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Abstract

In 2017, Canada became the first country to advance a national artificial intelligence (Al) strategy.
In a now global race to adopt this technology, various stakeholders, including researchers and civil
society organizations, have questioned its fairness in immigration, highlighting colonial legacies
disguised as efficiency. These debates are particularly intense in the context of immigration deci-
sion-making due to the ethical and human rights implications, such as life-altering consequences
for migrants and refugees. This article critically examines partisan discourse on Al and the immi-
gration decisions on visa applications in Canada by analyzing parliamentary discussions.
Specifically, extracting House of Commons Debates (Hansard) between 2014 and 2024, we ana-
lyze this data using Critical Discourse Analysis with the help of computational text analysis tools,
including Voyant. We argue that while partisan differences exist in how Al is framed in Canada’s
legislative debates on immigration, these debates overall fail to systematically engage with the full
range of ethical and human rights implications, and continuing colonial legacies, embedded in the
concerns raised by many researchers and stakeholders about immigration and artificial intelligence.
Beyond the main argument, we observe that although some parties, like the Conservative Party,
engaged in criticism, their interventions resembled protest more than a policy response of a “gov-
ernment-in-waiting” prepared to govern.

Keywords: Partisan discourse, immigration, artificial intelligence, techno-optimism, techno-pes-
simism, Canada.

Résumé

En 2017, le Canada est devenu le premier pays a avoir élaborer une stratégie nationale en matiere
d’intelligence artificielle (IA). Dans une course désormais mondiale pour adopter cette technologie,
divers acteurs, notamment des chercheurs et des organisations de la société civile, ont remis en
question son équité dans le domaine de I'immigration, soulignant des héritages coloniaux dis-
simulés sous le couvert de I'efficacité. Ces débats sont particulierement vifs dans le contexte de la
prise de décision en matiére d’immigration, en raison des implications éthiques et des droits
humains, telles que les conséquences déterminantes pour la vie des migrants et des réfugiés. Cet
article examine de maniere critique le discours partisan sur I'lA et les décisions d’immigration
concernant les demandes de visa au Canada, en analysant les discussions parlementaires. Plus
précisément, en extrayant les Débats de la Chambre des communes (Hansard) entre 2014 et
2024, nous analysons ces données a I'aide de I'’Analyse critique du discours, soutenue par des
outils d'analyse textuelle computationnelle, y compris Voyant. Nous soutenons que, bien que des
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différences partisanes existent dans la maniére dont I'lA est présentée dans les débats législatifs
canadiens sur I'immigration, ces débats ne parviennent pas, dans I’ensemble, a aborder de maniére
systématique I'ensemble des implications éthiques et des droits humains, ainsi que les héritages
coloniaux persistants mis en lumiére par de nombreux chercheurs et intervenants au sujet de I'im-
migration et de I'intelligence artificielle. Au-dela de I'argument principal, nous observons que, bien
que certains partis, comme le Parti conservateur, aient formulé des critiques, leurs interventions
s’apparentaient davantage a une forme de protestation qu’a une réponse politique d’un « gouverne-
ment en attente » prét a gouverner.

Mots-clés : discours partisan, immigration, intelligence artificielle, techno-optimisme, techno-pes-
simisme, Canada.

XD

INTRODUCTION

The use of technologies in migration management is rapidly reshaping how states
surveil and oversee the movement of people for temporary or permanent settlement
(Broeders and Dijstelbloem 2016)." Although technologies such as artificial intelli-
gence (Al) are often presented as tools to increase efficiency, scholars and advocates
have warned that such technologies may jeopardize or sacrifice individuals’ funda-
mental rights (particularly privacy) and increase the vulnerability of marginalized
populations (Nalbandian 2022).

This discussion resonates with two opposing perspectives on technological gov-
ernance: techno-optimism and techno-pessimism. Techno-optimism, as defined by
Danaher (2022, 8), is “the stance that holds that technology plays a key role in ensur-
ing that the good prevails over the bad.” Conversely, techno-pessimism is more
about viewing that “the bad prevails over the good” (Prescott, as cited in Danaher
2022, 3). Danaher further argues that techno-optimism can only be intellectually
defensible if it incorporates an agency-based perspective, acknowledging that
humans possess the power to influence and shape technological outcomes.

Building on such debates around techno-optimism and techno-pessimism, the
Canadian case vividly illustrates how these competing visions manifest in practice.
Moreover, given that immigration has historically played a central role in Canada’s
evolution as a settler colony (Abu-Laban 2021; 2024), the introduction of Al into
immigration management has the potential to reproduce and exacerbate systemic
discrimination, and “transform migration into a site of potential criminality”
(Molnar 2020, 34). Al in migration, therefore, must be understood not simply as
techno-solutionism but as an arena of power and control, discretion, and contested
inclusion—where optimism and pessimism collide and shape real-world outcomes.

Against this backdrop, this article asks: how have Canadian political parties
represented in the House of Commons debated the role of Al and immigration
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management between 2014 and 2024? Specifically, we treat and analyze this ten-year
period as one dataset, without temporal or chronological variation, to assess how
parties frame AI’s implications for immigration management, ethics and human
rights. We argue that debates as reflected in the Canadian House of Commons have
largely failed to engage with the structural critiques raised by many scholars and civil
society actors—especially concerns about racism, exclusion, and the reproduction of
colonial logics in technologically mediated migration management. What stands out
is that “[d]espite Al governance rising internationally," there is no enforcible legisla-
tion[...] nor has the [Immigration and Refugee Protection Act] been amended to
govern Al uses in the immigration context.” (Lehal 2025, 2).

In what follows, we proceed in two parts. First, we outline the ethical and human
rights concerns associated with Al and immigration, both globally and within
Canada, drawing on government reports, civil society publications, and scholarly lit-
erature. Second, following a discussion of methodology, we analyze partisan dis-
course in House of Commons debates, identifying key discourses around Al and
immigration. Here, we move beyond policy design to examine techno-optimism and
techno-pessimism as discursive strategies. The article shows that these stances res-
onate because they are embedded within each party’s broader political identity and
values. Yet, beyond rhetoric, we found no evidence of any party advancing concrete
alternatives for the practical governance of technology or for mitigating its risks.
Although some parties, like the Conservative Party, engaged in criticism, this alone
does not amount to an adequate policy response. Their interventions resembled
protest more than the posture of a “government-in-waiting” prepared to govern.

PART ONE: Al GOVERNANCE AND IMMIGRATION: THE ETHICAL AND HUMAN
RIGHTS DIMENSIONS

Scholarship on Al governance has expanded rapidly in recent years, reflecting grow-
ing concerns over the technology’s implications for human rights and social justice.
Birkstedt et al. (2023, 133) define Al governance as “a system of rules, practices and
processes” designed to ensure that Al aligns with legal, ethical, and strategic goals.
Similarly, drawing on various literatures, Attard-Frost, Brandusescu, and Lyons
(2024, 2) emphasize Al governance as a means to “maximize various types of bene-
ficial impacts” while minimizing “harmful impacts.”

However, we situate these definitions within the lack of a “unified global regu-
latory regime” (Molnar 2020, 3) that has prompted calls for stronger oversight. For
example, in 2023, United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker
Tiirk described Al regulation as “one of the most pressing” challenges currently
“faced by society, governments and the private sector” (United Nations, Office of the
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United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 2023, para. 4). At the 2024
Group of Seven (G7) summit of economically powerful states—including Canada—
the late Pope Francis urged leaders that Al must never dominate humanity (Reuters
2024). At its 2025 meeting in Alberta, Canada, the G7, in its statement, underscored
Al for prosperity and the importance of “respecting human rights and privacy” (G7
2025, para. 6)

Despite these calls for caution, Canada’s inaugural Minister of Al and Digital
Innovation, Evan Solomon, has voiced concerns that “other states will leapfrog
ahead of [Canada] on a competitive advantage” in the field of AI (McLauchlan 2025,
para. 13). At Toronto Tech Week, after the 2025 G7 meeting, he advocated for a
“light, tight, [and] right” regulatory approach (Scott 2025, para. 8).

To expand on the foregoing discussion, Amnesty International (2024b) warns
that digital border infrastructures often originate in security contexts and subject
migrants to criminalization and surveillance, undermining their rights to asylum
and mobility. Technologies in immigration that prioritize efficiency over fairness
risk reinforcing what Abu-Laban, Tungohan, and Gabriel (2023) highlight as racial
and gender exclusions owing to Canada’s settler-colonial foundation. This comes
despite the celebration of “the expansion of rights to immigrant groups previously
excluded from access to territory and citizenship” (Ellermann 2019, 2463) and has
intensified in the wake of global developments, including the COVID-19 pandemic
(Triandafyllidou and Yeoh 2023), rising populism (Pickup et al. 2023), and new
technological transformations (Triandafyllidou et al. 2024).

In light of these dynamics identified in the literature and by human rights organ-
izations, it is crucial to understand how technologies are deployed within Canada’s
immigration system, and their results. By March 24, 2022, the federal department of
Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) noted it had adopted various
advanced data analytics systems to help manage immigration visa applications, aim-
ing to improve processing speed and efficiency under the Liberal government
(Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) 2022c¢). However, as we will
elaborate further, there is ongoing debate about whether these systems incorporate Al
in a strict sense, and considerable concern persists regarding bias and human rights
risks in decision-making processes (Amnesty International 2018).

One of the most controversial technological developments in visa application
tools within Canadian immigration management is a system called Chinook.
According to IRCC, Chinook is an Excel-based tool developed in 2018 and launched
in 2019 to increase the efficiency in processing temporary resident applications, such
as study permits (IRCC 2022a).

Ostensibly, in December 2020, IRCC documented that after using Chinook there
was an 18-30% gain in efficiency in overseas offices because officers were
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supported to process hundreds of applications simultaneously through modular spread-
sheets (IRCC 2022a). Thus, for the Liberal government, Chinook reflects an outcome
that warrants techno-optimism, or in other words, a source of hope that is promising for
governance (Avle et al. 2020). This optimism celebrates speed and administrative mod-
ernization and techno-solutionism. However, in sharp contrast, critics highlight
Chinook’s “shady and opaque” coding practices and “black-boxing problem,” which
serve to blur “lines of accountability” (Chartier-Edwards et al. 2024, 765-71).

Interestingly, IRCC insists that Chinook merely displays data and does not employ
artificial intelligence (IRCC 2022a). Others, like Canadian immigration lawyer Will
Tao (2022a), argue that Chinook is Al. Numerous critics, such Steinman and
Barandereka (2023), Tao (2022a, 2022b), and Ziaie (2021), highlight concerns about
fairness when technologies such as Chinook are implemented in the immigration sec-
tor. Such a critical analysis of Chinook aligns with broader critiques by Karas and Goel
(2023), who stress the concerns of transparency and accountability in Canada’s adop-
tion of Al-based technologies for immigration. Moreover, as the federal government
itself acknowledges, several federal court rulings have linked Chinook to AI (IRCC
2024). In combination, this leads us to stress the legal claim that Chinook is Al and to
critically question the government’s lack of transparency regarding Chinook, irrespec-
tive of the government’s denial that Chinook represents an Al system.

It is important to note that some official evidence shows that such tools are not
neutral in Canada. For instance, the report of the Standing Committee on
Citizenship and Immigration highlights significant disparities in approval rates
from Chinook across different applicant groups, leading the committee chaired by
Liberal MP Salma Zahid to recommend an “[i]ndependent [a]ssessment of
Chinook, [e]-tools and [a]rtificial [i]ntelligence” (Parliament, House of Commons,
Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration 2022a, 49). Additionally, on
study permits, the same report reveals that “in 2021, 72% of students applying from
African countries with significant French[-speaking] populations were rejected [...]
similarly, visa officers rejected 68% of students applying from African countries with
significant English[-speaking] populations” (Parliament, House of Commons,
Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration 2022a, 23). Based on 2021
IRCC data, the approval rate of study permits for applicants from countries such as
Afghanistan (10%) and Somalia (14%) was significantly lower compared to coun-
tries such as Germany (96%) and Denmark (99%) (IRCC 2022b). In 2022, the Al
and Law Chair at the University of Calgary, Gideon Christian, argued before the
Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration, that “racist Al [is] making
immigration decisions” and that “any use of Al technology by IRCC should be sub-
ject to external scrutiny” (Parliament, House of Commons, Standing Committee on
Citizenship and Immigration 2022b, 3).



54 | Canadian Ethnic Studies/Etudes ethniques au Canada

Rapid developments and documented patterns of bias and exclusion in tools
like Chinook underscore the urgent need to continually examine Canada’s broader
Al governance landscape. The overall governance of Al in Canada, along with its
associated policy responses, is thoroughly examined in 84 initiatives in Canada by
Attard-Frost et al. (2024) and found wanting. While Canada was the first country to
implement a national Al strategy in 2017, suggesting commitment to Al governance,
they find that there is “little focus on developing ethics statements or standards,”
underscoring a critical gap between techno-optimism and ethical oversight (Attard-
Frost et al. 2024, 1).

One of the main legislative attempts to regulate Al in Canada was the Artificial
Intelligence and Data Act (AIDA), introduced as a part of Bill C-27 in 2022, officially
known as the Digital Charter Implementation Act (Innovation, Science and Economic
Development Canada 2023). AIDA sought to ensure the non-discriminatory and
responsible deployment of Al (Innovation, Science and Economic Development
Canada 2024). It went through second reading in April 2023 and was still being con-
sidered by committee in the House of Commons when Parliament was prorogued fol-
lowing Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s resignation in January 2025, effectively
terminating AIDA (Arai 2025). The Carney Liberal government has no plans for res-
urrecting AIDA but instead “are considering which aspects of AIDA to carry forward
as they develop an updated regulatory framework for AI” (Scott 2025, para. 7).

Building upon the above, AIDA, as scholars like Attard-Frost (2025, para. 3)
note, “will be remembered by many as a national Al legislation failure, and in its
absence, the future of Canadian Al regulation is now uncertain.” Although AIDA
died (Castaldo 2025), it is telling to observe that Amnesty International Canada’s
2024 review of proposed changes contained in AIDA found inadequacies leading
them to reject inclusion of AIDA in Bill C-27. As they put it: “Amnesty International
Canada believes that Canada’s proposed AIDA is failing in its primary responsibility
to protect human rights in the face of recent developments in AI” (Amnesty
International Canada 2024a, 1). This overlaps with Attard-Frost’s observation (2023,
para 15-30) of the many “[o]pen letters and petitions from groups concerned that
AIDA fails to protect human rights, privacy,” and that such “top-down Al gover-
nance regimes of state and industry power often fail to serve the interests of margin-
alized communities” Amnesty International Canada (2024a) advocates instead for
meaningful transparency, and effective accountability mechanisms, which include
imposing non-administrative penalties and authorizing individual remedies for
harm or rights violations, providing for periodic parliamentary reviews, and estab-
lishing simplified rights and remedies for individuals impacted by Al systems.

Another critical aspect of Al regulation concerns the oversight of technologies,
such as Al, in immigration, particularly in the management of visa applications.
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Various approaches have been proposed, including the human-in-the-loop (HITL)
model and Ethics-by-Design (EbD) framework. HITL approaches integrate human
involvement into Al-driven decision-making to mitigate risks (Agudo et al. 2024).
While proponents claim that such oversight enhances “accuracy, objectivity, and
consistency” (Green 2022, 2), in practice it often fails because humans are poorly
positioned to intervene meaningfully at a critical stage, especially when there is an
“emergency situation at the last minute” (Elish 2019, 50).

In immigration systems, if an Al system scores visa applications, but a human
officer must review and approve each decision before it is finalized, that is a HITL
system. To elaborate, in Canada’s Chinook, the presence of risk flags and automated
refusal templates illustrates how HITL can potentially transform oversight into mere
ritual, enabling what some scholars cite as “automation complacency” and “respon-
sibility gaps” (Cornelissen et al. 2022, 2) that may ultimately reinforce settler-colo-
nial logics of racialized exclusion.

EbD aims “to incorporate ethical principles into the development process, allow-
ing that ethical issues are addressed as early as possible and followed up closely during
research activities” (European Commission 2021, 3). Principles like freedom, privacy,
fairness and even well-being, along with transparency and accountability, are directly
embedded into systems architecture from outset (Brey and Dainow 2023). In other
words, EbD integrates ethical principles from the earliest stages to prevent problems
rather than fixing them later to ensure continuous monitoring of ethical issues
(European Commission 2021). Essentially, it entails building AI systems that respect
autonomy and human dignity, ensure data privacy and non-discrimination, prevent
harm, maximize transparency, and maintain human oversight and accountability
throughout their lifecycle (European Commission 2021). Applied to immigration, it
might involve creating an Al visa screening system which avoids using biased training
data from the outset, ensuring explainability of decisions, and including auditability
features, regardless of whether a human is involved in the final step.

While promising, EbD applications face practical challenges such as “how ethics
can be effectively embedded” (Nussbaumer et al. 2021, 37). Nevertheless, EbD offers
a more sustainable approach to Al governance, shifting from reactive human over-
sight to proactive ethical system design, and thereby potentially addressing bias and
injustice at their source rather than as an afterthought. Indeed Steven Meurrens
(2022, as cited in Parliament, House of Commons, the Standing Committee on
Citizenship and Immigration 2022b, 2), a Vancouver-based Canadian immigration
lawyer, told the House of Commons that ongoing parliamentary “insight and over-
sight” is needed to ensure that Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada “pub-
lish information that reflects what is actually happening rather than what the
government’s or the department’s goals are.”
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Given the wide-ranging issues raised by scholars and stakeholders about Al and
immigration, as well as the uneven nature of official (governmental) information on
specific technologies in immigration management, it becomes relevant to look at the
wider political system. In this regard, examining partisan discourse on Al and immi-
gration in Canada becomes crucial.

PART TwO: RESEARCH METHODS, ANALYSIS, AND FINDINGS

Our inquiry is inductive, emerging from initial observations suggesting that the
Liberal Party tends to adopt a techno-optimist stance, evident in initiatives like
Canada’s Digital Ambition 2023-24 (Treasury Board of Canada 2025). We were open
to discovering a range of discourses across party lines. Our research question concern-
ing how political parties discuss immigration and artificial intelligence stems from a
gap in consideration of how issues like racial bias, accountability gaps, and the erosion
of human rights protections are addressed in formal politics, like parliaments. As key
mediators between state institutions and the public or societal interests, parliamentary
actors play a vital role in framing technological adoption. Thus, by analyzing parlia-
mentary speeches, this research seeks to investigate how Canadian political parties dis-
cuss, frame, and contest the use of Al and immigration management, rather than
starting with a fixed and testable hypothesis about partisan differences.

DATA COLLECTION

The Canadian Hansard (transcripts of parliamentary debates) for The House of
Commons is available online at ourcommons.ca.” The Linked Parliamentary Data
Project (LiPaD) (Beelen et al. 2017) is another prominent dataset of the debates, pub-
lished for research purposes with high quality data, but is limited by the fact it only
includes data up to 2019. The LiPaD project credits openparliament.ca,’ a freely avail-
able, searchable online database of the parliamentary debates run independently by
Michael Mulley.* We used the data provided by Mulley for practical purposes instead
of ourcommons.ca or LiPaD. This dataset contains additional metadata that is useful
for our analysis. We verified the quality and accuracy of the provided dataset manu-
ally by randomly sampling speeches and verifying against ourcommons.ca.

We collected a total of 386,152 speeches from January 2014 to December 2024
from OpenParliament.ca. In addition to the actual text for each speech, we also pre-
served the speaker’s name, party, riding, language (English or French), date, topic,
subtopic, and URL for analysis.

While an event-focused approach (e.g., analyzing debates during specific
moments, events or crises) can provide in-depth insight into party positions during
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critical temporal junctures, we intentionally adopt a longitudinal design covering
2014-2024. This broader scope enables us to understand whether party positions
reflect consistent patterns of discourse or whether they are primarily reactive to
crises.

DATA FILTERING

From the larger corpus of 386,152 speeches, we focused on identifying only those
speeches relevant to our inquiry. To do this, we developed a lexical framework con-
sisting of a set of concepts related to our research topic (e.g., “Al and immigration,”
“Al and human rights,” etc.).” We designed an extraction rule for each of these con-
cepts. The extraction rules employed case-insensitive, exact string matching with
Boolean operators (AND, OR) to filter subsets of data. For example, to find speeches
related to “Al and immigration,” we identified all speeches where both “AI” and
“immigration” are mentioned by using the Boolean operator “AND.” Hence, the
extraction rule was written as “AI” AND “immigration.”

DATA PREPARATION AND METHODOLOGY

The filtered speeches were organized into three analytical notebooks: Al and immi-
gration, Al and human rights, and Al and ethics.® Each notebook grouped speeches
by party (and subsequently by year), containing distinct documents—one for each
political party represented in the House of Commons during this period (the Liberal
Party, the Conservative Party, the New Democratic Party, the Bloc Québécois, and
the Green Party). The three notebooks allowed for a structured comparison that
highlights key narratives across party lines while also accounting for similarities and
contradictions in party discourse and framing.

We performed our data analysis in the notebooks using Voyant (voyant-
tools.org), a web-based computational text analysis tool.” Voyant facilitated multiple
analytical techniques, including topic modelling, the identification of distinctive
words for each party using term frequency-inverse document frequency (TF-IDF), a
statistical measure used to evaluate how important a word is to a document in a col-
lection by downweighting common terms and emphasizing unique ones (see Jain
2024), collocate analysis (examining words found in proximity to each keyword
(Sinclair and Rockwell 2025) and measuring document length).

To read the collocates, and since we examine how political parties represent and
use language when debating the use of Al and immigration, we adopted Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA). Other studies have employed this analytical approach in
the context of parliamentary debates (see Kronick and Rousseau 2015). Following
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Blommaert and Bulcaen (2000, 448), using CDA helps us to state that discourse “is
socially constitutive as well as socially conditioned” with CDA making more visible
the ways in which discourse is embedded in power.

In this study, we understand discourse as a structured mode of speaking that
constructs and legitimizes social realities (Fairclough 1992; Foucault 1972; Kronick
and Rousseau 2015). Operationally, we define discourses through recurring the-
matic patterns, key lexical choices, and argumentative framings within parliamen-
tary speeches. Discourse here refers to structured ways of talking that shape
understandings of policy, identity, and governance.

Below, we first present descriptive trends in AI mentions between 2014 and
2024 to contextualize overall parliamentary attention. We then compare party-spe-
cific rhetoric, focusing on how Al and immigration is framed (e.g., techno-opti-

mism, techno-pessimism).

ANALYSIS AND DI1SCUSSION

As depicted in Figure 1, our analysis revealed a notable increase in references to “arti-
ficial intelligence” and “AI” in Canadian political party speeches, particularly after
2017, when the Liberal government introduced the Pan-Canadian Al Strategy.

In such discussion, parties frequently reference “technology” in the context of
immigration but rarely use other terms such as “advanced digital technologies.” In

Al + Artificial Intelligence
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Figure 1. Frequency of Al-related speeches in the House of Commons (2014-2024). Note: the
authors generated this figure from the Parliamentary speeches by using Python.
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fact, a keyword search for “advanced digital technologies” AND “immigration” pro-
duced no results, while “technology” AND “immigration” yielded 251 instances, and
“AI” AND “immigration” returned only 28 results. This result suggests that
Canadian political parties discuss immigration-related technological issues in broad,
often vague terms, primarily using the general word “technology” rather than more
precise terminology like “advanced digital technologies” or “AL.” The limited use of
specific terms indicates a lack of technical precision and perhaps a limited depth of
engagement with the complexities and implications of emerging technologies in
immigration management. Such trends are further interpreted in the party-based
analysis section.

We begin with the Liberal Party, as it held power during most of the studied
period and thus most significantly shaped discussions. We then move to the
Conservative Party as the Official Opposition, followed by parties with official sta-
tus—the New Democratic Party and the Bloc Québécois—and lastly the Green
Party. Within each party section, we discuss overarching discourse themes, examine
key terms and distinctive keywords (identified through TF-IDF analysis), and illus-
trate them with selected excerpts. Excerpts were selected to ensure diversity in topics,
years, and speakers, aiming to reflect a broad range of parliamentary discourse.

The discourse of Canadian political parties reveals stark partisan disparities in
both engagement and framing. Table 1 outlines the key themes that guide our analy-
sis of party discourse and their implications for Al and immigration.

THE LIBERAL PARTY AND TECHNO-OPTIMISM

The Liberal Party referenced AI more frequently than other political parties (see
Figure 2). It also led discussions on Al and immigration with 24,802 words, followed
by the Conservative Party with 8,417 words. As Bick et al. (2019) emphasize, ruling
parties often dominate legislative debates due to their agenda-setting power. In a
multiparty system, the official opposition plays the leading role among opposition
parties in the legislature.

The Liberal Party has primarily framed its discourse on Al and immigration
around themes of modernization and efficiency. Its distinctive words (measured
by TE-IDF) include “research,” “science,” “researchers,” and “scientists,” reflecting a
pro-research and development policy framework that positions Al as a catalyst for
scientific innovation and national progress. This focus further underscores Al’s per-
ceived role in fostering economic growth and techno-solutionism.

On the aforementioned technocratic framing, Marie-France Lalonde, the then
Liberal Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Immigration, emphasized that
Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) employs Al in immigration



60 |

Canadian Ethnic Studies/Etudes ethniques au Canada

TABLE 1. Major partisan perspectives on Al and immigration and their influence on

immigration management. Source: Based on the authors’ analysis

Political Party Perspective How It Affects AI
and Immigration Discourse
Liberal Techno-optimist: viewing Al as | Al is framed as a driver of innovation
scientific innovation, national | and modernization, with privacy,
progress, and a governance bias, and surveillance concerns
(or modernization) tool treated as secondary. This aligns
with Danaher (2022, 8) that “the
good prevails over the bad”
Conservative Techno-pessimist: framing Al as | Al should not infringe on privacy
a privacy risk and surveillance | or individual freedoms; national
threat security risks must be managed. This
aligns with Prescott (as cited in
Danaher 2022, 3) that “the bad
prevails over the good”
NDP Skepticism and cautious about | Al should not reinforce inequalities;

human rights issues

it needs ethical regulation

Bloc Québécois

Neutral but still critical: Al
needs strong privacy protections
and sensitivity to the context of
Quebec

Al regulation, such as Bill C-27
should not prioritize industry over
citizen protections or public services.
Also, AT was discussed within the
context of Quebec’s autonomy and
international human rights

Green

Largely quiet

No direct influence on Al and
immigration management
discussions in the House of
Commons

Liberal

count

Green

Bloc

Conservative

NDP

Figure 2. Al mentions by different parties (2014-2024). Note: the authors generated this figure
from the Parliamentary speeches by using Python.
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“to triage client enquiries and to identify routine and straightforward applications,”
while ensuring that “the automated tools never refuse or recommend refusing appli-
cations” (House of Commons Debates 2023a, 16001). This framing also aligns with
the Liberal government’s broader digital transformation agenda, specifically
Canada’s Digital Ambition 2023-24 that centres on providing secure and modern
digital services and maximizing effectiveness (Treasury Board of Canada 2025).

Earlier Liberal statements similarly conveyed this spirit of techno-optimism. Bill
Morneau, the Liberal Minister of Finance, described Al’s transformative potential
across industries as a reality that “we cannot ignore” (House of Commons Debates
2017a, 10700). Ruby Sahota, the Liberal MP for Brampton North, also expressed
excitement, noting that: “budget 2017 has announcements about AI” and framing
these as “jobs of the future” as well as “jobs of today” (House of Commons Debates
2017b, 10170). This rhetoric reflects a broader Liberal narrative that frames Al as a
force of progress.

Regarding discussions about Al and ethics, Francesco Sorbara, the then Liberal
MP for Vaughan—Woodbridge, Ontario, underscored the importance of having a
General Data Protection Regulation, such as the proposed, now defunct, AIDA (House
of Commons Debates 2022a). Sorbara argued that such data protection measures are
essential to ensuring the “responsible use of AI” (House of Commons Debates 2023a,
10094). His enthusiasm for technology was also evidenced when he stated:

Canadians are also optimistic about the future benefits of Al For example, a recent study
by Nanos Research on behalf of Innovation, Science and Economic Development
Canada shows that Canadians are almost seven times more likely to say that the impact
of AT will be very positive rather than very unfavourable. However, stakeholders have also
expressed a range of concerns regarding Al and automated decision-making systems
(House of Commons Debates 2022a, 20094).

While some Liberal interventions acknowledge privacy concerns, they do not
systematically and consistently address how AI may reinforce racialized exclusions
within immigration management, and they tend to focus primarily on regulatory
mechanisms such as AIDA, as a safeguard against Al risks.

The Liberal Party generally supports Al regulation but has faced criticism for
inconsistencies in its implementation. Rob Oliphant, the Parliamentary Secretary to
the Minister of Foreign Affairs, mentioned ADs ethical risks, yet expressed optimism
about its potential, asking: “Is there [...] a way we can get this right, to use Al for good
as well as making sure it is governed well?” (House of Commons Debates 2023b, 13218).
His statement reflects a desire to balance innovation with ethical considerations.

While no data were extracted in 2025, as noted, the new Liberal government
under Mark Carney publicly acknowledged that it is no longer interested in AIDA as
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a holistic act (see Scott 2025). Beyond the developments of 2025, the Conservative
Party, as we will show, has already argued that Liberal policies tend to prioritize effi-
ciency over privacy.

THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY AND TECHNO-PESSIMISM

Some Conservative members have acted as vocal critics of Al technologies in immi-
gration, particularly regarding transparency and oversight. For example, the
Conservative party’s distinctive words (measured by TF-IDF) include “Canadians,”
“privacy,” “gatekeepers,” and “legislation.”

One way that the gatekeeper theme showed up was in positioning the
Conservatives as more open to immigration than the Liberals. Conservative MP
Stephanie Kusie (House of Commons Debates 2023c, 13933), representing Calgary
Midnapore, stated: “the official opposition’s desire to get rid of the gatekeepers is our
unique idea to bring home doctors and nurses.” Similarly, Glen Motz, a Conservative
MP representing Medicine Hat—Cardston—Warner in Alberta, highlighted the
party’s pro-immigration stance, noting that:

There was higher immigration under Conservative governments, after Liberal govern-
ments’ cuts in levels. In 1993, immigration levels reached a peak and then were severely
cut for many years thereafter. Under Conservative governments, we saw a higher level of
immigration. For example, the average level under Conservative governments from 1993
to 2015 was 257,830. By contrast, Liberal governments averaged only 220,000 in the same
time frame when in government. There were 20% more immigrants admitted under
Conservatives than past Liberal governments. Over 10 years of Conservative govern-
ment, we admitted 2,579,494 people. By contrast, the Liberals over a 10-year period only
saw 2,171,987 immigrants come to Canada (House of Commons Debates 2018, 19760).

The Conservative Party also expressed pessimism about the fairness of technol-
ogy, stressing possible algorithmic bias in immigration systems. Brad Redekopp, the
Conservative MP from Saskatoon West, criticized Chinook, arguing that it was
introduced in-house by “bureaucrats” and stating:

I know first-hand the dangers of unregulated Al systems interfering in our day-to-day
lives. On the immigration committee, we have studied this issue and looked at how
Canada’s immigration department is using Chinook, a so-called e-tool to help IRCC
bureaucrats assess applications in bulk form. This AI program was introduced in-house
by these bureaucrats, which means the software’s algorithms are beholden to the beliefs
of its creators (House of Commons Debates 2023d, 12022).

Redekopp also mentions (a) a “culture of racism within the department,” refer-
ring to IRCC, and (b) the absence of “outside consultation” in developing Chinook
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(House of Commons Debates 2023d, 12022). This critique somewhat aligns with
Amnesty International Canada’s (2024a) findings on bias in Canadian immigration
Al tools, particularly in the rejection of visa applications from racialized applicants.

The party’s pessimist stance raises questions about whether their critique was
driven by genuine policy concerns or simply political opposition to the governing
party, which included Liberal-led Al initiatives. Proksch and Slapin (2012) argue
that opposition parties engage more actively in specific policy areas to hold the gov-
ernment accountable. This arguably underscores why, in discussions on ethics and
Al the Conservative corpus is the most extensive, comprising 25,669 words.

Conservative MPs have highlighted racial and gender biases embedded in Al
systems and have been particularly vocal in their critiques of Al’s role in undermin-
ing civil liberties and privacy protections. Their concerns frequently reference the
unauthorized use of Clearview Al—an American facial recognition company that
provides software primarily to law enforcement and other government agencies—by
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (Tunney 2021).

Conservative MP James Bezan, the shadow Minister of National Defence of
Canada representing Selkirk—Interlake—Eastman, Manitoba, mentioned Bill C-27,
also known as the Digital Charter Implementation Act 2022, “falls short on what
needs to happen to protect privacy” (House of Commons Debates 2022a, 10097).
Notably, Bill C-27 is one of the foundational frameworks for Al regulation in Canada,
particularly through the AIDA. Additionally, Ryan Williams, the then Conservative
MP from Bay of Quinte, Ontario, emphasized that “transparency and accountability
should be at the forefront of Al development, ensuring that individuals have control
over their own information” (House of Commons Debates 2023e, 16093).

The Conservative Party balances some aspects of human rights considerations
with national security concerns, particularly regarding foreign interference and pri-
vacy. Bezan warned against “using artificial intelligence to profile and identify people
using mass surveillance techniques,” referring to Clearview Al (House of Commons
Debates 2022a, 10097). This position aligns with broader Conservative concerns
over digital privacy, emphasizing that Bill C-27 “falls way short” in addressing these
risks (House of Commons Debates 2022a, 10098).

Similarly, Williams highlighted concerns about algorithmic bias in facial recog-
nition systems such as Clearview Al (House of Commons Debates 2023e, 16093).
Williams acknowledged that “Al systems, while designed to learn and improve, can
also develop biases,” emphasizing the need for stricter oversight (House of
Commons Debates 2023e, 16093). However, there has been no discussion of specific
oversight mechanisms. For example, the Conservative Party has not debated the
incorporation of concepts such as HITL or EbD per se.
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THE NEW DEMOCRATIC PARTY (NDP) AND CAUTIOUS ADVOCACY FOR
HUMAN RIGHTS

In the context of the immigration and Al discourse, the New Democratic Party’s
(NDP) contribution comprises 5,086 words, exceeding that of the Bloc Québécois
(2,225 words), and the Green Party (217 words). While the NDP’s engagement
remains limited compared to the Liberal and Conservative parties, the NDP’s dis-
course emphasizes regulations. This focus is reflected in their distinctive keywords
(TF-IDF), which include words like “amendments” and “regulations.”

Jenny Kwan, the NDP MP for Vancouver East, cited the Auditor General’s find-
ings that Al exacerbates racial disparities, particularly for visa applicants from sub-
Saharan Africa and Haiti (House of Commons Debates 20231, 17779). Kwan further
warned that “new Al tools discriminately double wait times for Haitian citizens.”

NDP MPs have also raised concerns about racial and gender biases embedded
in Al systems. While the NDP’s contributions on Al and ethics are relatively limited
compared to other parties (4,563 words), their interventions emphasize the social
risks posed by emerging technologies. Matthew Green, the then NDP MP from
Hamilton Centre, cited testimony indicating:

Witnesses like Cynthia Khoo from the Center on Privacy and Technology at Georgetown
Law School, Angelina Wang and Christelle Tessono from Princeton University made it
clear that facial recognition technology is 100 times more likely to misidentify Black and
Asian individuals. For darker-skinned women, the misidentification rate can exceed one
in three (House of Commons Debates 2024a, 26468).

Such testimonies warn that these inaccuracies risk entrenching systemic dis-
crimination. NDP MPs have additionally expressed skepticism regarding Canada’s
regulatory capacity to manage the ethical risks associated with Al. Matthew Green
emphasized the need for a regulatory framework grounded in “equity, accountability
and human rights” (House of Commons Debates 2024a, 26468). Similarly, Charlie
Angus, the then NDP MP for Timmins—James Bay, characterized Al surveillance as
a direct threat to civil liberties, underscoring the “right not to be tracked”(House of
Commons Debates 2024b, 23445). Angus further emphasized the need to protect
privacy in light of “the failure of the government to address the privacy rights of cit-
izens and the right to privacy as a fundamental right” (House of Commons Debates
2024b, 23445). This discussion is closely related to questions concerning the regula-
tion of Al and the interpretation of human rights in light of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in the age of artificial intelligence.

On the topic of Al and human rights, the NDP links AI governance to broader
social justice concerns, including labour rights, economic inequality, and racial dis-
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crimination. Brian Masse, the then NDP MP for Windsor West, called for a “Digital
Bill of Rights” and raised concerns about Canada’s inadequate privacy protections,
emphasizing that digital rights must be treated as fundamental human rights (House
of Commons Debates 2020a, 2297). Masse asserted that “people’s online presence
and the digital footprint they leave [...] is just as important as their physically
enshrined rights” (House of Commons Debates 2020a, 2297).

Similarly, Peter Julian, the then NDP MP for New Westminster—Burnaby in
British Columbia, addressed concerns about facial recognition technology. Julian
underscored a recommendation that “[t]he Government of Canada update the
Canadian Human Rights Act to ensure that it applies to discrimination caused by the
use of facial recognition technology and other artificial intelligence technologies”
(House of Commons Debates 2024c, 27175). Green warned that “facial recognition
[...] misidentify Black and Asian individuals,” highlighting how Al bias could dis-
proportionately harm racialized immigrants, potentially resulting in wrongful
detentions or deportations (House of Commons Debates 2024a, 26468).

THE BLOC QUEBECOIS AND CRITICAL NEUTRALITY ON Al

The Bloc Québécois™ distinctive keywords (TF-IDF) include “québécois,” “bloc,”
“uighurs,” and “uighur.” These keywords highlight that the Bloc has framed Al and
immigration within the context of Quebec’s distinctiveness and skepticism toward
federal control.

While the Bloc supports Al regulation to ensure ethical use, the party criticized
Bill C-27, officially known as the Digital Charter Implementation Act 2022, for pri-
oritizing industry growth over citizen protections. René Villemure, the then Bloc MP
representing Trois-Rivieres, expressed concerns about AT’s role in policing and sur-
veillance, warning against the unchecked deployment of such technology because “it
does not always work perfectly” (House of Commons Debates 2024a, 26457).

The Bloc Québécois has also advocated for stronger public-sector data protec-
tions. Sébastien Lemire, the Bloc MP for Abitibi—Témiscamingue, Quebec, criti-
cized Bill C-27 for focusing exclusively on private-sector data governance, stating
that “[p]ublic services, however, are not covered by this bill” (House of Commons
Debates 2022a, 10108). In this context, Lemire refers specifically to federal public
services, such as the Canada Revenue Agency and The Canada Emergency Response
Benefit, highlighting skepticism about federal data governance and arguing that Bill
C-27 fails to address privacy protections in federally administered public programs.
This critique also reflects broader Bloc Québécois concerns about federal oversight
and Quebec’s jurisdiction over privacy.

Regarding Al and human rights, Alexis Brunelle-Duceppe, the Bloc MP repre-
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senting Lac-Saint-Jean, Quebec, strongly supported Motion No. 62, which called for
the resettlement of Uighur and Turkic Muslim refugees from China (House of
Commons Debates 2022b). Brunelle-Duceppe argued that “nobody can plead igno-
rance” regarding the persecution of Uighurs, framing Canada’s immigration practices
as a moral obligation to protect those fleeing Al-driven surveillance and repression
(House of Commons Debates 2022b, 8920). Similarly, Kristina Michaud, the then
Bloc MP for Avignon-La Mitis—Matane—Matapédia, warned that “the Chinese
Communist Party will continue to assert itself more aggressively” (House of
Commons Debates 2020a, 2020b). The Bloc’s engagement has framed immigration as
a response to international human rights abuses, particularly in authoritarian states.

GREEN PARTY: QUIET ON ETHICS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

The Green Party has contributed minimally to debates on Al and immigration in the
House of Commons, reflecting the fact that they did not have many elected officials.
However, Elizabeth May, the leader and MP for Saanich—Gulf Islands, emphasized the
need for increased immigration levels to address labour shortages (House of Commons
Debates 2022c). May stated, “We could do far more to prepare for artificial intelligence
by moving to a guaranteed livable income as quickly as possible to protect our economy
from the coming shocks” (House of Commons Debates 2022c, 9324). May framed Al
primarily as an economic challenge rather than a policy tool with exclusionary impli-
cations, further contributing to how the Green Party remained largely absent from
discussion on Al ethics and human rights.

DiscussiON

This foregoing discussion reveals a critical tension in Canadian parliamentary
debates, namely there is a sharp divide between techno-optimist and techno-pes-
simist framings of Al and immigration management. The Liberal Party embodied a
techno-optimist stance, positioning Al as a tool for economic growth, innovation,
and administrative modernization. This reflects Danaher’s (2022, 8) definition of
techno-optimism, which argues that technology is key to ensuring “the good prevails
over the bad,” and aligns with the party’s broader digital transformation agenda and
Canada’s Digital Ambition plan (Treasury Board of Canada 2025). However, as Avle
et al. (2020) caution, such techno-optimistic visions risk masking underlying socio-
political structures of inequality, thereby reinforcing settler-colonial logics rather
than disrupting them.

In contrast, the Conservative Party has adopted a techno-pessimist framing,
emphasizing risks such as surveillance, privacy erosion, and algorithmic bias. While
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this stance resonates with Prescott’s critique of techno-pessimism as a belief that
“the bad prevails over the good” (as cited in Danaher 2022, 3), it often fails to artic-
ulate a transformative vision grounded in human rights or social justice. The
Conservative Party did not propose concrete alternatives for the practical gover-
nance of the technology and mitigate its risks. Although they engaged in criticism,
this alone does not constitute an adequate policy response. This finding aligns with
Findlay’s (2014) review of Across the Aisle: Opposition in Canadian Politics that oppo-
sition parties frequently focus on critique or “protest” rather than strictly adhering
to a role of offering constructive alternatives or being a “government-in-waiting.”
However, the traditional Westminster model expects the opposition to be a “govern-
ment-in-waiting,” implying a focus on developing and presenting alternative policies
and demonstrating readiness to govern.

The New Democratic Party advanced a more rights-based and cautious approach,
calling for regulatory frameworks that prioritize human rights and equity. This posi-
tion echoes calls by scholars such as Molnar and Gill (2018), who argue that efficiency-
driven technological interventions in migration governance often automate and
legitimize discrimination. The NDP’s advocacy for a “Digital Bill of Rights” aligns with
broader international human rights frameworks, including the UDHR and calls for
“digital human rights in the age of AI” (Otieno 2007; Khazanchi and Saxena 2025).

Reading the Bloc Québécois, we observe that it emphasizes privacy and provincial
autonomy, framing Al within debates about national sovereignty and human rights
abuses abroad (e.g., Uighur surveillance in China). This approach underscores the
multidimensionality of Al governance, where privacy concerns intersect with geopo-
litical and cultural narratives (as presented in the speech of Brunelle-Duceppe 2022).

Despite these differences, all parties share a notable absence: the lack of substan-
tive discussion on comprehensive governance frameworks such as human-in-the-
loop (HITL) and ethics-by-design (EbD). As Agudo et al. (2024) and Brey and
Dainow (2023) demonstrate, such models are central to mitigating systemic harms
and embedding accountability into Al systems. The neglect of these approaches in
Canadian parliamentary debates underscores another significant gap in technologi-
cal literacy and ethical commitment. This effectively leaves it to other civil society
forces to engage what Attard-Frost (2023) terms “Al countergovernance” and push
back on top-down regulatory models.

Furthermore, the Liberal Party’s preference for “light, tight, right” regulatory
frameworks (Scott 2025, para. 8) exemplifies a technocratic mindset that prioritizes
global competitiveness over robust rights protections. This resonates with Winner’s
(2009) argument that technologies often embody and reinforce specific power struc-
tures, including what Muldoon and Wu (2023) call the “colonial matrix of power.”
In this sense, parliamentary discourse does not merely mirror divergent partisan
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positions but actively constructs a socio-political reality where technological effi-
ciency and economic competitiveness are prioritized over social justice and the dis-
mantling of colonial structures that reinforce racialized exclusion.

Policy implications from these findings are urgent and multifaceted. Now is the
time to move beyond political debates and to design an Al regulatory framework
that combats potential harms. Canada must, at a practical level, address concerns
raised by Amnesty International Canada (2024a) and by immigration lawyers
among others. This means moving beyond superficial regulatory measures toward
governance frameworks that embed EbD, mandate independent audits, and centre
marginalized voices in technological decision-making. The establishment of a dedi-
cated parliamentary subcommittee on Al and human rights could ensure continu-
ous ethical oversight and democratic accountability. In sharp contrast to Evan
Solomon, the Minister of Artificial Intelligence and Digital Innovation, proposed
legislation like the AIDA should be seriously considered as a means to protect
Canadians, newcomers, and asylum seekers from technological harm.

Future research should extend this analysis by comparing such studies with other
settler-colonial contexts, such as Australia and the U.S. This orientation could eluci-
date transnational patterns of techno-governance and racialized exclusion.
Additionally, qualitative interviews with policymakers could provide deeper insights
into their conceptualizations of technological ethics, accountability, and human rights.

Ultimately, this study underscores the need for a transformative approach to Al
governance in Canada—one that foregrounds human rights, actively challenges
colonial legacies, and prioritizes social justice over administrative expediency.

CONCLUSION

Returning to the central question of this paper—how Canadian political parties rep-
resented in Parliament have debated the role of Al and immigration management
from 2014 to 2024—this study fills a critical gap by bridging empirical analysis of
Canadian parliamentary discourse with theoretical critiques of techno-governance
and settler-colonial structures. It also concludes that discourse on Al and immigra-
tion has been primarily shaped by the Liberal and Conservative parties, given their
dominant roles in Canadian politics. Our analysis reveals partisan differences: the gov-
erning Liberal Party tends to adopt a techno-optimist stance that emphasizes modern-
ization and efficiency, while the Conservative opposition often articulates a
techno-pessimist critique, focused on risks of automation and bureaucratic overreach.

At the same time, we find that the nature of partisan debate in the House of
Commons fails to engage the wide-ranging and systemic concerns identified by
scholars and human rights stakeholders, especially those addressing the reproduc-
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tion of colonial logics in AI-driven immigration management. Moreover, in certain
respects, it may even be characterized by a degree of technological illiteracy. This is
concerning given the critical role political parties play in mediating between the state
and civil society; parties are therefore not well positioned to advance effective and
ethical governance frameworks, nor to foster robust public debate and understand-
ing, given the tenor of discussions.

Importantly, as Morozov (2013, 207) argues, it is essential to “avoid the totaliz-
ing anti-technology discourse that seeks to reject all technological interventions as
illegitimate and inherently morally corrosive.” Our analysis does not advocate such
a wholesale rejection; rather, it calls for a more critical and nuanced engagement
with technology that recognizes its social and political implications, especially in the
context of migration management.

Given that technological advances are both ongoing and rapid—particularly in
the field of immigration—we hope that this assessment can serve to encourage
greater awareness of these shortfalls as well as stimulate efforts to collectively address
them within Canada.
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NOTES

1. This term refers to the way of observing, categorizing, and controlling human mobility on a global scale, with
profound consequences for individuals and the nature of state power, see Broeders and Dijstelbloem (2016).

2. For further information on ourcommons.ca, see: https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/44-
1/house/hansard-index

3. For further information on openparliament.ca, see: https://openparliament.ca/debates/

4. For further information on Michael Elmulley’s work, see: https://michaelmulley.com/#2

5  To access these concepts please see: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xaG33EjfzjYIgnPrhj8oz
WI5wleGUZ8Mp8c-GdJ2hnE/edit?tab=t.0

6. For transparency, we made the notebooks public so that anyone can access and experiment with it: https://voy-
ant-tools.org/spyral/EleyanSawafta-create@gh/4XFqLU/, https://voyant-tools.org/spyral/EleyanSawafta-create@gh/
A3rlHj/, and https://voyant-tools.org/spyral/EleyanSawafta-create@gh/vnSUBZ/

7. For more information, visit: https://voyant-tools.org/docs/tutorial-about.html
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