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For the last few years, Islam and
people of Muslim faith or culture
have unwittingly found themselves
in the eye of a media firestorm. This

situation is causing anxiety and negatively affec-
ting community life in Québec, among people of
different origins, cultures and faiths. 

The photo reportage Québécois and Muslim…
What Does the Future Hold? seeks to move
beyond all-too-common stereotypes to offer por-
traits that capture the diversity of Muslims in
Québec and illustrate a more complex reality. 

It features snapshots of the lives of Québécois ci-
tizens, men and women, of the Muslim faith—or
perceived as such by their host society. They have
agreed to share their faces, environments,
glimpses into their daily lives and their life stories
so that we can discover realities that are too often
misunderstood. 

The photographs and interviews address four
themes: religion and spirituality, work and career
paths, citizen participation and daily life. 

This exhibition is an opportunity for the Karimas,
Abdelhaqs, Nawels and Edouardos of Québec,
confronted with stereotypes and suspicion, to talk
about the ordinary and extraordinary of their
faith, culture and life here. Above all, it is an op-
portunity to open the door to personal reflection
and collective dialogue.

To achieve this, the booklet offers additional ex-
planations, data and resources on the issues rai-
sed by the project Québécois and Muslim…What
Does the Future Hold? As the title suggests, it
seeks a brighter future based on greater aware-
ness.

DAISY BOUSTANY, ÉLISABETH GARANT, 

MOULOUD IDIR, ANNE LAGUË, 

LUCIE LARIN-PICARD, BOCHRA MANAÏ, 
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MOVING BEYOND PERCEPTIONS



Who are 
Québec’s Muslims?

While the very first Muslims arrived in Canada around
1870, it took another century for their numbers to become
significant. Visibility grew in the nineties as the popula-
tion expanded. This growth was due to a number of fac-
tors, including the political and economic situation in
their countries of origin, as well as changing Québec po-
licy favouring Francophone immigration. This translated
into a significant increase in immigrants from the Ma-
ghreb who already knew the host language, most but not
all of whom were Muslim. 

In the 1970s, there were an estimated 5000 Muslims living
in Québec, which by 1991 had increased to 44 930 and by
2001 numbered 108 620. Statistics Canada’s 2011 National
Household Survey reported a Muslim population of 243
430 in Québec, representing 3.14% of the population. Ac-
cording to researcher Frédéric Castel, some 300 000 peo-
ple of Muslim faith live in Québec today, including a few
thousand converts.

The use of the expression “Muslim community” distorts
the understanding of what is, in fact, a more complex rea-
lity. It does not take into account the diverse origins of
this population, the existence of cultural or sociological
relationships with Islam that extend beyond faith alone,
the plurality of spiritual and philosophical paths, or the
different currents of Islam. Furthermore, lumping eve-
ryone together under this term often involves identifying
people as Muslim based on their physical appearance, ori-
gin or name, without taking into account how they iden-
tify themselves.

TO LEARN MORE

Profile of Muslims In Canada, Abdul Malik Mujahid, Sound
Vision Foundation : <www.soundvision.com>. 
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FACTS & FIGURES

� According to the 2011 census, there were 
243 430 Muslims in Québec, 166 590 (71.73%) 
of whom were born abroad.

� Of these 166 590 Muslims, 63.37% came from
Africa (Algeria, Morocco, Egypt), 32.11% from 
Asia (Pakistan, Iran, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, 
Turkey), 3.52% from Europe, 1% from the 
Americas and 0.78% from Oceania. 

� Close to 30% of immigrants who arrived in 
Québec between 2006 and 2011 were Muslim.



Religion 
and Spirituality

Islam is composed of different currents. While there are
many confessional branches, the two most influential cur-
rents of Islam are Sunnism and Shiism. There is also the
mystical tradition of Sufism. Their main differences per-
tain to decision-making structures and the structures of
representation of these communities in society (see the
box on page 5). 

Mosques are places of contemplation and assembly. Dif-
ferent spaces exist and offer community models that cor-
respond to the diversity of believers. Some are housed in
spaces that also serve as community centres. However,
group prayer can also take place in more private or infor-
mal settings. 
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FACTS & FIGURES

� The first mosque in Québec was built in 1964 
in Ville-Saint-Laurent. 

� 55% to 60% of Muslims in Québec have never
been to a mosque.

� 10% to 12% of Muslim women wear the hijab; 
but 60% of women who have converted to Islam
wear it. Researcher Homa Hoodfar, professor at
Concordia University and author of the Muslim
Veil in North America, found that more than
anywhere else in the world, wearing the hijab 
in Québec is a personal choice.



In Québec, as elsewhere in Canada, no major studies have
been conducted on religious practice. However, some stu-
dies indicate that the rate of practice among religious mi-
norities is not greater than among Christians.
Approximately 15% of Muslims worship each week, a level
similar to that of Jews. 

Islam practised in the Western context adds to the inter-
nal diversity of this religious tradition. Over time, Qué-
bec’s context and values have changed the religious
practices of Muslims living here. Some Muslims have
moved towards a more individual practice and away from
a more community-based tradition. Some Muslim women
have enriched their religious practice through their in-
volvement in the women’s movement in Québec or
through their interactions with feminists from other re-
ligious traditions. Indeed, a collective of Muslim feminists
has been established in Montréal. A number of initiatives
also exist to foster interfaith meetings and dialogue. 

TO LEARN MORE

The Muslim Veil in North America. Issues and Debates, 
Sajida Sultana Alvi, Homa Hoodfar, Sheila McDonough (eds),
2003, Women’s Press. 
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CURRENTS OF ISLAM 
PRESENT IN QUÉBEC 

SUNNISM The word sunnism comes from the 
Arabic sunnah, meaning “the path that is
trodden.” Sunnites represent 90% of Muslims,
and constitute the majority of Muslims living
in Québec. Sunnites base their practice on 
the tradition of the Prophet. Consensus is an
underlying principle and there is no clergy.
The primary role of the imam is to lead prayer.

SHIISM The central beliefs and foundations of
Shiism are the same as those of Sunnism. 
However, for Shiites, the imam is a descen-
dant of the Prophet Mohammed’s family 
and is considered an indispensible guide 
of the community. Shiites have a structured
clergy. In Montréal, they represent 25% to
30% of the total number of Muslims, due 
to the large presence of Lebanese Shiites.  

SUFISM This term is used primarily to describe 
the most mystical current of Islam. It refers 
to several different groups. Sufism is very 
present in dance, music and poetry from 
the Muslim world. 



Work and 
Career Paths

In a society that places a great deal of value on professio-
nal identity and consumer power, work is an important
space for socialization and social integration.  Issues
around work and unemployment are therefore key to un-
derstanding not only the economic reality of many citi-
zens, but their sociocultural experience as well. 

Some Muslims, both men and women, find jobs in their
fields of expertise and have prestigious positions, al-
though their path to success is often fraught with obsta-
cles. Most immigrants who arrive from countries
associated with Islam, however, confront deskilling and
have to reinvent themselves. This situation is made all
the more frustrating by the fact that most of them were
selected on the basis of their skills, education and level
of French.

Some of the daily obstacles they must overcome include
diploma recognition, inadequate networks, and a poor un-
derstanding of informal hiring codes and the principles
that underpin the job market itself. Muslims—immigrant
or Québec-born—trying to enter the job market are often

stigmatized due to their religious affiliation. For second-
generation youth, physical appearance and name conti-
nue be a source of stigmatization.

The findings of a study conducted in greater Montréal
between December 2010 and May 2011 revealed that the
rate of hiring discrimination for skilled jobs is 33.3% for
candidates with an Arabic sounding name and 30.6% for
those with a name of Latin American origin. This means
that when candidates from a visible minority are ignored
at the first stage of selection for a skilled job, racism is at
the heart of this decision in one case out of three. Put
simply: “It’s better to be called Bélanger or Morin than
Traoré.” And what of a Zaghouani or a Nabila wearing a
headscarf?

TO LEARN MORE

Why do some employers prefer to interview Matthew, but 
not Samir? New evidence from Toronto, Montreal, and 
Vancouver, Metropolis British Columbia, Oreopoulos, 
Philip and Dechief, Diane, Working paper series, n° 11-13, 
September 2011: <www.mbc.metropolis.net>.
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FACTS & FIGURES

� According to researcher Frédéric Castel, in 
2011 the unemployment rate among Muslims in
Québec was 17% (compared to 5.4% for Québec-
born), even though one-third held a university 
diploma and three-quarters spoke French.

� According to the Institut de recherche and d’in -
formations socio-économiques (IRIS), immigrants
struggle to have their diplomas recognized, even
at higher levels of education. Deskilling varies, 
however, depending on region of origin: for 
example, 65.4% of Western European immigrants
occupy a job corresponding to their skill level,
while this is the case for only 37.1% of immigrants
from West Asia and the Middle East. 



Daily Life

Life events, punctuated by the changing seasons and
holidays in Québec, are opportunities for citizens to in-
teract and come together. While this cycle regulates the
lives of all Quebecers, Muslims from various cultural
backgrounds also follow another cycle based on holi-
days rooted in the history of their countries of origin or
religious traditions. For some, these distinct cycles
merge seamlessly. For others, life in Québec has led
them to adopt new practices while abandoning others.

Daily life, be it religious or secular, is also defined by the
need to share among friends and participate in sports
or artistic activities. Rooted in the heart of the neigh-
bourhood or city, cultural and leisure activities are avai-
lable to all citizens and encourage the expression of
diverse interests, passions and talents. 

In a society where access to different cultures is so easy,
everyone can experience different customs, languages
and cuisines. Some people see this as a wonderful op-
portunity to get to know their fellow citizens, while
others prefer to hold on to their familiar cultural mar-
kers. Either way, experiencing cultural diversity is not
a threat to our individual identities and beliefs.
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“My parents understand that 
we are very different from them, 
and that my sisters and I are very
different from one another. I always
say that beyond everything else
—religion, the hijab, our diffe-
rences—what really matters is love.” 
ARIJ EL KORBI

“Her hospitality and refinement,”
are what immediately struck Éric.
“You always feel like a king here!
They have incredible finesse.” 
ÉRIC, VAUDREUIL RESIDENT



Citizen Participation

Activism, amateur sports and volunteer work are all forms
of citizen participation, and a vital part of our social fa-
bric. Being active in the community is an opportunity to
get to know each other. At first glance, others may appear
to have little in common with you, but regular interaction
can lead to relationships of trust and solidarity. Citizen
participation is also an opportunity for each and every
one of us to contribute to society in our own unique way,
with our own vision of the challenges that affect all of us.

This type of participation requires openness and availa-
bility and, above all, an interest in one’s society. While
those who are socially engaged, be they Muslim or from
the broader society, represent a small minority, there are
citizens of Muslim faith (or those perceived as such) who,
through such involvement, consolidate their ties and
sense of identification with Québec. In so doing, these in-
dividuals are contributing to countering various preju-
dices.

Some claim that religious beliefs stand in the way of other
forms of engagement. To the contrary, like other faiths,
Muslim spirituality can spur citizen action and a sense of
commitment to others.

Some Muslims are attracted to causes that reflect their
religious concerns, related to their country of origin or
their reality in Québec. Meanwhile, others are drawn to
causes such as unionism, feminism or the environment.
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“It’s not by staying home that you
meet people. By getting involved, 
I spend time with kids, and I get 
to see the school from the inside. 
I realize that I live in a wonderful
society.” 
FAISAL SIDDIQUI

“My Islam, as I understand it, 
is universal and humanist. So I
march for Aboriginal peoples, for
the Congo, against war, against 
austerity in Québec. If we really
want to live a coherent existence, 
we must see the connection between
all of these struggles, how they 
mutually support each other.”
JOONEED KHAN



How is Prejudice
Constructed?

Prejudice is a construct. To avoid generalizations, it is im-
portant to avoid oversimplifying the complexity of various
realities. Here are three factors that contribute to the
stigmatization of certain populations.

MEDIA INFLUENCE

Media is a powerful tool for popularizing information, but
it can also distort reality. All too often, the media resorts
to sensationalism, which contributes to a reductionist un-
derstanding of reality. It is our responsibility to read bet-
ween the lines of a news story, by looking beyond images
and words. It means raising questions about the diversity
of voices, the experiences being related and the interpre-
tations presented. It means taking a closer look when
comparisons are made with events unfolding in other
countries, and about which we know very little. 

INEXPERIENCE AND IGNORANCE

Many prejudices are propagated due to a lack of unders-
tanding of different cultures or religions, and they persist
if they are not proven wrong by personal experience. Re-
ducing people to their religious differences prevents us
from seeing the commonalities that bring us together. In-
teraction and dialogue, among other means and initia-
tives, can protect against ignorance and mutual distrust.

STEREOTYPING

The way we perceive a group is influenced by the way we
talk about this group in the public sphere. Certain dis-
courses feed oversimplification and stereotyping. All
Arabs are not Muslim and all Muslims are not Arab.  Many
people are also assigned a Muslim identity even though
that is not how they define themselves. There is a wide
gap between the heterogeneous realities of citizens of
Muslim affiliation or faith and the expressions that des-
cribe them as a homogeneous community.

TO LEARN MORE

Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological 
Reflection on Cultural Relativism and Its Other, Abu-Lughod
Lila, September 2002. 

What Is Wrong with What Went Wrong?, Adam Sabra, 
August 2003: <www.merip.org>.
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The Impact 
of the International
Context

The discourse around the “fight against terrorism” and
fear mongering about extremism have permeated the col-
lective imagination. In international media coverage,
Muslims are often seen through the lens of violent groups
or wars ravaging certain regions of the world. Meanwhile,
the Muslim population here is often called on to answer
for, explain or disassociate itself from these acts in order
to prove that they subscribe to the values of Québec so-
ciety.

The construction of the “Muslim enemy” is often the re-
sult of communication strategies and geopolitical issues
that are difficult of decipher. It is not easy to remain ob-
jective when the news coverage of Muslims here and
abroad is presented in a context of controversy, opposi-
tion and cultural incompatibility. We need to find a way
to address and understand Québec’s social, economic and
identity challenges based on the realities of people of
Muslim faith or affiliation of every generation living here.

TO LEARN MORE 

The Clash of Civilizations: An Old Story or New Truth?, 
Ahrari M. E., New Perspectives Quarterly, March 1997. 

Islam and Secular Modernity under Western Eyes: A Genea-
logy of a Constitutive Relationship, Bracke Sarah and Nadia
Fadil, EUI Working Papers, Robert Schuman Centre for 
Advanced Studies, 2008 : <www.cadmus.eui.eu>.
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Muslim Representation: 
A Few Turning Points

In recent decades, several international events have
had repercussions in Québec, with a direct or indi-
rect impact on our perceptions of Muslims. Here are
a few examples, keeping in mind that we are not es-
tablishing direct causal links.
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INTERNATIONAL

Oil shock and new international 
economic order

Iranian revolution.
Ayatollah Khomeini 

takes power

Violence in Algeria

September 11 attacks 
on the World Trade Center. 

Start of the 
“War on Terror”

Invasion of Iraq 
and Afghanistan

Arab Spring 
uprisings

Expansion of the armed 
group Islamic State, 

violence in Syria and Iraq

Charlie Hebdo shootings

QUÉBEC 

Perception of economic blackmail 
by Arab countries. 

Arrival of Iranian refugees. The depiction of a tyrannical
and barbarian Iranian society in the American film Not Wi-
thout my Daughter colours Québec’s popular imagination. 

Large wave of Maghrebian immigrants. Beginning 
of public debates (1994-1995) on the Muslim headscarf.
Moratorium on the removal of refugees back to Algeria.
Action by members of the Algerian diaspora to attribute
sole responsibility for the violence to armed Islamist
groups.

Surveys reveal hostility towards Muslims, people 
perceived as such and Islam in general. Review 
of the federal Immigration Act, increased 
recourse to security certificates against 
Arab Muslims.

Mounting political discourse justifying military 
action in the Middle East and Afghanistan, 
in the context of debate around reasonable 
accommodation (Bouchard-Taylor Commission), 
honour crimes (Shafia affair), religious tribunals, 
the ethics and religious culture (ERC) 
course, etc.  

Media coverage of these popular uprisings 
draws on the polarity Islam vs modernism. 
This polarity is reinforced by interventions 
in support of Québec’s charter of values 
by individuals originally from 
Arab-Muslim states. 

Media coverage of hostage executions and 
civilian massacres. Attacks in St-Jean-sur-Richelieu 
and on Parliament in Ottawa. Canada’s participation 
in the NATO coalition against the armed 
group Islamic State. 

Resurgence of the debate on secularism. 
Mounting concern about the radicalization 
of Muslim youth.
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To listen to excerpts of the interviews conducted for this photo reportage: 
<cjf.qc.ca/expo> or use the following QR code

   
  

   
  

   
  

   
  


