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Ontario was recently the scene of a resounding clash between supporters and opponents of so-called Sharia tribunals.  The question had to do with the proposed use of existing legislation, the Arbitration Act, 1991, as a framework for offering the Muslim community in Ontario voluntary private arbitration of family law and inheritance disputes according to Islamic principles.  As a result of the storm of protest created by this proposal, the provincial government has declared that it will ban any use of arbitration to settle such disputes.  An examination of the dispute reveals that supporters of the proposal could appeal to both liberal individualist and multicultural communitarian principles, while their opponents had to question both the reality of individual freedom or autonomy and the value of cultural diversity.  But despite these rhetorical impediments, the opponents seem to have prevailed, demonstrating the enduring vitality of Canadas liberal values, understood as the customs and preferences of mainstream Canadians.

