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I
was only 21 years old when I
was summoned for question-
ing by the Ministry of Intelli-

gence of Iran.
I was terrified. Some of my fel-

low student activists had already
been imprisoned, tortured and
held in solitary confinement for
peacefully protesting state tyran-
ny.
Every day, we held a sit-in at

Imam Khomeini International
University, also known as the In-
ternational University of Qazvin,
calling for our friends’ release.
Every day, intelligence agents
called, threatened and insulted
some of us. One by one, we were
summoned to court or suspend-
ed from university or both.
It was my turn. I was not pre-

pared. I had no idea what to say.
I had no idea how to defend my-
self.
A classmate had introduced

me to Narges Mohammadi, a
graduate from our university
and vice-president of the De-
fenders of Human Rights Centre.
I called her. She calmed me
down over the phone and gave
me the number of a lawyer. This

was the beginning of our friend-
ship.
I was the only young woman

among dozens of male activists
summoned to the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Court in Qazvin. “Do
you want to be like Narges Mo-
hammadi?” the court clerk asked
sarcastically. My lips curled into
a warm smile, and my eyes twin-
kled.
I was charged with “spreading

propaganda against the system”
and sentenced to a year in prison
in 2009. I was sentenced again
for similar charges in 2013 and
spent a total of two years in pris-
on.
But I did not want to tell you

so much about that as my vivid
memory of Narges in Evin Pris-
on. One day there was a commo-
tion in the corridor. The door to
the women’s ward opened, and I
saw her familiar face.
Narges had been arrested at

her house and brought to the
prison. To this day I think of it as
a kidnapping.
I looked into her eyes and re-

alized she was terribly anxious.
She was worried about her twins.
They didn’t have keys and might
be left outside the door after
school! Still, I couldn’t hide my
delight at seeing her. Dear Narg-
es, you were here!
Narges Mohammadi is an Ira-

nian journalist, renowned hu-
man-rights activist and women’s
rights defender. She has been ar-
rested six times over three dec-
ades of peaceful activism and

sentenced to four long prison
terms by the Islamic Revolution-
ary Court.
Right now, she is yet again in

Evin Prison, in solitary confine-
ment since her arrest last month
after she attended an event
marking the second anniversary
of the 2019 Bloody November
massacre in Iran.
She is subject to interrogation

for new charges related to her
campaign against solitary con-
finement and other activism and
will later start serving a previous
sentence of 30 months and 80
lashes for peaceful human-rights
activities.
She was targeted for her crit-

icism of laws against women.
Her struggle against the Islamic
regime’s systematic oppression
of women and ethnic and reli-
gious minorities. Her peaceful ef-
forts to abolish the death penal-
ty. Her peaceful efforts to raise
awareness and change patriarch-
al culture and customs in Iran.
Her efforts to abolish torture and
solitary confinement. Advocat-
ing justice for those killed and
injured in peaceful protests. Plus
dozens of other initiatives.
To me, Narges represents hu-

manity’s glory in a beautiful
soul. She is a ray of sunshine for
a brighter future. Her power to
keep up the fight has always as-
tounded me. She is a sort of su-
perwoman. Someone who has
been tortured and oppressed for
years. No one can recall anything
bad about her. I wonder how

many people in the world are so
brave, patient and loving. She
adores people. All of human-
kind.
While Narges was imprisoned

in 2015, her young children fled
to France. They haven’t hugged
or even seen their mother in
more than six years. Even after
Narges was released from prison
last year, the authorities barred
her from leaving the country,
even to see her children.
Narges stood up. She fought.

She dedicated her love for her
children to all people while car-
rying in her chest the great pain
of being separated from her
twins.
She wrote about the torture,

long-term solitary confinement,
cruel sentences, forced confes-
sions and executions of innocent
people.
She suffered neurological and

muscular paralysis in 2009 in
solitary confinement because of
the torture and horrific, stressful
situation she endured. She re-
mains sentenced to 80 lashes.
She will try not to break. She

is a human-rights fighter. What
about the rest of us? How can we
assist Narges in her struggle
against oppression and dark-
ness?
In 2016, I launched a #Free-

Narges campaign, supported by
several human-rights organiza-
tions, which helped secure her
release in 2020. I need others to
join me as I campaign to free
Narges once more.

We helped free human-rights activist Narges Mohammadi
from prison. She needs our help again.
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Iranian human-rights activist who
lives in Toronto. She was held in
solitary confinement for 67 days
during her imprisonment at Tehran’s
Evin Prison from 2013 to 2015.

To me, Narges
represents humanity’s
glory in a beautiful soul.
She is a ray of sunshine
for a brighter future. Her
power to keep up the

fight has always
astounded me.

T
he ugly truth is that the on-
lineworld is bothavaluable
source of information and

an enabler of hatred and racism.
Do Canadians care?
A new national survey for the

Canadian Race Relations Founda-
tion sheds light on where Cana-
dians stand today on the subject
of online hatred. At the heart of
the research findings is the view
that a majority of Canadians (58
per cent), regardless of age, gen-
der or region, believe that hateful
and racist online content is a ma-
jor problem in Canada, while on-
ly 11 per cent believe this is not a
problem at all.
Action toaddressonlinehate is

being taken by governments in
some countries. Australia is ini-
tiating “anti-troll” legislation to
make social-media platforms
more responsible, and Germany
is cracking down on online hate
speech, threatening to fine com-
panies as much as $73-million if
they do not remove “obviously il-
legal” content within 72 hours.
Canadians are also ready for

action when it comes to fighting
hatred, racism and discrimina-
tion. Almost four in five respon-
dents (79 per cent) support intro-
ducing legislation to combat seri-
ous forms of harmful online con-
tent. Faced with the trade-off
between fighting hate speech and
limiting free speech, people are
more than twice as likely toworry
about the impact of hate speech
and racism (56 per cent) than
about governments and social-
media companies limiting the
rights of citizens to express them-
selves and protecting the privacy
of users (21 per cent).
Social-media organizations are

in the sights of Canadians who
think they need to be more pro-
active and take on more respon-
sibility for what is said on their
platforms. About three in four
Canadians (76 per cent) support
making social-media platforms
legally responsible for the remov-
al of hateful and extremist con-
tent before it can doharm, and al-
most seven in 10 (68 per cent)
support requiring social-media
platforms to publicly provide da-
ta and information related to al-
gorithms, content moderation
and other information pertinent
to preserving the safety of online
spaces and preventing harm.

The twist is that the very same
social-media platforms that en-
able racist content and violent ac-
tion against racialized communi-
ties are also aweaponof transpar-
ency, capturing this undeniably
unacceptable behaviour.
The appetite for action is more

than just the regulation of social-
media platforms. Three in four
Canadians (75 per cent) support

(score of 7-10 out of 10) strength-
ening the Canadian Human
Rights Act and the Criminal Code
tomore effectively combatonline
hate.
Research suggests that Cana-

dians want concrete action
offline as well.
Canadians are four timesmore

likely to support the develop-
ment of a Black Canadians Justice

Strategy to address anti-Black
racism and discrimination in the
criminal justice system (55 per
cent) than oppose such a plan (12
per cent). Meanwhile, almost six
in 10 (58 per cent) support the
creation of an independent civil-
ian oversight body of the RCMP.
Of note, having dedicated hate

crime units in major cities is gen-
erally viewed positively. More
than seven in 10 Canadians (72
per cent) support ensuring that
all major cities have dedicated
hate crime units within local po-
lice forces, with about one in 20
people opposing the creation of
such units.
What does this all mean?
First, the appetite for action

against hatred and racism is sig-
nificant. Second, only about one
in 10 Canadians don’t see racism
asany sort ofproblemandare ret-
icent to see action.
The flip side is that, although

not a consensus opinion, major
swaths of the population see a
problem and are supportive of
concrete action inone formoran-
other.
Third, social-media platforms

with many inflammatory anony-
mous “voices” are seen as pulpits
for racism, hatred and the incite-
ment of violence. Canadians are
verymuch ready to hold these or-
ganizations to account and to re-
quire action, even at the cost of
some limitations on free speech.
To paraphrase the old adage, the
right to swing one’s fist ends at
another person’s nose.
The big questionmay verywell

be: Is this too much of a larger,
global problem to take on?
Perhaps.
Are the solutions that Cana-

dians support perfect? No.
How much real impact will

they have? It’s uncertain.
The alternative – doing noth-

ing – is not acceptable for a signif-
icant number of Canadians. Like
many things in life, the first step is
to recognize there is a problem.
The second step is to take re-

sponsibility, and the third step is
to start a real dialogue on a path
forward.
Canada is neither immune to

online hatred nor exceptional in
its existence.
We can, however, think about

the country and the society we
want to be and start that journey.

Nanos conducted an online
representative survey of 2,018
Canadians, 18 years of age or older,
between November 3rd to 8th, 2021.
The research was commissioned
by the Canadian Race Relations
Foundation and was conducted
by Nanos Research.

DATA DIVE WITH NIK NANOS

RECOGNIZING RACISM
A majority of Canadians, regardless of age, gender or region, believe that hateful and racist

online content is a major problem in Canada, a new national survey shows
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Hatred online: Where Canadians stand
TAKING IT SERIOUSLY

WHAT SOLUTIONS DO CANADIANS SUPPORT?

UNSURE

NOT A PROBLEMAVERAGEMAJOR PROBLEM

58% 1125 6

How big of a problem do you think hateful and racist online content and behaviour is in Canada?

6

UnsureOpposeNeutralSupport

Introducing legislation to combat serious forms of harmful online content

79% 14 4 3

Making social media platforms legally responsible for the removal of hateful and
extremist content before it can do harm

76% 15 6 3

Strengthening the Canadian Human Rights Act and the Criminal Code to more effectively combat online hate

75% 16 5 4

Ensuring that all major cities have dedicated hate crime units within local police forces

72% 18 6 4

Requiring social media platforms to publicly provide data and information related to algorithms, content
moderation, and other information pertinent to preserving the safety of online spaces and preventing harm

68% 19 6 7

Creating an independent civilian oversight body of the RCMP

58% 26 8 8

Developing a Black Canadians Justice Strategy to address anti-Black racism and discrimination
in the criminal justice system

Note: Numbers may not add up to 100 because of rounding.

55% 28 12 6

Of note, having
dedicated hate crime
units in major cities is
generally viewed

positively.
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