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The policy of Multiculturalism, as declared by the federal 
government in 1971, gave ethnic groups in Canada greater impetus 
and desire to pursue their linguistic and cultural development. 
Multiculturalism, as such, existed before and continues to exist in 
Canadian society because of the efforts and willingness of the 
members of these groups to preserve their own cultural traditions. 
Its official implementation was a political response to this prevailing 
social phenomenon. Right now, about one-third of the Canadian 
population is of origins other than Anglo-Celtic or French. 

The initial euphoria was dispelled long ago when the declaration 
of the policy was not translated into pragmatic and tangible form. 
And it has been the view of many leaders that the official declaration 
of Canada as a multicultural society has in fact led to more 
divisiveness within various cultural groups than may have been the 
case before 1971. Since that time many new groups have come to the 
fore both because of numbers, recent immigration, and their 
obtaining a certain economic status wherein their members could 
devote more time to their cultural pursuits. Yet the perception is 
that the administration of the multiculturalism programs has 
tended to favour not only particular groups, but also certain cultural 
organizations and groups within those bodies — which has led in 
some cases to a distrust of the government, as well as of those who 
seem favoured by government largesse. It is commonly perceived 
that this is not entirely an inadvertent result of the administration of 
the policy, but rather an attempt by those who administer the 
programs to prevent some form of common action and political 
unification of the various cultural groups. There seems to be an 
endemic fear within the government of a strong third political force. 

Whereas in the 1970s the purpose of the Policy of Multicultural-



ism was to support, foster and encourage the cultural development 
of the various ethnic groups in our society, in the 1980s it has 
become a social tool to effect change and affect perceptions. It is 
seen as an instrument of social change. I he bureaucrats no longer 
appear to respond to demands and initiatives for support, but have 
chosen instead to become the initiators, attempting to mould these 
groups, especially the young, to their perception of what a multicul-
tural society should look like. 

For a while, there was a lack of certainty among the ethnic groups 
that Canada was officially multicultural. This notion was not 
dispelled when, during the course of the negotiations on repatriat-
ing the Constitution, the concept of multiculturalism was virtually 
ignored. An official policy of the Canadian government seemed to 
have no place in the document that was to set the legal parameters 
for this society. Only after numerous groups made vigorous 
submissions on the necessity of including reference to the Policy of 
Multiculturalism was anything added. It was essential that the 
preamble make reference to the fact of multiculturalism. Perhaps 
the best that could be hoped for was achieved by the insertion of 
Paragraph 27, which states: "This charter shall be interpreted in a 
manner consistent with the preservation and enhancement of the 
multicultural heritage of Canadians." This was far short of declaring 
Canada officially multicultural, but it certainly allowed room for the 
courts to build on that idea. 

The Charter of Rights and Freedoms in the new Canadian 
Constitution did entrench linguistic and cultural dualism at the 
heart of Canadian Confederation. While the spokesmen or advo-
cates for multiculturalism in education are right to take official 
bilingualism for granted, what they forget is that English and 
French are not just languages of communication, but languages of 
culture as well, and that the charter is therefore a powerful weight in 
favour of biculturalism. No one would maintain that German, 
Italian or Spanish can be official languages of communication in 
Canada. However, they and others are languages of culture, or at 
least of cultural identity, and access in the state school systems to 
courses in minority languages — where numbers warrant — must be 
on the same basis as access to English and French if multiculturalism 
is to have a living base and some guarantee against degenerating into 
superficial folk cultures. Within a multicultural framework, there is 
room for everybody's "identity agenda." Within a multicultural 
framework, it is fairly easy to accommodate everyone interested in 
acquiring the skills associated with official bilingualism. But in 
order to safeguard the minority language educational rights, some 



amendment must be added to Paragraph 23 in the Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms allowing primary and secondary school instruction in 
a language other than English or French, where the number of 
students justifies it. In a multicultural society, each individual must 
have the opportunity to acquire such languages as will meet not only 
his communication needs, but his cultural needs as well. 

Since matters of education lie predominantly within provincial 
jurisdiction, it is imperative that there be contact between provincial 
and federal officials. Where language policies and programs in 
multicultural education are concerned, what is needed most are 
annual federal-provincial conferences, involving ministers of cul-
ture and education, to consider fundamental issues with the explicit 
understanding that bicultural individuals who are bilingual or 
trilingual are among the country's most valuable assets. Thanks to 
the financial support for multicultural programs, it has been 
possible to establish and operate a number of bilingual or even 
trilingual schools or classrooms in Canada. 

Federal support for heritage language instruction is rooted in the 
recommendations of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and 
Biculturalism (1969). The Commission concluded that: 

because of the interdependence of language and culture, we must 
consider the teaching of languages other than English and French 
in the educational system as an important aspect of any program 
to preserve the cultures of those of non-British, non-French 
origin. 

It was further resolved that, "because the survival of a language is 
greatly affected by the support it receives in the 0-14 age bracket, the 
most extensive effort should be made at the elementary school 
level." Specifically, the commission recommended that the teaching 
of languages, other than English and French, and cultural subjects 
related to them be incorporated as options in the public elementary 
school program where there is sufficient demand for such classes. 
Where demand and resources permit, it may also prove feasible that 
some instruction in the related cultural subjects can be offered using 
the appropriate language as the language of instruction. 

After the proclamation of the Policy of Multiculturalism, this 
recommendation was translated into the following: support for the 
development of teaching materials, subsidies to supplementary 
language schools, provisions for the hiring of cultural and language 
advisers, the sponsorship of heritage language conferences and the 
establishment of a National Heritage Language Centre at the 



University of Toronto in 1984. Specific functions of the centre were 
in the areas of materials production, teacher training and research. 
Because education in Canada is a provincial responsibility, direct 
federal support for heritage language instruction is confined to 
schools and programs that exist outside the formal educational 
system. However, substantial grants have been awarded to groups 
and individuals engaged in the development of teaching and 
resource materials for core and bilingual programs. 

The Trudeau government had announced it would transfer $600 
million to the provinces for minority language education for 1984 
through 1987. All provinces offer minority language education 
through their school systems as well as teaching English or French as 
a second language. Since 1970, Ottawa has contributed almost $2 
billion to the provinces to help pay for those services. The payments 
are based on a complex formula that takes into account student 
enrolments and the education cost per student in each province. 
The agreement signed at that time was to transfer more than $190 
million to the provinces in 1983-84, representing a $15 million 
increase over the previous year's assistance. The budget was to grow 
by 5 per cent in each of the following years. Of course, a very high 
percentage of these sums went to official language programs. 
Nevertheless, in the 1983-84 budget year, $4.26 million went to 
minority-language programs, a very substantial increase from 
previous years. By comparison, in the same year, the total annual 
budget of the Ministry of Multiculturalism was $24 million. In 
addition to the various heritage-language bilingual schools in 
larger centres, schools that have been incorporated into regular 
educational systems, and federal and provincial grant structures, 
support supplementary language schools conducted by various 
ethnocultural community organizations. It is estimated that close to 
100,000 students are enrolled in such institutions in Canada. 

The present federal government is committed to the policy of 
multiculturalism, but budgetary restraints make it mandatory to 
eliminate or decrease a number of existing programs. Thus the 
approach of the government has changed. Today, multiculturalism 
is, to a great extent, identified with the idea of visible minority 
groups. There appears to be a perception that among those of 
Anglo-Celtic and French origin there is little knowledge of or 
interest in the multicultural policy. It is perceived in the eyes of 
many that the government has diverted the aims of the multicultural 
policy from that of fostering, encouraging and supporting develop-
ment of culture to that of combating discrimination and prejudice, a 
role that appears to be more fitting for the Ministry of Justice. That 



goal is certainly laudable, but it is not something that should be the 
primary focus of a multicultural policy. 

In implementing multiculturalism the government is seen to be 
moving towards the absorption of all cultural groups. Many groups 
are being assimilated rapidly. There are notable exceptions, espe-
cially among those whose country of origin is under totalitarian rule 
or is in some way endangered as a political entity. But other than its 
recognition of multiculturalism, the government has never given 
much substance to the policy. It is more the proverbial greasing of 
the squeaky wheel. Many groups appear to have been bought 
cheaply through handshakes, photographs and letters. This has led 
to cynicism, especially among the young. 

However, despite the criticism levelled at the government, prog-
ress has been made. In addition to the already mentioned aid from 
government agencies for ethnic schools and cultural organizations, 
several chairs of ethnic studies have been founded at Canadian 
universities. Visiting professorships, scholarships, institutes and 
learned societies for the individual ethnic groups have been 
Financed, and funds have been allocated for scholarly conferences, 
research and publications. All this has been made available through 
federal and provincial bodies. Much more can be done in the field of 
interchange within cultural groups themselves. A multicultural 
policy should exist to encourage the various groups to pool their 
resources. 

Some criticism has also been expressed regarding the composition 
of the Canadian Consultative Council on Multiculturalism, which 
has been set up to advise the government on matters of multi-
culturalism. It has led to a genuine belief among younger communi-
ty leaders that the council is an "ethnic senate" where appointments 
are made to reward loyalty. The suggestions and recommendations 
of the various ethnic groups have been made in order to identify 
individuals "in touch" with their community. Under the new 
government, the Consultative Council has been reduced from its 
previous 100 members to 30. However a Standing Committee of the 
House of Commons on Multiculturalism, consisting of fifteen 
parliamentarians, was established in June 1985.1 The new Minister 
of Multiculturalism, the Honourable Otto Jelinek, was appointed on 
20 August 1985. Of Czech origin, Jelinek came to Canada as a young 
boy. The expectation of the "ethnic" public has been only partially 
fulfilled, though, since the upgrading of the federal Ministry of 
Multiculturalism to a more senior position did not occur — the 
portfolio has been transferred to a minister who already holds 
another ministerial responsibility. 



But on 15 November 1985, Jelinek told the annual general 
meeting of the Canadian Consultative Council on Multiculturalism 
that Prime Minister Mulroney had agreed to double the number of 
ethnocultural appointees on various government boards and com-
missions, an increase from 10 per cent to 20 per cent. There are now 
some 1,500 such positions. The minister added that he personally 
would not be satisfied until the proportion reached 30 per cent to 
approximate the percentage of Canada's population that is not 
Anglo-Celtic, French or native.2 He also stated that despite a 
threefold increase in funds, there was not nearly enough money 
available for support in the development of heritage-language 
supplementary schools. 

All in all, there is still hope for multiculturalism, even in these 
times of monetary constraints. Although the government's concept 
of multiculturalism may differ from that of the individual ethnic 
groups directly affected by it, the introduction of the policy was a 
definite, positive step. It gave the ethnic communities additional 
stimulus and encouragement to continue, more rigorously and with 
greater enthusiasm, in their efforts for their own linguistic and 
cultural preservation. And the fiinancial support of the government 
is a very important component of this policy because it allows them 
to realize, if only partially, these aspirations.3 

Notes 

1. In the spring of 1986 the Standing Committee on Multiculturalism of the House 
of Commons was reduced from 15 to 7 members; see: Saskatchewan Multicultural 
Magazine V:2, p. 17. 
2. For some of the new appointees to such positions, see: Cultures Canada V:15 
(1986), pp. 12-13. 
3. The newest development in this respect was the organization, in Toronto, on 11 
and 12 April 1986, of the Multiculturalism and Business Conference in order to 
capitalize on the full economic potential of Canada's multicultural population. For 
details, see: Cultures Canada V: 15 (1986), pp. 1-6. 




