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Exploring religious minorities’ understanding of secularism in light of the debates
over reasonable accommodations in Quebec

“Secularism is now facing new challenges stemming from the diversification of Quebec society,
challenges that are demanding new thinking on the implementation of its basic principles” (Bouchard
and Taylor, 2008: 141)

“What cannot be overemphasized is that at the same time the very concept of secularism has been
open to various interpretations, new discourses and concepts have emerged within this changing
framework, which cannot be characterized in terms of opposition to religion” (Al-Ali, 2000: 148)

Abstract (French follows):

Over the last decades the province of Quebec has had to deal with a series of new questions related
to the visibility of religion in the public sphere. This is in part due to a change in its demographic
landscape, where a high number of pious non-Christian immigrants have been settling in the region
rendering society more religiously diverse. To address this new diversity many have argued that the
province should clarify its understanding of the notion of secularism, ensuring in so doing that it
becomes one of the core principles setting the rules for collective life. In other words, secularism,
which was until the 1990 used principally by scholars, has now become a subject of great discussion
and reflection throughout society. While many scholars have adopted a top-down approach to the
study secularism analysing the interpretation of secularism of governments or policy-makers, few have
analysed how religious groups have been re-appropriating this concept to ground their demands for
religious freedom. This research embarks on this essential task by investigating the discursive usage
of secularism by Muslims, Sikhs and Jews activists in the debate over reasonable accommodations
that has been taking place in Quebec over the last 10 years. In so doing, the project makes both an
empirical and a theoretical contribution to the study of secularism. On an empirical level it allows us to
closely study the contributions of religious actors to the societal discussions on secularism, and to
analyse how they reconcile the usage of this term with the requirements of their faith, in particular its
public expression. On a more theoretical level, by evaluating how the discursive usage of secularism
by religious activists’ shapes their understanding of what is religiously acceptable in the province, this
study invites us to reflect on the political authority of secularism and on how this concept is deeply
interrelated to our modern understanding of the religious.

Sommaire:

Depuis plus de 10 ans la province de Québec doit faire face a une série de questions sur la place de
la religion dans I'espace public. Ceci est en partie le résultat d'un changement démographique, ou un
grand nombre d'immigrants religieux non-chrétiens sont venus s'installer dans la région. Afin de
répondre a cette nouvelle diversité religieuse plusieurs observateurs poussent la province a clarifier ce
gu’'elle entend par laicité afin que ce concept devienne un des principes clés du vivre ensemble. En
d’'autres termes, le concept de laicité qui était jusqu’aux années 1990s utilisé majoritairement par des
chercheurs, est maintenant devenu le sujet de grandes discussions et réflexions qui traversent la
société. Alors que plusieurs universitaires se sont attelés a étudier comment les gouvernements
interprétent et appliquent le concept de laicité, peu ont exploré son utilisation discursive par des
minorités religieuses. En explorant cela chez des acteurs Musulmans, Sikhs et Juifs lors des débats
autour des accommodements raisonnables dans la province de Québec, ce projet fera une
contribution théorique et empirique aux études sur la laicité. D'un point de vue empirique cette
recherche nous permettra d'étudier les contributions d’acteurs religieux aux discussions sociétales sur
la laicité, et d’'analyser comment l'usage de ce terme est réconcilié avec les exigences de leur foi. Au
niveau théorique en évaluant comment cet usage discursif par des acteurs religieux influence leur
conception de ce qui est religieusement acceptable, I'étude invitera a réfléchir sur 'autorité politique
de la laicité ainsi qu'a la maniére dont ce concept est intimement lié a notre compréhension moderne
du religieux.
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