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Canadian multiculturalism is the subject of
critique by Canadians, specifically as it relates
to contemporary immigration policy



There is a pervasive perception among
Canadians that immigrants should take active
responsibility for integrating into Canadian
culture and adopting Western values



Several arguments were made for stricter
immigration policies in order to prevent illegal
immigration, which is perceived to pose
serious economic and social threats

INTRODUCTION
The Canadian Multiculturalism Act (1985) affirms “the freedom of all members of Canadian
society to preserve, enhance and share their cultural heritage” (section 3.1a) and supports
an approach to cultural diversity that respects both difference and sameness.
In particular, the Act states that:
It is hereby declared to be the policy of the Government of Canada to…
(c) promote the full and equitable participation of individuals and communities of all
origins in the continuing evolution and shaping of all aspects of Canadian society
and assist them in the elimination of any barrier to that participation; …
(g) promote the understanding and creativity that arise from the interaction
between individuals and communities of different origins. (section 3.1)
When operationalized in terms of policy, the Act supports the equality of all Canadian
citizens in pursuing their diverse interests providing that citizens’ beliefs and practices do
not infringe upon the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.

CANADA’S ETHNIC AND CULTURAL
DIVERSITY
As Griffiths (2017) points out, over the decades since the Multiculturalism Act was first
introduced, there has been ongoing creative tension between different cultural groups to
create “a culture of accommodation and compromise, [which is] central and distinct to
Canada’s ability to absorb and integrate the many newcomers who have chosen to settle
here.”
These tensions continue to evolve and become more complex as Canada continues to
embrace greater and more varied diversity.
At the time of the 2016 Census, Statistics Canada identified over 250 ethnic origins or
ancestries reported by the Canadian population; four in 10 people reported more than one
ethnic origin (Statistics Canada, 2017a). Furthermore, just over 7.5 million (approximately
22%) of the Canadian population reported that “they were or had ever been a landed
immigrant or permanent resident in Canada,” and 3.5% of them had permanently settled
between 2011 and 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2017b).
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REVIVAL OF MULTICULTURALISM
The election of the Liberal Party and Prime Minister Justin Trudeau in 2015 brought
debates surrounding multiculturalism and multicultural policy back to the forefront of
Canadian society. This was owing, in part, to one of the party’s electoral promises: to
welcome 25,000 Syrian refugees to Canada during their first year in government.
While media coverage largely lauded the Liberal government’s actions, some stories also
highlighted the fact that many immigrants had difficulty adjusting to life in Canada and
went through other difficult periods after their arrival.
Moreover, despite having support from many Canadians as well as foreigners for an open
attitude toward multiculturalism and immigration amidst global trends of xenophobia and
conservatism, the Trudeau government’s approach to multiculturalism has also been the
object of high-profile criticism.

“EXTREME” MULTICULTURALISM
In August 2018, Maxime Bernier, ex-contender for the leadership of the federal
Conservative party of Canada,i released a series of tweets criticizing Prime Minister
Trudeau and the Liberal Party of Canada’s “extreme” multiculturalism policy.
Notably, Bernier argued Trudeau’s approach to multiculturalism threatens to damage
Canada’s social cohesion:
Trudeau's extreme multiculturalism and cult of diversity will divide us into little tribes
that have less and less in common, apart from their dependence on government in
Ottawa. These tribes become political clienteles to be bought with taxpayers $ and
special privileges. (@MaximeBernier, 2018)
Additionally, he asserted that:
Having people live among us who reject basic Western values such as freedom, equality,
tolerance and openness doesn't make us strong. People who refuse to integrate into our
society and want to live apart in their ghetto don't make our society strong.
(@MaximeBernier, 2018)
While the majority of the media were unsympathetic to Bernier’s comments, many
journalists and citizens highlighted the importance of debating such issues openly and
avoiding censoring voices of dissent.
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METHODOLOGY
CORPUS-ASSISTED CRITICAL DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS (CACDA)
The present study uses corpus-assisted critical discourse analysis [CACDA] (Thomas, 2015)
to uncover linguistic patterns in online conversations pertaining to multiculturalism policy in
Canada.
CACDA combines conventionally quantitative corpus linguistic techniques with typically
qualitative critical discourse analytic methods. It provides an effective means of mapping
out frequency information and association patterns related to linguistic phenomena
appearing within large volumes of electronically encoded text.
Specifically, CACDA enables a researcher to identify the word pairs that appear frequently
within a data set and the statistical significance of the pairings. Furthermore, it allows for an
analysis of how statistically significant word pairs are used in context.ii

REDDIT
This research brief analyzes online conversations appearing on reddit, a publicly available,
open source website that is most aptly understood as a hybrid forum-based social
network/news aggregator site.
As of November 2017, reddit counted over 330 million active monthly users, 138 thousand
active communities (subreddits), and was ranked as the fifth most visited site in the United
States.iii
Registered reddit users are able to customize what they see on their personal account
pages by subscribing to ‘subreddits’. Any registered user may create a subreddit on any
topic and under such categories as: educational subreddits, entertainment subreddits,
discussion subreddits, and humour and image-sharing subreddits.
Registered reddit users are also able to submit content to the site in the form of a link (e.g.,
link to a news article, photo, video) or as a text (“self”) post. Once content has been
submitted, registered users can then vote it ‘up’ or ‘down’, which moves this content to a
different rank on the website’s pages. Users are encouraged to ‘upvote’ content if they
think that it contributes to the conversation and to ‘downvote’ content if they think that it
is off-topic; in short, “the popularity and prominence of material on the site are determined
by voting from the reddit community” (Duggan & Smith, 2013, p. 2).
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Registered users are equally able to comment on one another’s content and to vote on
these comments, thus enabling discussion and accentuation of issues that users themselves
deem relevant and meaningful.
Importantly, the voting functionality provided by the reddit platform is central to CACDA in
that it provides one measure of how online content is being received by audiences.
This approach assumes that the more upvotes that content receives (i.e. the higher its point
value), the more its audience agrees with it or sees it as valuable in some way. Whereas, the
more content is ‘downvoted’ (i.e. the lower its point value or if it carries a negative point
value), the less its audience agrees with it or sees its value.
Moreover, when content receives a high number of downvotes, it becomes ‘downvoted
into oblivion’ and effectively disappears from reddit’s main interface, thus potentially
signaling disagreement or resistance to mainstream thought patterns.

TWITTER
This research brief equally includes analyses of online conversations appearing on Twitter,
an open-access online news and social networking platform. As of 2018, Twitter counted
335 million active users worldwide (Spangler, 2018).
Registered Twitter users are able to post micro-messages (“tweets”), which can be up to
280 characters. Registered users can equally interact with the tweets that are posted by
“favouriting” (i.e. “liking”), and “retweeting” them.
Unregistered users can read public tweets.
The “favouriting” and “retweeting” functionality supported by the Twitter platform are
central to CACDA in that they provide measures of how online content is being received by
audiences. Specifically, this approach assumes that the more “favourite” that content
receives, the more audiences agree with it or see it as valuable in some way. Similarly,
content “retweets” are understood as endorsements, thereby signaling agreement.

DATA SET
Conversations that covered topics pertaining to Canadian multiculturalism were sampled
on reddit using combinations of the following search terms: Canada, Canadian*,
multicultural*, “Maxime Bernier”.
Conversations (responses to) about Maxime Bernier’s tweets about “extreme
multiculturalism” were identified and sampled directly from Bernier’s public Twitter profile.
All conversations contained within the data set were created in 2018.
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Table 1. Data set overview
Platform

Conversation Threads

Number of Words

Primary Language

reddit

17

60,150

English

Twitter

22

56,388

English

TOTAL

39

116,538

English

The data set used for the present analysis contained 39 conversation threads written
predominantly in English, which stemmed from primarily the r/Canada, r/CanadaPolitics,
and r/onguardforthee subreddits, as well as Maxime Bernier’s public Twitter profile.

FINDINGS
Analysis of the conversation threads contained within the present data set revealed several
salient terms. The frequency of these key terms is represented in Figure 1—the larger the
size of a word, the more frequently it appeared in the data set.

Figure 1. Frequent salient terms

Analysis of these salient terms revealed several meaningful linguistic patterns. Of these, the
following three terms held associations that reveal particularly interesting discursive
patterns: immigration, immigrant [immigrants], culture [cultures].
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IMMIGRATION
Within the present data, analysis of the key word “immigration” revealed frequent and
strong associations with terms such as: illegal, policy, system. These word pairings
(highlighted in Figure 2 and Table 2) were used primarily to critique Canada’s current
approaches to immigration.

Figure 2. Terms associated with “immigration”

Table 2. Collocation analysis of “immigration”
Keyword

Freq.

Associated terms

logDiceiv

immigration (noun)

330

policy

12.24

illegal

11.42

system

11.24

The word pair “illegal immigration” was used to argue for stricter immigration laws within
Canada:
Standing up against illegal immigration is alienating? Maybe if you're
an illegal immigrant. I came to this country legally and it's unjust that
others are rewarded for breaking the law. (62 favourites, 6 retweets)
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Oh stop with this white supremacism BS! We all can see it's a label that
has been put on people against illegal immigration and secure
borders.... just like "alt right". (3 favourites, 0 retweets)
I'm
not
against
immigration
illegal immigration. (2 points)

necessarily.

I'm

against

The word pair “immigration policy” was used by commentators expressing views both for
and against multiculturalism.
On one side, there were comments that were sympathetic to Bernier’s position—
It's fairly reasonable stuff and frankly you are out of touch with reality
if you don't accept that there are unintended (negative) consequences
associated with lax immigration policies. Countries which restrict
immigration tend to be more stable both politically and socially. (5
points)
—and those that used Bernier’s views to argue for specific limits to multiculturalism:
I feel the main point is "immigration policy should not forcibly change
cultural character & social fabric of Canada." Do we incorporate or
simply accept things like FGM, halal slaughter, child marriage, multiple
wives, wife beating, in name of multiculturalism? (10 favourites, 0
retweets)
While on the other side, there were comments that were critical of Bernier’s stance:
Where is the evidence that current immigration policy is aiming to
radically change Canada? (3 favourites, 0 retweets)
What a pack of lies. Immigration policy doesn't try to change the
culture of Canada. Immigrants have to learn about our history and
culture in order to pass a citizenship test. Quit with the xenophobia. (2
favourites, 0 retweets)
Finally, the word pair “immigration system” was used both to critique existing approaches
to immigration and to show support for Bernier’s proposition:
Stop hating and *understand* that Max’s point is not at all what you
and many in media are representing it to be. The preservation of
western culture, while employing a robust and humane immigration
system that is fair to citizens, refugees, and legal applicants alike is
wise. (11 favourites, 3 retweets)
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IMMIGRANT
Analysis of the key word “immigrant [immigrants]” revealed frequent and strong
associations with terms such as: illegal, language (generation), integrate. These word
pairings (highlighted in Figure 3 and Table 3) were used within the conversations to discuss
the perceived merits and drawbacks of Canada’s approach to legal and illegal immigration.

Figure 3. Terms associated with “immigrant”

Table 3. Collocation analysis of “immigrant [immigrants]”
Keyword

Freq.

Associated terms

logDicev

immigrant [immigrants] (noun)

334

illegal (more)

11.61

integrate

11.44

language (generation) 10.52

As with the word pair “illegal immigration,” the term “illegal immigrants” was used to point
out the perceived negative consequences of any immigration process that doesn’t pass
through the proper channels.
#OneTermTrudeau you are trying to fill Canada with
illegal immigrants and push Canadians out! You are against Canadians
you are the RACIST! (11 favourites, 0 retweets)
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Illegal immigrants from white or any color or country coming here
poses a threat to Canada and is breaking our laws and is costing us
loads of money and death in some cases. (10 favourites, 0 retweets)
Illegal immigrants are NOT providing anything but an expense to
Canadians. Controlled, limited and vetted immigration is fine. (8
favourites, 0 retweets)
Moreover, “illegal immigrants” was also used to argue against immigration in general:
The country doesn't need more immigrants. We need to make sure
those who are here already are fully integrated into the society. (19
points)
Although attitudes towards illegal immigrants were largely unfavourable, the views
expressed about immigrants in general varied across online discussions.
The combination of the words “immigrant” and “generation” was used differently within the
online conversations in this study. At times, comments articulated overall negative attitudes
towards immigrants by stating:
At the rate we are going they'll be a majority before a generation or 2...
18% of our population is first generation immigrants and we are talking
over 1% more of our population each year. By the 3rd generation at
our current immigration [rate] there will be more of them than us - so
how the hell will they integrate? (9 points)
Other comments, however, offered more sympathetic and moderate attitudes towards
immigrants, such as:
First generation immigrants may not learn our languages easily. Second
generation will learn easily and perhaps keep their parents' first
language too - lots of precedent for that in the population, from all
heritages. (5 favourites, 1 retweet)
Still other comments attempted to dismiss Bernier’s position by being explicitly dismissive
of the entire debate:
I don't give a shit what language immigrants speak it's up to them - if
they can live here and not speak English or French good for them. (2
favourites, 0 retweets)
It is important to note, however, that while on the surface comments such as these
apparently discount Bernier’s comments, they also signal an overall sentiment of
indifference to issues of multiculturalism in Canada.
Conversely, comments that overtly challenged Bernier’s views frequently drew upon the
word pair “integrate immigrants” in order to champion the perceived successes of
multiculturalism in Canada:
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Canada's ability to successfully integrate immigrants and minorities is a
strength. (10 points)
Much of the support for immigration in Canada is the **actual success
of our society at integrating immigrants **. Immigration in Canada has
not produced a marginalized disenfranchised alienated underclass of
low-wage workers. (17 points)
This perception, however, was often accompanied with a set of caveats. Notably, there was
a pervasive opinion that—
The immigrants - if desirable - will focus on integrating themselves.
There should be no cost to taxpayers to integrate immigrants. Good
immigrants assimilate. Bad ones keep their nasty criminal undesirable
cultures & values. (3 favourites, 0 retweets)

CULTURE
Analysis of the key word “culture” revealed frequent and strong associations with terms
such as: western (similar), different (own, modern). These word pairings (highlighted in
Figure 4 and Table 4) were used within discussions to debate whether, when put into
practice, multiculturalism should promote a particular version of Western culture or a set of
values—and what these values might be.
Comments in favour of Bernier’s position included, for example:
I'm obviously referring to Canada, a Western nation, founded on
western culture and values of free speech, freedom of association, and
freedom of choice. The west is objectively the most successful culture
for lifting people out of poverty. It deserves preservation. (6 favourites,
1 retweet)
Yes, I think that Western culture is superior to cultures where gay
people are executed and women are forced to wear bags over their
heads. (1 favourite, 0 retweets)
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Figure 4. Terms associated with “culture”

Table 4. Collocation analysis of “culture [cultures]”
Keyword

Freq.

Associated terms

logDicevi

culture (noun)

417

western (similar)

11.18

different (own, modern)

10.54

Interestingly, there was significant emphasis on, and support for, the opinion that Western
culture is based on values, rather than on specific rituals, languages, physical identity
markers, etc.:
Western culture is based on values, not skin colour. (288 favourites, 21
retweets)
Western culture isn't melanin. Its values. (1 favourite, 0 retweets)
Related to this, the “different cultures” and “modern cultures” word pairings were used in
conversations to highlight the importance of identifying shared values across cultures
working towards integration:
That's all I'm saying, different cultures that share the same core values
can work together. (1 favourite, 0 retweets)
If different cultures don’t share those core values, especially regarding
value of human life, one must adopt those values or there will be
conflict. (1 favourite, 0 retweets)
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Many modern cultures can get along just fine as they have those
principles in common, the problem comes when 2 cultures are at odds
regarding those basic principles. (2 favourites, 0 retweets)
The “own cultures” word pair, on the other hand, was used in conversations to highlight the
perceived divides between Canadians and immigrants to Canada:
They are the ones, who if you spoke to honestly, would say they prefer
their own cultures, music, traditions, to those of Canada. That is new,
since immigrants used to come here and learn the language and learn
the history and adopt its ways. (1 favourite, 0 retweets)
Why should an immigrant give a toss about Canadian culture?
Immigrants come from places, they have their own cultures already! (1
favourite, 0 retweets)
Talk to these people and you'll quickly find out they prefer their
own culture to that of Canada or the West. A culture radically different
from ours. If you don’t see the change happening in Canada you are
wilfully ignorant. (3 favourites, 0 retweets)
While there was disagreement within the conversations analyzed as part of this research
brief as to whether, when put into practice, multiculturalism should promote a common
Canadian culture or Western values—and what these values might be—there was a general
consensus that the approaches to immigrant integration within a multicultural Canada
should reflect the caveats identified previously:
I don't care where someone is born, if they love western culture and
want to come work in Canada I'm glad to have them. Just so long as
they actually produce goods, rather than take in welfare. (2 favourites,
0 retweets)
We should accept immigrants from similar cultures, so the transition
isn't as difficult or as expensive. It shouldn't be up to us to assimilate
them, it should be up to them. (1 favourite, 0 retweets)
Integration of different cultures into the Canadian fabric is what has
made multiculturalism work for Canada in the past. But integration is a
two-way street. With acceptance come obligations. (2 favourites, 0
retweets)
You don't have to choose our culture, but you have to respect it. Keep
your own culture to yourself and we will in turn respect it. (3 favourite,
0 retweets)
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DISCUSSION
The online conversations analyzed as part of this research brief highlight, on one hand,
overt critiques to Canada’s existing multiculturalism policy, and on the other hand,
conditional support of contemporary approaches to multiculturalism.
To be precise, as the discussions sampled by this study suggest, in cases where
multiculturalism is not outright rejected, it is more readily endorsed by Canadians when it
adheres to certain caveats. Namely that:
1) Immigrants should actively take responsibility for integrating (assimilating) into
“Canadian culture,” which is largely understood to align with the Western values
that Bernier references in his tweets—i.e. freedom, equality, tolerance and
openness;
2) Immigrants from cultures that are similar to Canadian culture and/or who share
similar cultural values are preferred over immigrants who are perceived as having
cultural norms and traditions that go against Western values;
3) Immigrants should not only not add strain to the Canadian economy, but should also
make positive economic contributions.
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ENDNOTES

i

Bernier finally left the Conservative Party in order to create his own party, The People’s Party of
Canada, with his followers.
ii
For a full discussion of CACDA methodology, see the resources on the Project Someone: Prejudice
du jour web page. [https://projectsomeone.ca/prejudicedujour]
iii
https://www.redditinc.com/press
iv
The logDice statistic is an account of how often two words appear within a body of text both next
to, and away from, each other. The logDice statistic carries a theoretical maximum value of 14; word
pairs (collocations) with a logDice value of 10 or greater are considered to be exceptionally strong
discursive relationships. For a full discussion, see Rychlý, 2008.
v
Ibid.
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