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Diversity and Democracy:  
The Niqab Debate 
Robin V. Sears

As the federal parties fine-tune their messages for a fall 
election, Canadians are already getting a rancid taste 
of the divide-and-conquer tactics of wedge politics. As 
longtime NDP strategist and veteran political observ-
er Robin Sears writes, the fear-driven dark art has its 
modern roots in the Southern Strategy of Richard Nixon 
and the smear campaigns of Republican operative Lee 
Atwater. But Canadians have the power to choose a 
different path.

C harles Taylor wowed the Broad- 
 bent Institute’s recent Progress  
 Summit with a tour de force on 
the essentials of democracy. At 83, Tay-
lor is the only Canadian who is sits at 
the very peak of contemporary philos-
ophers internationally. He is without 
parallel as a sage on what makes de-
mocracy work, and what kills it. 

As he demonstrated at the Broadbent 
Institute’s second convening of pro-
gressive thinkers, he can take complex, 
controversial policy debates and resolve 
them with crystal clarity and convic-
tion. His deconstruction of the poison-
ous games some politicians play with 
wedges on race, religion, and ethnicity 
was powerful and riveting.

Philosopher Charles Taylor delivering a keynote at the Broadbent Institute’s Progress Summit in Ottawa. Successful democracies, he said, require 
shared values and solidarity. Photo by Tristan Brand, Media Style
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Successful democracies, he began, 
require shared values and solidarity. 
Solidarity requires a sense of com-
munity and shared identity. But that 
identity can also bleed into exclu-
sion, the deliberate division of society 
internally and externally into hostile 
camps along politically-charged eth-
nic, racial and religious lines. 

He made the irrefutable observation 
that no one of us is immune to the 
temptation to travel the path of ex-
clusion, racism and hatred; and then 
paints our other half. We all have an 
openness to building an inclusive tol-
erant, diverse democracy, as well.

How else to explain those countries 
that have swerved from exclusion 
to integration and back again, he 
asked, citing the sad case of France. 
The temptation to divide for political 
advantage never fades, and is never 
more dangerous than in times of 
rapid change, economic pain, or per-
ceived threats to national security. 

The poison that wedge politics injects 
into any democracy is always the re-
sponsibility of the political leaders 
who indulge in it. An experienced 
logger pounds his steel wedge at the 
weakest, most vulnerable point in a 
log. A wedge after all has only one 
purpose, to split apart, with the use of 
force. A political wedge is employed 
no differently. It is inserted at the 
spot where a community’s bonds are 
weakest and easiest to pry apart. 

R esponsible political leader- 
 ship—leaders who avoid the  
 temptation to divide for par-
tisan gain—is one of the necessary 
pillars of any successful democracy, 
Taylor warns. This almost simplistic 
parable—everyone can be tempted 
down the path of hate, and demo-
cratic leadership requires the effective 
delivery of a less destructive vision—
is nonetheless powerful. 

Those who defend “sharp contrast” 
politics—often conservative strate-
gists and their clients—might claim 
that Taylor’s definition of the essen-
tials of democracy is merely a defense 
of mushy, liberal centrist politics. 
Sharpening the differences, and the 

importance of choosing between 
them, they argue, is also essential for 
democracy. This is disingenuous, to 
put it mildly.

When you attack niqab-wearing 
women—as a dog-whistle about Is-
lamic terror—it is deeply insulting 
to the values of thousands of already 
vulnerable fellow citizens. It also 
lights two fuses: one ends in mosque 
and synagogue attacks and proto-
fascist political parties we have seen 
across the Western world, the other 
in the death of bewildered Canadian 
children tempted into making jihad 
in Syria. 

As Taylor points out, democratic pol-
iticians’ angry, exclusionary rhetoric 
is a powerful recruiting tool for those 
who would prey on the isolation and 
anger of those ethnically and reli-
giously targeted. 

The politics of division through fear 
have been around since Spartan lead-
ers hardened their grip on power, 
feeding their citizens’ angst with the 
demonization of the helots. The hope 
that the horrors of the first half of the 
20th century would restrain the use 
of racist and religious rhetoric died in 
Bosnia and Rwanda. 

Today’s wedge political messaging 
grew out of the frustration of 1960s 
American Republicans at their inabil-
ity to break the hold of liberal eco-
nomic orthodoxy on politics. First 
Barry Goldwater and then Richard 
Nixon flirted with racist messages to 
peel white Southerners away from 
the Democratic Party. 

U nder the influence of Roger  
 Ailes, later the genius behind  
 Fox News, Ronald Reagan 
raised the ante. He launched his los-

ing campaign for the Republican 
nomination in 1976 in Neshoba, Mis-
sissippi—the county where three civil 
rights workers had been murdered 
only a decade before—with a ring-
ing endorsement of “states rights,” 
the code then and now for the right 
of American states to maintain racist 
legislation.

It was Lee Atwater and Karl Rove in 
the 1980s and 1990s who took wedge 
politics to the highest peak of po-
litical success—and its lowest ethical 
depths. They were the mentors for 
Canadian conservatives’ fascination 
with these tools. Atwater took the 
Southern Strategy used by Nixon and 
Reagan and implanted it in northern 
industrial states. He used the same 
fear of black violence even more egre-
giously, as epitomized by the Willy 
Horton TV ads in 1988. Horton was 
a repulsive convicted murderer and 
rapist, to whom the Massachusetts 
government under Governor Michael 
Dukakis had foolishly granted parole. 
He committed another rape before 
his re-arrest.

The ads took this sad failure of the pa-
role system and turned it into a series 
of messages that all but declared that 
a Dukakis presidency would sharply 
increase the risk that your wife or 
daughter would be raped by future 
Willy Hortons. It worked on several 
levels as a partisan weapon: it nailed 
Dukakis as a liberal wimp, granted 
candidate George Bush—not seen 
as a “tough cop” candidate—crime-
fighter credentials, and send white 
working-class Democrats a piercing 
dog-whistle. It helped seal the defeat 
of the hapless Dukakis campaign.

Under Rove for George W. Bush, this 
dark art later moved to an even deep-
er level, first in the 2000 Republican 

The poison that wedge politics injects into any 
democracy is always the responsibility of the 

political leaders who indulge in it. An experienced logger 
pounds his steel wedge at the weakest, most vulnerable 
point in a log. A wedge after all has only one purpose, to 
split apart, with the use of force.  
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primary campaign smear of John Mc-
Cain as an adulterer with an illegiti-
mate non-white daughter, and then 
a drive-by shooting of John Kerry in 
2004 as a liar about his war record. 
The McCain attack was delivered first 
in one of the most racially polarized 
states in the union, South Carolina. 
The Swift Boat attack on Kerry was 
first aimed at Democratic vets, then 
rolled out nationally. 

A twater and Rove denied any  
 involvement in any of these  
 “independent” ad campaigns. 
None of their opponents nor most 
American political observers be-
lieved them. Each attack was power-
fully effective—and both were bald-
faced lies.

It was the political genius of GOP 
campaigns wedge messaging that 
seized the attention of Canadian con-
servative strategists, first in Ontario 
with the Common Sense Revolution 
of Mike Harris in 1995 and then na-
tionally. The fear of your job being 
threatened by a non-white immi-
grant and the vast amounts of “your 
tax dollars” being wasted on drug-
addled welfare mothers were among 
a variety of toxic messages employed 

on TV, in speeches and on doorsteps 
in Ontario. 

Since the Conservatives took power 
federally in 2006, we have seen child 
pornography, drug policy, terrorism, 
refugees, and gun ownership used as 
wedge issues. This year, the wedges 
took a decidedly darker turn.

A variety of Conservative politicians, 
from the prime minister down to 
a few knuckle dragging MPs, have 
attacked niqab-wearing women, 
“brown-skinned” foreign workers, 
radical imams, mosques as seats of 
terror, and the old chestnut, “soft 
on terrorism” this time scurrilously 
aligned with tolerance for “anti-
women” Islam. If it had not offended 
and frightened so many thousands 
of Muslim Canadian citizens, the 
crude redneck quality to these attacks 
would be laughable. 

But they have caused deep fear, divi-
sion and offense.

Liberals and New Democrats are 
not innocent in this cheapening 
of political discourse. In a Toronto 
speech on tolerance and diversity, 
Justin Trudeau foolishly invoked 
the “none is too many” era of the 
Second World War, when the Lib-
eral government of Mackenzie King 
turned away thousands of Jewish ref-
ugees from Europe, sending them to 
certain death. Jewish groups found 
the comparison inaccurate and in-
appropriate. The Paul Martin team 
were, after all, responsible for the 
Monty Python-esque “soldiers with 
guns in our cities” ads in the 2005-
06 campaign. New Democrats ran 

some ethically dubious ads against 
the Conservatives, especially some 
nasty animated ads in Quebec. How-
ever, progressives are squeamish 
about this type of messaging, partly 
because many in their own base find 
it so offensive. So they lack the Con-
servative war machines’ zeal and ef-
fectiveness, necessary to attack and 
then double down with even harsh-
er attacks. 

Canadians being Canadian, our ver-
sion of wedge politics would elicit 
sardonic chuckles from Australian 
and American wedge campaigners. 
The levels of mendacity, viciousness 
and vulgarity that some of their cam-
paigns descend to would make hard-
core Canadian Conservatives gasp.

It may be beginning to dawn on 
more thoughtful conservatives in 
both Canada and the United States 
that this “politics of the angry” 
brings victory at a very heavy price. 
The Ontario Conservatives have now 
been out of power for a dozen years, 
partly due to the success the Liberals 
have had recalling the harsh tactics 
and angrily divided communities of 
the Harris years. 

If the Harper administration is shown 
the door by Canadian voters this fall, 
it seems likely that Liberals and New 
Democrats will demonize the “lost 
decade” and the “un-Canadian poli-
tics” of the Harper years for several 
election rounds into the future. Ca-
nadians may succumb to the temp-
tation of wedge politics, but most of 
us don’t like the division, angry col-
lisions between protesters and police, 
and air of hostility they generate in 
the community. 

Is there any effective remedy to slow 
down or even reverse this downward 
spiral in our political discourse, that 
doesn’t require unilateral disarma-
ment by one side, or limitations on 
the vigorous free speech essential to 
democratic political debate? 

These three initiatives might tempt 
political players to slow down the an-
gry wedge politics arms race:

•	 	First,	party	elders	who	collectively	
sit on the sidelines tut-tutting could 

Muslim women wearing niqabs and hijabs has 
become a divisive wedge issue.  
Wikimedia photo

Canadians may 
succumb to the 

temptation of wedge 
politics, but most of us don’t 
like the division, angry 
collisions between protesters 
and police, and air of 
hostility they generate in  
the community.  
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speak up with one voice. If former 
party leaders and prime ministers 
from across the spectrum were to 
make a public appeal to their suc-
cessors to “aim higher,” it might 
trigger a discussion among activ-
ists, and maybe even a shaming 
process for the worst transgressors. 

•	 	Second,	broadcasters	who	used	to	
impose far higher standards on 
political and any public policy ad-
vertising, could re-examine their 
laissez-faire attitude toward wedge 
messages. Telling lies, inciting rac-
ism even by dog-whistle, attacking 
religion, race or ethnicity would 
not have made it on the air in 
the 1980s. Broadcasters and social 
media platforms could agree on a 
set of standards again, and estab-
lish cross-party advisory panels of 
retired political elders, academics 
and journalists to make final judg-
ments about what’s acceptable— 
and not. 

•	 	Finally,	voters	could	be	encouraged	
by third party organizations to 
push back on the most destructive 
messaging. A Twitter campaign—

perhaps #Stuffyourwedge!—to re-
port offensive messages, sent by 
phone, tweet or television. A daily 
fact-check made available to the 
media and the public on the most 
ridiculous claims or attacks, and 
perhaps even an award where so-
cial media campaigns could offer 
prizes for the worst political mes-
saging on a weekly basis during an 
election period. 

Perhaps most importantly in the lon-
ger term, the rusty civics curriculums 

of Canadian elementary schools need 
to be updated to use social media and 
digital tools to offer lessons on why 
democracy cannot survive racial and 
ethnic division. A video of Charles 
Taylor’s powerful analysis of what 
builds and what undermines demo-
cratic life could play a role. 

Our children need the confidence to 
denounce hateful bullying language 
about their friends in turbans or 
head-scarves, whether it comes from 
the schoolyard or a political leader

Only then can we be confident that 
our improbable success at integrating 
millions of new Canadians of every 
race, religion and ethnicity will sur-
vive into a new generation—and not 
be destroyed by the politics of the 
poisonous wedge.  

Contributing Writer Robin V. Sears, 
a principal of the Earnscliffe Strategy 
Group in Ottawa, is a former national 
director of the NDP during the Broad-
bent years, and later served as chief 
of staff to Ontario Premier Bob Rae. 
robin@earnscliffe.ca

Perhaps most 
importantly in the 

longer term, the rusty civics 
curriculums of Canadian 
elementary schools need to 
be updated to use social 
media and digital tools to 
offer lessons on why 
democracy cannot survive 
racial and ethnic division.  
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