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One problem, more than any other, dominates human history B the problem of how we deal
with those who are different than us. Human beings share a vast catalogue of commonalities. Our
genetic differences are negligible; women and men are equally creative and capable; those we label
as ill or old or disabled are no less virtuous, deserving, or capable of contribution than others; and
people from all cultures and societies share similar aspirations to be safe, to be loved, and to feel

fulfilled. In sum, the similarities that unite human beings by far overshadow their differences.

Why is it then that our differences dominate discourse on every level B political, legal, social
and domestic? Our headlines tell the story. East against west in the cold war. Serb against Croatin
the Balkans. Hutus against Tutsi=s in Rwanda- Burundi. Barely do these crises subside that a new
schism seizes the front pages - fundamentalist Islam versus the western world. On the legal, social
and domestic front we debate our differences with passion -- the right of women to equal pay, the

legitimacy of same-sex families, the place of religion in public life.

Tonight I propose to explore with you this issue. Why does difference dominate? How can
we better manage difference? Canada, like other countries, has struggled with these questions.
Sometimes we have answered them with exclusion and violence. Yet even in our beginnings we
find another response B the response of respect, inclusion, and accommodation. Accommodation, in

this context, means more than grudging concessions. Accommodation, in the strong sense in which I
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wish to use it, means ending exclusion, encouraging and nourishing the identity of the other, and
celebrating the gifts of difference. It is this response that has come to characterize the modern
Canada, shaping our thinking and our policy on women, first nations people and the profusion of

races and cultures that constitute Canada in the 21% century.

[ will return to the Canadian experience. But first, let me take a few moments to explore the

underlying dynamic of difference.

The Dynamic of Difference

Why, despite our manifest commonality, do our differences, real and perceived, tend to
define our world and dominate our discourse and our conduct? Philosophers have long debated the
phenomenon. Jean-Paul Sartre wrote of the Aother@ as the concept by which we define ourselves.
In his book on identity and language, Oneself as Another, Paul Ricoeur wrote of the Awork of
otherness at the heart of selfhood@ (118). Michael Ignatieff has written movingly of AThe Stranger
in our Midst@ in his book The Needs of Strangers, tracing the dialectic of difference and need in
history and literature. Despite their varying contexts and perspectives, all agree on the essential role

of difference in human experience.

An answer to the question of why we place so much emphasis on our differences lies in the
inescapable human need to construct one=s identity within a social context. For all the celebrated

individualism of recent decades, human beings are social beings. AA person only becomes a person






through other people,@ proclaims the African aphorism. To be human is to communicate, speak, and
relate to other human beings. As Charles Taylor reminds us, group living is a prerequisite to full
human agency. Yet in this intercourse with others, we are confronted by difference; and in the face
of this difference we are impelled to a sense of what distinguishes us as physically, historically, and
culturally unique. Indeed, we need this sense of identity to make sense of our worlds. Yet identity
does not remain purely personal; identity itself becomes social. As we discover our distinguishing
attributes -- those elements in ourselves, our history, and our culture that we value -- we bind
ourselves to others who share these attributes and values. In the process, each person becomes a
constellation of group identities B race, ethnicity, language, gender, religion and a host of other

affiliations.

Group identity is a good thing. It binds us to a horizon formed by a common history and
shared memory in which we can orient ourselves and give meaning to our lives. It tells us who we
are and reassures us that we are worthy. And it grounds our cultures -- the aggregations of norms,
achievements, and institutions that are peculiar to a people. So long as group identity focuses on

shared values, it is enriching and constructive.

But group identity can also be a bad thing. The obverse of commonality is difference. To
say I am part of a group is also to say that I am not part of a different group. From here it is but a
short step to seeing the different group as less worthy than the group to which we belong. What we
see in the other but not in ourselves may seem strange and abject. The celebration of the attributes

of one group quickly slips into the denial of the attributes of others; the affirmation of one group=s






identity into the undermining of another group=s identity. The positive AWe are good@, becomes
the superlative AWe are best@, with its implication that those different from us are less worthy and
less entitled to the full measure of human dignity and respect.  Differences are magnified, even
imagined, to serve the end of vaunting the merits of the dominant group. In its ultimate
manifestation, this distortion of the group ethic results in the dehumanization of those perceived as
different. They are no longer perceived as human beings, but as some lesser species whose rights

may be denied with impunity.

The negative aspects of group identity tend to be self-reinforcing. Treating others as less
worthy or able makes us feel stronger, more righteous, more powerful. We are doubly affirmed, first
by our kinship with other members of our Asuperior@ group, second by the presumed deficiencies of
those outside the group. Treating those whom we perceive as different or whom we do not

understand with dignity and respect is much more difficult.

The force of this dynamic of difference should not be denied, but faced full on in its
historical reality. As John Ralston Saul stated in his 2000 LaFontaine-Baldwin Lecture, Athe past is
not the past. It is the context. The past -- memory -- is one of the most powerful, practical tools
available to a civilized democracy@ (3). The history of human beings is the history of oppression
based on real and imagined difference. The Athenians invented democracy, but women and slaves
were not recognized as part of the polis. The Romans treated the peoples they conquered as slaves.
Medieval Christians crusaded against the Infidel. Societies from Russia to India relegated ordinary

folk to the sub-human rank of serf or >untouchable=, denying them the most basic rights and






opportunities. And in an atrocious distortion of group identity, the twentieth century witnessed the
calculated dehumanization and destruction of Jews, gypsies and the mentally and physically

disabled. We ignore this history at our peril.

This past is not our past; it is ever-present. Modern society condemns slavery, yet still
women and children suffer its ravages. The world community decries discrimination, yet people are
still treated as less worthy because of their race, ethnicity, gender, religion or disability. In Canada,
we vaunt our multi-cultural society, yet still racism, anti-Semitism and religious intolerance lurk in
our dark corners. The modern world holds out the promise of inclusion, but delivers the reality of
exclusion; the exclusion of refugees driven from their homes; the exclusion of women and minorities
from mainstream institutions; even the more mundane exclusion of the schoolyard bully. We
proclaim the right of every human being to life, yet so long as the memory of the events of
September 11,2001 remains we cannot deny that the stark goal of eliminating those seen as different

dominates the agendas of many.

The imperative seems clear. President Wilson=s observation that Anothing .. . is more likely
to disturb the peace of the world than the treatment which might . . . be meted out to minorities@ is

as true today as it was in 1920." If we are not to perpetuate the tragedies of the past we must tame

the dark side of difference. But how? Two solutions emerge.

. Plenary Session. 31 May 1920: HWV Temperley, A History of the Peace Conference of Paris, vol 5
(London/New York: Oxford University Press, 1969).






The first solution looks at world history, deduces that human beings cannot be relied upon to
treat those different from them with decency and dignity, and concludes that the only solution is to
separate groups within autonomous nation states. Michael Ignatieff, in The Needs of Strangers,
argues that ethnic groups Acannot depend on the uncertain and fitful protection of a world
conscience defending them as examples of the universal abstraction Man@ [53], and therefore must
be secured Atheir own place to be@. The post-war creation of Israel and reorganization of Europe
along ethnic lines reflect this thinking. And it is not without its virtues. As Georges Erasmus
explained in his 2002 Lafontaine-Baldwin Lecture, self-rule confers a measure of respect and
cultivates self-reliance and dignity. The sense of security gained from community self-
determination is particularly important in cases where the countries of the world have been

historically unable or unwilling to tend to the needs of given minority groups.

Yet for all of its attractions, the solution of finding an ethnic home for each of the peoples of
the world does not offer the complete answer. First, in a world where most nation-states contain
ethnic minorities and global movement of peoples is the norm, the ethnically defined nation state is
difficult to maintain. Second, even if one could achieve and maintain the ethnically defined nation
state, this would not prevent the confrontations between groups of states and ethnic blocks that
dominate recent history. Third, the ethnic nation state solution only addresses part of the problem B
the political part. It leaves untouched and even threatens to conceal other forms of discrimination
and exclusion within the nation-state because it says nothing about respect or the essential value of

human beings. Finally, as Alain Dubuc warned in his 2001 LaFontaine-Baldwin Lecture,
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nationalism, Aif it is exalted, can easily become a tool of exclusion rather than a window on the
world@ (59).We should not abandon the idea of the nation state as one means of attending to the
struggles of a pluralistic democracy; to quote John Ralston Saul in his 2000 Lecture, A[d]emocracy
was and is entirely constructed inside the structure of the Western nation state@ (24). Yet if the goal
is to address the negative potential of group identity, the nation-state solution simply cannot go the

whole distance.

This brings us to the second way of addressing the negative aspects of difference B
promoting mutual respect and accommodation within the nation state. This approach rests on a
single proposition -- the intrinsic worth of every human being. In historical perspective, the idea is
revolutionary. Throughout human history, the powerful and privileged have always treated those
they view as different as less worthy. ~ When historians look back on the last half of the 20™
century and the beginning of the 21%, they will describe the idea that all people are equally worthy

as one of the seminal ideas of our time.

Yet the ethic of respect and accommodation possesses venerable roots. One hears its echo in
the declarations of western religion that all humans are created Ain the image and likeness of Gode@.
The European Enlightenment contributed to the secular conception of fundamental human worth by
celebrating the universality of reason, and Immanuel Kant urged that we treat humans as ends and
never only as means. The Romantic movement furnished a robust notion of authenticity, premised

on the idea that each person held a unique and intrinsically valuable potential that would be









