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To Thuy Thi Nguyen





Preface


I have spent much of my adult life studying Canadian exceptionalism from the perspective of survey research, drawing on Environics’s extensive archive of polling of values, attitudes and opinions going all the way back to the mid-1970s. My curiosity about my own country led me to wonder how Canadians differed from our cousins in the United States and Europe. This curiosity inspired me to publish my first book, in 1997, Sex in the Snow: The Surprising Revolution in Canadian Social Values. That book drew on annual social values surveys conducted in Canada since 1983 and a couple of surveys conducted in the U.S. in 1992 and 1996, presidential election years. Sex in the Snow documented the evolution of Canadian social values from deference to authority to questioning authority, from patriarchy to gender equality, from fear and judgment of others to openness to others, from deferred gratification to immediate gratification, from the consumption of material symbols of status and success to a postmaterial orientation to learning and experience seeking, and from a reliance on religious authority for meaning to a more philosophical and personal spiritual quest.


Fire and Ice: The United States, Canada and the Myth of Converging Values was published in 2003. That book was firmly focused on the revolutionary and counterrevolutionary cousins in North America. It was based on our annual Canadian survey program up to 2000 and the relatively newer U.S. program, drawing on the surveys conducted in 1992 and 1996, as well as a third in 2000. Fire and Ice demonstrated, at least to my satisfaction, that Canadian and American social values were diverging—not converging as both elites and the Canadian public at large assumed. Among other surprising findings that book reported was a growing orientation to patriarchy in the United States. In 1992, 42 per cent of Americans agreed that “the father of the family must be master in his own house”; the proportion had risen to 48 per cent by 2000 as Americans were about to choose Bill Clinton’s successor, George W. Bush. In Canada, the proportion over that eight-year period had dropped from 26 per cent to 18 per cent.


Jump forwards a decade and a half, and the world around us seems very different from the world of the 1990s documented in my early books. Our international scene is convulsed by terrorism, thousands of refugees are making perilous flights from war and oppression, and populist political uprisings are shocking experts and unnerving moderates of all persuasions. Canada appears placid, at least on its surface. As the U.S., Britain and other societies retrench, the international media have taken notice of Canada’s apparent calm. After nearly two years in power, Canada’s centrist Liberal government continues to enjoy majority approval, suggesting an electorate not as bitterly split as those elsewhere. Open on immigration, rational on climate, and unapologetic on gender equity, the Trudeau Liberals cleave to principles that seemed relatively safe in many Western societies only a few years ago but are under threat in many places today.


As skeptics point out, however, Brexit and a Trump presidency were unthinkable until they happened, and Canada is not immune to the forces of populism, social fracture and backlash. A massacre at a Quebec City mosque offered a grim window onto an extremist subculture. At least two Conservative leadership candidates drew inspiration from the Trump worldview. Opinion polls show anxiety among Canadians about the cultural integration of newcomers.


The evening of November 8, 2016, was my tipping point. As Pennsylvania, Michigan and Wisconsin appeared set to give Donald Trump his electoral college victory, I knew I had to revisit the questions that had inspired my earlier efforts to share our social-values research with Canadian readers. What was the survey data saying? Were we at risk of coming down with the malaise affecting other Western democracies? The next day I rushed into the office to ask for the results of the survey of eight thousand Americans and four thousand Canadians that had just come out of the field. The question on my mind was one that many Canadians have asked since then—in the media, at the bar and around the dinner table: Could it happen here? This book is my answer.





INTRODUCTION


Could It Happen Here?


When Conservative MP Kellie Leitch launched her long-shot, and ultimately unsuccessful, bid to replace Stephen Harper as party leader, she was making a bet. Leitch positioned herself as a clarion for those Canadians who felt alienated and angry about high levels of immigration from non-European, non-Christian countries, as well as an influx of refugees from war-ravaged Syria. It was an overt appeal to the sort of nationalist populism that has gripped much of the West in the past two or three years. For a time, Leitch’s views garnered a lot of attention, and it even looked like she could emerge as the winner of the epic campaign to succeed Harper.


As her showpiece platform plank, Leitch—a physician from Creemore, a town north of Orangeville, Ontario—pledged that all newcomers and visitors would have to take a “Canadian values” test as a condition of entry. A few other candidates, including former immigration minister Chris Alexander, had similar positioning, while the early presumed front-runner, reality TV star Kevin O’Leary, offered himself up as a populist in the mould of Donald Trump.


While Leitch insisted her scheme wasn’t meant to serve as a racist dog whistle for white, rural and disaffected voters (many of whom approved of the sorts of messages coming from Donald Trump), it nonetheless looked like an obvious sequel to her advocacy for the Harper-era “Barbaric Cultural Practices” hotline,1 a much-ridiculed proposal introduced as legislation by Alexander in June 2015.2 Ostensibly meant to protect girls and women, the law and the accompanying government hotline were assailed by critics and opposition parties as a way for the government to slyly woo voters unsettled by immigrants and cultures that seemed too, well, “foreign.” Leitch’s values test seemed to be a tidied-up version of those earlier signals.


To many observers of the Harper government, such moves—combined with policies such as withholding government-funded health services for asylum seekers, a historically parsimonious pose on admitting Syrian refugees, bans on niqabs for public servants,3 legislation that threatened to strip Canadian citizenship from immigrants convicted of crimes4 and tougher voter registration rules—represented a clear pivot away from the Conservatives’ earlier open views on immigrant constituencies.


From the first days of Harper’s term as prime minister, the Conservatives appeared to be intent on forging strong political links with ethnocultural groups whose members have traditionally aligned themselves with the Liberal Party. Harper’s view, supported by the party’s own polling and other public opinion research, was that many newcomers harboured socially conservative values and gravitated to a more austere vision of government. In short, many immigrants were natural Conservative voters; the party just had to let them know it.


The prime minister dispatched a senior minister, Jason Kenney, a former Reform Party MP and present leader of Alberta’s Progressive Conservatives, to forge connections with a wide range of ethnocultural communities. Kenney had for years made a point of visiting festivals, temples and ceremonies, and generally dispelling the stubborn idea that the Conservative Party of Canada was mainly the preserve of white, rural, small-town Canadians, voters typically seen as the party’s “base.”


For a time, the strategy bore fruit, and it helped propel the party to a majority—tellingly, the first majority in the country’s history without a substantial number of seats in Quebec. During the 2011 federal election, the Harper Conservatives, having survived two terms as a minority government as well as the brutal recession of 2009, made impressive inroads into ridings with large or even dominant newcomer or immigrant communities. Those regions spanned the country, from south Vancouver to the post–World War II inner suburbs of the City of Toronto, the sturdiest of Liberal bastions, and much of the Maritimes.5 Whatever the motives and political calculations behind the strategy, the Conservative game plan was clear proof that the road to majority status in Canada ran directly through the heart of those urban and suburban neighbourhoods that exemplify the new Canada—a country more positively invested in immigration than almost any other developed economy in the world.


Immigrants, as of late 2016, accounted for 22.1 per cent of Canada’s population, a proportion that has increased steadily for the past six decades. The concentration is even greater in Canada’s largest cities. Foreign-born residents account for almost half the population of Greater Toronto, a metric that makes the country’s largest metropolis the most diverse urban region in the world, according to a 2016 study conducted by BBC Radio.6 Those immigrants now come overwhelmingly from outside Europe, with eight in ten arriving from Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. Fully a fifth of Canada’s residents are now members of a visible minority group.


What’s more, the proportion of foreign-born residents in Canada has long exceeded that of the other wealthy immigrant-receiving nations, including the United States (13 per cent as of 2010), the United Kingdom (12.7 per cent in 20117), Germany (13 per cent), and France (11.7 per cent as of 2010). Only a handful of countries—among them Australia, Switzerland and New Zealand—have more international populations.


Given Canada’s demographic realities, the Harper government’s shift in the year or so leading up to the 2015 federal election was surprising and, in hindsight, self-destructive. Having spent years trying to prove to newcomer communities that they were different than earlier generations of small-c conservative politicians, the Tories launched policy after policy that seemed to demonstrate precisely the opposite: that refugees didn’t deserve health care until their cases had been adjudicated (the law was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court); that citizens needed to jump over higher hurdles to register to vote; and that some cultural habits could be called out by self-appointed citizen-judges as “barbaric.”


Postmortem analyses, in fact, concluded that the government’s move to rescind the citizenship of Zakaria Amara (convicted in 2010 of terrorist activities) right in the midst of the 2015 federal election proved to be a game-changing moment, mobilizing thousands of Muslim-Canadian voters against the Conservatives.8 As some Tories insisted in the aftermath of their defeat, they’d gotten the policy right but the tone wrong.


•  •  •  •


THERE WAS SOMETHING perplexing about Leitch’s gambit to win the leadership by adopting a stance that had already proved to be a grave miscalculation during the 2015 election campaign. In fact, when the Conservatives finally cast their votes for a new leader in late May 2017, Leitch endured a resounding defeat—she never got more than 8 per cent of the votes cast and had to drop off the ballot midway through the process of winnowing the field. Conservatives instead coalesced behind Andrew Scheer’s cheerful social conservatism and Maxime Bernier’s radical libertarianism, with neither hitching his programs to the sort of populist politics that characterized Leitch’s bid.


It is true that, despite generally world-leading positive attitudes towards immigrants and multiculturalism, there is evidence that Canadians do, in fact, worry about whether newcomers are integrating successfully into Canadian society and whether they’re adopting “Canadian values,” however respondents interpret that phrase.
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A second concern that has become entangled with our immigrant-integration conversation is the fear of terrorism. However unhelpful the conflation of these two issues, they are nevertheless mingled in the minds of many here and elsewhere. Even when a Canadian-born, Christian-raised man of European descent embarks on an attack in the name of ISIS, some see it as a problem that has come from “there” to “here” and from “them” to “us.”


Recent years have also shown us that a backlash constituency does exist, alarmed by some aspects of living in a diverse society and affronted by the fact that they are not permitted to air their alarm without being accused of racism. It is no accident that Leitch’s campaign literature had an aggrieved tone: “If you are tired of feeling like we can’t discuss what our Canadian values are, then please help me to fight back by making a donation . . .” Trump, of course, is the dominant champion of this backlash; he proposed ideological screening of immigrants a couple of weeks before Leitch did. Backlash is not a recent phenomenon, either—Toronto mayor Rob Ford, lavish in his political incorrectness, was beloved by many newcomers, who embraced his little-guy-fighting-smug-liberal-elites narrative. And the anti-immigrant Charter of Values proposed by the Parti Québécois could have won the 2014 provincial election had its leader, Pauline Marois, not been dragged off message by star candidate Pierre Karl Péladeau’s high-profile calls for the revival of the sovereignty debate.


Clearly, then, a political opportunity exists for those who are willing to channel the feelings of those who feel angry and dismissed. The wider Canadian context is more fearful than it was twenty years ago, and the anti-immigrant messaging from other countries doesn’t stop at our borders.


But Canada remains conspicuously positive towards immigrants and, importantly, proud of not being xenophobic. Most Canadians—especially immigrants—feel pride in their country. One of the things many Canadians are most proud of is a belief that different kinds of people can live here in harmony, and that immigrants and their children—who together now account for 40 per cent of the country’s population—are just as good citizens as anyone born here, if not better.


For all that, Leitch’s proposed values test for newcomers raised an intriguing question: In a country that increasingly defines itself by its ethnocultural diversity and tends to reject muscular displays of patriotic fervour, what would those common-denominator values even look like? What are Canada’s core values?


Our surveys show clearly that we continue to value good government, our public health-care system, multiculturalism and diversity, personal safety and civic participation. But our research also illustrates that Canadian values tilt heavily in the direction of a progressive vision of society. We rank gender equality as our greatest aspirational value and quickly embraced gay marriage. But we also respect a variety of religions, including socially conservative ones, provided they abide by the rule of law. Over 90 per cent of Canadians support or strongly support a social safety net to help those confronting financial tribulations, poverty or just bad luck. By contrast, only a little more than half agree that low taxes are a paramount concern. Immigrants, moreover, tend to identify similar values as Canadians who were born here.


Moreover, public opinion research in Canada reveals a long, steady run of support for immigration as a positive force. Since the early 1990s, regularly conducted surveys have shown that a clear majority of Canadians, even in economic downturns, reject the notion that immigration levels are too high and that newcomers take jobs away from other Canadians.
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But if that’s the case, why are so many Canadians watching events in Donald Trump’s America with such a deep sense of trepidation?


“Could it,” we ask ourselves in dog parks, at dinner parties, or in the stands of local hockey arenas, “happen here?” Will we “catch Trumpism,” that storm of angry, isolationist and frequently nativist populism that has swept through not only the United States but also the United Kingdom in the Brexit era, Germany, France, Hungary, Poland and even redoubts of progressivism like the Netherlands?


There are Canadians who want “it”—or some version of “it”—to happen here. Jean-François Lisée won the Parti Québécois leadership in the fall of 2016 by promising to reduce immigration and ban the burka in public. Even the ruling Quebec Liberals held hearings on a proposed law that would make it illegal for anyone with her face covered to give or obtain public services.9


Some Canadians have lost confidence in federal institutions and believe that we are admitting too many refugees from the Muslim-majority countries that produce fundamentalists and terrorists. There are clear parallels between readers of Breitbart News in the United States and devotees of Ezra Levant’s Rebel Media, a hard-right Internet news service that calls out political correctness and baits progressives. (“Racist university apartheid,” headlines a Rebel report on postsecondary institutions that offer “scholarships for refugees, not whites.”10)


Analysts love to point out that many Canadians—especially those who live in large, dense cities with diverse populations—are living in a progressive bubble or fantasy land which allows them to assume that their benign views of newcomers, trans people or mixed-race couples are widely shared across society, when in fact many parts of Canada have little exposure to social diversity and are less favourably disposed to it.


There are dangers associated with this disconnect. In March 2017, veteran political journalist Michael Valpy noted that “persistent and deepening” economic pessimism was inflected with racism and xenophobia. He used the findings from an EKOS poll to offer up a stern reminder about how American pollsters and pundits so dramatically misread the American mood in 2016. Valpy noted that the political and media establishment should be wary of ignoring populist anger among those Canadians, especially on the right, who express fear or resentment about how the country is run.


“Those supporters are real people—and there are a lot of them,” Valpy wrote. “Dismissing them and their concerns, however crudely they may be stated at times—as the U.S. media did with Americans who flocked to Mr. Trump’s standard—is frankly more likely to increase their numbers and more deeply entrench their anger and their (justifiable) sense of being held in contempt by the mainstream media and political establishment.”11


It wasn’t the first time that the assemblers and purveyors of conventional wisdom—columnists, political scientists, pundits, poll-aggregating analytics whizzes, etc.—had drastically misread the mood of an electorate and, by extension, society broadly.


In the City of Toronto, during the 2010 municipal election, long-standing observers of local politics underestimated the populist appeal of Rob Ford, a local councilor known for his red-faced outbursts and his habit of summoning senior bureaucrats to the homes of constituents seeking help for mundane problems. Though positioned as a hard-right, pro-car conservative who was going to slash spending and dismantle his predecessor’s plans for a light rail network, Ford won big in the city’s suburbs. He tapped into support from many immigrants and those who felt a left-leaning, downtown elite had produced a bloated, wasteful municipal government all too prone to cave in to public-sector union demands and strike actions. As Western University political scientist Zack Taylor noted in a 2011 postmortem, “Financially squeezed voters tended to support Ford.”12


Five years later, the run-up to the Brexit referendum in the U.K. also revealed a yawning gap between the expectations of the chattering classes and the ultimate voting behaviour of the electorate. For most of the year preceding that June 2016 vote, dozens of polls put the “Remain” forces comfortably ahead of “Leave,” although the numbers narrowed, briefly flip-flopped and eventually settled into a statistical tie in the days leading up to the ballot.13


Those tasked with reading the tea leaves offered up their analysis. “A high overall turnout will likely benefit Remain, as young people and richer old folk are keener on the union, but a big turnout is far from guaranteed,” predicted The Economist, that most elite of British publications, on the eve of the vote.14 As it transpired, the turnout was unexpectedly high, including among millennials blamed heretofore for their complacency. But the Leave forces—led by Nigel Farage and Boris Johnson—mobilized enough older Anglo-Saxons to deliver the victory.


Given this turbulent international scene, how should Canadians reconcile the insistent and growing warnings about the rising tide of made-in-Canada populism and anti-Muslim sentiment with our attitudes towards what has been happening in the U.S. under Trump’s presidency?
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It’s no secret that many Canadians, all across the country, were broadly supportive of Trump’s predecessor, Barack Obama, and there’s little doubt that Justin Trudeau sought to make the most of the forty-fourth president’s personal popularity north of the border.


Early in Trump’s long-shot run, Canadian pollsters discovered that we didn’t much care for the real estate developer–turned–reality TV show star. Long before he began making specific threats about import tariffs on Canadian energy, lumber and dairy, a 2015 survey found that only one in six Canadians liked Trump, and a similarly small proportion thought he’d be good for Canada.15


In the days leading up to the election, when Canadians were polled to see how they’d vote hypothetically in the U.S. race, Trump fared so poorly that more respondents reported they would back one of the third-party candidates, like the Green Party’s Jill Stein, or abstain rather than cast a ballot for the blustery billionaire.


A few days after Trump’s upset victory, a Forum poll published in The Toronto Star revealed that while four in ten of those surveyed didn’t like Hillary Clinton, the vast majority were unambiguous in their views of the new commander-in-chief. No less than 80 per cent of the Canadian women surveyed disapproved of Trump, whose crude sexual talk and boasting about assaulting women captured on a live microphone seemed, for a while, to doom his campaign.


Only a third of Albertans favoured Trump, and that was by far the highest level of support in any Canadian province, despite his support for the controversial Keystone pipeline that would transport Alberta crude to U.S. refineries. As The Toronto Star reported, “53 per cent of Canadian voters said they were not at all satisfied with the outcome of the election, while 17 per cent said they were not very satisfied. Fifty-five per cent of respondents agreed that Trump as president would be bad for Canada, and 73 per cent overall disapprove of him.”16


Those attitudes haven’t improved much after months of eye-popping political chaos in Washington, daily conspiracy theories, surreal fights over fake news, and vague threats from the Trump administration about import tariffs that could drag down the Canadian economy. The immigration and travel ban also brought waves of stories about Canadians being refused entry into the U.S., as well as groups—from Girl Guides to school trips to academics—opting not to risk a run-in at the border.


•  •  •  •


POLITICAL SENTIMENTS TRAVEL easily, like dandelion spores, across borders, oceans and even linguistic divides. The angry populist mood in the U.K. and the U.S. has emboldened anti-immigrant, isolationist politicians and right-wing parties in many parts of Europe, and visa versa. Canadians are no more immune to those trends than anyone else. We’re in a moment when simmering populist discontent, which never really goes away, has been given a voice and a standard-bearer and a whole lot of raw energy that can be used to embolden disgruntled nativists and recruit voters.


But those ideas land or take root in societies with their own distinctive strengths and weaknesses, histories, geographies, demographics, economies and value systems. Some countries drawn to xenophobic nationalism have generally happier citizens (e.g., Denmark and Switzerland17); others are home to angrier residents who are attracted to authoritarian figures and tolerate inequality or higher levels of violence (such as the U.S.).


Consequently, any discussion about whether “it” could happen here demands that we move beyond the churn of public opinion polls and partisan punditry, and look instead at underlying measures of civic or social health: Can we passionately debate issues of great public interest without lapsing into gridlock or discourse poisoned by accusations? Can we ground our debates in some kind of common understanding of the pertinent facts? Do we have faith in our democracy and shared institutions, or do we hanker to destroy them? Can we recognize “outsiders”—whether recent immigrants, refugees, trans folk, Muslims or anyone else—as individuals or do we see them as targets for hatred?


One important answer to this question is, “Of course, it can happen here!” You needn’t look too far into the history books to find examples of societies that abruptly pivoted away from rights, democratic governance and religious tolerance. Sometimes, plain old bad luck intervenes and changes the course of the plot. But countries that have managed—either by intention or good fortune—to foster social resilience, reduce inequality and provide collective tax-supported government insurance against ill health or unemployment are more likely to be able to withstand the clarion calls from the Trumps of this world. Canada, as it turns out, is one such nation, although not the only one.


This isn’t a smug assertion of Canadian exceptionalism so much as an acknowledgement of our own recent political history. After episodes of raucous populism, surging anti-immigrant sentiment and even the rise (and subsequent fall) of socially conservative governments in some western provinces, Canadians already know what “it” looks like. In some sense, parts of Canada have been there and done that. The appetite for that form of politics is limited. After all, there are less raucous ways to achieve peace, order and good government.





CHAPTER ONE


The Global Re-awakening of Xenophobic Populism


A hurricane.


That’s perhaps the best word to describe the gusts of noisy, populist and anger-fueled nationalism that seem to be blowing from country to country in these fitful days, whipping up resentments many people thought had been safely buried in an increasingly remote past.


To some casual observers, the storm may have seemed to touch down first in the United Kingdom, with the shock of the 2016 Brexit referendum outcome. But it had already picked up momentum by then, drawing energy from ambient global anxiety about ISIS-sponsored terrorism; simmering post-2008 economic uncertainty in countries like Greece and Italy; a torrent of refugees pouring out of Africa and the Middle East; Vladimir Putin’s unsettlingly aggressive expansionism; mounting climate change anxiety; and the escalating racial, political and economic tensions in the United States.


This unstable weather system has careened through parts of central and northern Europe, as well as France, Australia, Turkey, the Philippines and, of course, Donald Trump’s America. Authoritarian, isolationist politics is in ascendancy. The president of the most powerful nation in the world congratulates dictators when they consolidate power and disparages journalists as “the most dishonest human beings on earth” and enemies of the people. In a world steeped in uncertainty, bellicose blame, it would seem, sells, and sells well.


The last time the world saw this kind of vertiginous global re-ordering was back in the 1980s with the implosion of the Soviet Bloc. That disintegration began with the Solidarity demonstrations led by a fearless labour leader working on the docks of Gdańsk and spread inexorably across Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union until the whole edifice collapsed with the dismantling of the Berlin Wall in November 1989. Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev each did his part to accelerate the process, but those velvet revolutions were populist and notably peaceful affairs, driven by ordinary people who had had enough of Big Brother.
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