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What are the key elements of Quebec’s Bill 21: 

1. Bill 21 asserts that Quebec is a secular state (“lay state”), and proposes obligations 

stemming from this secularism.  Bill 21 authorizes Quebec’s legal apparatus to establish 

rules/laws interpreting the meaning of state secularism. 

2. Bill 21 bars people who wear religious symbols from holding certain government jobs, in 

the name of government secularism.  The jobs in this category affecting the greatest number of 

people are: Teachers and principals in public schools; police officers, peace officers, and RCMP 

officers.  Jobs in the Quebec legal system for prosecutors, lawyers, notaries, clerks, arbitrators 

and related positions are also affected.   

3. Bill 21 amends and constrains Quebec’s Charter of human rights and freedoms 

• It adds the following sentence about “State laicity” into the preamble of the charter: 

“Whereas the Quebec nation considers state laicity to be of fundamental importance.” 

• It adds “state laicity” into Charter section 9.1 as follows: “In exercising his fundamental 

freedoms and rights, a person shall maintain a proper regard for democratic values, state 

laicity, public order and the general well-being of the citizens of Québec.” 

4. Bill 21 requires that all Quebeckers receiving services from government institutions have 

their faces uncovered, if necessary for identify verification or security purposes.  It also 

requires that government workers have their faces uncovered.  It also allows the government to 

insist that any entity receiving a government contract or financial assistance also provide service 

with face uncovered. 

5. Bill 21 shields itself from legal challenges.  Sections 29 and 30 of Bill 21 invoke the 

notwithstanding clause, preventing challenges on the basis of either the Quebec or Canadian 

charter for five years.   

 

Why we oppose Bill 21:   

1. Quebeckers’ human rights are being violated.  Bill 21 undermines core principles of religious 

freedom in both Quebec’s human rights charter, and Canada’s human rights charter  

• Section 3 of the Quebec Charter states, “Every person is the possessor of the fundamental 

freedoms, including freedom of conscience, freedom of religion, freedom of opinion, 

freedom of expression, freedom of peaceful assembly and freedom of association.” 

• Section 2 of the Canadian Charter states, “Everyone has the following fundamental freedoms: 

(a) freedom of conscience and religion;” 

2. Bill 21 contradicts the Charter concept of “equality of all citizens.”  By blocking people 

wearing religious garb from certain jobs, Quebec violates the rights of religiously observant 

citizens under both the Quebec Charter and the Canadian Charter. 

• Religious equality.  People whose faith requires them to wear religious garb would be barred 

from jobs open to people who do not wear religious garb.   

• Gender equality.  By blocking people wearing religious garb from certain jobs, Quebec 

privileges one sex over another.  A Sikh woman could be a school teacher, but a Sikh man 

wearing a turban could not.  A Muslim man could be a school teacher, but a Muslim woman 

wearing a hijab could not.   

• Equality among provinces.  Federal law provides that school teachers be able to teach in all 

Canadian provinces.  Bill 21 could feasibly prevent an approved school teacher from Ontario 

from teaching in Quebec.   
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3. Bill 21 asserts a false choice between a “secular state” and a “religious state.”  Bill 21 

suggests that the goal is “separation of state and religions” but in fact, the real objective is 

“separation of state institutions from religious institutions” – something Quebec already enjoys. 

• It is not the role of the state to prevent citizens from practicing religion – a common human 

tendency – or to discriminate against people who wear specific clothing as part of their 

religious observances.  An employee of the state should not be forced to limit his freedom of 

religion to the private domain. 

• Quebec should not restrict the freedom of religion of individuals in the name of secularism.  

The secularism of the state is an institutional duty and not a personal one. The commitment to 

secularism does not rest on the outward appearance of individuals. 

4. Bill 21 proposes a solution for a problem which doesn’t exist.   

• Religious garb is not a proxy for inappropriate behavior of public servants.  There are no 

known cases where people wearing religious symbols in Quebec public service have been 

accused of using their position inappropriately (e.g. for proselytizing.) By extension, there is 

no established correlation between inappropriate on-the-job behaviour and the wearing of 

religious symbols.   

• Religious Canadians currently adhere to Quebec rules about verification of identify and 

security.  There are no cases where Muslim-Canadians wearing the burqa or niqab have 

refused to uncover their faces if required for the verification of identity for government 

services.  In fact, Muslims in Muslim-majority countries reveal their faces when it is 

necessary for verification of identity for public services.   

• From 2009-2013, only 1% of reasonable accommodation requests in Quebec were on 

religious grounds.1 

5. Bill 21 chips away at minority rights in the interests of populism.  Quebec’s conservative 

government justifies Bill 21 as supporting the will of the majority of Quebeckers.  Even if this 

were true, whereas such a justification may be appropriate in terms of government spending 

priorities, such an argument does not justify undermining respect for the fundamental civil 

liberties of citizens.  As La Presse editorialist François Cardinal wrote, Québec’s democratic 

institutions “did not come into being to suspend fundamental rights as soon as we feel the 

slightest threat to our identity, real or imagined!”2 

6. The enforcement of Bill 21 will be prone to inconsistencies and injustice.  There are several 

reasons it will be practically impossible to fairly enforce Bill 21:  

• Some religious symbols are equally fashion statements.  For some people, crosses, various 

styles of head scarf, and other garb have become current fashion, and are not necessarily 

religious symbols.  Historically, the white cross on Quebec’s flag is a Christian cross.3  Does 

that mean that any two lines crossing on a piece of clothing could be a religious symbol.   

• It will often be unclear when garb is religious.  If a Christian wears a turban, this would not 

be religious garb.  As such, a Christian wearing a turban would not be sanctioned under Bill 

21, but a Sikh wearing a turban would.   

• Some religious garb is more visible than other religious garb.  A cross around a Christian’s 

neck is a much more subtle religious symbol than a kippa or turban.  Enforcers will have 

difficulty determining, assessing and sanctioning the “visibility” or “obviousness” of the 

religious garb. 

7. Bill 21 appears to target Muslim-Quebeckers.  While Bill 21 is written in general terms, 

because naming Muslims would be too overtly religiously bigoted, there are indications that the 

law specifically targets Muslims.   

• There was never an issue until Muslims became a new and visible immigrant minority.  

Christian and Jewish Quebeckers wearing religious symbols have held positions in the 

Quebec jobs targeted by Bill 21 for decades.  It is highly suspect that Bill 21 (and other recent 

Quebec legislation) is drafted now, rather than 20 or 40 years ago. 
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• Quebec politicians have frequently voiced complaints about the hijab.   Quebec politicians 

and institutions have frequently been called out for comments and acts targeting Muslims.  

E.g. In March, 2019, Anjou borough councillor Lynne Shand said she would have refused to 

be treated by a doctor wearing a headscarf if her case hadn't been an emergency;4 Quebec 

municipalities often use zoning restrictions to thwart the efforts of Muslim communities to 

establish places of worship;5 there are several cases of Quebec civil servants refusing to serve 

visible Muslims. 6 

8. Bill 21 will alienate immigrants, and especially immigrant youth.   

• Ostracizing upright citizens.  Statistically speaking, immigrants to Canada have consistently 

been law-abiding, hardworking citizens.7  The passage of Bill 21 will merely serve to alienate 

otherwise solid citizens, as has occurred in other countries where such laws have been 

passed.8   

• Emboldening bigoted voices.  Experts contend that Bill 21 “bolsters prejudices against 

religious minorities, and helps to target people on the basis of their religious beliefs.”9 
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