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Guest 
Opinion

Stop Hijacking My Religion
By Rose Geransar

Rose Geransar has collaborated with 
ACLRC researcher Brian Seaman on vari-
ous articles and helped organize and 
co-chair the November, 2007 confer-
ence, One Origin, One Race, One Earth, 
about ethical and legal issues that arise 
in human genetic research.
     There are extremist forces within Ca-
nadian society that threaten the inter-
ests of all those who regard intelligent 
public discourse as a worthy endeavor. 
These forces also exist among self-de-
scribed Muslims in Canadian society, 
and they are of two varieties.
     Radical 'conservative Muslims'. 
The first variety of extremists among 
self-described Muslims are those who 
would regard armed guerilla resistance 
against civilian members of Canadian 
society as a ‘duty’ prescribed by Islam. 
Falling into this category are people 
who would, for example, secretly or 
openly advocate or justify the place-
ment of explosives in underwear, print-
er cartridges, and just about anything 
that can be used as a medium to hurt 
people, mostly for the sake of making a 
political statement. As depraved as this 
sounds, these people may lead quite 
ordinary lives until given the opportu-
nity to live out their destructive vision 
of 'Islam'.
    Radical 'liberal Muslims'. The second 
variety of extremists among self-de-
scribed Muslims are those who char-
acterize anyone who defends the civil 
liberties of Muslims or criticizes right-

wing policies as “Taliban sympathizers”. 
You will find this group often bashing 
Islam and expressing outrage at anyone 
who dares defend the civil liberties of 
the more conservative Muslims.
        For example this group would ban 
the niqab, confining certain women to 
their homes, because the niqab goes 
against their interpretation of Islam. 
Such individuals are outraged by any 
criticism of Israel on grounds that such 
criticism constitutes proof of Islam’s 
anti-Semitism or hatred of Jews (which 
is an absurd claim on a number of lev-
els). And they support a speaking ban 
on people like George Galloway.
     These forces argue and rebuke one 
another back and forth. The actions 
of the former provide the fuel for the 
smear campaigns of the latter. Lost in 
the middle of all of this is Islam, and 
the voices of ordinary Muslims who are 
neither out to smear and slander Islam, 
nor to threaten the interests of their 
fellow Canadians; I propose that this 
group constitutes by far the vast major-
ity of Muslims in Canada. In principle, 
one can find evidence to support this 
as an empirical statement (just need a 
research grant to do it).
     On the face of it, the radical camps 
described are on extreme ends of the 
self-described “Muslim” spectrum. 
However they are eerily similar in 

a number of key aspects. Both are 
extremely hostile to freedom of speech 
and democracy. In order to prove their 
point, both groups discredit not only 
the opposition, but also the majority of 
Muslims who peacefully live their lives 
as ordinary citizens practicing their right 
to religious freedom. They character-
ize anyone who does not support their 
extreme views as “weak”, an “infidel”, a 
“hypocrite” (as in the first group), or a 
“terrorist sympathizer” or “Taliban sup-
porter” (as in the second group). And 
most importantly, the essential unspo-
ken key motto of each group is: you are 
either with us, or against us. 
     Sounds familiar?
     As a first-generation Canadian, a dual 
citizen, a trained academic, and a visible 
practicing Muslim woman, I would like 
to share my experience of encountering 
a very hostile element with the radical 
‘liberal Muslim’ group. 
     In October 2010, two visible practic-
ing Muslim female friends and I partici-
pated in a civil liberties public engage-
ment event organized by the Sheldon 
Chumir Foundation for Ethics 
                            - continued on page 6
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Staff and Volunteers
We have been busy these past few months. Articling student Cole Eslinger was called to the Alberta Bar on November 18, 2010. 
Congratulations!  Joan Hedstrom joined us in December as our new part time administrative assistant. Welcome!  Pamela Dos 
Ramos and Brenda Johnston continue to work on the Anti-Racism Education Project. We are fortunate have been working with 
excellent volunteers over the last few months—including Johanna Dias, Jerad Johnson, Colleen Bowman, Kathryn Kitchen, 
Kelly Meier, Hana Curties and others.       Thanks!  - Linda McKay-Panos

The Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre appreciates the contri-
butions of volunteers and donors, and the support of agencies that 
provide grants to the Centre, including:

*The United Way of Calgary - donor choice
*The Sheldon  M. Chumir Foundation for Ethics in Leadership
*Alberta Human Rights and Multiculturalism Education Fund
*Canadian Race Relations Foundation 
*Alberta Association for Multicultural Education
* Alberta Community Initiatives Program
*Alberta Summer Temporary Employment Program (STEP)
*Kerry Cundal

We would like to hear from readers! 
Submit Letters to the Editor to:

Centrepiece, Letters to the Editor
Alberta Civil Liberties Research Centre

 

Upcoming Events

Other seminars will be advertised on our website: aclrc.com
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     Over the past decade, efforts 
have been made in several venues 
at the United Nations to promote 
the idea that states have an 
obligation to adopt and enforce 
laws against the defamation of 
religion.
     For example, in March 2010, 
the United Nations Human Rights 
Council adopted a resolution 
condemning defamation of religion 
(“Combating defamation of 
religions” Human Rights Council, A/
HRC/RES/13/16). The text says that 
“Defamation of Religion is a serious 
affront to human dignity leading 
to a restriction of the freedom of 
their adherents and incitement to 
religious violence” (Preamble). 
     The text also says: “Islam is 
frequently and wrongly associated 
with human rights violations and 
terrorism” (Art. 7). The resolution 
calls on states to ensure that 
religious places, sites, shrines and 
symbols are protected (Art. 16), to 
reinforce laws “to deny impunity” 
for those exhibiting intolerance of 
ethnic and religious minorities and 
to take all possible measures to 
promote tolerance and respect for 
all religions and beliefs (Art. 13). 
     This resolution was passed by the 
Human Rights Council despite some 
states' major reservations. One 
concern with the resolution is that 
it puts the rights of a religion above 
the rights of an individual (www.
prlog.org/11044765-un-resolution-
defamation-of-religions-resolution-
yes-vote-will-have-serious-
ramifications.htm).
     It is expected that this resolution 
will be brought forward to the 
United Nations to be passed by 
the General Assembly in the near 
future. 
    While resolutions of the United 

Nations are considered not to be 
legally binding under international 
law, they certainly can have 
significant political effect. Human 
Rights First has asserted that this 
resolution “may be used in certain 
countries to silence and intimidate 
human rights activists, religious 
dissenters and other independent 
voices and ultimately restrict 
freedoms”(www.humanrightsfirst.
org/wp-con tent/uploads/
Blasphemy_Cases.pdf). 
The NGO contends that national 
blasphemy laws are used to stifle 
dissent and debate, to harass rivals, 
to legitimize violence and to settle 
petty disputes. 
     Human Rights First documented 
over fifty recent cases that 
demonstrate the gross abuse of 
national laws that criminalize 
defamation of religions and enable 
governments to target individuals 
for the peaceful expression of 
political or religious views. One such 
case is that of Iranian Canadian 
blogger Hossein Derakhshan, 
founder of one of the first Farsi 
blogs, who was sentenced in 
September 2010 to more than 19 
years in prison. He was convicted 
of a number of offences, including 
“insulting Islamic thought and 
religious figures.” (Human Rights 
First). 
     Many people are concerned 
about the effects of blasphemous 
libel laws across the world, and 
would be surprised to learn that 
such a law exists in Canada. 
      Canada’s current Criminal 
Code (RSC 1985 c C-46), has a 
blasphemous libel section:

Offence 
296. (1) Everyone who 
publishes a blasphemous 
libel is guilty of an indictable 

offence and liable to 
imprisonment for a term not 
exceeding two years. 
Question of fact 
(2) It is a question of fact 
whether or not any matter 
that is published is a 
blasphemous libel. 
Saving 
(3) No person shall be 
convicted of an offence under 
this section for expressing 
in good faith and in decent 
language, or attempting to 
establish by argument used 
in good faith and conveyed in 
decent language, an opinion 
on a religious subject. R.S., c. 
C-34, s. 260.

     This Criminal Code provision was 
passed in 1892 and has its roots 
in old English common law. The 
section has been used for several 
prosecutions based on blasphemous 
libel of the Christian religion. The 
last reported case relying on this 
law was in 1935. In R c Rahard, 
[1936] 3 DLR 230 (Que CSP), the 
Court found the Rev. Victor Rahard 
of the Anglican Church guilty of 
blasphemous libel for his aspersions 
upon the Roman Catholic Church. 
     It is interesting to note that 
there is nothing in the section 
that would limit it to offence 
against Christianity – Jews, 
Muslims or others could argue 
that a publication has blasphemed 
their religion. For example, the 
recent publication of the “Danish 
Cartoons” which contained 
drawings that offended some 
Muslim persons could have been 
the subject of a charge under s. 296. 
     Legal scholar Jeremy Patrick 
writes in the 2008 UBC Law Review 
(193,194) that “unlike people, dead 
laws do not always stay dead"
                         - continued on page 4

Blasphemous libel: Why should we care in Canada? 
	 	 by	Linda	McKay-Panos									

Reprinted with permission from Chumir Ethics Forum Volume 11 No. 2 Winter 2011
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 (Jeremy Patrick, “Not Dead, Just 
Sleeping: Canada’s Prohibition on 
Blasphemous Libel As a Case Study 
in Obsolete Legislation,” UBCL 
Rev,(2008): 193). Patrick cites the 
example of England where their 
prohibition on blasphemy was inert 
for 55 years before leading to a 
conviction in 1977, and ultimately 
abolition of blasphemy as a crime in 
2008. 
     He also cites the example of the 
prohibition of spreading false news, 
which was added to our Criminal 
Code in 1892, used once in 1907, 
once again in 1970 and then for the 
third and final time in a high profile 
conviction (which was overturned 
on appeal) of holocaust-denier 
Ernst Zundel in the late 1980s. This 
demonstrates how long dormant 
laws can be reinstituted. 
     Some Canadians argue that even 
if the blasphemous libel law were 
enforced, it would be challenged 
as violating freedom of expression 
under the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. Patrick believes that it is 
unlikely that our blasphemous 
libel law would survive a Charter 
challenge. Nevertheless, he argues 
that the law could indeed resurface 
(as it did in Ireland and England) 
and it may not be a very wise move 
to rely on constitutional rights 
guarantees to weed out obsolete 
legislation, rather than to address it 
directly by repealing it. 
     Thus, not only is the United 
Nations resolution on blasphemous 
libel concerning because of its 
influence in the international 
community, but also as it may 
become relevant in Canada. 

Left to Right: Linda McKay-Panos,
 Dan Shapiro and Richelle Wiseman

Technological Mishap - We lost our email newsletter list!

The newsletter is also available on our website—aclrc.com— or by mail.

Please contact us at aclrc@ucalgary.ca if you wish to be re-instated or to receive 

it by snail mail. Thanks! 

  - continued from page 10
     Educating organizations, teach-
ers, other non-profit serving 
agencies and support people was 
discussed as a necessary method 
of ensuring LGBT people find that 
diverse support in many aspects 
of their lives. Although, it was also 
noted that some agencies already 
have LGBT friendly programs but 
need help in advertising them as 
such.
     Participants talked about feeling 
invisible. Specific communities, such 
as seniors felt invisible as part of 
the LGBT community, or unable to 
find each other. People with dis-
abilities were invisible to the LGBT 
community and physically unable 
to attend non-accessible events, 
which exacerbated this invisibility. 
Individuals in the faith group were 
excluded from their faith because of 
their LGBT status. 
     Finally, there was almost unani-
mous support for an LGBT Commu-
nity Center in Calgary. Participants 
felt that a Center would give cred-
ibility to the community, provide 
regular staffing, and normalizing di-
versity within the LGBT community. 
They suggested that partnering with 
other diverse organizations would 
be a key aspect of developing the 
funding, community support and 
feel for an LGBT Community Center.
     Several recommendations came 
out of the report. These and the 
full report can be found at www.
calgaryoutlink.ca .
     Calgary Outlink wants to thank 
the Human Rights, Education and 
Multiculturalism Fund for its gener-
ous support of this project.

This is worrying because the 
criminalization of criticism of 
religion can have very negative 
consequences. 

Linda McKay-Panos, Dan Shapiro 
and Richelle Wiseman spoke at 
“Should Criticism of Religion be 
Illegal?” on November 30, 2010 
at the University of Calgary. The 
event celebrating UN International 
Human Rights Day (December 10) 
was organized by the Alberta Civil 
Liberties Research Centre and the 

Chief Commissioner D. Blair 
Mason brings  greetings 
from the Alberta Human 
Rights Commission at our 
International Human Rights 
Day event.
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     On November 9, 2010 a news report 
stated that a Christian woman had been 
sentenced to death in Pakistan for the 
crime of blasphemy and defaming the 
Prophet Mohammed. 
     Asia Bibi was working in a farm field 
with other women when she was asked 
to fetch drinking water. Some of the 
women, all Muslims, refused to drink 
the water she collected because it had 
been brought by a Christian, and was 
therefore unclean. This prompted a row 
amongst the women, and a few days 
later, Asia was attacked by a mob and 
taken into police custody. 
     Human rights groups say the 
blasphemy laws in Pakistan conflict with 
the rights guaranteed under Pakistan’s 
constitution and have called for them 
to be repealed. Furthermore, innocent 
people are accused of blasphemy when 
the real issue is that they are non-
Muslims. This story is but one of many 
which illustrate how blasphemy and 
defamation laws are abused in the very 
countries which are advocating their 
adoption by the United Nations.
      Let us examine the origins of 
the “defamation of religion” clause 
proposed by the UN Human Rights 
Council and the countries which are 
pressing to see it implemented. 
     In March 2008, the resolution was 
presented by Pakistan, where political 
rights, religious rights, and the rights 
of women are violated routinely. 
Pakistan was supported by the rest of 
the Organization of Islamic Conference 
(OIC) and its 56 member states. Along 
with allies such as China, Russia and 
Cuba, they succeeded in gaining an 
amendment to a resolution on freedom 
of expression. 
     That amendment states that no 
one can engage in “defamation” of a 
religion, arguing that this is a form of 
discrimination. 
    There is no question that Muslims 
face religiously-based hatred in some 
parts of the world. Islamaphobia is 
on the rise, and all governments must 
regard it as a form of racism to combat. 
Islamophobia affects individual Muslims 
and Muslim communities who should 
be and are already protected by the UN 

Declaration of Human Rights against 
the violation of any of their rights. 
However, Islam is not – and should not 
be – protected. 
     The Human Rights Council was 
supposed to condemn egregious 
examples of abuses of human rights. 
But the moral leadership of the UN has 
moved from the states which started 
the UN in 1948 in the aftermath of 
World War Two – countries which were 
committed to upholding the concepts 
of the rule of law, human equality, 
individual freedom – to a much broader 
group of countries, including the OIC 
states which do not subscribe to the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights. 
     Indeed, the OIC has its own 
Declaration of Human Rights known 
as “The Cairo Declaration on Human 
Rights in Islam.” The final article reads: 
     The Islamic Shari’ah is the only 
source of reference for the explanation 
or clarification of any of the articles of 
this Declaration. 
     Article 22 states: Everyone shall have 
the right to express his opinion freely in 
such manner as would not be contrary 
to the principles of the Shari’ah. 
Thus, the Cairo Declaration is a closed 
system under Shari’ah law. It describes 
how the OIC states view human rights. 
There are no articles which provide 
for freedom of thought, conscience, 
speech, religious belief, worship, or the 
freedom to change religious beliefs. 
     Several OIC countries have the 
least press freedom and the most 
government restrictions on religious 
freedom, and yet they are responsible 
for promoting the resolution banning 
“defamation of religion.” 
      Why should the UN hand these 
countries an additional tool by which to 
repress, oppress, persecute, prosecute, 
and possibly execute people who they 
deem to have defamed Islam or the 
Prophet Mohammad? 
     Islam needs no special protections. 
Islam, like all religions, must embrace 
freedoms and human rights above the 
“right” to not be offended. In a diverse, 
pluralistic world, the free flow of ideas 
and people means that offenses occur 
as a normal course of interaction. To 

prevent offense is impossible. 
     Moreover, the HRC doesn’t concern 
itself with the widespread, extreme 
hatred and violence perpetrated against 
Jews, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, 
Bahai’s, minority Muslim groups, or 
people of no faith at all. Ironically, the 
countries most interested in protecting 
Islam from defamation are the same 
countries in which people of other faith 
traditions are persecuted. 
     Defamation laws are also used 
by extremist Muslims against 
other Muslims who question their 
interpretations of the Qu’ran, or who 
advocate more liberal understandings 
of Shari’ah law. Thus, defamation 
of religion laws thwart the internal 
dialogue amongst Muslims and any 
possibility of Islam experiencing reform. 
     Freedom House offers three further 
arguments against blasphemy laws in 
its October 2010 report, Policing Belief: 
The Impact of Blasphemy Laws on 
Human Rights:
 

• Governments have abused 
blasphemy laws to silence 
political opposition, government 
critics, and dissidents. 
• Individuals have fabricated 
charges of blasphemy against 
others in their communities to 
settle petty disputes. 
• Religious extremists have 
exploited blasphemy laws to 
justify attacks on religious 
minorities, fostering an 
environment of intolerance 
where discrimination is effectively 
condoned by the state. 

     The implementation of blasphemy 
and “defamation of religion” laws 
fosters religious discrimination far 
worse than the religious discrimination 
the laws were designed to prevent. 
This is the tragic irony of defamation 
of religions and blasphemy laws – they 
diminish human rights while purporting 
to enhance them. 

Richelle Wiseman 
Executive Director 
Centre for Faith and the Media 

Defamation of religion resolution undermines human rights 
By Richelle Wiseman 

Reprinted with permission from Chumir Ethics Forum Volume 11 No. 2 Winter 2011
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 - continued from page 1
in Leadership in Calgary. Tarek Fatah, 
Founder of the Muslim Canadian 
Congress, was a panelist at this event. 
During his opening panel speech, he 
slammed “Islamism” (without defin-
ing what that means, but apparently it 
includes the views of George Galloway) 
and all but equated Islam with “fas-
cism”. He dubbed wearing the hijab in 
Canada as the equivalent of giving “the 
middle finger” to fellow Canadians. 
He advocated a ban of the niqab on 
grounds such as “it’s a security issue”. 
And, as a technique to silence his op-
position, he characterized anyone who 
disagrees with his views (including me) 
as a “Taliban supporter”.  
     In fact, several people came to me 
during the course of the conference, 
and asked me why I wear the hijab. I 
explained to them that it is a part of my 
practice of Islam, and that it represents 
an important part of my identity as a 
Muslim. I was then asked: “does wear-
ing the hijab mean that you support the 
Taliban?”  “Absolutely not,” I respond-
ed. “Why would you think that?”  And 
that is when I learned that some were, 
equating wearing the hijab with sup-
port for the Taliban. 
     At several points during the event, 
I took issue with Tarek Fatah’s lack of 
presentation of factual information, 
for his refusal to engage in respectful 
two-way dialogue, and for his defama-
tory comments. I publicly stated that 
he did not distinguish radical Islamic 
views from those espoused by the vast, 
vast majority of peaceful Muslims in 
Canada. He responded that no such 
majority exists.
     Well, the peaceful Muslim majority 
does exist. I know it anecdotally and 
intuitively from travelling across this 
country and meeting them. And I am 
one member of this very diverse, very 
pluralistic majority. That is why I wrote 
this article, to give this majority another 
voice. Not the voice, as there is no such 
thing. But a voice, and a female one at 
that.
     Some people believe that Islam is 
only compatible with Canadian values 
if Muslims value being Canadian more 
than being Muslim. However, pressur-
ing people to choose between or priori-

tize different aspects of their identities 
is unnecessary and can even be polar-
izing. Islam’s message is an inseparable 
combination of interfaith and intrafaith 
peace and unity. Within this frame-
work, general regard for humanity is an 
overarching principle. And so, I consider 
being a Muslim further sensitizes me to 
issues of social justice, contribution to 
the communities of which I am a part, 
a commitment to reducing my footprint 
on the environment, a commitment 
not to encroach on the rights of my 
neighbours and fellow citizens, and the 
importance of obtaining a good educa-
tion and using that to the benefit of 
humanity. All of which I believe makes 
me a better Canadian than I otherwise 
would be. That is my Islam, and that 
is the Islam that has been hijacked by 
these radicals.
     The abuse of religion to achieve 
socio-political ends is not a new prob-
lem in human history. We should avoid 
usage of terminology that perpetu-
ates negative stereotypes. The phrase 
“Muslim terrorist”, literally taken, is 
extremely offensive to Muslims who be-
lieve that being Muslim means one who 
submits to the will of God, and in Islam, 
God is defined as good by definition. 
Further, using “Muslim” as an adjective 
to describe terrorists that self-identify 
as such is lending them false legitimacy. 
Let us take away their power and call 
them what they are: radicals who have 
hijacked Islam.
     I am tired of listening to radicals on 
both sides hijacking a well-rounded 
debate on the value that Islam brings 
to Canadian society. Let the radicals 
scrap about their political differences 
until they are blue in the face; let the 
majority of Muslims who don’t condone 
those extremist views speak up and 
defend Islam!

New ACLRC
Publication

Temporary Foreign Workers in 
Alberta: Human Rights Issues

An overview of the facts, issues, 
law and practical solutions relating 
to the management of temporary 
migration in Canada. Recent shifts 
in Canada to increased temporary 
migration of persons with lower 
skill levels has resulted in human 
rights abuses and significant 
challenges, for temporary foreign 
workers, employers and service 
providers. Provides background 
information and statistics on 
global and Canadian migration, the 
current framework and mechanics 
of the temporary foreign worker 
program, the current international 
context and law, and particular 
interests of key stakeholders. 
Contains concluding comments and 
recommendations for change in 
Alberta and Canada. 
140+ pages.
 2010 ISBN# 1-896225-60-8 

See: Order form on page 9
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    The recent UN Human Rights 
Council draft resolution on 
“combating defamation of religions” 
would make George Orwell roll 
over in his grave. If adopted by the 
UN General Assembly it will give 
governments around the world 
unacceptable powers. 
    In the name of preventing 
religious discrimination, the 
resolution insulates religious 
orthodoxy from all criticism. The 
resolution is incoherent, self-
contradictory and a gross violation 
of the fundamental freedoms of 
religion and expression. 
    Sponsored by Morocco in 2010 
on behalf of the Organization of 
the Islamic Conference (OIC), it 
lends cover and legitimacy to the 
blasphemy laws of oppressive states 
which do not respect their citizens’ 
religious freedom. It thus precludes 
any possibility of an Islamic 
reformation, the very thing many 
Muslims want. 

Resolution is incoherent 
    How can you “defame” a religion 
by saying something “false” 
about it? “Defamation” involves 
making a purportedly factual claim 
about someone that harms their 
reputation, but is false. For example, 
Jerry Falwell famously sued Hustler 
publisher Larry Flynt for printing 
a cartoon implying Falwell had 
sex with his own mother in an 
outhouse. The U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled that public figures such as 
Falwell cannot be protected from 
offensive speech recognizable 
as satire. Why, then, should 
“religious symbols and venerated 
personalities” be protected from 
ridicule, as the resolution suggests? 
Besides, religious disagreement is a 
very different beast than protecting 
individuals' reputations. It is about 
the truth or falsity of the religion or 
religious claims. So, you can’t have 

a law against saying something “false” 
about a religion precisely because 
there is no agreed upon means of 
determining truth or falsity here. 
If religious disputes are to be decided 
by the state, they will come down 
on the side of orthodoxy and against 
dissenting views every time. 

Resolution conflates religious identity 
and religion 
     The resolution claims, dis-
ingenuously, that it aims to combat 
discrimination based on religion. Of 
course, we should combat actual 
religious discrimination. For example, 
if you don’t get a job because you are 
Muslim or a Jew, that is unjustifiable 
discrimination. But this doesn’t mean 
that Islam or Judaism should be 
protected from criticism and debate. 
     The resolution is incoherent 
because it targets the wrong kind of 
discrimination and protects the wrong 
entities. Individuals have human rights 
to be protected; ideas, ideologies, 
religions and states do not. 

Can’t protect freedom of religion by 
violating it 
     Yet, the resolution claims that it 
protects freedom of religion. Invoking 
a measure that restricts freedom of 
religion (by seeking to make it illegal 
to express religious views that differ 
from official opinion) is a funny way to 
protect this fundamental freedom. 
     Belief systems such as religions 
are not homogenous. Blasphemy 
laws exacerbate, rather than reduce, 
discrimination based on religion. Such 
laws violate state neutrality, since the 
state evaluates competing religious 
claims and punishes the dissenting 
minority. 
     Minorities who differ from the 
majority religion, for example 
Christians or non-believers in Muslim-
majority countries are at risk. So too 
are minority co-religionists, such as 
Ahmadis who do not view Mohammed 

as the last Prophet and are persecuted 
as apostates in many Muslim-majority 
countries. 
     Case in point: “Although Christians, 
Ahmadis, and Hindus make up less than 
three percent of Pakistan’s population, 
they have accounted for about half of 
the blasphemy defendants over the last 
two decades,” according to “Policing 
Belief,” a recent Freedom House report. 
Pakistan’s Penal Code imposes capital 
punishment for blasphemy, including 
for defamation of Islam. 

Resolution violates freedom of 
expression 
     You can’t have meaningful freedom 
of religion and conscience without 
robust freedom of speech. For if 
we’re not free to express our deeply 
held beliefs, then it makes no sense 
to speak of freedom of religion and 
conscience. In the case of blasphemy 
or “defamation of religion” laws, there 
is a dangerously slippery slope since 
they are often used to punish political 
opponents and dissidents. For example, 
bloggers in Pakistan and Iran who have 
criticized their governments have been 
charged with “defaming Islam.” 
Unfortunately, it bears constant 
repetition: No government, church, 
mosque, synagogue or UN Human 
Rights Council should coerce you into 
thinking or saying – or, not thinking or 
not saying – what you believe (short of 
the infamous yelling “fire” in a crowded 
theatre exception). 
     The “defamation of religions” 
resolution is not about protecting 
human rights; it is about justifying 
repression of opinion not sanctioned 
by the authorities. The resolution does 
not advance freedom of religion; on 
the contrary, it curtails it in dangerous 
ways. 

Dan Shapiro 
Research Associate
Sheldon Chumir Foundation for Ethics 
in Leadership

Reprinted with permission from Chumir Ethics Forum Volume 11 No. 2 Winter 2011

Freedom of religion sacrificed on UN Human Rights Council altar
by Dan Shapiro
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Judy Shapiro receives ACLRC's Civil Liberties Award
Judy Shapiro, Acting Executive Director of the Calgary Jewish 
Council,  received ACLRC's 2010 Civil Liberties Award and the 
speech was given by Janet Keeping at the event on November 30, 
2010. Below is the speech delivered by Janet.

Janet Keeping (left) and Judy Shapiro (right)

     I have lived in Calgary for a long time and have devel-
oped a much deeper attachment to the city than I would 
earlier have thought possible. It is very different than 
the places I am from, but over time I have come to care 
about the community very much. And I sometimes ask 
myself what makes Calgary the good place it is and who 
is doing the sorts of things that make it a good place. 
Regarding the latter – people – Judy Shapiro has been at 
the top of my list, every since I came to know her.     
     Recently Judy took on the job of Acting Director of 
the Calgary Jewish Community Council – the CJCC. Be-
fore becoming Acting Director she worked for six years 
as the Community Relations Director for that organiza-
tion. And prior to joining the CJCC Judy worked as a 
journalist, first at CBC doing children’s television, then 
with CNN and for 14 years with the Jewish Free Press.
     I have spoken on panels with Judy and run into her 
on many occasions at events in the community. I have 
always been impressed by her great seriousness and 
effectiveness. The thing that I have been most struck by 
is this:  Judy understands that all of us are in the struggle 
to protect human dignity together, and most important-
ly she makes that clear in her work in the community. 
We will succeed, or we will fail, but it will be together 
not separately, not one ethnicity, gender, religion or 
whatever over others but equally, together. John F Ken-
nedy is usually credited with the phrase:  “The rights 
of everyone are diminished when the rights of one are 
threatened.”
      Standing together might sound easy but it’s not. For 
one thing it means standing up for not just the popular 
victims of discrimination but the unpopular victims as 
well. One of my favourite examples of commitment to 
this principle arose several years ago when the Legisla-
tive Assembly of the NWT was considering whether its 
first human rights act should protect against discrimina-
tion on the basis of gender identity. You may be biologi-
cally one gender or the other – and some people occupy 
something of a biological middle ground – but still see 
yourself as of the other gender. As you can perhaps 
imagine, a non-standard gender identity can give rise to 
pretty serious discrimination by those who don’t under-
stand the phenomenon or who don’t understand the 
need for solidarity. One of the Aboriginal members of 
the NWT Assembly was asked by the media why he had 
supported the inclusion of gender identity in the Act and 
he said that, while he knew nothing about gender iden-

tity issues, he sure did know what it felt like to be excluded 
and that was good enough for him. He knew that we are in 
the struggle for dignity together.
     Last year saw Judy and the CJCC pull Calgarians together 
in defense of human rights and decent values in a very 
moving way. Late in 2009 there had been two bursts of anti-
Semitic graffiti in the city. The Jewish Community Centre 
was targeted as was the Holocaust Memorial. A few days 
later there was more anti-Semitic graffiti.
     The CJCC organized an event called “Calgary says NO to 
hate”. Hundreds of people turned out for the event which 
brought Calgarians from many different backgrounds and 
causes together. Judy was the CJCC’s media spokesperson 
for the event. Here are some of her comments:

The Jewish community of Calgary is shocked and 
horrified at the anti-Semitic graffiti. It is horrifying 
that such hateful messages were spray-painted on 
religious institutions and particularly on the Holo-
caust memorial monument. …  
For a memorial to those who perished at the hands 
of the Nazis to be desecrated by swastikas in 2009 
is repugnant. We hope that the culprits will be 
caught and brought to justice. …
This is a hate crime against the Jewish commu-
nity but it is also an affron to all the citizens of 
Calgary. It is an attack on the values we all hold 
dear—the acceptance of diversity and respect for 
difference (emphasis added). (Salim Jiwa “More 
anti-Semitic graffiti in Calgary” www.vancouverite.
com/2009/11/20)

     From everything I know, this is vintage Judy Shapiro, and 
she is right: we are in the struggle for human rights and 
dignity together. Truer words were never spoken.  
     We are all better for having you here in Calgary, Judy, and 
I am delighted that the Board of ACLRC decided to make 
you the recipient of the 2010 Civil Liberties Award.
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    Melissa Luhtanen is ACLRC's Human Rights 
Educator for Calgary and Area.

     Calgary Outlink: Centre for Gender and Sexual Di-
versity provides a safe community space equipped with 
support services, education opportunities, a crisis line, 
and access to resources. Outlink has been serving the 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, transsexual, queer 
and questioning (LGBTQ) communities of Calgary for 
over 25 years.
     Two years ago, Outlink conducted a community 
consultation of the overall needs of the LGBT commu-
nities and the general needs of LGBT individuals. We 
discovered in a community survey that 74.3% of par-
ticipants are interested in attending a service, program, 
group, activity or event for LGBT communities. When 
asked what prevented participants from attending these 
groups, 49.5% of survey respondents said that there 
was a lack of services, programs, groups, activities or 
events that they identified with. For LGBT individuals in 
the Calgary area 77.8% of respondents said that peer 
support groups are much needed (22.2% said they were 
somewhat needed). Respondents also ranked the types 
of services and groups that are needed in Calgary to 
serve LGBT communities. Some of the needs that survey 
respondents ranked as necessary included: 

•	 counseling support (35.3% of respondents);
•	 support for culturally diverse communities 

(21.3% of respondents); 
•	 support for LGBT people with disabilities (8.7% 

of respondents);

Valuing Diversity Within Diversity
by Melissa Luhtanen, J.D.

•	 parenting groups (15% of respondents); and 
•	 online peer support programs (34.8% of respon-

dents).
     
     These results indicated that further investigation 
needed to take place to understand what the specific 
needs were of populations that were LGBT but were 
also part of other diverse communities, such as cultural 
communities, people with disabilities, parents, youth 
and seniors. Therefore in 2010 Outlink contacted many 
community groups and organized five focus groups to 
examine in what areas LGBT community members need 
support. The five focus groups were: trans identified 
families and youth, people with disabilities, faith-based 
communities, seniors and youth under 14. Outlink had 
expected to find that a person from a diverse group 
would want to be connected with other members of 
their specific group – for instance LGBT seniors support-
ing LGBT seniors. This was one aspect of what came out 
of the focus groups, however not the only finding.
    Participants in every group talked about how difficult 
it was to meet LGBT people in general. For instance, 
participants in the disability focus group said that physi-
cal space that was affordable, disability friendly, private 
and integrated was a key aspect of normalizing their 
experience. Providing a space that is friendly to people 
with disabilities means not only having it accessible but 
also having an accepting space where other participants 
are open and accepting to diversity. Participants in the 
faith group spoke of a multi-spiritual event where peo-
ple could connect on their spirituality and LGBT status.
    - continued on page 4 


