
 Since its inception in 2003, and particularly since forming government 
in 2006, the Conservative Party has made a concerted effort to draw 
support from new Canadians. Its aggressive courting of the “ethnic 
vote” stands in marked contrast to positions taken by its predecessors, 
the Reform Party and Canadian Alliance. Unlike conservative parties in 
Europe, the United States, and Australia, Canada’s new conservatives 
have supported the maintenance of a relatively expansive program of 
mass immigration. They have also abandoned their predecessors’ rejec-
tion of multiculturalism and, under the current minister of citizenship, 
immigration and multiculturalism, Jason Kenney, implemented an 
aggressive ethnic “outreach” strategy aimed at peeling immigrant sup-
port away from their principal competitor, the Liberal Party of Canada. 

 At the same time, however, the Conservatives have pursued policies 
aimed at appealing to their conservative base. With regard to citizen-
ship, new rules have been introduced making it harder for naturalized 
citizens to pass Canadian nationality on to their children while residing 
outside of Canada.  1   A review of citizenship policy also promised to fur-
ther toughen rules on naturalization while extending the state’s ability 
to revoke nationality. In one offi cial’s words, citizenship would become 
“harder to get and easier to lose.”  2   Changes to refugee policy have also 
been introduced to crack down on “bogus” claimants. While citizen-
ship policy has provided the Conservatives with a forum for devel-
oping themes relating to patriotism and core Canadian values, their 
positions on refugee policy have nicely complemented their “tough on 
crime” credentials.  3   

 This situation is the result of structural factors peculiar to Canada 
that pull Canadian political parties towards a relatively liberal and 
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expansionary consensus on immigration policy. We argue that the 
combination of immigrant settlement patterns, citizenship laws, and 
Canada’s single member plurality (SMP) electoral system create a con-
text in which appeals to immigrant voters are required of any party 
with aspirations to national power. We illustrate this point through 
a brief appraisal of the Reform Party’s experience with the immigra-
tion issue, from the party’s fi rst days in the late1980s to its transfor-
mation into the Canadian Alliance and subsequent merger with the 
Progressive Conservative party in 2003. On the other hand, efforts to 
maintain support among grassroots conservative voters account for 
a countervailing push to the right. The resulting balancing act marks 
a peculiarly Canadian solution to a more basic “populist’s paradox” 
confronting right-of-centre parties interested in preserving their con-
servative base while expanding support among “ethnic” and other 
voters.  4   The Conservative Party’s marked shifts away from Reform’s 
positions on immigration respond to precisely this populist’s para-
dox. We review the Conservative Party’s positions on immigration 
since winning offi ce in 2006 to illustrate this point, emphasizing the 
Tories’ balancing of consensus politics and ethnic outreach on the one 
hand, and subtle restrictiveness in citizenship and refugee policy on 
the other. We conclude with a discussion of the Conservative Party’s 
use of social issues and “values” to craft a message aimed at bridging 
support among new Canadians and traditional conservative voters. 
While critics maintain that the Conservatives’ strategy is little more 
than a cynical vote grab, in the broader context of centre-right political 
parties – which typically make opposition to immigration (and immi-
grants more generally) a core part of their ideological and electoral 
repertoire – it marks a distinctive and noteworthy approach that has 
led Canadian conservatives to explore what they have in common with 
immigrant voters.  5   

 Settlement, Citizenship, and Institutions: Structuring 
Canada’s Immigration Consensus 

 Whereas immigration policy is a source of intense political contestation 
in most countries, generating divisions across and within parties, in 
Canada it has been shaped by a solid cross-party political consensus 
at the federal level.  6   All of Canada’s political parties agree that annual 
admissions should be relatively high (at approximately 250,000 immi-
grants per year). The parties also agree that immigrants contribute 
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positively to Canada’s social and economic well-being. In contrast to 
other countries, offi cial multiculturalism continues to enjoy the support 
of Canadian governments, regardless of their ideological orientation.  7   
Canada is unique among major immigration countries in the degree to 
which immigration policy is de-politicized, and immigration itself is 
enthusiastically embraced by federal political parties.  8   Quebec’s pro-
vincial politics since 2007 may be a partial exception to this pattern, but 
this has not had a discernable impact on Quebec voices in federal policy 
debates over immigration.  9   

 One might reasonably point out that this consensus is due to Canadian 
political parties’ more general rejection of divisive ideological positions 
in favour of “brokerage politics.” Major federal parties are widely seen 
to have eschewed unambiguous and consistent policy stances, because 
their primary goal is to maximize electoral support rather than take 
principled positions.  10   Even if this model were to still apply, however, 
we are left with the question of why the consensus on immigration in 
Canada is as liberal as it is. One need only look to Great Britain for an 
example of a consensus that tilts towards restriction.  11   Recall, too, that 
an important part of the present Conservative Party’s root structure lies 
in the Reform Party and Canadian Alliance, which maintained distinc-
tive positions on a bevy of other issues, from “family values,” to the 
federal–provincial division of power and taxation. 

 We maintain that Canada’s immigration policy consensus is based 
on a distinctive intersection of immigration settlement patterns, citi-
zenship rules, and political institutions – particularly Canada’s elec-
toral system. Canadian parties are drawn to relatively open positions 
on immigration policy, because the interplay of these structures ensures 
that immigrants are able to express their interests and have them 
acknowledged in a politically meaningful way. 

 Settlement 

 Canada receives approximately 250,000 immigrants per year, and 
most settle in regions that no major party can ignore. More than half 
of all newcomers settle in Ontario, with close to three-quarters of them 
ultimately residing in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA).  12   As a result, 
approximately 47 per cent of Toronto’s population is foreign born, and 
more than 28 per cent of Ontarians are foreign born (see  table 6.1 ). Other 
large cities, most notably Vancouver, receive most of the immigrants 
who do not settle in Ontario. Approximately 40 per cent of Vancouver’s 
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population is foreign born, and nearly 28 per cent of British Columbians 
are foreign born. The overall proportion of Canadians who are foreign 
born is considerably lower outside of these regions. 

 Immigration is not only changing Canada’s demographic com-
plexion; it is also changing its political dynamics at the constituency 
level, especially in Ontario and British Columbia.  Table 6.2  shows 
the demographic breakdown of constituencies in the 1997 and 2006 
Canadian elections. The table divides federal electoral constituencies 
into three categories: those in which the share of residents who are 
foreign born is similar to, or less than, the national share of residents 
who are foreign born (fewer than 20% foreign born); those in which 
the proportion of foreign-born residents is large enough to potentially 
play a very important role in the outcome of elections in those local 
constituencies (20%–40% foreign born); and fi nally, those in which 
foreign-born residents constitute a large minority of residents, shar-
ing an effective veto over the election outcome in the riding (more 
than 40% foreign born). 

 In Ontario and British Columbia, more than half of all federal constit-
uencies in 2006 comprised more than 20 per cent foreign-born residents, 
and foreign-born residents constituted at least 40 per cent of the popula-
tion in more than one-quarter of Ontario’s and British Columbia’s con-
stituencies. These include constituencies in the Toronto and Vancouver 
areas, but also cities in Ontario such as Ottawa, London, Windsor, 
Kitchener-Waterloo, and Hamilton. In contrast, in the Prairie provinces 
and Quebec nearly three-quarters of all constituencies had proportions 
of foreign-born residents that were smaller than the national average, 

Table 6.1. Percentage of Population Foreign Born, 1991–2006

1991 1996 2001 2006

Canada 16.1 17.4 18.4 19.8

Ontario 23.7 25.6 26.8 28.3

Toronto Census Metropolitan Area 38.0 41.9 43.7 47.3

British Columbia 22.3 24.5 26.1 27.5

Vancouver Census Metropolitan Area 30.1 34.9 37.5 39.6

Source: Canadian Census (1991–2006)
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and there were no federal constituencies in the Atlantic provinces with 
more than 20 per cent foreign born. The regional pattern was similar 
in 1997, although the number of British Columbia constituencies that 
comprised more than 40 per cent foreign-born residents grew consider-
ably between 1997 and 2006. 

 As noted already, this shift was most pronounced in Greater Toronto 
and Greater Vancouver. This is crucially important politically, as these 
two urban regions hold more than one-fi fth of all federal seats (see 
 table 6.3 ). In sum, immigrants are concentrated in politically important 
urban regions. Given the large number of seats in these areas, espe-
cially in the GTA, immigrants are a potentially important constituency 
for any party competing for national offi ce. Indeed, the Liberal Party’s 
dominance of GTA ridings – based in large part on the overwhelming 
support of new Canadian voters – helped it win majority governments 
in 1997 and 2000, despite capturing only 38 and 41 per cent of the popu-
lar vote, respectively, in those elections.  13   

Table 6.2. Percentage of Immigrants in Federal Ridings by Region, 2006 (1997)

%

Region

BC Prairies Ontario Quebec Atlantic

< 20 44 (50) 73 (75) 43 (46) 74 (82) 100 (100)

20–40 25 (33) 27 (25) 28 (29) 17 (13) 0 (0)

> 40 31 (17) 0 (0) 29 (24) 8 (5) 0 (0)

Source: Elections Canada and Canadian Census (1996 and 2006)

Table 6.3. Percentage of Federal Seats in Ontario, BC, Toronto, and Vancouver CMAs, 
1997–2008

1997–2003 2004–8

Ontario 34.2 34.4

Toronto Census Metropolitan Area 14.0 15.3

British Columbia 11.3 11.7

Vancouver Census Metropolitan Area  5.0  5.3

Source: Elections Canada
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 Citizenship 

 Canada’s liberal citizenship regime converts immigrants’ latent politi-
cal potential into power by granting newcomers access to political 
rights via rapid naturalization. In contrast to those of many other immi-
gration-receiving states, Canada’s naturalization rules are relatively 
uncomplicated, and policy is geared towards facilitating immigrants’ 
political integration. Irene Bloemraad maintains that Canada’s offi cial 
policy of multiculturalism plays an important role in this regard, by 
formalizing ties between immigrant groups and the state and signal-
ling the state’s acceptance of diversity in a manner that resonates with 
newcomers.  14   Will Kymlicka has noted that Canada’s high naturaliza-
tion rate might also be a consequence of the type of immigrants Canada 
receives: typically well educated and highly skilled.  15   

Figure 6.1. Support for Greater Restrictions on Immigration among Foreign-
Born and Native-Born Canadians, 1988–2006 (% “Canada should admit fewer 
immigrants”)
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Figure 6.2. Support for Greater Restrictions on Immigration by Percentage of 
Foreign Born in Federal Constituency
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 Whatever the reasons, there is no gainsaying that immigrants in 
Canada naturalize more quickly and at a higher rate than in other 
“immigrant countries.” In Canada, 84 per cent of eligible immigrants 
become naturalized citizens, compared to 75 per cent in Australia, 56 
per cent in the United Kingdom, and only 40 per cent in the United 
States.  16   Enfranchised immigrants have also demonstrated that they are 
able and willing to use their political rights. Turnout rates among immi-
grant voters are identical to those of Canadian-born voters.  17   Moreover, 
immigrant voters are  more  likely than other Canadians to pay atten-
tion to election-related news on the radio, television, and newspapers; 
watch leaders’ debates; and seek electoral information on the Internet.  18   

 Immigrants’ political activity may be driven in part by their distinc-
tive interests. As  fi gure 6.1  makes clear, foreign-born and native-born 
Canadians differ in the degree to which they support immigration; the 
former prefer the maintenance of robust annual admissions, while the 
latter opt for tighter restrictions. While the proportion of native-born 
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citizens holding more restrictive views has declined considerably since 
the early 1990s, it is still more than twice that of foreign-born Canadians. 

 Immigrant settlement patterns can have a dramatic effect on how 
federal parties’ positions on immigration resonate with voters in some 
electoral constituencies. Evidence from the 2000 Canadian Election 
Study indicates that residents in federal ridings with higher concentra-
tions of immigrants are less receptive to restrictions on immigration 
than those living in ridings with lower concentrations of immigrants 
(see  fi gure 6.2 ).  19   This pattern is due almost entirely to the distinctively 
pro-immigration opinions of foreign-born residents in constituencies 
with higher concentrations of immigrants. The attitudes of native born 
Canadians appear to be largely unaffected by the composition of their 
local constituencies. 

   Electoral System 

 Canada’s electoral system gives parties very strong incentives to avoid 
anti-immigrant policies and messages when immigrant settlement is 
geographically concentrated. In an SMP system, fi nishing second in a 
constituency holds no rewards in parliamentary representation: each 
federal election in Canada consists of winner-take-all contests in each 
federal constituency. At the same time, because candidates need only 
to win a plurality of votes in their constituencies, the SMP system can 
transform even modest differences in the popular vote between par-
ties into signifi cant differences in seats won. This makes an immigrant-
friendly approach quite rational in ridings with high percentages of new 
Canadians. Given Ontario’s and British Columbia’s share of Canada’s 
federal ridings (142 of 308), the concentration of immigrant voters in 
those two provinces, and their positions on immigration-related ques-
tions, populist anti-immigrant positions make little sense for any party 
interested in national winning offi ce. To alienate large numbers of immi-
grant voters in dozens of federal ridings would almost certainly mean 
surrendering those ridings to other parties. Given all this, we should 
 expect  Canadian political parties (especially major parties) to move to 
the political centre, limiting the politicization of immigration policy-
making and competing for the votes of immigrant voters by advancing 
immigrant-friendly positions and policies. 

 Ontario’s importance is especially pronounced for conservative par-
ties, which that have historically fared poorly in Quebec, which holds 
seventy-fi ve federal seats. The Reform Party’s opposition to offi cial 
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bilingualism and to Quebec’s “special status” eliminated any possibility 
of support from the province. While Stephen Harper’s Conservatives 
made tenuous inroads into Quebec in the mid-2000s, this rapidly dete-
riorated when the prime minister demonized the Bloc Québécois in late 
2008, following Gilles Duceppe’s agreement to support the potential 
Liberal-NDP coalition government. The waning of Quebec as a source 
of growth has made Ontario all the more important. 

 Straying from the Centre: The Reform Party and Immigration 

 As a rule, then, Canadian political parties have supported relatively open 
immigration policies with high numbers of annual admissions. This 
has been true of the Liberals as well as the Progressive Conservatives 
who, under Prime Minister Brian Mulroney, introduced the policy of 
setting annual admissions targets at approximately 250,000 per year, 
regardless of whether the economy was doing well or in a slump, and 
entrenched multiculturalism in statute through the passage of the 1988 
Multiculturalism Act.  20   The exception to this rule of Canadian immigra-
tion politics was the Reform Party of Canada. 

 Reform rose to political prominence in the early 1990s, riding a wave 
of populist sentiment in the West.  21   The party fostered a maverick image 
based on its willingness to tackle controversial issues that the major 
parties refused to address, including parliamentary reform, opposition 
to the Meech Lake Accord (specifi cally, to the distinct-society clause 
for Quebec), a rejection of the “two nations” view of Canadian identity 
in favour of an unhyphenated national identity, opposition to offi cial 
bilingualism and multiculturalism, and immigration reform.  22   

 Immigration featured prominently in almost all of the Reform Party’s 
offi cial policy blueprints, early news releases, and electoral materials.  23   
Reform Party literature in the late 1980s echoed many of the concerns 
and rhetoric typical of far-right populist parties in Western Europe: not 
only were too many immigrants, both legal and illegal, entering the 
country, they were also the wrong  kind  of immigrant. The party was also 
drawing support from those with radically anti-immigrant sentiments. 
Doug Collins, a Reform Party nominee in Vancouver, publicly expressed 
an interest in returning to “the immigration policies of the fi fties and 
sixties, when quotas were imposed on non-whites.”  24   Collins’s state-
ments were quickly disavowed and his candidacy withdrawn while the 
party instituted rigorous vetting to avoid similar embarrassment in the 
future, but there is little doubt that his views did represent one current 
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of thought amongst Reform Party activists. A chief Reform Party orga-
nizer in Alberta maintained the party’s commitment “to ‘righting the 
balance’ in immigration,” suggesting, “‘It should be geared more to 
Europe – 50-50 between Europe and the Third World.’”  25   This attempt 
at “righting the balance” was most explicitly laid out in the Reform 
Party’s electoral materials and Blue Books from 1988 and 1990, in which 
the party stipulated that immigration policy should not “be explicitly 
designed to radically or suddenly alter the ethnic makeup of Canada, 
as it increasingly seems to be.”  26   

 From the early 1990s onwards, the Reform Party became a signifi -
cant political force in Canadian politics, surpassing the Progressive 
Conservative Party as Canada’s primary federal party of the right. 
Reform won fi fty-two seats in the 1993 federal election (capturing just 
under 19% of the popular vote), falling just two seats short of the Bloc 
Québécois’ fi fty-four, and only narrowly missing becoming the offi cial 
opposition party.  27   Both the Liberal and Conservative parties’ immigra-
tion policies became more restrictive during this period, in part because 
of high unemployment and recurrent economic instability, but also 
because Reform was politicizing the issue.  28   

 This “swing to the right” was particularly pronounced in the Liberals’ 
immigration policies in the early to mid-1990s. In 1994, the Liberal gov-
ernment lowered its annual admission target, announced its intention 
to increase the number of European immigrants admitted, and refo-
cused Canada’s immigration program away from family reunifi cation 
and towards the independent/economic class.  29   Reacting to the Reform 
Party’s “law and order” platform, Liberal Immigration Minister Sergio 
Marchi announced that the Liberals would carefully vet applications to 
screen out applicants with criminal records.  30   

 While scholars interested in the role of parties in Canadian immi-
gration policy have correctly noted that the Reform Party pushed the 
Liberal Party rightward during the 1990s, they have largely overlooked 
the more interesting pull to the centre that Reform experienced dur-
ing this period.  31   As Reform developed into a national party, its leaders 
sought to distance the party from its earlier views on immigration and 
multiculturalism, and particularly from framing immigration policy in 
cultural terms. Tom Flanagan maintains that Stephen Harper regarded 
the Reform Party’s stance on immigration and multiculturalism as 
deeply problematic as early as 1991. At the 1991 Saskatoon Assembly, 
where membership ratifi ed the party leadership’s decision to compete 
nationally, Harper insisted that all immigration policy be framed in 
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economic terms, as a “culturally phrased policy would be politically 
too dangerous – it would be too easy for the other parties to attack as 
veiled racism.”  32   

 Harper’s pessimism was warranted: one of the central impediments 
to the Reform Party’s national ambitions was the widely held view 
of Reformers as anti-immigrant, anti-French, and generally intoler-
ant.  33   Reform’s rivals, and the Liberal Party in particular, never tired 
of reminding voters of the party’s early positions on immigration and 
multiculturalism, making Preston Manning’s efforts to shake off accu-
sations of intolerance all the more diffi cult.  34   

 The Populist’s Paradox 

 The Reform Party’s shift to a “national strategy” presented a distinct 
set of challenges for a populist party whose appeal lay in its willing-
ness to voice the demands of “ordinary” Canadians. As Tom Flanagan 
notes, the party’s commitment to grassroots organization attracted 
members who held views not represented by mainstream parties.  35   
The Reform Party became a de facto protest party, a repository for dis-
affected groups and individuals who saw an opportunity to address 
their narrow and often polarizing concerns – regarding immigration, 
bilingualism, and multiculturalism, among others.  36   In the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, this proved to be highly effective, particularly with 
a Western base that felt abandoned by Brian Mulroney’s Progressive 
Conservatives. 

 Herein lay the populist’s paradox: positions and rhetoric that galva-
nized a Western electorate that felt alienated from the old-line parties 
confl icted with the development of a more moderate orientation meant 
to appeal to a broader Canadian populace, including new Canadians.  37   
Reform’s development into a national party required that it ditch, or 
signifi cantly moderate, many of the policies that had attracted its base, 
and yet much of this populist base saw the party’s movement towards 
a more centrist position as abandoning its original principles. 

 Recognizing the party’s limitations, Preston Manning had, by the late 
1990s, initiated the processes of “uniting the right” that would bring 
an end to the Reform Party and see it reborn as the Canadian Alliance. 
The decision to pursue the United Alternative created signifi cant inter-
nal tensions; some party members and Western media voices accused 
Reform of “becoming what it used to shun, a top-down political party 
in which its members are expected to toe the line.”  38   As the Reform 
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Party moved onto the national stage and aimed to make gains as a via-
ble federal party, these tensions became increasingly pronounced.  39   

 This populist’s paradox was perhaps best exemplifi ed in Preston 
Manning’s defeat in the 2000 leadership contest for the newly formed 
Canadian Alliance party. While Manning’s election platform focused on 
his credentials and experience as leader of the Reform Party, Stockwell 
Day returned to the populist rhetoric of its past and won. Day reck-
lessly drew on the immigration issue that Manning had sought to 
downplay, confi dently asserting that he would “not be frightened by 
the forces of political correctness when it [came] to the issue of illegal 
immigration.”  40   

 This strategy would quickly threaten the new party’s raison d’être: 
winning offi ce. Only a few short months after his successful leadership 
bid, Day and his Alliance compatriots were being portrayed as “racists, 
bigots and people … hostile to immigration [who] deny the reality of 
the Holocaust.”  41   The party was also accused of harbouring a “‘hidden 
agenda’ on immigration,” being “against the Chinese” and exhibiting 
“racist tendenc[ies].”  42   These were precisely the attacks that Manning’s 
efforts aimed to avoid. The Alliance’s failure to improve on Reform’s 
results in Ontario ultimately prompted its dissolution and merger with 
the Progressive Conservatives in 2003 as the new Conservative Party 
of Canada. 

 Shifting Grounds: The New Canadian Conservatism 

 The new Conservative Party quickly set about reconfi guring its approach 
to immigration, multiculturalism, and cultural diversity. From its incep-
tion, the party has responded to the Reform Party’s limitations on the 
national stage by falling into line with the centrist consensus on immigra-
tion and multiculturalism. Yet rather than simply reasserting the positions 
of Mulroney’s Progressive Conservatives, Stephen Harper has reached 
out to ethnic voters in a way that affi rmed his party’s distinctively con-
servative orientation on key social issues. Tom Flanagan recalls a meeting 
in December 2004, during which Harper expressed his intention to use 
same-sex marriage to draw ethnic voters away from the Liberals: “He 
said that he wanted to do some advertising directed at ethnic communi-
ties and he wanted to use same-sex marriage as the wedge issue to try and 
peel them away from the Liberals, and he said this was going to be the 
beginning of a long-term strategy to make inroads into ethnic communi-
ties. I remember him saying he thought he might lose some supporters 

Farney&Rayside 6208-162d-1pass-r03.indd   106Farney&Rayside 6208-162d-1pass-r03.indd   106 6/17/2013   5:44:52 PM6/17/2013   5:44:52 PMUTP ID: 4209



Immigration, Citizenship, and Canada’s New Conservative Party 107

within the party, but he thought that was a loss that had to be borne 
because of the greater gain.”  43   By January 2005, the Conservative party 
ran print ads “in every ethnic publication we could fi nd … that would 
be the beginning of Harper’s attempt to target ethnic voters.”  44   

 There is survey evidence giving credence to this kind of pitch. Data 
from recent Canadian Election Studies consistently show that visible 
minorities and immigrants tend to be more conservative than non-visible 
minority and non-immigrant Canadians on a number of contentious 
social issues.  45   The attitudes of immigrants from non-European coun-
tries are particularly striking. The 2006 Canadian Election Study, for 
example, shows that on the issues of same-sex marriage, abortion, and 
the role of women in society, immigrants from outside Europe are more 
likely than other Canadians to hold socially conservative positions 
(see  table 6.4 ). 

   This attention to detail and planning vis-à-vis New Canadian voters 
signalled an important shift in the Conservatives’ approach to immi-
gration and multiculturalism. The Liberal Party’s success in attracting 
immigrant voters depended less on specifi c matters of policy than on 
maintaining a continued presence and contact with immigrant com-
munities. Flanagan suggests that this was a great failing of the Reform 
Party, one that the Conservative party worked diligently to rectify by 
appointing Jason Kenney as secretary of state for multiculturalism 
and Canadian identity in 2007 and minister for immigration, citizen-
ship ,and multiculturalism after the 2008 election. Kenney and the 
PMO formed an “ethnic outreach team” in 2007, tasked with explicitly 
targeting socially and fi scally conservative immigrant groups whose 
values were deemed amenable to those of the Conservative Party. 

Table 6.4. Social Attitudes by Place of Birth, 2006 (%)

Place of Birth

Canada Europe Outside Europe

Oppose same-sex marriage 47 59 77

Believe it should be “very easy” or “quite easy” 
for women to get an abortion

65 67 55

Agree “society would be better off if women 
stayed at home with their children”

18 25 28

Source: Canadian Election Study (2006)
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The outreach team’s strategy has been “multi-pronged,” and its tactics 
have included “targeted mailings, one-on-one meetings at ‘major eth-
nic events’ and the creation of large databases of immigrants and new 
Canadians.”  46   Kenney has earned a reputation for personally reaching 
out to new Canadians, partly through attending a bevy of community 
events.  47   The Conservatives’ outreach strategy has also encouraged MPs 
to “work beyond their traditional base, even if it meant ‘to look[ing] 
outside [their] normal comfort zone.’” The fact that this strategy has 
been framed inside the party by an emphasis on traditional family val-
ues and the small business propensities of immigrants has obviously 
helped MPs effect this change.  48   

 Knowing that many newcomer participants in Canadian politics 
pay close attention to immigration issues, Stephen Harper has also 
made public statements directed at redressing historic wrongs com-
mitted against minorities in Canada. In an important symbolic move, 
he issued a public apology to Canada’s Chinese community in 2006 
for the Head Tax – thus responding to a request that previous Liberal 
governments had studiously avoided. In 2008, Harper apologized to 
the Sikh community for the  Komagata Maru  incident of 1914 – again 
meeting a longstanding demand. Apologies were also extended to sig-
nal contrition over the turning away of refugees fl eeing Nazi Germany 
aboard the  St Louis  in 1939 and the internment of Italians during the 
Second World. Harper has lauded Canada’s diversity and multicultural 
approach to social integration as “preserving and strengthening the cul-
tural diversity that makes us strong.”  49   The new Conservative Party has 
also turned away from Reform’s calls to curb immigration numbers, 
setting immigration targets for 2007 that were among the most aggres-
sive in over a decade. In total, the new Conservatives have consciously 
crafted immigration policies and a public image that – in contrast with 
the Reform Party – aim to draw the support of new Canadians. At the 
same time, the Conservatives have tried to distinguish themselves in 
the fi eld of immigration to maintain the support of their Reform-era 
base. Harper’s conservatism has consciously aimed at avoiding the 
alienation that Mulroney produced in Westerners and in more tradi-
tional voters of the right. Thus, while clearly shifting closer to Liberal 
and Progressive Conservative positions on immigration and multicul-
turalism, the new Conservative Party has also initiated policy changes 
to appeal to traditional conservative voters.  

 The Conservatives have also used citizenship policy to develop what 
they would argue is a thicker sense of Canadian identity in ways that 
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would appeal to signifi cant parts of their conservative base. On 17 
April 2009, Jason Kenney announced a new law amending Canada’s 
Citizenship Act.  50   Prominent among these amendments is the limitation 
of “citizenship by descent to one generation born outside Canada.”  51   
The new law recognizes children born outside of Canada as Canadian 
only if one parent was born in Canada or immigrated to Canada and 
acquired Canadian citizenship through naturalization. The law is, in 
the words of Citizenship and Immigration Canada, intended to “pro-
tect the value of Canadian citizenship for the future.”  52   

 The Conservatives’ citizenship reform also marks a response to 
the backlash against dual citizenship catalysed by the evacuation of 
Canadian citizens from Lebanon in the summer of 2006. Some com-
mentators at the time suggested that too many Canadian citizens in 
Lebanon and elsewhere took advantage of their nationality to extract 
material benefi ts from Canada without giving enough back in return – 
whether in the form of taxes or simple allegiance and devotion to 
Canada.  53   The new law checked this in part by tying citizenship more 
concretely to physical presence in Canada. 

 Conservative approaches to citizenship policy have also featured reas-
sertions of membership and identity based on what are thought to be 
unifying symbols and distinctively Canadian values as Conservatives 
understand them. In a 2009 speech entitled “Good Citizenship: The 
Duty to Integrate,”  54   Kenney described the “song, sari and samosa” 
multiculturalism of the 1970s as outdated; Canada’s new immigration, 
citizenship, and multiculturalism programs should “focus on integra-
tion, on the successful and rapid integration of newcomers to Canadian 
society, and on a deepening understanding of the values, symbols and 
institutions that are rooted in our history.”  55   The new citizenship guide, 
released by CIC in November 2009, refl ects the minister’s view of citi-
zenship as grounded in Canadian traditions and cultural values. The 
older citizenship guide informed newcomers of contemporary condi-
tions in Canada (general facts about the economy, political institutions, 
regional variations, First Nations communities, English-French heri-
tage, etc.), providing the grounds for a basic civic and political literacy. 
The new citizenship guide, conversely, emphasizes Canada’s military 
history and cultural iconography, commits a full section to Canadian 
traditions and symbols, and de-emphasizes the Charter and pub-
lic policies aimed at the recognition of diversity. The shift in empha-
sis, from civic to cultural values, points towards a thicker view of 
Canadian cultural traditions as the grounds of political membership.  56   
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The Conservatives have also borrowed from the playbook of European 
right-wing parties in tying citizenship acquisition via naturalization 
to a specifi c interpretation of civic virtues. In December 2011, Minister 
Kenney announced that Muslim women would “be banned from wear-
ing face coverings such as burka and niqab veils when swearing the 
oath of citizenship.”  57   

 Refugee policy has also been used to burnish the Conservatives’ 
“law and order” credentials. Recent changes to the rules on “in-land” 
refugee claimants are meant to underscore the Harper government’s 
opposition to “human smugglers” and unscrupulous queue-jumpers 
abusing Canada’s generosity.  58   While restrictions on asylum seeking 
are certainly not new – Liberal and Progressive Conservative govern-
ments were similarly intent on imposing tighter controls on asylum-
seekers in the 1980s and 1990s – the Conservatives have been careful to 
make their intentions clear through an aggressive PR campaign headed 
by Minister Kenney and Minister of Public Safety Vic Toews.  59   While 
there may be a case to be made for reforming Canada’s refugee deter-
mination system, the government’s highly publicized intent to root 
out immigration cheaters and inject “common sense” into Canada’s 
refugee policies clearly appeals to conservative voters. Kenney’s efforts 
have also elicited approval in wider circles. Political commentator John 
Ibbitson lauded the Tories’ moves to speed up the removal of asylum 
seekers “whose claims aren't valid.”  60   

 The Conservatives campaigned aggressively for the votes of new 
Canadians during the campaign leading up to the federal election of 
2 May 2011. Stephen Harper and Jason Kenney attended religious cer-
emonies, donned “ethnic” attire in numerous meet-and-greet sessions, 
granted interviews to the “ethnic press,” and promised repeatedly 
to maintain an expansive immigration policy, while cracking down 
on “human smugglers” and “queue-jumpers.” During the English-
language leaders’ debate, Harper forcefully rejected criticisms of offi -
cial multiculturalism by the Bloc Québécois leader Gilles Duceppe, 
arguing, “What Canadians need to understand about multiculturalism 
is that people who make the hard decision to … come here … fi rst and 
foremost want to belong to this country … They also at the same time 
will change our country. And we show through multiculturalism our 
willingness to accommodate their differences, so they are more com-
fortable. That’s why we’re so successful integrating people as a country. 
I think we’re probably the most successful country in the world in that 
regard.”  61   
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 The election saw the Conservatives secure a majority govern-
ment in part through their success in Ontario, where they captured 
73 of the province’s 106 federal seats, including 32 of 47 seats in the 
Greater Toronto Area, where immigrants make up 50 per cent of the 
total population.  62   They managed to do this while maintaining their 
grip on Western Canada, thus forming a strikingly new electoral coali-
tion. Whether the “immigrant vote” actually helped the Conservatives 
achieve their breakthrough in Ontario has yet to be defi nitively proven. 
Nevertheless, there is no doubting that the party tailored its campaign 
to compete for the votes of new Canadians without losing sight of its 
traditional base of support in the West. 

 Conclusion: A Value-Based Consensus? 

 The Conservative Party’s positions on immigration and citizenship 
policy are driven by structurally determined need to reach out to ethnic 
voters. At the same time, the party displays strategies aimed at main-
taining a base of support among core conservative voters. While the 
former has led the party to embrace longstanding consensus positions 
on immigration and multiculturalism policies, the latter has prompted 
efforts to use citizenship and refugee policies to underscore the party’s 
conservative credentials. This is the Conservative solution to what we 
term the populist’s paradox. 

 Regardless of how well it succeeds, the Conservatives have arrived 
at a  plausible  response to what is fast becoming a more general chal-
lenge among right-of-centre parties in countries of immigration. 
Reporting on Arizona’s controversial immigration law, for example, 
the  New York Times  observed, “Republican lawmakers and candidates 
are increasingly divided over illegal immigration – torn between the 
need to attract Latino support, especially at the ballot box, and rally-
ing party members who support tougher action.”  63   This debate within 
the Republican Party has intensifi ed in the wake of presidential candi-
date Mitt Romney’s loss in the 2012 election.  64   Similarly, the German 
Christian Democratic Union has acknowledged the growing impor-
tance of naturalized voters of Turkish origin in what is an extremely 
competitive party system but have yet to form a workable strategy for 
reaching out to these potential supporters.  65   

 Although critics of the Conservative Party see its ethnic outreach 
strategy as a crass and cynical vote grab, what is more interesting to 
us is the party’s efforts to devise a conservative ideology that includes 
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immigrants and builds on their perceived ideological predispositions. 
The Conservatives have attempted to build bridges to immigrant com-
munities by appealing to  shared  conservative values on issues such as 
same-sex marriage and the importance of free enterprise. As the strate-
gic blueprint outlining the Conservatives’ 2007 outreach program states, 
there is “growing anecdotal evidence that New Canadian values are 
more aligned with the values of the Conservative Party of Canada.”  66   By 
appealing to the socially and fi scally conservative values that the party 
perceives in immigrant communities, the Conservatives have sought to 
form common political ground joining new and native-born Canadians. 
Stephen Harper has made it clear that the Conservative Party’s “goal is 
to make small- c  conservatives into big- C  Conservatives.”  67   

 As we have noted, the Conservative Party of Canada has come to this 
position by necessity. As winning national offi ce in Canada means cap-
turing at least some of the support of new Canadians, Canadian conser-
vatism has had to adapt, bending itself to appeal to ethnically diverse 
(sub)urban voters without losing the support of its conservative base.  68   
This is a distinctive and extremely interesting experiment that is likely 
to rouse the interest of conservative politicians in other countries where 
immigrants and ethnic minorities are also gaining electoral clout. The 
Conservative Party of Canada’s answer to the populist’s paradox may 
thus be of use to other conservative parties seeking to remain competi-
tive in political contexts transformed by immigration. 
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