interculturalism is in the way the Quebecois contrast it from 
multiculturalsim and their rationale for turning to interculturalism. The rationale 
goes something like this: Quebec does not have the luxury of saying: “We don’t 
know what Quebecois culture is,” in the same way that Canada says “There is no 
such thing as Canadian culture. You bring all these different cultures together, 
you put them together and that mosaic of cultures is what is Canadian culture,” 
even though there was a history of another culture having existed before. It 
takes a lot of privilege to say that in Quebec, because Quebec has the language 
French, which is completely surrounded by English. Not only in terms of the rest 
of Canada, but from this huge country below us, the United States. So Quebec is 
in …siege in terms of its language. The French language could die out if you don’t 
save it. Quebec culture is in a siege. We’re dominated... and I guess everybody 
is dominated. I was in England and was watching American shows on TV and 
come to Dublin and I’m watching American shows on TV. It’s like: “Can I watch 
something other than Everybody Loves Raymond? Where can you go where you 
don’t have to watch that?” So the kind of cultural hegemony, the existence 
everywhere of this Anglo-culture makes Quebec need its culture in a much more 
serious way than the rest of Canada needs English. Interculturalism starts from 
the premise that there is such a thing as Quebecois culture and nobody can mess 
with that. The language of Quebec is French and you cannot mess with that. 
That does not mean that if you come to Quebec, you’ll be assimilated into the 
Quebecois culture. No, you can come and you can even bring your differences 
with you. Whatever interesting things you do, where you come from, you can do 
that in Quebec. This was the important term: under Quebecois interculturalism, 
Quebec will make reasonable accommodation for your differences. This is one of 
the things interculturalism says. It’s not that everything is up for grabs, there’s 
something here already. You bring what you have, but that doesn’t mean we have 
to do everything that you want to do. We will make reasonable accommodation 
for what you bring as a difference. This is very different than what multiculturalism 
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was saying. Quebec is saying: “Not everything is up for grabs. Quebecois culture 
is not going to change because you come with some other culture. The language 
we are not going to give up on. If you come here, your kids will be educated 
in French.” The only way your kids will be educated in English in Quebec is if 
your first language, both spouses, is English. If you’re Irish this might be tricky 
because it will be hard to prove, even if you don’t speak any Irish. They’ll say that 
in Ireland the first language, the native tongue, is Irish and off to French school 
go your kids. So this is the idea of interculturalism: there’s a culture that’s non-
negotiable, there’s a language that’s non-negotiable. We encourage diversity, 
we will make a reasonable accommodation of diversity, and we also encourage 
much more people to participate in the culture and the politics of the province, 
because Quebec has a lot at stake in its negotiation of itself in connection with 
the rest of Canada. So there’s an overt encouragement of people to feel that 
you are now part of this province: participate, vote, be part of debates, be part 
of intellectual discussions, contribute to the culture of Quebec. That was my 
initial understanding of interculturalism. Now, whether that’s the same thing as 
what has emerged as European interculturalism, I’m not necessarily sure, and 
in Ireland I thought there’s interculturalism and then there’s integration. My 
understanding, coming from Canada, is that integration is a small aspect of what 
is overall the big thing of multiculturalism or interculturalism, but I was quickly 
disabused of that idea in Ireland, where it appears if you have a whole Ministry of 
Integration, then integration becomes a big thing. You guys will have to correct 
me, but my understanding is still vague: interculturalism kind of floats, it’s not 
secure like integration and it floats about and it’s not quite policy but it’s not 
quite just discursive. So there are different ways in which interculturalism exists, 
but, again, it is almost in reaction to multiculturalism. When I’ve talked to Irish 
people, the premise has been: “It’s because of the failure of multiculturalism 
that we now have interculturalism,” but I have lots of suspicions about what 
interculturalism is, about the rapidity of the term to interculturalism and I have 
great doubts about whether interculturalism actually addresses the problems 
that it supposedly identifies in multiculturalism. I’ll stop there.

Mica:
In England, multiculturalism is a lot more haphazard, really. It hasn’t been worked 
out, probably because it’s a more established culture. Fifty years ago, migrants 
were relatively more rare than today. Britain has always been cosmopolitan 
and there have been migrations, obviously, substantially from Ireland and the 
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Caribbean and from Europe in the inter-war and post-war period as well. But 
I just want to talk about some of the contradictions that get played out with 
multiculturalism. Some people now are concerned in Britain. Classically, people 
have said that it produces and reinforces racism because it permits any number 
of distinct, separate institutions and organizations. And one of the problems 
in Britain is: do you or do you not have separate faith schools? Do you finance 
separate Muslim, Catholic, Protestant and Jewish schools? What is the attitude 
to particular kinds of customs associated with multiculturalism? Particularly 
veiling and complete veiling, although it’s less of an issue in Britain than it is 
and has been in France and certainly in Belgium now and in the EU in general. 
I want to ask you a question about contradictions. Some people say veiling is 
not feminist, it subordinates women; it maintains them in a very traditional 
role. Other people say it is racist to assume that everybody should become 
like everybody there. So those issues around assimilation; around quarrying 
the cultures of the indigenous country and leaving some behind and retaining 
others - I mean, these are all really complex. I don’t expect you to have an easy 
answer, but maybe you’d like to talk about how it is managed in different places.

Handel:
My assignments come back to haunt me. This is part of the Learning Lab, one of 
the things I posted to people. I put up some slides and we dealt with the specific 
case of the banning of the burka in certain public places in France, as a specific 
example. We didn’t come up with neat packaged solutions. But we did exactly 
what you’re raising, which is to say: there are contradictions when politics clash. 
So it’s even more complex than what you’re raising, Mica. In some situations, 
really progressive politics from two different sides can actually come up against 
one another and actually clash. How do you resolve things in that sense? We 
didn’t come up with an answer, but one of the things that you are raising, which 
I think is really important, is for people not to think in terms of neat solutions 
or recipes for dealing with things, but rather, what we talked about, is this 
process of talking things out. This is one of the things that interculturalism is 
supposed to do. It is supposed to push people and I still believe that the idea of 
multiculturalism creating silos of culture is a caricature. But if interculturalism is 
saying: “People ought to get together and participate in the public sphere. To 
speak with one another, speak from different perspectives,” that is a good place 
to begin. It might be a messy place to begin, it might raise issues that might make 
people uncomfortable, but if you don’t raise those issues, if you don’t create that 
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dialogue, then you’re only making things worse because things simmer, things 
lie underneath. And the kind of waffling that sometimes governments can do, or 
institutions can do or we can do with one another on an individual basis can lead 
to worse situations than people being able to have frank discussions with one 
another. The whole idea is about change, but the other question is about who is 
being asked to change and how does power operate there? How much is society 
willing to change? And part of what we’re coming up against is what some have 
called the “limits of tolerance.” I can tolerate up to this much. I can tolerate 
walking down the street and seeing a woman wearing a hijab. I’m not sure I can 
tolerate someone wearing a niqab and I definitely have no way to tolerate if 
she’s going to wear a burka. We need to talk about when is it and when is it not 
a two-way street. And also we need to talk about the fixing and what are the 
numbers involved. I mean, in France, it was like this very tiny number of women 
that this law was created to address. Is it about those women? And consider the 
gender politics of this. It’s amazing how many issues the politics of things have 
been played out – very often – upon the bodies of women. This is how men fight 
their political battles: “Well, it’s traditional, so I will keep my daughters in the 
house. I will lock them up because I’m the father. Or this is what you can wear, 
where you can go.” And here comes the state: “Here’s how I will save you.” 
When, in fact, it’s about being uncomfortable with Islam.

Mica:
Or invading Iraq?

Handel:
Yes, invading Iraq so women that you never cared about… all of a sudden: “We 
really need these girls to go to school.” So there’s bigger politics but there`s 
also very important gender politics around how some of this plays out literally 
on the bodies of women and the assumptions that people make about these 
bodies, like the body that needs to be rescued. And the lack of consideration 
of the agency of those people, which is not to diminish the fact that maybe 
those people’s agency might also be very restricted by the circumstances under 
which they exist. It can be very messy and the idea is to always remember that 
there aren’t necessarily easy solutions, and to keep that in mind in the way 
that we think about the politics of differences: how race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, ability intersect with one another and how they intersect with other 
kinds of politics: of geography, of geopolitics.
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Mica:
I’m just going to concretize one of these contradictions. There’s a recent case, 
I don’t know if people are familiar and I know people come from a range of 
different backgrounds and some of you probably work at NGOs and so on, but 
Amnesty in London recently had somebody called Gita Saghal spoke out to the 
press about discomfort. She was the head of the Gender Unit at Amnesty in 
Britain and she spoke about the way she felt that Amnesty was focusing on 
torture cases and the victims of torture at the cost of looking at the way in 
which some of those victims of torture supported particular patriarchal regimes, 
specifically the Taliban, and the way in which they restricted women in their own 
cultures. She actually spoke out to the press, was suspended.. it’s a very difficult 
issue: do you support the policies of Amnesty and their critique of Western 
governments in the way that they’ve endorsed torture of some of these men 
or do you support some of the feminist critiques, which say: “we cannot just 
simply unquestioningly support these men because they, in turn, are supporting 
deeply retrogressive regimes in terms of women in their own culture and not 
allowing them to go to school and so on.” So, I think we’ve probably spoken 
long enough. Maybe this is the moment where we ask for questions?

Audience:
I just had a question about policy, just in relation to Canada because it was 
new to me that multicultural policy was in Canada and therefore Quebec 
had interculturalism, and I wonder, the history in terms of Quebec adopting 
interculturalism: was it in isolation in response to not being Canada or was it 
from a broader thinking of intercultural discourse elsewhere? And also, second 
question, would be: how sustainable are either policies? Because I know from 
living in Montreal that, in response to the intercultural policy, if I can’t bring 
my children to a state school of my choice, I will have a private school. Private 
school education is huge in Montreal, especially amongst Francophones and 
Anglophones. So how sustainable is that policy in practice?

Handel:
Those are really good questions. When I made this sort of political statement 
about where Quebec is coming from, not all of that was necessarily articulated 
in exactly the way I did. I’m just cutting through a lot of stuff in saying: “Bottom 
line, what’s going on here,” because that has sort of been the general Quebec 
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stance, so you have to take that into context. But you’re right in saying that 
Quebec is very often looking outside also, but it wasn’t just a homegrown 
turn to interculturalism. Partly, this was being influenced by debates about 
interculturalism that were taking place elsewhere. There’s a kind of Latin 
American interculturalism, which in fact is not to do with many cultures at all, 
but in Mexico, for example, interculturalism is very specifically about indigenous 
people’s rights within a dominant Latino Mexican society. So that’s a completely 
different interpretation, yet again, of what interculturalism is. So there was that 
outside influence as well as the internal Canadian politics influence, and when 
you talk about how sustainable it is, it’s been partly sustained by the rise of 
interculturalism in Europe. It’s not just that we’re these wacko Quebecois who 
wanted to have something different from the rest of Canada. See, in Europe 
they’re doing it. You can even argue that Quebec is in the lead. If everybody 
doesn’t turn to interculturalism, then it might only be a matter of time before 
the rest of Canada sees sense and stops thinking about itself as a nation marked 
by multiculturalism and think about interculturalism. That could be an argument. 
That’s one way of thinking about it.

In terms of whether things are sustainable, I think we really can’t underestimate. 
Even though Quebec is, in some ways, a province, some people think of it as 
a nation within a nation: a separate nation within a nation that literally wants 
to separate sometimes and become its own country. So part of that argument 
that is going on is the idea of what kinds of laws have been put in place in 
Quebec, that you might think are not sustainable that have, in fact, been quite 
sustainable. The French only signs law - there was a law passed that you cannot 
have signage in Quebec in languages other than French. And if you think of how 
many English signs there were all over Quebec, this was quite something. And 
people policed it! If you didn’t change your sign to a French sign, there were 
literally young people, older people who would report you. So yes, I think there’s 
something very strong about Quebecois identity that makes some of these 
things sustainable. Now, what happens as a reaction? Even when the French 
language in the school was passed, people immediately went underground and 
there were English schools underground. People were teaching each other in 
basements, and that sort of thing. So you think of Quebec as oppressed, and 
then the Anglos like to think of themselves as oppressed within the oppressed 
state, when in fact they had all the privileges before when you think of the 
dominance of English in all of Canada. So I wouldn’t underestimate Quebec and 
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their ability to sustain this. I would say that it probably is sustainable. That would 
be my quick take.

Audience:
There are two stories about Canada I would like to share. One is: I’ve been to 
many places in Europe, but when I look back at my travels I will never forget 
a sign I saw in Ottawa airport, when I saw “Welcome to Canada,” and I could 
identify myself with a picture I saw. It has left a big mark within my own head and 
I cannot think of something similar in Europe. The second one is this discussion 
about interculturalism and multiculturalism. May I say that the Irish one, as far 
as I’m concerned, is similar to the Quebecois one because it has nothing to do 
with power, it’s about through the integration of dance, dish and dress. And 
I’m happy to be corrected. And my final one is, I discovered that the current 
governor of Canada is an ex Haitian refugee. And interestingly enough, when I 
read her biography because she was in Africa recently, I discovered that when 
the Queen nominated her there was resistance because they thought she 
supported Quebec independence.

Handel:
Those are two really good points. The “Welcome to Canada,” thing. Yeah, 
Canada does go sometime overboard. If you come to Vancouver, you’ll feel 
even more welcomed! There are lots of languages in which it says “Welcome 
to Vancouver,” but I get the idea. As somebody who lives in Canada, I don’t 
want to romanticize it too much. You might see the “welcome” sign, but when 
you get in then you’ll find how welcome you are or not. These issues still exist. 
Then, it’s interesting to see the politics of representation. To have somebody 
who is female, black and who’s actually a refugee from Haiti being the Governor 
General of Canada.

Mica:
And a native French speaker!

Handel:
A native French speaker! There was something about Canada’s notion of itself 
and its tolerance that made almost everybody celebrate, even the right-wing 
people. They thought: “This is what I would really hate, but that’s the kind of 
image of Canada you want out there anyway.” I don’t know about the politics 
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of that, but yes. It’s not that there was suspicion I think she did have French 
nationalist Quebecois politics that she had to kind of disavow in order to become 
the Queen’s representative in Canada. And the politics of why we still have the 
Queen’s representative in Canada is a very interesting one. I mean, I’ll take the 
day off on Victoria Day with everybody else, but sometimes I think this is really 
interesting, why are we holding on to these vestiges of colonization? Who it is 
that feels this is something to hold on to and celebrate and who it is that wants 
nothing more to do with the colonial legacy once they’re able to sever it? There 
are no dances in Kenya for the end of colonization, nor in Sierra Leone, so it 
depends on what your idea of colonization was and what the empire is and what 
the Commonwealth is, but the politics of British “imperialism,” is an interesting 
one to see how it’s played out in Canada as opposed to other places.

Mica: 
It lives on in the Caribbean, doesn’t it? Are there any further questions or 
comments about the specificity of Ireland? I wanted to raise that question, 
really. It would be very interesting to have people discuss the Irish context.

Audience:
I was just very interested when you were speaking about faith formation in 
schools in the UK. We’re at a very interesting time here in Ireland with regard to 
faith formation. I work in the primary sector, and primary education, 92% is run 
by the Catholic Church, and then there is this small sector which I’m involved 
in called “Educate Together,” which promotes religious education during the 
school day, but not religious instruction and, in fact, has an ethical education 
curriculum. But the state is introducing a model at the moment and it’s in a 
pilot stage, where faith formation is taking place during the school day. This is 
a very interesting issue: whether or not faith formation should take place in a 
state school during the school day or whether it should take place outside of 
the school day. So it’s just when you ask about the Irish situation, I don’t know if 
you have any insight yourself into that whole area of faith formation in schools.

Mica:
Personally, I’m totally against it. In the sense of France, the French republicanism, 
I think religion should take place outside education. But I do think there is a 
place for religious education, in the sense of the sociology of religion for 
children. I do think children benefit from knowing about other religions, and 
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that is absolutely commonplace in British primary schools now. I went to my 
granddaughter’s Winter Event and Christmas is out. Easter is out, you don’t get 
those terms any longer and everybody’s religion is introduced. There really are 
people from very many different countries in London schools and they try to be 
as absolutely fair as possible. I mean, it doesn’t really quite work, and you can’t 
have representations of Islam in quite the same way because they’re not allowed 
and songs... Not everybody can sing a song because the Christian presumption 
is that the songs go with religion and, of course, they don’t go with all religions 
and so on. But there is this attempt now, in schooling, to embrace everybody. 
And it is quite impressive to see the way in which very small kids, you know, 5 
and 6 know about these different religions. Certainly that wasn’t the case 20, 30, 
40 years ago. It is new and part of a modern London, which I like. But, of course 
9/11 makes people a little more edgy but I don’t think we have the time to go 
there now...
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