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Is the Canadian Multicultural Dream Real? Western University Students Beg to Differ 

Canada has come to be characterized by its multiculturalism. Over the years, 

multiculturalism has evolved from an official policy to a national brand—one that paints Canada 

as a nation that celebrates diversity. Many immigrants move here in hopes of being accepted and 

to partake in this multicultural celebration—to realize the Canadian Dream.  

 However, recent events suggest that in an increasingly xenophobic atmosphere, Canada’s 

idealistic multicultural narrative seems to be flailing and disintegrating.  

In October of 2019, one of Canada’s leading research institutions, Western University, 

came under intense scrutiny when Andrew Wenaus, an English professor at the university used a 

racial slur during one of his lectures.  

Prof. Wenaus aired an episode of the 1990s sitcom, The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, to 

discuss issues surrounding race in a class about popular culture. While discussing pre-

emancipation, Prof. Wenaus said that the black house butlers at the time were referred to as 

“House [N-word].”  

Many people in the class either did not pay attention or chose not to hear the racial slur.  

However, the black students in the class were left stunned and humiliated. In an interview 

with CBC, Chizoba Oriuwa, a black student who was present in the class said, “I was frozen and 

shocked because I couldn’t believe he would say the word so carelessly and nonchalantly.”  

The N-word, which was notoriously used to refer to slaves and to oppress black people 

during the pre-emancipation period, has been reappropriated by black people. It is a word that 

holds a painful history and it is widely understood that contemporaneously black people 
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exclusively use the N-word to refer to themselves as a form of historical and cultural 

reclamation.  

Oriuwa said that after the lecture ended, another black student in the class called Prof. 

Wenaus out on his blatant use of a racial slur, saying that “house slave” would have sufficed 

instead. What was more problematic was Prof. Wenaus’ reply, saying that he used the explicit 

term to get “a reaction” from the class. 

And a reaction he received.  

Maya Simon, another black student present in the class, told the Western Gazette: “It 

made me feel like an experiment to him.” Similarly, Oriuwa said: “I felt devalued. I felt deeply 

humiliated and angered that he said something like this.”  

Owing to the intense backlash this incident generated against the department and the 

university, Prof. Wenaus issued an apology statement saying his use of the N-word was careless 

and misguided regardless of the ‘intention’.  

His ‘intention’, ironically, was to expose racist undertones of language. 

“It hurt people and I very much regret that,” Prof. Wenaus said in the statement issued to 

the Western Gazette. “My use of the word came from outrage, without thinking, anticipated and 

shared outrage.” His apology was criticized as insufficient and self-serving. 

This incident, which was distressing in and of itself, opened up a larger debate about 

racism on campus. Oriuwa said it resurfaced other racist encounters she had endured during her 

four years at Western. Similarly, Simon said that this wasn’t her first experience with a teacher 

using the ‘N-word’ explicitly.  

It was horrifying enough that a university educator could display such ignorance. 

Unfortunately, this was only the start of it.  
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After raising online awareness against Prof. Wenaus’ use of the slur and how it impacted 

the black students in the class, Oriuwa’s student email account was flooded with ruthlessly racist 

emails. A post on a student Facebook group revealed that numerous students had created fake 

email accounts to send Oriuwa emails filled with hate speech.  

 The emails featured distressing racial slurs and stereotypical accusations against black 

people. Keren Annor, who shared the screenshots of the emails, captioned the post saying, “this 

is the backlash for speaking against institutional racism...the oppressive desire to oppress and 

silence marginalized groups needs to end.” 

 The emails, presumably sent by students or other members of the campus community, 

disclose the horrifying, xenophobic mentality of many white people across Canada. 

 The whole incident and its aftermath beg the question: how is it that university-educated 

individuals can engage in such blatant hate speech? More importantly, how is xenophobia still so 

pervasive in a multicultural Canada? 

 As Oriuwa and Simon expressed, this, unfortunately, is not an isolated incident. People of 

color are often met with racism on campus.  

 “I remember the first time someone in my tutorial said that Asian students at Western 

were here to steal their jobs,” said Annie Nguyen, a fourth-year international student from 

Vietnam. “I wasn’t sure if they were being serious.” 

 The “immigrants will steal our jobs” narrative is old and exhausted, yet it never 

dissipates. It is still very much an argument posed to generate fear of immigrants entering 

Canada. The narrative is not only xenophobic but also counter-productive for Canadian 

multiculturalism and economy.  
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 On Western’s Ethnocultural Support Service page, a student shared how this narrative is 

damaging and ultimately untrue.  

“Being a second-generation Canadian, I have seen my parents struggle to have their 

degrees recognized,” the student said. She said that immigrants have worked equally as hard to 

obtain degrees and professional qualifications and might have immigrated for various reasons. 

“Immigrants have no intention to ‘steal’ jobs.” 

 It is as unfortunate as it is unacceptable that people of color, especially immigrants, still 

have to justify and explain their existence in what is supposed to be a proud, multicultural nation.  

 However, the situation is not that merry for people of color who are born and raised in 

Canada.  

“Growing up as an Indian girl in Canada, I developed an inferiority complex,” said 

Isabella Elias, a third-year English studies student. “I remember in high school when white 

people would mockingly wrap their sweaters around their heads as ‘turbans’ and go around 

talking in an Indian accent.” Elias said that even though she lived in Brampton with a large 

Indian community, it was shocking to see how ignorant white people in the area were.  

 “I have been called ugly for having brown skin. Living in a supposedly multicultural 

country, I ended up internalizing all these remarks and wished that the Indian people in my city 

would just assimilate into Canadian culture,” she said.  

 That, sadly, has become the underlying ideology behind the multicultural project—

assimilation rather than meaningful cultural interaction. When the goal is assimilation, education 

becomes a one-way street. So while people of color have to become well-versed with the 

Canadian lifestyle, white Canadians are not sufficiently educated regarding diversity, feeding 

into their ignorance.  
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“In hindsight, I realize I decided to attend school in Canada because of its 

multiculturalism. My first year at Western shattered those opinions,” said Nguyen. “It’s often the 

condescending and stereotypical remarks that reveal blatant ignorance and make me question 

how multicultural the place really is.” 

 “I think multiculturalism brings a sense of complacency. Multiculturalism isn’t the 

answer to racism—it’s a geographical label rather than a societal one,” a student, who wished to 

remain anonymous, commented. The student expressed that the ‘multicultural brand’ veils the 

covert racism and prejudice that are still ubiquitous across Canada. Moreover, such idealistic 

narratives evidently fail to address ignorance. 

On Oct. 8, 1971, then-prime minister Pierre Trudeau introduced Multiculturalism to the 

House of Commons. It was a formal agreement that Canada would become a bilingual nation and 

would respect and embrace the diverse religions and cultures of its citizens. At that time, 

multiculturalism was a political response to the “The Quiet Revolution” in Quebec in the 1960s. 

However, the formal policy soon evolved into a national brand for some and into an ingrained 

collective belief for others.   

A ‘new’ Canada thus emerged. 

However, not everyone has been on the same page. In an interview with CBC Radio, 

Keith Banting, a professor at Queen’s University, said that until the mid-1990s strong majorities 

opposed the number of immigrants in Canada. From the early 2000s, these attitudes shifted 

immensely, growing in support of diversity and immigration. However, he said: “When we saw 

the big shift in that a solid majority of Canadians were now comfortable with immigration levels, 

we tended to forget that about a third or maybe as high as 40 percent of Canadians were 

uncomfortable with the new Canada.” 
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Often, racism rising out of ignorance is covert and that’s why it is easily neglected. “I see 

in Canada that most instances of racism are definitely systemic and constitute micro-aggressions 

against people of color. So while you won’t often see violent displays of hate crimes, racist 

ideologies are manifest in the way Indigenous people have to fight for clean water, or the way 

Asians are currently being treated currently because of the Coronavirus pandemic, or in the way 

people feel comfortable spreading hate speech anonymously online” a student said.  

But often, we see how the covert racism we fail to address transforms into overt displays 

of racism leading to safety concerns. “Last year, my friend went to a doctor’s clinic downtown 

and there was a guy there who had a swastika tattooed on his face and was murmuring racial 

slurs directly at her. People have also yelled at her to ‘go back’ to her country even though she’s 

Canadian,” said Elias. Of course, in such scenarios, racism is not only problematic as an 

ideology but also a potential catalyst for violence.  

Recently, Canada’s Anti-Racism Strategy which began in October 2018 and ended in 

October 2019, gathered input from Canadians of their lived experiences with racism and 

discrimination. The findings were sobering as the participants relayed that even though Canada 

has been promoting multiculturalism for years, racism still persists at an institutional level. They 

called for education regarding the history of colonization and white privilege to tackle the roots 

of racism.  

The committee was told that Indigenous people and other minority communities 

experience bias in hiring, retention, and mobility in employment. Furthermore, these groups are 

widely unrepresented in various sectors of society, especially in leadership roles. These systemic 

issues thus further marginalize minority groups. 
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However, participants also said that they have witnessed an increase in the intensity of 

hate crimes and hate speech, emphasizing Black Canadians, Muslims, and Jewish communities 

as targets. They described online hate as an underlying contributor to racism across Canada, 

emphasizing the need to regulate social media platforms.  

Unsurprisingly, the participants recommended education as key in combating racism. 

They said there was a dire need for more education and to build awareness around these issues 

and to provide courses on topics such as diversity, sensitivity, and cultural awareness.  

Interestingly, participants suggested emphasizing ‘anti-racism’ instead of 

‘multiculturalism.’ 

The term ‘multicultural’ alludes to an acceptance of the ‘othered’ cultures while 

maintaining focus on the dominant group in society.  However, the terms ‘acceptance’ and 

‘tolerance’ are problematic because they supposedly subject marginalized cultures to 

‘acceptance’ or ‘rejection’ by the dominant culture, reinforcing the very hegemonic notions that 

multiculturalism is supposed to dispel.  

 ‘Multiculturalism’ as a label is not a fix to ideological issues that emerge from a lack of 

cultural education and interaction. Multiculturalism is an idea, a call for action, not a social 

verdict and we should treat it as such.  

 

Racism is not new and it is, unfortunately, still a reality for so many Canadian residents. 

The hate speech that Oriuwa was subjected to after she called out the professor’s use of the racial 

slur is symptomatic of grave ideological issues. The incident simply provided an outlet for 

people to express racist sentiments that they were already harbouring.  
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Similar to the emails, a thread on Reddit targeted Oriuwa, calling her “hyper-sensitive” 

and explicitly spelling out the racial slur multiple times. A lot of people not only defended the 

professor but also said they hoped he ‘sunk’ her grade for ruining his reputation.  

Again, the incident which was already distressing is made worse by people using it to 

channel their racism.  

In response to the online hate, Western University’s President, Dr. Alan Shepard, 

launched an Anti-Racism Working group to express solidarity with Oriuwa and to address 

racism and xenophobia across campus.  

“I cannot stress enough how important education is in this context. It is unbelievable that 

such emails could be drafted by university-educated individuals. University is not just a place for 

academia, it is also a place for character development and a well-rounded education,” said 

Nguyen. “Such hate and racism will continue until we realize that people of color are as valid as 

white Canadians and for that to be possible, vigorous cultural education is a must.” 

 

If you walk up UC Hill at Western University campus, you see a flock of geese, the 

famous University College proudly showcasing the National Flag of Canada, and a myriad of 

students rushing by. These diverse groups of students, pursuing their passions at one of the 

leading research institutions in Canada, are the future.  

 All acts of oppression—whether covert or overt—ultimately boil down to ignorance. The 

fact that Oriuwa was targeted at one of Canada’s leading educational institutions hints towards 

the need for better education to raise cultural awareness and to combat ignorance. Canada 

constituted Multiculturalism as a step towards a better nation, and for the Canadian Dream to be 

realized, all Canadian citizens have to be on the same page.  
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And cultural education might just be the crucial first step towards the Dream.  

  

  


