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Watching Canada, Learning Canadian:
Media, Pedagogy, and the Nation—


An Introduction to the Special Issue


	 The	articles	in	this	volume,	“Watching	Canada,	Learning	Canadian:	Media,	
Pedagogy,	and	the	Nation,”	address	the	intersecting	issues	of	media	power,	criti-
cal	cultural	pedagogy,	media	literacy,	and	Canadian	nationhood(s).	Scholars	from	
communication	 and	 media	 studies,	 education,	 and	 sociology,	 as	 well	 as	 media	
practitioners,	visual	artists,	and	media	literacy	professionals,	come	together	here	
to	analyze	a	variety	of	texts,	discourses,	policies,	and	movements.	A	broad	range	
of	theoretical	and	methodological	tools	is	employed.
	 Taking	seriously	the	ways	in	which	globalization	debates	force	us	to	rethink	the	
nation	as	an	imagined	community	(Anderson,	2006),	the	articles	are	founded	on	the	
desire	to	question	the	media’s	construction	and	dissemination	of	that	imagination.	
How	do	commercials,	books,	news	reports,	social	networking	sites,	TV	programs,	
and	films,	discursively	produce	and	reproduce	what	it	means	to	be	Canadian	today?	
How	is	public	policy	about	culture	and	education,	shaped	by	similar	constructs?	
How	do	people	(conceptualized	variably	as	consumers,	users,	producers,	citizens)	
make	sense	of	such	representations?	How	do	people	resist	problematic	representa-
tions?	How	do	independent	media	creators	(youth	or	activist	organizations,	as	well	
as	Web	2.0	users)	create	their	own	narratives	and	images,	and	does	this	impact	
policy?	Using	Appadurai’s	(1990)	five	dimensions	of	ethnoscapes,	mediascapes,	
technoscapes,	financescapes,	and	ideoscapes,	the	ways	in	which	Canada	embodies	
cultural	tensions	in	a	global	context	can	be	highlighted.	The	articles	herein	address,	
then,	people,	media,	technology,	economics,	and	ideologies.
	 To	start,	Michael	Hoechsmann	and	Stuart	Poyntz	expertly	map	the	concerns	of	
media	literacy	in	Canada.	They	provide	a	succinct	and	thoughtful	historical	account	
of	the	policies,	ideologies,	and	cultures	of	media	education	in	Canada.	Reminding	
us	that	debates	on	the	contours	of	media	literacy	still	abound,	the	article	is	essential	
for	a	critical	understanding	of	the	institutionalization	of	media	literacy	in	Canada.
	 One	text	familiar	to	anyone	teaching	or	studying	media	literacy	in	Canada	is	
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the	children’s	book,	The Hockey Sweater.	Sandra	Chang-Kredl	interrogates	this	
foundational	text	from	a	new,	critical	media	studies	perspective.	How	has	the	text	
been	transformed	onto	different	platforms?	How,	specifically	does	this	text	represent	
a	type	of	Canadianness	that	becomes	mantra	for	school	children	everywhere?	
	 The	interrogation	of	 the	media	construct	of	Canadian	identity	continues	 in	
several	other	articles.	Giuliana	Cucinelli	and	David	Pickup’s	critical	and	humorous	
article	extends	Chang-Kredl’s	analysis	of	the	cultural	and	political	dynamics	of	
hockey.	Their	focus,	however,	is	on	Don	Cherry,	“the	Don	of	hockey.”	This	mythic	
figure	is	an	eternal	wonder	in	Canada’s	favorite	pastime,	and	has	been	reinvented	
in	a	Web	2.0	world.	Ozlem	Sensoy	turns	our	attention	to	the	multicultural	construct	
of	Canada	in	the	media	in	her	analysis	of	the	hit	TV	program,	Little Mosque on 
the Prairie.	Here,	Sensoy	critically	and	poignantly	points	to	the	contradictions	of	
multicultural	representations	of	the	nation,	as	well	as	the	varied	and	complex	recep-
tion	of	these	images	and	narratives	by	Canadian	Muslims.	Finally,	Peter	Pericles	
Trifonas	and	Effie	Balomenos	vividly	deconstruct	Molson’s	“I	Am	Canadian”	beer	
campaign,	again	problematizing	media	representations	of	Canadian	character	as	a	
beer-guzzling,	hockey	loving,	beaver-appreciating	people.
	 The	next	article	moves	us	away	from	televisual	and	filmic	entertainment.	In	“War	
for	the	Seals,”	Brian	Lowe	examines	the	Canadian	seal	controversy	through	the	lens	of	
his	unique	concept	of	“sociological	warfare.”	In	a	discursive	analysis	of	news,	publicity,	
policy,	and	photographs,	Lowe	demonstrates	how	the	contested	nation	is	bound	up	in	
tradition,	indigenous	identity,	and	federal	policy.	He	analyzes	indigenous,	federal,	and	
activist	mobilization	of	support	for	particular	constructs	of	the	nation,	and	the	impact	
each	has	on	power	and	culture.	Likewise,	Jacques	Brodeur	points	to	mobilization	of	
public	support	 for	policy—yet,	his	concern	brings	us	back	 to	 legislation	regarding	
children	and	advertising.	As	a	media	literacy	educator	and	activist,	Broduer’s	decades	
of	experience	in	this	realm	are	apparent	in	his	passionate	discussion.
	 Finally,	my	interview	with	Yassin	Alsalman,	or	Narcy,	shifts	the	emphasis	of	media,	
pedagogy,	and	the	nation,	to	an	examination	of	self-representation	and	independent	
media	production.	Narcy	is	a	hip	hop	artist,	an	Iraqi	Canadian,	who	discusses	his	
music,	post	9-11	politics,	and	the	contemporary	identity	crisis	of	self	and	nation.
	 Together,	these	articles	represent	an	attempt	to	think	through	the	ways	in	which	
media,	pedagogy,	and	the	nation	can	provide	multiple	axes	of	interrogation	into	
contemporary	culture,	politics,	and	society.	
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Learning and Teaching
Media Literacy in Canada:


Embracing and Transcending Eclecticism


Canadian teachers are, like most informed media educators, participating in an 
eclectic circus. We are enthusiastic pragmatists, selecting from a rich menu of 
critical, cultural, and educational theories and filtering them for classroom use. 
Because of the small number of trained teachers, the majority use only snippets 
from a variety of sources: a few quotes from McLuhan, English studies, a diatribe 
from Neil Postman, a bit of Noam Chomsky, and the rest culled from resource 
guides, mass media text books, articles, television documentaries and news pro-
grams. (Pungente, Duncan, & Andersen, 2005, p. 150)


 Media literacy grows on fertile terrain in Canada, an area of study that is 
increasingly legitimized by school curriculum initiatives supported by provincial 
Ministries of Education, and one that can count on a formidable and enthusiastic 
network of teachers and teacher organizations which provide well-informed research 
and resource documents to interested teachers. If anything, Canada’s experiment 
in media literacy so far has been one led by these teacher networks that have 
initiated and supported media literacy through sheer determination, an inspired 
and committed group of educators willing to go to great lengths to address the 
conceptual gap between traditional school-based literacy practices and programs 
and the media saturated information environments that young people inherit in a 
world where communication has become defacto multimodal (oral, print, visual, 
aural). Teacher-led networks such as the Canadian Association for Screen Educa-
tion (CASE, founded in 1968), the Association for Media Literacy (AML,1978), 
and the Canadian Association of Media Education Organizations (CAMEO, 1992) 
have impacted directly on educational practice, and have seen through a variety of 
outcomes: almost every province has at least some provincially mandated curricu-
lum requirement in media literacy; thousands of teachers across the country have 
been exposed to some form of professional development in media literacy; Media 
Awareness Network (MNet), a non-profit clearinghouse for media literacy materi-
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als (www.media-awareness.ca) has been established; up-to-date Canadian research 
on media literacy has been undertaken by teacher activists, university scholars, and 
non-profit organizations (Canadian Teachers Federation [CTF], Vanier Institute for 
the Family, and MNet); major international conferences have been organized here in 
Canada (New Literacy Conference, 1990; Constructing Culture Conference, 1992; 
Summit, 2000); and many thousands of high school and elementary students have 
been exposed to at least some instruction in media literacy. Additionally, in 2006 and 
2007, CTF and MNet have undertaken the development of an annual National Media 
Education Week that is intended to promote media literacy in homes, schools. and 
communities.
 Though it may be fair to say that media education in Canada is exemplary in 
global terms, it would be a mistake to suggest that there is a Canada-wide coher-
ent program or approach to media education (Pungente, Duncan, & Anderson, 
2005). Media education remains for the most part a curricular add-on in schools, 
inconsistently applied from one jurisdiction to the next and not undergirded with 
sufficient professional development to ensure quality teaching. There are excep-
tional programs in certain schools and some Boards, and the political will is there 
in some provinces to make curricular change, but, in general, this is one domain of 
study where the variety of approaches and outcomes is extraordinary. At the most 
fundamental level, there is a problem of definition that plays itself out in school 
classrooms and in pre-service education contexts. There is a tremendous slippage 
between critical media literacy that is focused on interpretation or “demystifica-
tion,” old style AV “edutainment” (film versions of classic novels, for example), 
cultural studies of youth approaches that embrace the dialectic between youth 
culture and media consumption, new pedagogies focused on media production, and 
utilitarian IT approaches in new technology education. In the same building, you 
might find teachers who adapt media education to teach Excel spreadsheets, critical 
analyses of Disney and McDonald’s, film versions of literature such as To Kill a 
Mockingbird, and video production for such national contests as the Department 
of Multiculturalism’s Stop Racism! Contest and MNet’s i-Media Podcast contest. 
Faculties of Education follow along similar paths, teaching media or technology, 
and sometimes both. There are, of course, educators who see the big picture and 
feel confident enough to dabble across these domains, but formal media education 
in Canada today is still largely dependent on keener teachers with media passions 
or backgrounds and local administrators who see the light of the profound cultural 
changes that follow in the wake of technological developments in the fields of 
communication, some new and some over a century old. 
  Despite the apparent eclecticism of approaches, there is a history that unites 
many of the practitioners of media literacy in Canada. The work of Len Masterman 
(1985, 1983, 1980) is crucial here. The notion that media literacy fosters concep-
tual understanding through both analytic and production activities has been at the 
centre of teacher practices for over two decades. Often called the “key concepts 
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model,” a crucial assumption in this framework is that facility with conceptual 
understanding leads to comprehension, empowerment and informed democratic 
practice. Masterman’s influential text Teaching the Media (1985) was really the 
first comprehensive treatment of this pedagogical method. Using slightly different 
designations, and drawing from work in political economy, British cultural studies, 
and semiotics, Masterman argued that students need to engage with issues of pro-
duction, language, representation, and audiences to address how meaning operates 
in the electronic media. These concepts allow one to map mediated experience and 
are especially important when students create their own texts. Youth production has 
never been Masterman’s field of expertise, but he didn’t ignore the benefits arising 
from student-made work. He cautioned that early production projects can imitate 
the programming children and young people regularly see, or turn media education 
into an exercise in technical writing. But he also described how this work enables 
youthful confidence and critical understanding to flourish.1 When undertaken with 
a critical lens, production is a “necessary means [for] developing an autonomous 
critical understanding” (Masterman, 1985, p. 27; Sefton-Green, 1995). In this way, 
Masterman attempted a synthesis of the expressivist traditions in British media 
literacy alongside more provocative analyses of media language. Literary and 
ideological forms of deconstruction were at the centre of his framework and were 
understood to hold the potential to empower students to investigate how hegemony 
(particularly in relation to class) operates in the mainstream media. 
 With Teaching the Media, Masterman’s critical pedagogy influenced teach-
ers around the world. His work was formative in shaping media education and 
production curricula in the UK throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, while 
also influencing educational publications by organizations like the British Film 
Institute (BFI). In Canada, Masterman’s (1985) text was a key resource informing 
the design of Ontario’s secondary school curriculum in 1987.2 This curriculum, 
in turn, influenced the development of media literacy curricula in the remaining 
provinces and three territories in the subsequent two decades (See http://www.
media-awareness.ca/english/teachers/media_education/media_education_chro-
nology.cfm for details). 
 Sefton-Green (1995) has argued that at least one reason Masterman’s work was so 
influential among teachers is that deconstruction lends itself to assessment in schools. 
Even when students are producing their own work, it’s possible to assess whether 
they are right or wrong in their use of a specific sound design or a genre style. It’s 
also easy to assess for correctness where one is concerned with a student’s analysis 
of an advertisement or their assessment of the lighting and editing techniques used 
by news broadcasts. Because of this, while Masterman’s pedagogical framework 
was intended to discourage educators from using the key concepts model to support 
a “one-size-fits-all” curriculum (Morgan, 1998), this has not always happened in 
practice. Indeed, Morgan’s (1996) research in Ontario in the 1990s indicated that 
teachers tend to use deconstruction as part of a fairly traditional pedagogical formula 
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in which students are asked to assess for truth and other non-negotiable outcomes 
in analyzing the media. Where this was a disappointing result, Masterman’s work 
also posed a larger problem specific to our concern about the relationship of youth 
media production and a broader media literacy strategy. 
 In the context of the 1980s, Masterman attempted to negotiate an important 
shift in thinking about media education and youth media production. He was 
especially concerned to move both fields away from evaluative judgments that 
discriminate against the mass media as lesser forms of culture. To do this, he 
emphasized investigation in media education and media production with the 
aim of having students determine how meaning is constituted and circulated in 
popular culture. Ideological deconstruction in many ways was and is the central 
drama in this project. This, however, posed a difficulty for Masterman. On the 
one hand, his agenda was more nuanced than some (Buckingham, 2003; Sefton-
Green, 1995) have argued.3 At the same time, Masterman’s most important writing 
was produced in a time when ideological deconstruction meant leading young 
people toward autonomy relative to the hegemonic conditions operative in media 
environments. Media education and youth media production come to inform 
democratic practice when they lead young people to an emancipatory condition 
which is somehow free of the constitutive influences of the mainstream media. 
Evidence that Masterman conceives of media literacy in this way is apparent when 
he frames deconstruction as a rational, objective form of analysis that distances 
students from the media’s influence. It is about a process of demystification that 
politicizes and positions students on the outside of media culture so they can act 
in ways that lead toward alternative social futures. Or at least that is the hope. The 
difficulty is research in both classroom settings and informal learning environ-
ments has been hard pressed to show such outcomes (Buckingham, 2003, 2000, 
1996; Goldfarb, 2002; Sefton-Green, 1995). Moreover, it is not entirely clear 
what autonomy vis-à-vis the mainstream media would mean today in an era of 
participatory, two-way flow media. 
 While Masterman’s work has provided some ground on which to unify teach-
ers’ practices in Canada, various problems remain with this framework. Magnify-
ing these shortfalls is the fact that since the early 1990s, there has been a renewed 
focus and interest in production pedagogies within media education. In Canada 
(as in the U.K. and the U.S.) informal education groups—community associations, 
not-for-profit arts organizations, and university-community partnerships—have 
played a particularly important role in these developments (Buckingham, 2006; 
Goldfarb, 2002; Goodman, 2003; Harvey et al., 2002; Sefton-Green, 2006). To the 
role of the non profits we will return below. Schools have also been significant sites 
for production courses, but in the 1990s, budget shortages and the association of 
practical work with vocational training streams discouraged schools from opening 
new programs (Goldfarb, 2002). This has changed over the intervening decade 
as schools have ramped up their technology offerings and have made significant 
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purchases in hardware, but now the question has emerged of what to do with the 
new tools at the schools’ disposal. 
 With the advent of personal computing and the integration of educational 
technology approaches into teacher education, a media literacy curriculum can 
now be undertaken that ignores the mass media and focuses solely on new software 
applications relevant to the classroom. In our estimation, however, a broad media 
literacy strategy involves a structured engagement in media interpretation, media 
production and cultural readings of the everyday life of youth. Within each of these 
domains there are differences of approach, in part due to evolving paradigms and 
schools of thought that have captured the imaginations of media educators along 
the way. The most confounding clash of orientation, however, involves emerging 
approaches to the use of new technologies in schools where technological mastery 
is seen as an end in and of itself. This is less the case in schools and community 
programs with an established media education program. Here, teachers and facilita-
tors are more likely to see clearly the ways in which newly accessible video editing 
suites and emergent broadcasting (or narrowcasting) opportunities in the Web 2.0 
platforms can enable forms of production that were until recently only possible in 
the well-resourced and highly specialized workplaces of the media industries. Given, 
however, that the schools with an existing media education tradition are the excep-
tion, not the rule, the clash of orientation over how to effectively use technology 
in education, as a creative tool in media production, or as technical skills training, 
continues to be a cause for concern.
 In the rush to introduce new technologies into Canadian schools, objectives 
and outcomes can be lost sight of, overwhelmed by the “gee-whizzery” of techno-
fetishism, often on the part of educators unfamiliar with, and intimidated by, the 
new technologies themselves. This is not a story exclusive to Canada. When Larry 
Cuban was surveying the landscape of technology in education in the Silicon Valley 
area of California, where the dot-com industry was located and where one might 
assume a certain comfort level and familiarity with technology use, he found bleak 
conditions. Says Cuban: 


The billions of dollars already spent [by school districts] on wiring, hardware, 
and software have established the material conditions for frequent and imaginative 
uses of technology to occur… Nonetheless, overall, the quantities of money and 
time have yet to yield even modest returns or to approach what has been promised 
in academic achievement, creative classroom integration of technologies, and 
transformations in teaching and learning (2001, p. 189).


Of course, for every sceptic, there is a dedicated teacher out there, making a dif-
ference with the new tools now at our disposal. More often than not, however, the 
results are uneven. Good teaching in the new technologies is often the luck of the 
draw: an inspired teacher, a privileged school or an innovative program for at-risk 
students. While Cuban’s Oversold and Underused: Computers in the Classroom 
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(2001) is now somewhat dated, it has held true as a clarion call to educators and 
administrators, the source of a number of key questions we must ask ourselves 
when implementing new programs and pedagogies.


Beyond Eclecticism


 To remedy the “eclectic circus” that is media literacy in Canada today, we 
feel that two further steps must be taken: one, is to introduce and augment media 
literacy curricula and full fledged courses in pre-service and in-service education; 
and, two, is to take stock of, in order to learn from, media literacy initiatives that are 
flourishing in the non-formal, non-profit education environments of youth serving 
community organizations. Ultimately, we should come to common terms on what 
the media literacy agenda includes and excludes, buttress and expand teacher devel-
opment in this domain, and include in the discussion best practices from outside of 
schools. These imperatives have become more acute given developments in media 
technology that have provoked profound and dynamic changes in the way media is 
consumed and produced today. The “eclectic circus” referenced by John Pungente 
SJ, Barry Duncan, and Neil Anderson—three pioneers and relentless advocates of 
media literacy education in Canada—is unsustainable in a context in which newly 
convergent technology and media draw pedagogical energies in separate directions, 
students communicate, work and play simultaneously on the same machine, and in 
which provincial curricula in media and technology education require the greater 
and greater integration of critical and technical capacities and know-how into the 
teaching day. The “eclectic circus” will always be remembered for its dazzling feats, 
elaborate staging and talented team of performers. This is a remarkable chapter of 
the history of media literacy in Canada, a largely grassroots-led set of programs 
and initiatives, the success of which has occasioned the need for future orientations 
that link the energies of instructors and researchers in Faculties of Education with 
activists in the non-profit youth-serving sector and the already existing network 
of teacher practitioners, media professionals, Ministry of Education curriculum 
developers, and non-profit organizations such as MNet.
 Given the broad eclecticism that exists in and between media education ini-
tiatives, some consistency of programming and training needs to come from the 
country’s Education Faculties. If media education in Canada is going to evolve 
beyond the inherited “eclectic circus” tradition, Faculties of Education are going to 
have to play a key role, both in terms of research and in pre-service and in-service 
instruction. We embrace the spirit of bold risk-taking, dazzling acts of wonder, and 
the eclectic team of talented animators implied by the “eclectic circus” metaphor, 
and we value the assertion that media education “must be a grassroots movement” 
(Pungente, Duncan, & Andersen, 2005). We do, however, wonder if media educa-
tion must only be a grassroots movement, or whether the time is nigh to add the 
institutional weight of universities into the mix in a more formal and long-term 
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manner. This is easier said than done. At this stage, Faculties of Education provide 
a mirror image of media literacy development work by teachers and teacher or-
ganizations. There is little consistency between programs, and most often media 
literacy is seen as a curricular add-on that is just another special interest fighting 
for valuable time in an overcrowded teacher education curriculum. As mentioned 
above, the ways in which a media literacy curriculum is taken up can vary from 
teaching a software application such as Excel or PowerPoint, showing a film version 
of a literature classic, to making a video in class, to critiquing a popular culture 
movie. Most significant, with the advent of personal computing and the integration 
of educational technology approaches into teacher education, a media literacy cur-
riculum can now be undertaken that ignores the mass media and focuses solely on 
new software applications relevant to the classroom. The quantum developments 
in educational technology have drawn resources and attention away from many 
spheres of educational research and study, but one of the most immediately affected 
areas is media education which has to a great extent fallen below the radar in the 
curricula of Faculties of Education. 
 Whereas the development of media literacy initiatives in Faculties of Education 
was growing in the early 1990s, it has been somewhat displaced by a new emphasis 
on utilitarian, IT approaches to educational technology. In a recent audit of course 
offerings in educational technology and media education by Canadian Faculties of 
Education, for instance, Hoechsmann found that of 309 courses, 250 focused on 
educational technology, 59 on media education. And, as a follow-up to the 2005 
CTF “Kid’s Take on the Media” research report, then-CTF President Terri Price 
sent a letter to all Canadian Deans of Education asking them to designate a faculty 
member who would respond to some questions about media literacy offerings, and 
encouraging them to send the answers to Hoechsmann. Not even one response was 
received to this request. Whether this was the result of bad luck or an indication 
that Faculties of Education do not have the faculty on hand with interest in this 
domain is a question open for interpretation. Pungente, Duncan, and Andersen 
have decades of experience in media education in Canada and have had exposure 
to Education faculty members in universities across the country. Their recom-
mendation in this regard is that “Faculties of Education must hire staff capable of 
training future teachers in the area” (2005, p. 157). New directions in educational 
research include multiliteracies and new literacies, two approaches to the changing 
nature of communicational technology, practice and pedagogy, and a great number 
of junior faculty and graduate students are embracing new media environments as 
research foci. This is the time to establish some coherence in media literacy cur-
riculum and pedagogy in our pre-service and in-service professional development 
and the nucleus of expertise that is emerging portends to an exciting future. While 
it is clear that emerging media scholars in Faculties of Education should consult 
the rich repository of methods and practices developed by media literacy pioneers 
in Canada, this is not enough in the new contexts of participatory Web 2.0 applica-
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tions and a burgeoning field of study in educational technology. We feel strongly, 
however, that when looking for models for approaches to teaching and learning 
media production we have to look outside of both schools and universities to the 
non-profit sector where media production flourishes in contexts unconstrained by 
inherited traditions. 


Community Media Education


 Like music, the arts, and athletics, media education is also taught and learned 
outside of school contexts, both in the informal context of peer to peer learning 
and in the semi-formal contexts of community youth serving organizations. In 
Canada (as in the U.K. and the U.S.), informal education groups—community 
associations, not-for-profit arts organizations, and university-community partner-
ships—have played a particularly important role in the development of hands-on 
production centered approaches to media literacy often centered around models 
of empowerment and youth voice (Buckingham, 2006; Goldfarb, 2002; Goodman, 
2003; Harvey et al, 2002; Sefton-Green, 2006). In this work, informal organizations 
have tended to conceive of youth production as the pivot point through which a 
dialectic of “doing” and “analysis” merge (Buckingham, 2003, p. 133). The effect 
of this is to render production as praxis, which means young people are afforded 
opportunities to locate themselves and their work in relation to larger social worlds, 
not simply by acquiring a set of conceptual tools, but in how they make sense of 
these tools through creative acts. 
 Capacity building. Empowerment. Citizenship engagement. These are the key 
words the non-profit sector regularly uses when preparing grants to fund innovative 
new media projects for youth. Underlying these buzzwords essential to successful 
grant writing the real practices of aiding youths’ self-expression, preparing youth 
for life in a digital world, offering young people healthy recreational activities, 
preparing youth for careers in the media, and building community bonds (Charma-
raman, 2006, p. 43). In contrast, school-bound educational discourses on youths’ 
production work can tend to toward the instrumental and the didactic. As educators 
with visions of critical literacy dancing in our heads, we try to enable new forms 
of expression, while balancing our roles as the gatekeepers of the social pyramid 
of symbolically mediated power relationships and, in the service of social justice, 
as advocates of fair play. We must be cautious, however, that we are not preparing 
a generation of students to be data entry clerks, blessed and cursed with a new 
generation of technology. 
 Outside of the institutions of formal education, many non-profit organizations 
are providing a context for youth to use technologies as innovative tools for learn-
ing and self- and group expression. One of the key features of how the use of new 
media technologies in the non-profit sector differs is in an outcome-oriented sense 
of project. 
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 Non-profits in Canada, run in many cases by and for youth, are producing inno-
vative new media work on issues that concern them, whether those be social justice, 
environment, anti-bullying campaigns, anti-racism, or getting the youth vote out to 
the polls. These types of organizations are realizing the potential of the Internet and 
other digital platforms as the printing presses of the new era, taking advantage of 
the new two-way flow of information to make their voices heard. Another common 
feature of new media work in the non-profit world is a non-hierarchal approach to 
the sharing of expertise, breaking down the old distinction between teacher and 
learner characterized by Freire’s banking model. Of course, the idea that the Net 
Generation is technology savvy is a truism postulated in the popular and academic 
press (Tapscott, 1998), and lived on a day-to-day basis by many educators in and 
outside of schools. But, in general, outside of schools, this unsettling of historical 
teacher-student relationships is not seen as threatening, whereas in schools the jury 
is still out. In the non-profit world, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to learning, 
and no real reason for everyone to know everything. In many of these contexts, 
young people are working in teams, combining talents in design, music and writing 
to produce multimodal material. In the best of circumstances, learning happens as 
a corollary outcome to a task at hand, and purpose and play intersect. 
 There is currently no summative study of such initiatives in Canada, but 
Charmaraman (2006) quotes from a study by Campbell et al. (2001) in the 
United States, which notes that the mission of youth media programs tends to 
fall into the following areas: (1) youth voice and social change through creative 
expression and/or political and social action; (2) career development; (3) positive 
youth development, including increasing young people’s sense of competence, 
usefulness, belonging, and power; (4) media literacy in order to produce critical 
viewers and producers; (5) academic improvement by focusing on increasing 
literacy skills, critical thinking and reflection, imagination and problem solving; 
and (6) narrowing the technological divide for communities who typically lack 
access to resources (p. 46). We have both worked with youth in an educational 
capacity for a number of years in such settings, Hoechsmann at Young People’s 
Press, a national news agency for youth, and Poyntz at Pacific Cinémathèque, 
a film institute mandated to explore, promote, and engage with the changing 
nature of media culture. The characteristics of and approaches to media work 
in the non-profit youth organizations enumerated across these pages captures 
our experiences accurately. We recognize that we were working in contexts 
unencumbered by neither institutional tradition nor oversight by school boards 
and Education ministries, and that we were free of the constraint occasioned by 
scholastic assessment and evaluation. In regard to the latter, we are well aware 
from other teaching contexts that once the hard reality of grades enter the equa-
tion, some of the magic of teambuilding and individual and group discovery is 
lost. Nonetheless, we feel strongly that the models of pedagogy and engagement 
in youth media production found in the non-profit sector are of high value at this 
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historical context where media becomes increasingly participatory and media 
education evolves further into the domain of production. 
 There is a steady stream of scholastic work emerging on youth media produc-
tion and projects in the non-profit sector (Charmaraman, 2006; Goldfarb, 2002; 
Goodman, 2003; Hoechsmann & Low, 2008; Hoechsmann & Sefton Green, 2006; 
Kearney, 2006; Maira & Soep, 2005; Poyntz, 2006; Sefton Green 2006). The time is 
ripe for dialogue across sectors to expand and consolidate differing visions of, and 
approaches to, media literacy and it does appear that the best path for the ongoing 
development of media literacy is indeed to embrace eclecticism. Nonetheless, there 
are direct challenges to the future health of media literacy practices in Canadian 
classrooms that require a consolidated, multi-sectoral response. Ultimately, the 
apparent complexity of integrating technology into education can make a utilitar-
ian approach appealing in some sectors of the formal education system, given a 
generalized apprehension on the part of many teachers to incorporate technology 
into sedimented classroom practices. As well, as we have argued, there is a dire need 
for enhanced media education for pre-service and in-service teachers that requires a 
consolidated effort on the part of Faculties of Education. Eclecticism of approaches 
and visions emerge from the grassroots, including, in this case, individual teachers 
and teacher associations, as well as workers in the non-profit sector. This is the 
dialogic nature of our work, and it deserves to be acknowledged and encouraged. 
The new technologies have occasioned talk of models of collective intelligence and 
distribute cognition, concepts which slip easily into a grassroots model of media 
education. Transcending eclecticism, however, requires a partnership, whether tacit 
or formal, of all educational sectors, including the university. It would be unfair to 
suggest that the dialogue has not been in existence throughout the decades, but it 
is certainly a dialogue that should continue to grow. Media literacy in Canada will 
continue to flourish as we bring our approaches and vision together.


Notes
 1 For instance, Masterman (1983) argues his notion of critical reading “needs to be 
complemented by practical video work, the production of media materials for students 
themselves, and by the use of simulations through which a range of alternative codings can 
be explored” (pp.  11-12).
 2 Ontario’s Association for Media Literacy developed their key concepts list to support 
this implementation process, while a similar list was developed in British Columbia in 1994 
(Andersen et al., 2000; Media Awareness Network, 2007). Other lists with a significant degree 
of overlap are used in curriculum documents around the world (Buckingham, 2003).
 3 For instance, Masterman neither dismissed production work, as Sefton-Green (1995) 
suggests, nor was he interested in a top-down model of pedagogy, as Buckingham (2003) 
argues.
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What Does Quebec Want?
The Hockey Sweater as Canadian Identity:


A Contemporary Reading


Sandra Chang-Kredl


Taboo, 2008


	 The Hockey Sweater/Le chandail de hockey (1979) is a story that has become a 
part of Canada’s national identity. Its film and book versions appear in elementary 
school classrooms across Canada and a representation from the story is reprinted on 
our federal currency. The representation includes an illustration of a child playing 
hockey while wearing a sweater with Maurice Richard’s number 9 and an excerpt 
in French and English:


Les hivers de mon enfance étaient des saisons longues, longues. Nous vivons en 
trois lieux: l’école, l’église et la patinoire, mais la vrais vie était sur la patinoire.


The winters of my childhood were long, long seasons. We lived in three places—the 
school, the church, and the skating rink—but our real life was on the skating rink.


This excerpt and scene from The Hockey Sweater represent a stereotypical Canada, 
characterized by its long, cold winters and its pride in winter sports—with a small nod 
to education and religion. But the Canada that is being represented by The Hockey 
Sweater is more ambivalent than this. In reading the story on a political level, one 
finds that Canada is characterized not only by its cold winters and hockey, but by 
its complex cultural history defined by linguistic conflicts between its French and 
English citizens. My purpose in this article is to speculate on the different readings 
of Canadian identity that this story offers. 
 In particular, my analysis of The Hockey Sweater considers the story’s impact 
on Canadian identity today. A text includes not only its construction and content, 
but also its situated reading. Texts live on in different times, so that while The 
Hockey Sweater may be, on one level, an author’s childhood recollection of the 
1940s, “the texts and artifacts of the past are objects in our present-day world,” 
and readers today interpret historical meanings by way of their “present-day no-
tions” (Lemke, 1995, p. 28). I also use excerpts from Carrier’s (2002) biography of 
Maurice Richard Our Lives With the Rocket: The Maurice Richard Story—which 







What Does Quebec Want?18


I consider to be an extended version of The Hockey Sweater—to further situate 
my analysis.


Background


 Three dates are significant in my reading: the 1940s, during which time the 
story is situated; the 1970s, when the story was written; and the 2000s, the present 
years with the Canadian government issuing a representation of the story on its 
national currency.
 Notable Québec author Roch Carrier wrote The Hockey Sweater during the 
ascension of the Québec political party Parti Québécois’s sovereignty movement 
in the late 1970s. Carrier created the story in response to a question posed to him 
by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (C): “What does Québec want?” (CBC 
Archives). He set his story in the 1940s, a period known as the pre-Quiet Revolution 
in Québec, “la grande noirceur” (The Great Darkness) (see Gravenor, 2004), when 
the Catholic Church and the Anglophone community held positions of cultural and 
economic dominance. 
 Jumping forward to 2002, the Canadian government printed representations of 
themes of Canadian national identity on its currency bills: depictions of “Canadian 
culture, history, and achievements” (Bank of Canada). The representation from The 
Hockey Sweater is on the Canadian five dollar bill.


Québec Politics: “The Two Solitudes”


In this Canada that their ancestors discovered, the French Canadians are the servants, 
the hewers of wood and drawers of water. The language of their ancestors, their 
language, is looked down on. Winning the Stanley Cup is a proud revenge.


—Roch Carrier (2002), Our Lives With the Rocket, p. 70


Referring in the above quote to the Montreal Canadiens’ 1944 Stanley Cup victory, 
Carrier positions the French Canadian in that time as oppressed by both the English 
Canadians and the Roman Catholic Church. Roch Carrier described The Hockey 
Sweater as a memoir of his childhood days in the 1940s pre-Quiet Revolution. 
 During the 1970s, followers of Rene Levesque’s Parti Québécois supported the 
movement for the province of Québec to attain an independent state from Canada. 
The point, according to Louise Beaudoin, former minister for the Charter of the 
French Language, was that French Canadians viewed Québec as the only place in an 
Anglophone-dominated country where they could live in a French-speaking society, 
with their own economic, social and cultural governance (CBC Archives, 1988). 
Non-Francophone Québecers and the rest of Canada openly resisted the sovereignty 
movement, including the Parti Québécois’s Charter of French Language (Bill 101), 
which made French the only official language in Québec, thereby excluding English 
and other non-francophone languages on all signs and in all businesses. 
 Two referendums were held in Québec, in 1980 and 1995, and both times the 
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separation movement was voted down (by 60% of the electorate in 1980, and by a 
slim 50.6% in 1995). Today, with 80.1% of Québec citizens native French-speakers 
and 7.8 % English-speakers, there is a general acceptance that French is the official 
language of Québec (Statistics Canada, 2006 census). The Liberal Party has a minority 
government and the Parti Québécois was voted in third place in the last provincial 
election, its lowest status since 1973. Discussion has taken a turn to Francophone 
families, worried about their children thriving in a global economy and asking for 
more English instruction in French schools. This year, Quebec’s Ministry of Educa-
tion responded by increasing English instruction to Francophone children. 


The Hockey Sweater


 The Hockey Sweater was originally published in French in 1979 in a collection of 
short stories by Carrier. The story was translated later that year into English by Sheila 
Fischman. A year later, the National Film Board of Canada adapted the story into a 
short film animation, directed by Sheldon Cohen and narrated in both French and 
English by Carrier. In 1984, the book was adapted into its picture book version.
 Roch Carrier’s protagonist in The Hockey Sweater is a young boy who isn’t 
aware of the cultural and linguistic tensions in his society. His world revolves around 
hockey and his hero, Maurice Richard. What the boy and his friends want is to be 
Maurice Richard. On the other hand, the author creates a clever metaphor of society 
through hockey and Maurice Richard. Richard is the icon of hope and power for 
French Nationalism, a Québécois hero, in an Anglophone-dominated country. 
 The story is set in 1946 in Ste. Justine, a small rural town in Québec. It is nar-
rated as a recollection of the winter of the author’s tenth year. The children’s lives 
revolve around religion, schooling, and hockey, but mostly hockey. The boy Roch 
and his friends worship Maurice Richard, emulating him in appearance and style, 
and dream of playing like him. 
 One day, Roch discovers that he has outgrown his worn-out Montreal Cana-
diens sweater (with Maurice Richard’s number 9), so his mother writes a letter to 
the Eaton company to order a new sweater. The package arrives, but instead of 
a Montreal Canadiens sweater, Eaton’s has sent a Toronto Maple Leafs sweater. 
The boy is devastated and, at first, refuses to wear the Toronto sweater. Eventually, 
though, he succumbs to his mother’s argument that the English-speaking Monsieur 
Eaton would be offended by this request to change the Toronto sweater, and then 
he would have no sweater to wear at all. 
 When Roch, with much hesitation and shame, shows up to the rink wearing 
the Toronto Maple Leafs sweater, his captain won’t let him play. In the third period, 
Roch loses his temper (saying “This is persecution!”) and breaks his stick on the ice. 
He is chastised and sent to the church where he prays to God “to send, as quickly 
as possible, moths that would eat up my Toronto Maple Leafs sweater” (p. 81).
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Textual Analysis


 Stories help us make sense of our realities. Lévi-Strauss proposed that humans 
use stories instead of stating what they mean directly to express their unconscious 
wishes in coded statements (see Paz, 1970). How does The Hockey Sweater contribute 
to our making sense of Canada’s realities? Is it possible to uncover the unconscious 
wishes expressed in the story? 
 In this next section, I continue looking at the political messages in The Hockey 
Sweater through a textual reading of three scenes from its film version (The Sweater, 
dir: Sheldon Cohen, 1980). Textual analysis is a description or “a restating of the 
content of the signs, or the underlying structures,” responding to the question: “how 
does the text/message represent the world through codes?” (Bertrand & Hughes, 
2005, p. 186). Readings of any text are necessarily contingent and relative, colored 
by the reader’s cultural background, history, and biases. As such, the focus of my 
reading is selective, not exhaustive or objective, rather “inherently plural and shift-
ing” (Bertrand & Hughes, 2005, p. 192). 
 In terms of positioning myself as reader culturally and historically, I grew up 
in Montreal, Québec in the 1970s and, as an Anglophone child living in a first-
generation immigrant family, I remember the impalpable but formidable animosity, 
tension, and sense of insecurity that reverberated around issues of language: Eng-
lish and French, the “two solitudes” where Anglophones and Francophones could 
hardly tolerate one another. During the late 1970s-early 1980s Québec Anglophone 
diaspora, I didn’t understand why the English-speaking Québecers were moving to 
Toronto, or why the French-speaking Québecers wanted with such passion to have 
only French signs up on buildings. The Hockey Sweater provides an allegorical 
account of these cultural and linguistic tensions. 
 In the first film sequence, I consider the introductory sequence to The Hockey 
Sweater, in which Québec is depicted as a traditional Canadian rural setting.


Film sequence I: Opening scene 0:04-1:03


Time Visual content    Narration, dialogue and other sound


0:04 NFB title page    traditional French-Canadian music 


0:09 EXT. snowy rural landscape: [music cont.]
 cabins, evergreen trees,
 maple trees, snow.


0:15 Train approaches crossing [music cont.]
 and stops for a horse-drawn [sounds of horse hoofs]
 carriage to cross the track.
 Camera follows carriage to
 a sign in front of town.


0:31 Close up of sign with town in 
 background 
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Time Visual content    Narration, dialogue and other sound


0:33 The sign shows that we are [music cont.] Voice-over: When I was a
 in Ste. Justine, Québec with boy growing up in a small village in
 a population of 1200 [fade Quebec —
 out]     


0:36 Fade to EXT. church  two events were mandatory: the mass —


0:40 Fade to INT. church, curate on Sunday —
 reading  


 The curate looks at his  and the Saturday night hockey game!
 watch, turns on his radio,
 signs a cross over his heart.


0:49 Curate shuts his bible and [sounds of hockey game being
 listens intently to the  broadcast]
 hockey game    


0:50 Fade to INT. restaurant:  [on radio] …au Canadiens. Blake,
 bartenders, waiters and  Mosdell, et Richard —
 patrons listen to the game. 


0:55 Fade to INT. living room: Voila la mise-au-jeu. La caoutchouc
 a couple on a couch stop  passe a Mosdell de Toe Blake —
 kissing so that the man can 
 listen to the game.


1:03 Fade to INT. Roch’s kitchen: a la troisieme periode et c’est
 family members sewing,  toujours les Canadiens 2, Toronto 2
 cleaning, drinking while
 listening to the game being 
 broadcast on the radio.


1:08 Camera pans to living room [broadcast continues]
 and zooms in to Roch lying
 on his stomach, absorbed
 in the game


1:15 Cut to close-up of Roch,  Maurice Richard lance et conte!
 then to radio


1:27 Roch runs in circles then
 up the stairway, cheering


1:33  Cut to Roch’s bedroom.
   Roch opens his closet and
   grabs his Maurice Richard
   sweater out as the broadcaster
   announces Maurice Richard’s
   goal. Roch jumps on his
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Time Visual content  Narration, dialogue and other sound


   bed holding his number
   9 sweater to his chest.


1:40 Cut to family room. [sounds of radio broadcast fade out as the
 Plaster falls on Roch’s film’s theme music, as earlier, fades in]
 family below, as they
 look up.
 


Reading


 The introduction to the film offers a portrait of a traditional and stereotypical 
rural Québec culture in 1946: the snow, the cabin, the music, the trees, the horse-
drawn carriage, the church, and the widespread obsession with hockey. One could 
argue that this is the portrait that is depicted on the back of the Canadian five-dollar 
bill and I would expect what is taken from the story when viewed in schools: long 
winters and “three places—the school, the church, and the skating rink—but our 
real life was on the skating rink.” On this level, the story can be all about winters 
and hockey.
 The French-Canadian folk music, composed by Normand Roger, features a 
fiddle, piano, percussion, and harmonica. The opening music is a jig in a major key, 
denoting happiness, joy and hope. In both the English and French versions of the 
film, the author, Roch Carrier, narrates the story and in both versions, the sound 
and lilt of his French-Canadian accent effectively transports the viewer/listener into 
1970s Québec culture. The sounds of the Saturday night hockey game, Montreal 
Canadiens versus Toronto Maple Leafs, being broadcast over the radio enters into 
and becomes a part of the traditional setting. 
 The style of the film animation has a cartoonish, shaky feel, with a sense of 
long-ago. The exceptions are two realistically-drawn depictions: Maurice Richard 
and the Eaton’s catalogue. These realistic images can be read as true in the sense of 
history—Maurice Richard was a famous hockey player and the Eaton’s catalogue 
was ever-present in Canadian homes. The cartoonish animation can be read as 
Roch’s childhood recollection, part fantasy and part invention. 
 Recalling the opening narration of the story—“our real life was on the skating 
rink”—makes hockey the most significant allegory of the story, a metaphor that 
is used to make sense of political tensions in Québec and Canada: two opposing 
teams, one winner and one loser, a referee representing the law (in this case the 
curate representing religion), and the hero. The Montreal Canadiens were considered 
a dynasty in both the 1940s and the 1970s. The Canadiens’ defeat of the Maple 
Leafs sets up the binary between English and French Canada that comes through 
in the rest of the story. 
 The opening sequence sets up the importance of tradition to French Canadian 
culture. Today, the adage “Je me souviens” (meaning “I remember”) is printed on 
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Québec’s license plates (Act 14 Québec). The exact meaning of this phrase was never 
specified, but for many it has taken on a nationalist meaning, as in “I remember 
my French history and heritage” or even, “I remember what the English did to the 
French” (Act 14 Québec). 
 In the next sequence I look at a specific representation of the conflict and power 
between the French Canadians, represented by Roch’s mother, and the English 
Canadians, represented by Monsieur Eaton.


Film sequence II: English dominance, 6:43-7:25


Time Visual content  Narration, dialogue and other sound


6:43 Mid-shot of mother, My mother sighed in despair and explained
 green background to me,
 [camera zooms in]    


6:46 Mother sits herself ‘If you don’t keep this sweater which fits
 onto a rocking chair. you —


6:49 Rocks forward to perfectly,
 reach for an Eaton’s I’ll —
 catalogue then rocks
 back


6:51 Rocks forward have to write to —
 pointing at catalogue   


6:52 Fade to EXT. Monsieur Eaton and explain that you
 industrial building, don’t want —
 pink and purple
 exterior.     


6:53 Very fast pan into
 building through
 window, past a
 storage area, with
 wooden-paneled 
 floors and two men:
 one stacking
 merchandise on a
 shelf and one pushing
 merchandise on a
 trolley, cigarette
 dangling in mouth. 
 At the end of the long,
 narrow room, far shot
 of a room that is red
 and black
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Time Visual content  Narration, dialogue and other sound


6:55 Zoom quickly into the to wear the Toronto sweater. 
 back room to mid-shot Monsieur Eaton understands —
 of Monsieur Eaton,
 sitting at his desk,  
 wearing a bowler hat,
 a monocle, pouring 
 himself a cup of tea,
 with two banners of 
 the Toronto Maple Leafs,
 yellow flowers on the
 desk, an umbrella hung
 on the coat-rack behind
 him.


6:57 He puts down the pot French perfectly but he’s English,
 and reaches for a   
 letter from amongst
 many on his desk 


7:01 picks up his cup of tea and he’s going to be insulted.’
 and starts to read a
 letter


7:04 M. Eaton sips his tea [sound of sipping]


7:04 A thought bubble of [sound of game show bing]
 the Montreal   
 Canadiens logo appears
 over his head      


 M. Eaton opens his [sound of gasp and tea cup smashing
 mouth to the floor]


7:05 Cut to close-up of ‘Do you think he’s going to answer
 mother, and she rocks us right away —
 back still holding the
 Eaton’s catalogue  


7:07 Close-up of mother,  if he’s insulted?
 Cut to mid-shot of
 Roch (mother’s point
 of view), eyes wide
 open, arms crossed, 
 green b/g, painting on
 wall, his shadow 
 behind him, fearful,
 anxious expression
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Time Visual content  Narration, dialogue and other sound


7:08 Camera moves back
 in rocking motion. 
 We see a blue carpet
 on a wood- paneled 
 floor, an entrance to
 another room, a side
 table with a vase of
 flowers, a mirror, and 
 half a crucifix. Mostly
 the room is barren.


7:09 Close up of Roch, still Spring will come — 
 fearful   


7:10 Camera rocks back, before you play a single game,
 and fades into a   
 winter outdoor scene,
 with snow on tree 
 branches and boys in
 Montreal Canadiens
 sweaters playing hockey


7:13 The boys slowly morph
 into cows. Background
 changes from ice to
 green grass. Trees lose
 snow and leaves appear  
 on them


7:15 Fade to b/g of green in You did not want to wear —
 center and grey on [piano music, single notes gradually
 outside; one small lower as leaf falls]
 green leaf is falling  
 down     


7:16 The leaf sways in the [piano cont.]
 air, gets closer to  
 the camera, turns red


7:17: Leaf turns orange [piano cont.]


7:18 Leaf turns yellow that nice blue — [piano cont.]


7:19 Leaf turns white. sweater.’ [piano cont.]
 The leaf fades into  
 the white leaf on
 Roch’s sweater as the 
 Toronto Maple Leaf
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Time Visual content  Narration, dialogue and other sound


 logo (mid-shot). 
 Roch’s eyes are
 closed, his mouth
 pouts downward
  and dejectedly


7:20 Roch’s eyes open So, I had to wear – [piano plays film’s
  and he looks down theme]  
  at his Maple Leaf
  sweater, pulling the     
  the sweater up so
  he can see the Maple 
  Leaf


7:23 Roch looks at the the Toronto Maple Leaf sweater.
  camera, cringes, [piano cont.]
  places hands on head


7:25 Zoom into Maple Leaf [piano cont.]
  logo on sweater      


  Fade to black [piano plays broken chord; chord
    modulation]


Reading


 Again, the historical context of this sequence should be considered when read-
ing this sequence today. Although the Eaton’s chain of department stores folded in 
1999, the Eaton’s company has been described as once “[a] Canadian institution… 
rooted in the country’s cultural landscape,” and the largest chain of department stores 
in Canada (CBC Archives, 2006). Eaton’s mail-order catalogue was known as the 
“Family Bible,” an icon itself of Canadian culture (CBC Archives, 2006). By 1976, 
urbanization forced the Eaton’s company to stop issuing mail-order catalogues, and 
the company declared bankruptcy and folded its department stores in 1999. 
 The Eaton’s company is personified through Monsieur Eaton, with symbols of 
Englishness and upper class status surrounding him. Monsieur is sitting at his desk, 
wearing a bowler hat and a monocle, with an umbrella hung on a coat-rack behind 
him. He is pouring himself a cup of tea like a proper early-20th century capitalist 
English gentleman. On his desk sit two banners of the Toronto Maple Leafs (the 
banner of the English Canadian hockey team).
 Paradigmatic structures in narratives are often based on binary oppositions 
(Bertrand & Hughes, 2005, p. 207). In this scene, class and cultural differences 
operate. Roch’s mother is positioned as the French-Canadian habitant living in a 
rural, simple home. Monsieur Eaton is the powerful English businessman, oversee-
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ing an industrialized factory in his urban office. The evident reading of this scene 
is that Monsieur Eaton and the Toronto sweater represent the power of the English 
to suppress the French Canadians, and to control the boy’s fate. Also significant is 
that fact that the Montreal Canadiens sweater had to be ordered from Toronto. The 
film uses a shot/reverse-shot convention to structure the mother and son’s argument, 
focusing mostly on the mother’s point of view. The mother instills in Roch the fear 
of offending the Anglophone magnate Monsieur Eaton.


The sense of being too small in a world that is too big. The sense of being victims. 
The conviction that one is suffering because of a fundamental injustice. 


—Roch Carrier, Our Lives With the Rocket, p. 31


 Again, the story was written in 1979, when significant numbers of English 
businesses moved to Toronto. Since then, many have criticized the sovereignty 
movement for the decline of Montreal’s once vibrant economy, especially in rela-
tion to Toronto (Coffey, 1999).
 Finally, in terms of the impact of the music in this sequence, the chord modula-
tion at the end is significant. The modulation to a relative minor chord can be read 
as Québec changing but still maintaining a relation to Canada. Had the modulation 
been to a different key, one could argue that the message would have been a support 
for a complete break from Canada.
 In the next sequence, the cultural tensions represented in the story culminate, 
in Roch’s ‘real life’ on the rink, in a somewhat ambiguous resolution.


Film sequence III: 7:28-8:41


Time Visual content Narration, dialogue and other sound


7:28  Fade in: EXT. mid- When I arrived at the skating rink in 
   shot of boards of a  my blue sweater —
   hockey rink. 


7:33  Roch’s face and stick all the Maurice Richards —
   peek up tentatively
   from behind the boards.


7:37  Roch jumps onto the in red, white and blue
   ice blushing, smiling
   uncomfortably and
   waving weakly.


7:39  Five boys skate in came and look at me.
   from behind camera, 
   first boy pointing and
   speaking angrily at Roch


7:40  Cut to: shot-reverse/ The referee blew -
   shot. Faces of seven 
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Time Visual content Narration, dialogue and other sound


   boys shouting angrily 
   with frost emanating
   from mouths


7:42 Cut to: close-up of his whistle. [sound of whistle] 
 referee, glasses,  
 earmuffs, red gloves,
 blowing a whistle


7:44 Cut to: long shot of And I went to take —
 corner of empty rink.


7:45 Roch skates onto the my usual position.
 screen (facing camera)
 in ready position


7:48 A man in a Maurice The coach came over —
 Richard sweater  
 skates in front of Roch
 with hand up


7:50 waves to offscreen and told me that I could be on the
 another player jumps  second line.
 onto ice and skates
 over, while coach  
 points Roch to leave.
 Roch skates off 
 dejectedly 


7:53 [fade out slowly] By the third period –


7:55 Roch sits on boards, I still had not played.
 stick beside him, 
 hands holding up face,
 sadly looking to the left


7:56 Players skate in front one of the defensemen
 of Roch (left to right,
 right to left). Roch’s
 eyes follow them. A
 scuffle between the
 two players.


8:00 Roch’s eyes and It started to bleed —
 mouth open wide  
 nd his hand grasps
 his stick.


8:01 Close-up of player
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Time Visual content Narration, dialogue and other sound


 crying as he skates 
 by the camera


8:02 Roch jumps happily And I jump onto the ice!
 onto the ice, with
 stick in air.


8:03 Cut to: long shot of My moment had come!
 Roch skating with
 stick raised above his
 head with both hands,
 then slides to a stop
 toward the camera.


8:05  [sound of whistle]


8:06 Roch looks surprised,
 hand pointing, 
 whistle blowing and
 front of referee appears
 from right side of screen


8:08  When the referee saw my
  Maple Leaf sweater –


8:10 Referee lifts his five he gave me a penalty —
 fingers toward Roch  


8:11 Five other players fade because there were already five players —
 in behind Roch. Roch
 turns around. The five  
 players fade out.


8:14 Roch gestures angrily That was too much.


8:16 Roch’s cheeks turn red It was too unfair.
 as we see he speaks


8:18 Roch’s face suddenly This is persecution!
 moves forward to take
 over the whole screen


8:20 Full shot of Roch, It’s just because of my blue sweater
 still speaking, tugs at
 his sweater    


8:23 Roch lifts his stick And out of spite —
 high   


8:25 Roch throws his stick I crash - 
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Time Visual content Narration, dialogue and other sound
 
 heavily onto the ice [sound of stick breaking]
 in front of him    


8:26 Fade to close up of my stick against the ice so hard —
 stick pieces falling
 to the ice    


8:29 Roch’s figure fades that it broke.
 back in behind the
 stick pieces


8:30 Roch bends down to I bent down to pick up the pieces.
 pick up the pieces    


8:33 Shadow appears from
 behind camera. Roch
 looks up with fear.


8:35 Stands up, camera is When I got up —
 between the skates of
 the curate/ref, huge
 compared to Roch


8:36 [cont.] The young curate, on skates was standing —


8:41 Cut to curate, camera in front of me.
 position low, curate
 looming


Reading


 This is probably the most complex scene in The Hockey Sweater. Up until now, 
the reading of the text can be understood as a straightforward allegory of French 
and English Canadian society: the mother represents the French Canadian people, 
Maurice Richard is the hope for the French Nationalists, the referee is the law and 
the Church, and Monsieur Eaton is the English heading the industries. However 
in this last scene, a layer of ambiguity is added. It isn’t clear whose anger the 
protagonist is releasing—the French Canadians’ or the English Canadians.’ It also 
isn’t clear if Roch was given the penalty deservedly—for too many men on the ice 
(“the law”)—or as a persecutory consequence of changing sides.
 To understand the scene, it is important to distinguish between the author/
memoirist and the protagonist in the story (see Chatman, 1991). Roch (the boy 
protagonist) is used by Roch (the author) as a device to communicate meanings 
in coded statements (Paz, 1970). In this sequence, Roch and his friends invert the 
structure of the oppressed French and the oppressing English (and church). 
 Roch wears the symbol of Englishness, the Toronto Maple Leafs sweater. The 
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maple leaf is, of course, also the symbol of Canada. And his society of boys in 
Montreal Canadiens sweaters responds to the sign of Englishness in their friend 
with blatant hostility, or as Roch puts it, “This is persecution!” Roch and his friends 
“lived in three places —the school, the church, and the skating rink—but our real life 
was on the skating rink.” In his “real life,” Roch was persecuted for bringing in the 
hated English. Is it an uncanny projection of the suffering of the French-Canadians 
in 1946? Or is it a forecasting of what is to come in the sovereignty movement, a 
reflection of the Anglophones’ feelings as they fled the province during the Québec 
diaspora in the 1970s and 1980s? 


French Canadians are treated unfairly, they are threatened with ruin. They feel 
inferior, like outcasts; in their discomfort there’s a visceral pride at having survived 
so many misfortunes, and there’s also an atavistic anger. More than a century and 
a half of submission has held them back, but one day that force will explode. 


—Roch Carrier, Our Lives With the Rocket, p. 41


 Finally, it is important to note the role of the church in The Hockey Sweater as 
authority, both on the ice as referee and as the greater power, where the boy must 
atone for his sin of not accepting his perceived persecution. Although the focus 
of Québec politics has been on the linguistic division, the Church has played a 
significant role: insisting that French Canadians be kept from learning English, 
from reading books, and from getting involved in economic industries. 


The priests believe that their flock will be safer there than in the cities where they 
were exposed to materialism, Protestantism and English. 


—Roch Carrier, Our Lives With the Rocket, p. 29


 The story’s resolution sees the boy Roch praying in the church, asking God to 
“to send, as quickly as possible, moths that would eat up my Toronto Maple Leafs 
sweater” (p. 81). 


Conclusion


 What does The Hockey Sweater mean about Canada today? On one level, The 
Hockey Sweater is about a boy who wants to play hockey like his hero, Maurice 
Richard. On another level, it is a story that depicts the animosity between the French 
and the English and returns us to a time when Québec’s politics caused much ten-
sion and confusion in Canada. 
 The Hockey Sweater is one of Canada’s national treasures, capturing the 
complexity of its cultural and linguistic tensions in both celebration and critique. 
Roch Carrier doesn’t tell the reader what to believe about Canada, but his story 
offers us an entry point and a human perspective through which to think about 
one country’s identity. Roch Carrier went on to run in 1998 as a candidate for 
Québec’s Liberal Party. 
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The Don of Hockey:
Making Comments and Offers We Can’t Refuse


I died on May 10th, 1979; 11:10 p.m. to be exact. Two shots killed me. The first, 
which left me critically wounded, was fired by Guy Lafleur. The one that wiped me 
out came from the stick of Yvon Lambert. Had I survived these attacks I have no 
doubt that I would still be coach of the Boston Bruins today, quite likely, governor 
of Massachusetts. (Cherry, 1982)


 In March 1955 Montréal was the city to be in, the reason: twofold. On March 
17 of that year, a young player, Maurice Rocket Richard made front-page headlines 
when the National Hockey League’s (NHL) President Clarence Campbell suspended 
him for deliberately injuring defenseman Hal Laycoe in a game against the Boston 
Bruins. From this incident stemmed a slew of riots and outrage from loyal hockey 
fans, forever etched in bleu blanc rouge history as the “Richard Riot,” and, a ma-
jor flashpoint heightening French-English tensions in Québec; all leading to the 
Quiet Revolution and beyond (Irvin Jr., 2001). Two weeks later, Dick Irvin Sr., the 
Montréal Canadiens head coach, stood behind the Habs’ (Montréal’s nickname for 
the Canadiens) bench during the pivotal game for the latest rookie on the Boston 
Bruins roster. Standing proud at 5ft 11 inches and weighing 180 pounds, one-gamer 
Don Cherry skated his life away only to taste the agony of bittersweet defeat to 
the Montréal Canadiens that same night. Fortunately for hockey, the Rocket laced 
up and led the Habs to their eighth Stanley Cup in 1956, while Cherry blamed a 
“baseball injury” that kept him off the ice that season, and the for rest of his life. 
 If all the stars and planets had aligned for Cherry on March 31st, 1955, the 
Montréal Canadiens would have lost; Cherry would have continued playing in the 
NHL, and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) would have been Cherry-
less. Instead, Cherry packed his bags, grabbed his hockey stick, and soon became a 
struggling Cadillac salesman turned construction worker to earn a living at a mere 
$2 an hour. Not long after, he was hired by the American Hockey League (AHL) 
and later the NHL as a coach. Cherry’s hard work and determination connect the 
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people of Canada to him, even though there has always been a love-hate relation-
ship for him; he has become an icon in Canadian hockey, alongside Wayne Gretzky 
and Maurice Richard. In Canada Cherry is known not for his stick skills, but for 
his straight talk and outspoken ferocity on the CBC’s Hockey Night in Canada.
 In a country where a typical social lubricant is talk about weather, beer, and 
hockey, a Saturday evening without the beloved Don Cherry and his flamboyant 
attire would not be well, Saturday evening. He is the avenue into what is a multi 
billion-dollar industry, growing more than ever with team expansions and talks of 
international game tours. A clear indication of Cherry’s popularity is his fandom 
and online communities with social networking sites like FaceBook. A quick 
search on FaceBook will generate over 500 tribute groups created for Cherry: Don 
Cherry for Prime Minister, Don Cherry is my GOD and his Suits just get better 
every year!, The Church of Don Cherryology, Don Cherry for NHL Commissioner, 
and Don Cherry A Hockey God. Of course, there are quite a few groups to counter 
Cherry and his beliefs, with innovative names: I turn off Hockey Night in Canada 
when Don Cherry comes on, F*** Don Cherry!!! Vive Le Québec FRancais!!!, 
Let’s Replace Don Cherry with Bill Cosby and a crowd favourite Don Cherry is 
an old senile mother f***er. These groups occupy various subtype categories on 
FaceBook, ranging from Sports & Recreation, Just for Fun, Common Interest, Be-
liefs & Causes, Religious Beliefs, and Philosophy. The subject matter that appears 
throughout the groups relates back to that love-hate relationship Canadians have 
with Cherry. It is important to analyse an essential Canadian personality like Don 
Cherry. By studying Don Cherry as a cultural phenomenon, we view his role in 
our Canadian culture, politics, the corporate sports sphere, and just what it is that 
compels Canadian viewers to this unique character.
 With the advent of new media tools such as social networking sites, blogging, 
and collective intelligence, it has become easier for voices to be heard. Although 
Cherry himself does not participate in any online engagements, he lives through 
the words and ideas of his faithful followers and consequently Cherry becomes a 
vehicle for further socio-political ideologies to be heard. This, in turn allows the 
bloggers and followers to debate, analyse, and exchange information concerning 
cultural actions, which often dwarf hockey itself. The questions this man raises 
are multifold: Does Cherry operate as the vox populi vis-à-vis sports, politics, 
and culture? And is Cherry the right fit for the CBC’s mandate to promote cultural 
expression? It is necessary to engage in critical discourse surrounding Cherry and 
issues of masculinity, violence, politics, and culture. In order to fully understand 
Don Cherry as a growing phenomenon, we must peel off layers of information to 
arrive at the core of the icon. Being able to understand Cherry is engaging in a 
critical media literacy in a society dominated by hyper masculinity, sensationalised 
violence and corrupt professional sports.
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Growing Up Cherry Style 
“I must admit my style has been called foppish, but I like it.” (Cherry, 2001)


 Donald Stewart Cherry was born in the heart of Royalist Canada, Kingston, 
Ontario, on February 5th, 1934. His grandfather served in the Royal Canadian 
Horse Artillery during the Great War and fought at Vimy Ridge. His father, Del 
Cherry, also served in the RCHA. As a child, Don would witness another genera-
tion of Canadians go to war for King and Country when Canada declared war on 
Germany and the Axis powers in September 1939. The youngest Cherry joined a 
civilian pipe and drum band.
 Like most Canadian boys of the era, Cherry was enamoured with hockey. 
He played junior with the Barrie Flyers and the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario 
Hockey Association, winning the Memorial Cup with Barrie in 1953. The follow-
ing year he would drop out of high school to pursue his hockey dreams full time, 
signing with the American Hockey League’s Hershey Bears. In 1955 he received 
his first and only call up to the National Hockey League (NHL), playing one game 
with the Boston Bruins in 1955. However, a career in the NHL was not to be, and 
Cherry would become most closely identified with the AHL’s Rochester Americans, 
playing with them for 15 seasons. He retired from hockey in 1970. Cherry later 
returned to the Rochester Americans as coach midway through the 1971-72 season. 
He met with success, and in this third year as coach was named the AHL’s “Coach 
of the Year.” This would earn him his second NHL call-up, again with the Boston 
Bruins. He was made head coach of one of the NHL’s most popular and success-
ful teams, managing them through several seasons. Later he would also manage 
the Colorado Rockies. Cherry made a name for himself with his bizarre sartorial 
decisions and flamboyant behaviour. He always encouraged a rough and combative 
style of hockey and lived to his own expectations—airing his disagreements with 
management publicly and, in one famous incident, reaching over the boards to 
manhandle a player who ignored his decision to come off the ice.
 In 1980 Cherry made the leap into broadcasting, first as a studio analyst for the 
CBC’s Stanley Cup playoff coverage, and later as a full-time colour commentator. 
His job as commentator did not last long, ruined by an inability to remain non-par-
tisan; particularly when his favoured Boston Bruins or Toronto Maple Leafs were 
playing—or his nemesis, the hated Montréal Canadiens. Instead, the CBC created 
Coach's Corner, a segment that appeared in the first intermission on Hockey Night 
In Canada. In this segment, Cherry would chat with his co-host (first Dave Hodge, 
later Ron McLean) and freely pontificate on hockey. Whether behind the bench or 
on air, it was evident that Cherry was a natural born entertainer, and this was an 
aspect of Cherry that Dick Irvin Jr. had seen long before Couch’s Corner aired, 
“There was a television moment during the 1980 playoffs that, to me, was an omen 
of things to come on HNIC” (Irvin Jr., 2001). He witnessed the omen during an 
on-air interview with Cherry and Minnesota coach Glen Sonmor as Cherry’s role 
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shifted from former coach to future commentator on the CBC, “I thought then and 
there this guy might have a future in a TV studio” (Irvin. Jr., 2001). 


Stuck Between Sir John A. MacDonald and Lester B. Pearson
“I think the people, the workingman people, made a statement here, that you don't 
have to be a college graduate to be a good Canadian.” (Cherry, 2004)


 In 2004, when the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation decided to follow in 
the footsteps of its British sister and launch a patriotic contest to pick the country’s 
most favoured citizen, few would have been surprised to see the names of hockey 
players interspersed with politicians and scientists on the short list. Canadians have 
always defined notable eras in our history as much by the hockey stars of the day 
as by our political leaders—Wayne Gretzy, Bobby Hull, Guy Lafleur and Maurice 
Rocket Richard. 
 However, it was not a hockey player who became the story of the contest, 
but a hockey commentator—Coach’s Corner host Don “Grapes” Cherry. Cherry 
polled in at number seven between the likes of Sir John A. MacDonald and Lester 
B. Pearson. Supporting Cherry (a write-in candidate) for the position of “Greatest 
Canadian” became a cause célèbre for people across the country, but more particu-
larly among an activist community of bloggers primarily from the right side of the 
political spectrum. This was not the first time that Don Cherry had found himself 
positioned in the centre of a political and cultural discourse. Indeed, over the years 
he has become not only a lightning rod for controversy but a leader around whom 
certain segments of the country are proud to rally. 
 “Don Cherry represents a lot of Canadians, generally those that work hard for 
their paycheque. He tells it like it is and often runs counter to the national narrative 
that says that Canadians are polite and quiet and don't have strong opinions,” so says 
Stephen Taylor, founder of the Blogging Tories online community and participant in 
the 2004 campaign to see Cherry crowned “Greatest Canadian.” It is not surprising 
that Don Cherry would appeal to bloggers sympathetic to his viewpoints. Like Cherry, 
many bloggers succeed largely on their ability to express an opinion in a colourful or 
memorable manner. In this sense, Cherry is a kind of an “Amateur-in-Chief ” to these 
emerging online communities. The media are a frequent target of political bloggers, 
who structure their identities in an adversarial stance to the “MSM” (Mainstream 
Media), and Cherry, unlike the well-polished journalists that surround him, comes 
off as an average sort of guy able to inject his personal opinion into the national 
discourse of the country. This is a position no doubt envied by many bloggers. 
 Moreover, on the right-side of the political spectrum bloggers often vent frus-
tration at the CBC in particular, an institution they view as a left-leaning Liberal-
friendly broadcasting corporation. Indeed, part of the motivation (and perhaps the 
driving force) behind the campaign to elect Don Cherry the “Greatest Canadian” 
was a desire to embarrass the CBC. As Taylor readily admits, 
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[Cherry] is always a thorn in CBC’s side (ideologically and politically) and he 
often is rumored to be on the last year of his contract before they redefine HNIC 
without him. So, I wanted to insert some irony into the contest and if successful 
make CBC swallow hard when they would name him “Greatest Canadian. (Taylor, 
S., personal interview, October 3, 2007)


 The campaign therefore was less about Cherry as an individual being the 
“Greatest Canadian” than an opportunity for conservative bloggers and activists to 
demonstrate their voice and influence in the political process and take a shot at the 
CBC in the process. As such it was an attempt to undermine the consensus opinion of 
cultural elites at the CBC on the part of an active minority rather than a groundswell 
of populist opinion. Don Cherry was simply the banner around which to rally. The 
ability of the fans of this home-grown plain talker, to walk over the upper-crust of 
the CBC made an essential social statement about class rebellion and the rejection of 
the elitist attitudes of the CBC. The irony cannot be escaped. This highlights nicely 
the conflicting tensions wrought by emerging Web 2.0 technologies and the difficulty 
in assessing the representative value of online communities and bloggers. 
 On the one hand, Web 2.0 can empower and facilitate civic involvement; yet 
on the other, they undermine traditional sources of authority. Andrew Keen, for 
example, argues in his 2007 polemic The Cult of the Amateur that blogs are “col-
lectively corrupting and confusing popular opinion about everything from politics, 
to commerce, to arts and culture.” Keen sees chaos and confusion rather than some 
kind of utopian marketplace of ideas, and he laments the preponderance of amateur 
voices celebrated merely for successfully drawing attention to themselves (what he 
would think of Don Cherry is unknown). The Blogging Tories however would likely 
disagree. Many have expressed in their writings a desire to have viewpoints outside 
the mainstream receive proper public consideration and they would no doubt be much 
more sympathetic to Pierre Levy’s formulation of the “Cosmopedia,” detailed in his 
work Collective Intelligence. For Levy, and authors like Henry Jenkins and James 
Surowiecki, Web 2.0 and the “blogosphere” offer the chance to transform power 
structures by broadening the collective “knowledge space” of society. If these latter 
authors are to be believed, then the “blogstorm” generated by conservative bloggers 
was a moment of empowerment where they collectively worked together towards a 
common goal of getting Don Cherry first nominated and then hopefully awarded the 
distinction of “Greatest Canadian.” Considering that Don Cherry’s name was not even 
on the initial list of candidates, placing 7th overall is testimony to his significance as 
a cultural marker in the knowledge space of Canadian politics.
 How did this come to be? How did a hockey commentator not known for being 
particularly articulate gain a position of such influence? The answer may lie in the 
complex weave of competing perceptions of Canadian culture that underlie our 
construct of “hockey,” one that includes such factors as competition between the 
original English and French settler populations and colonialist attitudes to minority 
groups. Specifically, Don Cherry embodies the spirit of pre-1960s “Commonwealth 
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Canada,” a fiercely proud and English Canada. It is for this reason that his most vocal 
opponents and critics have long been French Canadians. However, in an increasingly 
multicultural Canada, Cherry has started to run up against new conflicts, which might 
eventually derail his long and successful run on Canadian television.


Hockey as Cultural Institution
I don't have any hobbies. I don't golf. I don't fish. I have no other interests in life 
except hockey. (Cherry, 2001) 


 Hockey fills a unique place not only in the Canadian cultural landscape, but also 
in the Canadian psyche. Books have been written and documentaries produced to 
argue the thesis that hockey is an essential component to our definition of self. It is 
said that the game is a true invention of the people of Canada, one that speaks to our 
ability to triumph over an often-harsh climate and fight our way through adversity.
 Hockey has always had a roughness to its character. Even in the early days of 
the sport, when it was still largely the domain of an elite class, hockey was heavily 
influenced by a traditional British public-school sensibility (Gruneau & Whitson, 
1993, p. 41). This tradition stressed manliness and rewarded competitive spirit. Of 
course, hockey was not confined to the English populations of Canada but was a 
popular diversion amongst French Canadians and natives as well. Rivalries between 
the two main linguistic groups have often spilled out onto the ice throughout Ca-
nadian history. The repeated clashes between Montréal’s Maroons and Canadiens 
in the early part of the 20th Century often acted as a projection of real life tensions 
underlying Montréal society while at the same time provided an element of common 
identity. Towards the end of the century the Canadiens would find themselves the 
champions of the other side in their rivalry with Québec City Nordiques, the heroes 
to Québec’s nationalist movement. To a lesser extent the historic rivalry between the 
Montréal Canadiens and the Toronto Maple Leafs has also had linguistic connota-
tions. These games have often turned violent and indeed often acted as a cathartic 
release for the audience, players, and sportscasters alike. 
 Professional ice hockey has had its fair share of rivalries on both a national 
and international scale, with teams including Canada, the United States, and the 
Soviet Union (Russia). The Summit Series of 1972 is a prime example of sports 
grounded in a political agenda, where winning not only means having hockey 
supremacy, but international political status. But, these issues do not only exist 
in hockey. Organizations in other professional sports have gone as far as creating 
a network of key players, referees, and managers to sabotage specific leagues for 
profit and stature. In May 2006 the Italian “A” Series Soccer league was accused 
of match fixing, which lead Juventus, A.C. Milan, Fiorentina, Lazio, and Reggia 
teams to be scrutinised by the Italian police authorities. The teams involved were 
demoted to a lower series, key contributors were fined, referees suspended, and 
club presidents banned. All seemed well until Italy made headlines again in the 
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2006 FIFA World Cup mayhem. A worldwide audience was engaged in a discourse 
based on religion and culture differences in July 2006 during the infamous Zidane 
head butt. In the gold medal game, Italian defenseman Marco Materazzi was head 
butted by France superstar Zinedine Zidane because of racial exchanges between 
the two. This incident spiralled into a frenzy of television segments, articles, and 
local bar talk. Somehow politics and beliefs cannot be separated from any profes-
sional sports game, and people like Cherry continue to push the envelope with 
racial slurs and tough masculine chatter. 
 Players, fans, and corporations each contribute enormously to the success and 
failure of a professional sports team. Racial slurs are often exchanged as currency 
in the sports sphere, and trash talk has its own place on ice and in the locker-room 
as a psychological tool. In January 2004, Cherry indirectly called Francophones and 
Europeans wimps for wearing a visor (eye shield). And, it was no surprise in April 
2004 when the CBC was uncertain about renewing Cherry’s contract for Coach’s 
Corner. This decision was a direct result of Cherry’s comment, “Most of the guys 
that wear them are Europeans and French guys” (Cherry, 2004). Unfortunately, 
this was not the first xenophobic remark made by Cherry nor would it the last. It 
did however cause uproar in the Francophone community and triggered the Of-
ficial Languages Commissioner Dyane Adam to launch a formal investigation into 
Cherry’s comments. This action consequently forced the CBC to react and impose 
a seven-second delay for HNIC, as a means of censorship. This was the Canadian 
version of the famous Super Bowl “wardrobe malfunction”, with much less glimmer 
and glitz. The CBC later released a statement by Vice President Harold Redekopp 
saying that, [the CBC] categorically rejects and denounces his opinions, while at the 
same time acknowledging that Cherry has been an important part of the Canadian 
hockey scene as a player, coach and commentator over the past five decades (CBC 
Sports, 2004). Despite the hype and exposure Cherry received during January 2004, 
a majority of Canadians agreed with him, and his point was further proven when 
exactly one week later CBC Sports released an online analysis and survey indicating 
that 59 per cent of Europeans wear visors and 55 per cent from Québec compared 
to just 20 per cent of North Americans born outside Québec (CBC Sports, 2004). 
More often than not, when Cherry speaks a truth, he is ignored or silenced (when 
he is in fact right), and on many occasions merely reflects what most Canadians 
are too embarrassed to say. He is kept on air even if he is a complete contradiction 
to the CBC image of promoting multiculturalism and social awareness.
 Cherry is a thorn in the CBC side and at the same time an essential character, 
one whom is needed in order to survive. HNIC still remains the most popular 
weekly sports program in Canada, averaging more than one million viewers every 
Saturday evening, Cherry plays a huge role in these numbers. Some tune out when 
Cherry appears, but most tune in to see and hear him on Couch’s Corner (CBC Your 
Space, 2004). The CBC keeps Cherry because of his ability to draw in viewers, stir 
emotion and create reactions, which in turn attracts viewers, although sacrificing 
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the CBC’s actual mandate. This mandate claims that the programming provided 
by the corporation should, among other things, actively contribute to the flow and 
exchange of cultural expression, and reflect the multicultural and multiracial nature 
of Canada (CBC Mandate, 1991). Cherry contributes to the flow and exchange of 
information, even if the CBC disagrees with his ideologies, and political stance. 
He often opens up a discourse that many journalists and television personalities 
deliberately choose to ignore. 
 For example, in 2003 Cherry openly showcased his support for the American 
invasion in Iraq, a topic seldom discussed on Canadian television. He was imme-
diately hushed when the CBC chose to remove that particular clip in the Couch’s 
Corner online archives. A large part of his comment was a direct consequence of 
him acting on impulse and needing to reassure the audience of his masculinity, 
something that Kevin Kumashiro calls a “relentless test.” In a world of hyper-sexual-
ity and masculinity overdose, it [masculinity] has a “marketplace quality” insofar 
as a male needs to demonstrate to other males aggressiveness, competitiveness, 
and excellence in a number of areas, including athletic performance, physical fit-
ness, sexual activity, and social networking in order to be considered “masculine” 
(Kumashiro, 2000). Cherry is the dominant White hegemonic male that the Western 
world feels the need to associate with in order to reassure themselves and their 
beliefs. His cultural capital is a large part of what keeps him on-air and in your 
living rooms every Saturday evening, and with this power he does very little to 
promote multiculturalism and multiracialism. In fact he deliberately attacks other 
countries and claims White Canadian supremacy with his tough masculine mono-
logues about violence and the style of hockey he promotes—“rock’em sock’em” 
toughness. He promotes violence because he feels it has a place in the sport, and 
is reassured when we applaud and embrace violence. Again, Cherry reflects what 
already exists in our society, and our fascination with blood, fights and any form 
of violence has become a voyeuristic need. In 2004, Todd Bertuzzi sucker-punched 
Colorado Avalanche center Steve Moore causing him to sustain three fractured neck 
vertebrae, facial cuts, and a severe concussion. Cherry condemned Bertuzzi’s ac-
tion, claiming that Bertuzzi’s episode “hurt hockey” and suggested that if you have 
a beef with somebody, and you want to do something, [you settle it] face-to-face, 
you do not sucker punch ever from behind (CBC Sports, 2004). Most Canadian 
applauded Bertuzzi and since the event happened, unsurprisingly tribute groups 
have been created on FaceBook, which promote his actions. Violence has often 
been seen as an expected component of the game, an essential dimension of hockey 
culture and more particularly the Canadian tradition (Gruneau & Whitson, 1993, 
p. 176). Indeed, on the national level we have often characterized our game by the 
rough and tumble (or in the words of Don Cherry, “rock’em sock’em”) nature of 
the games and stereotyped other countries (particularly European nations) as being 
soft. Foremost among the detractors of violence in hockey is Don Cherry. 
 Ultimately, Don Cherry is an instructive icon. He represents Canadian hopes, 
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dreams, and failures. As we unravel this tightly woven text of cultural contradic-
tion, we arrive at the core of a man who offers us insight and his version of truth. 
Cherry is an important aspect of the Canadian image; through him we see what is 
missing, [and] the fact that Don Cherry, a hockey commentator, is the best-known 
public face of the national broadcaster is demonstrative of how little interest Ca-
nadian television mandarins have in multiculturalism (Beaty & Sullivan, 2006). 
Canadians are quick to claim that we live in a rich tapestry of multiculturalism, 
bilingualism, and cultural identity, and although Cherry does not represent all of 
Canada, his voice echoes with a large majority of Canadians who identify with 
him. It is therefore important to analyse people like Cherry, and to learn from their 
actions and choices. Sometimes we need to listen to annoying and loud voices in 
order to regain an understanding of who we truly are and to make changes. 
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TV Teacher:
Is Little Mosque on the Prairie


Good for Canadian Muslims?


I met a Danish journalist in New York a month after the attacks. “I am sorry I didn’t 
have a chance to read the Koran before I came to see you,” she said, “but you know it 
was sold out in Copenhagen.” I failed to see the reason for her rather strange apology. 
“I wanted to read it to understand,” she immediately explained, which led me to ask 
her what exactly it was that she wanted to understand. “Islam,” she said ruefully. “I 
wanted to understand Islam before I came to New York to interview you about the 
events of September.” This was the first time it had been explicitly suggested to me 
that my comments about 9/11 would be illuminated not by whether they made sense 
but by whether or not my questioner had read Islam’s holy book.
  —Edward Said (2002)


Introduction


 Why would a Danish journalist apologize to a non-Muslim Edward Said for 
not reading the Qur’an? Why would she assume that answers to acts of terrorism 
would be located in the gold-edged, onion-skinned pages of a holy text? And why 
would she be so presumptuous as to assume that in flipping through this holy text, 
she would, in the course of a handful of hours of study, come to “understand Islam,” 
and simultaneously to understand acts of terrorism? 
 It is questions like these that have been a part of my life in North America for 
decades. For some reason, those of us who are acculturated Muslims (wherever on 
the spectrum between secular and orthodox we may be), have always been known 
by the caricatures and mainstream myopic representations crafted by those who had 
the power to generate and disseminate knowledge and writing about us (Kincheloe 
& Steinberg, 2006; Steinberg, 2002; Steet, 2000; Stonebanks & Sensoy, 2008). 
Edward Said (1978) popularized this dilemma in his book Orientalism, referring 
to the imagined ways in which those of the Occident (the West) shaped and trans-
mitted knowledge about the Orient. 
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 It is thus compelling to contemplate the potential power of those who are 
members of any particular group in telling their own stories, wherever those stories 
are told (whether in schools, or in media). For Muslims and Middle Easterners in 
general, so many of our stories are told by others, and by the mass media. From 
Disney’s Aladdin (1992) to Midnight Express (1978), I Dream of Jeannie (1964-
1970), to 9/11, the movies, TV, and news-based representations matter. However, 
it wasn’t until the premier in 2007 of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s 
(CBC) Little Mosque on the Prairie that I paid close attention to the complexities 
of group-representations by those belonging to the group, and who exactly these 
representations might be for. 


In the Beginning: There Was TV


 Ok, maybe not in the very beginning. But it is undeniable that TV has played 
a big role in the dissemination of knowledge about society, and the people who 
live in it. During my decades-long love affair with the boob-tube, I never deeply 
examined what it was that drew me to the shows I watched. Was it seeing (or wish-
ing to see) something of myself in the characters and situations depicted? Or was 
I seeking what was comfortable, familiar, predictable, and safe about “others”? 
 What did I learn about the people in the world by watching my favourite sitcoms? 
How did The Jeffersons (1975-1985) or The Cosby Show (1984-1992) influence my 
thinking about African Americans? Do I have a better understand of the lives of 
African American families in the United States, and other people of Black heritage 
who I might encounter in my life in Canada, having watched these sitcoms? What 
about Three’s Company (1977-1984) or Will & Grace (1998-2006)? Did those shows 
influence how I think about the LGBTQ communities? Or, specifically, how I concep-
tualize relationships between (real or pretend) gay men and straight women? What 
did The Golden Girls (1985-1992) teach me about the lives of (White) women, and 
my expectations about how our interests, problems, and relationships evolve as we 
age? Or Designing Women (1986-1993) about the U.S. south? What did I learn about 
Italian American families when watching Everybody Loves Raymond (1996-2005)? 
Did I learn that they were “just like us,” whatever “us” was a placeholder for?
 I suspect that the producers of these sitcoms would tell me that they are about 
entertainment, and not education. However the question of what we as audience 
learn by watching shows that are rooted in a particular socio-cultural group’s ex-
periences sharpened for me in 2007, when the CBC launched a new sitcom, called 
Little Mosque on the Prairie (herein LMOTP or Little Mosque). For the first time 
in my history as a Canadian who is acculturated (but secular) Muslim, there was a 
show on TV about “us.” So was this “good” for us? 


About Little Mosque on the Prairie


 Little Mosque on the Prairie1 is a Canadian sitcom about a small Muslim com-







Özlem Sensoy 45


munity in the fictional Canadian prairie town called Mercy. The sitcom broadcasts 
on CBC television, and aired its first episode in January 2007. The show has an 
eclectic cast of characters including: the big-city transplant Imam Amaar Rashid 
who leads the Muslim congregation in Mercy. There’s Yasir Hamoudi, a Lebanese-
Canadian contractor. Sarah Hamoudi, Yasir’s wife, a White convert to Islam who 
works for the Mayor of Mercy. Rayyan Hamoudi, Yasir and Sarah’s daughter, a 
feminist-Muslim doctor. Baber Siddiqui is the Pakistani-Canadian professor, and 
the most conservative member of the mosque in Mercy. There’s Fatima Dinssa, a 
Nigerian-Canadian Muslim who runs the local diner. Fred Tupper is the local radio 
station’s Rush Limbaugh-style host. Ann Popowicz is the Mayor of the town, and 
Reverend Duncan McGee is the Anglican minister whose congregation rents prayer 
space to the Muslim congregation of Mercy.
 The CBC launched Little Mosque with a great deal of fanfare, extensive com-
mercial advertising, and a prime timeslot on Sunday evenings at 8:30 following its 
very popular show, the Rick Mercer Report. The synopsis in the press kit for Little 
Mosque includes this description of the show: “The sitcom reveals that, although 
different, we are all surprisingly similar when it comes to family, love, the genera-
tion gap and our attempts to balance our secular and religious lives.” There is a 
representation of ethnic and religious diversity in this sitcom that is uncharacteristic 
to the sitcom genre. For this alone, Little Mosque deserves attention and praise. 
For all its other conformities to the genre, to see so many people of colour in lead 
character roles, and have both men and women represent a spectrum (rather than 
simple binary) of attitude points, is truly unique. 
 Despite the unprecedented news coverage about “the Muslim sitcom,” I won-
dered how much of Little Mosque on the Prairie was for me, and how much was 
for the rest of Canada, the non-Muslim Canadians to get to know us, and to see 
that in many ways, we were “just like one another.” Could Little Mosque be good 
for Canada, and simultaneously be good for Muslims? 


Ah, Airports: Flying While Muslim


 One cannot separate the emergence of Little Mosque at this time in North 
American history, from the events preoccupying the media in general in the years 
since September 11, 2001. In fact, the press kit for Little Mosque includes some 
very explicit allusions to 9/11, which ironically lie in tension with the “we’re all the 
same” discourse the show declares. In the pilot episode, the story follows Amaar 
Rashid, a young brown-skinned man, on his trip from the big city (Toronto) to his 
new job as the Imam of the small town mosque. While in line at the airport check-in 
counter, the Imam is speaking on his cell phone to his mother. Perhaps predictably, 
his use of trigger words and phrases, like “bomb,” “Allah’s plan,” and “suicide,” 
quickly find him arrested for (his joke) “flying while Muslim.” 
 An interrogation scene follows, and it is disturbing along multiple fronts. First, 
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it minimizes the very real, and not at all humorous, constraints on Muslim or Arab 
(or perceived to be Muslim or Arab) young men and women. Such constraints 
may be as innocent as suspicious glances, or outright stares, that many Arabs and 
Muslims feel in public spaces. An aura of surveillance is a frightening reality for 
many in these communities. This surveillance ranges from the “innocent” gawks, 
to more frightening incidences, including those like the deportation and torture of 
Canadian Maher Arar who is the most notable yet not the only case of the transfer 
of Canadians of Arab origin to countries that are known for use of torture. Maher 
Arar’s case, and the role of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police in his deportation 
and detention, are well known in Canada, having received extensive coverage in 
the news. Thus to present yet another airport scene in which a Muslim/Arab man 
is detained, in the current socio-political context, suggests that the audience for 
whom such depictions are considered humour, is likely not the same audience for 
whom such depictions are very real possibilities. 
 In the airport scene with the Imam, both the airport’s security officers as well 
as the Imam as the detainee himself, present the situation as nothing other than 
humour, a folly of stereotypes derived from cultural misunderstandings. In fact, the 
Imam is flippant in his interactions with the detaining officers, joking with them, 
“you can deport me to Syria.” He gestures that a joke has gone over the heads of 
the officers (hand slicing over head), and the officers jump, “what is that, some sort 
of signal?” Later, while being asked about his time in Afghanistan, the Imam is 
almost sarcastic, “I was volunteering with a development agency.” It is a series of 
questions that is not far from what any Muslim/Arab man might encounter. But the 
reality of the socio-political climate is that for many Muslim men, such a situation 
is an incredibly high-stakes setting and has the potential (even if not the norm) of 
escalating in very unpredictable and frightening ways. 
 Second, the interrogation scene presents the process of detainment and question-
ing as nothing more than a little nuisance. It follows, therefore, that the grumbling 
responses of those who are detained and questioned is either an over-reaction to 
what is likely to be a version of the event as it unfolds on the show, and/or that those 
who do undergo harsher questioning must be deserving of harsher treatment. The 
“regular” questioning is likely a variation of what we see on the screen, since that 
depiction is what becomes normal, not only in this episode, in this sitcom. But it 
is normal to align Islam, threat, and violence (as the Danish journalist does when 
speaking to Edward Said) in virtually every other media-based representation of 
Islam. If this point seems exaggerated, consider the effects of the movie Midnight 
Express on popular knowledge about what detention by authorities might be like. 
Why is it that for the case of Turkish prisons, the media-based representation is 
powerfully “real,” yet for North American detentions of Arabs/Muslims, they are 
perceived as comedic.
 The first episode continues on with the post-9/11 theme. The Mercy mosque 
is thought to be a sleeper cell by the local small-town folk; in subsequent episodes, 
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LMOTP takes up topics such as the segregation of men and women in prayer, edu-
cating the town (and audience) about Islam via an open house at the mosque, co-ed 
swimming, polygamy, and dating. The second season of Little Mosque has begun. In 
the second season, the show tackles issues like women wearing burqas, no fly lists, 
and other “haram” (forbidden) elements of Islam such as drinking and gambling. 
 In 2001, Statistics Canada reports that there are just under 600,000 Canadians of 
Muslim heritage, representing 2% of Canada’s total population.2 We can reasonably 
assume, then, that most of the 2 million strong audience of the premiere episode 
were non-Muslim Canadians. For many of them, the effects of a post-9/11 world are 
effects that they mostly read about in newspapers and watch on the television news 
broadcasts, rather than experience or fear firsthand. Thus an airport detention episode 
does more than smatter humour onto a tense reality. It simultaneously performs a 
great deal of education. Events are re-organized through a lens of meritocracy, as 
this Imam’s individual experience is presented apart from the historically-rooted 
events and patterns that continue the marginalization, demonization, and vilification 
of all who belong to (or are perceived to belong to) the group “Muslim.” Rather, 
this Imam’s detention is a collection of misunderstandings, a comedy of errors in 
Oscar Wilde style.
 The earliest studies exploring the treatment of Arabs and Muslims in North 
American formal educational settings, primarily school textbooks, found them littered 
with familiar stereotypes like nomadic Bedouin lifestyles and cultural costumes 
(Alami, 1957; Jarrar, 1976; MESA, 1975; Suleiman, 1977), binary comparisons 
between West/good and Arab/bad (NAAA, 1980), and outright errors about the status 
of women, marriage, and the religion Mohammadism (referring to Islam) and its 
practitioners Mohammadens (al-Qazzaz, 1983, 1985). And in media, one only need 
to review the work of Jack Shaheen (1984, 1997, 2001) to see that Hollywood’s 
representation of Arabs and Muslims has been a catalogue of desert oases, harem 
maidens, sleazy Arabs drooling over White heroines, outlandish palaces, holy wars, 
oil sheikhs, and acts of terror (also see Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2004). In her study 
of 100 years of Arab representation in National Geographic, Linda Steet (2000) 
reveals how images of Arab women as veiled victims existed alongside harem se-
ductresses photographed bare-breasted for the White male colonizer’s gaze. And is 
it really possible to argue that the history of representation of Arabs and Muslims in 
media and school contexts, The Arabian Nights tales, Lawrence of Arabia (1962), 
Midnight Express (1978), Not Without my Daughter (1980), and Aladdin (1992) 
have no bearing on “our” capacity to make sense of newly-emerging images in the 
constructed context of a post 9/11 world?
 Obviously, the fact that this is a sitcom means the plot and characters are fiction. 
Yet it would be problematic to assume that the plot and characters are purely fiction, 
divorced from any social context in which, and for which, they are presented. As 
Steinberg (2002) explains, “if pedagogy involves issues of knowledge production 
and transmission…then popular culture is the most powerful pedagogical force in 
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contemporary America. The pedagogy of popular culture is ideological, of course in 
its production of common sense assumptions about the world” (p. 206). And given 
the global nature of media representation and transmission, Steinberg’s observa-
tions about the role of media in America in creating common sense assumptions, 
is not limited to the United States. And further, the influence cannot be reduced to 
a simplistic “representation-causes-hate & fear” formula. Rather, it is in the rep-
etition of particular narratives, in the normalizing and familiarizing of particular 
representations at the expense of a heterogeneity of stories and representations 
that is the most influential in creating a set of constraints within which the story 
of a particular group is told (Dyer, 1993; Shaheen, 2001). This repetition-makes-
normal framework is expressed concisely by Shaheen (2001), “al tikrar biallem il 
hmar. By repetition even the donkey learns. This Arab proverb encapsulates how 
effective repetition can be when it comes to education… For more than a century, 
Hollywood has used repetition as a teaching tool” (p. 1).


The Bricolage and Kaleidoscope:
Canadian Muslims on Little Mosque


 In his book, After Method: Mess in Social Science Research (2004), John Law 
introduces a compelling metaphor in his discussion around the “messes” of con-
ducting social research and our ability as researchers to capture the complexity of 
human life and reality. A kaleidoscope of methods and theories for understanding 
social life, he writes, 


reflects and refracts a world that in important ways cannot be fully understood as 
a specific set of determinate processes…What is important in the world includ-
ing its structures is not simply technically complex…in the sense that they are 
technically difficult to grasp (though this is certainly often the case). Rather, they 
are also complex because they necessarily exceed our capacity to know them. No 
doubt local structures can be identified, but, or so I want to argue, the world in 
general defies any attempt at overall orderly accounting. The world is not to be 
understood in general by adopting a methodological version of auditing. Regulari-
ties and standardizations are incredibly powerful tools but they set limits. Indeed, 
that is a part of their (double-edged) power. And they set even firmer limits when 
they try to orchestrate themselves hegemonically into purported coherence. The 
need, then, is for heterogeneity and variation. It is about following Lewis Carroll’s 
queen and cultivating and playing with the capacity to think six impossible things 
before breakfast. And, as part of this, it is about creating metaphors and images for 
what is impossible to barely possible, unthinkable or almost unthinkable. Slippery, 
indistinct, elusive, complex, diffuse, messy, textured, vague, unspecific, confused, 
disordered, emotional, painful, pleasurable, hopeful, horrific, lost, redeemed, vision-
ary, angelic, demonic, mundane, intuitive, sliding and unpredictable…. (p. 6)


 It bears stating that the approach adopted in this piece does not claim to be Actor 
Network Theory (the critical tradition that sociologist Law is most closely associ-
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ated with); Law’s ideas in this discussion, specifically related to identified strategies 
for preserving the complexities of slippery and emotional social phenomenon, are 
extremely relevant here. In After Method, Law does not suggest wholeheartedly 
doing away with traditional qualitative or indeed quantitative research methods. 
Rather, he is seeking to push beyond the limits of traditional methods and ask those 
of us who work in social sciences traditions to consider how we may better capture 
the complexities of social life—to, as he writes, think in contradiction to think the 
unthinkable. More importantly, how might we capture the tension between the 
process of producing realities as we are describing realities (Law, 2004). 
 In a discussion that echoes Law (2004), Kincheloe (2001) takes up Denzin and 
Lincoln’s (2000) concept of bricolage as a means of capturing the interdisciplin-
ary methodological approach to understanding a socially-constructed object of 
research and study. In a discussion about the synergy that is possible in a bricolage 
approach to interdisciplinary research, Kincheloe writes: “Carefully exploring the 
relationships connecting the object of inquiry to the contexts in which it exists, 
the researcher constructs the most useful bricolage his or her wide knowledge of 
research strategies can provide” (p. 686). Although writing in reference to research 
method specifically, Kincheloe’s discussion of bricolage and Law’s image of a kalei-
doscope both capture the need for “mess”, for not simply tolerating but cultivating 
difference (Kincheloe, 2001). 
 This somewhat lengthy discussion of methodological approach is presented 
as an introduction to capturing the approach that is taken in this presentation of 
Muslim Canadians’ responses to a web survey. In a series of open-ended items, 
Canadian Muslims were asked their thoughts on Little Mosque, and about life as a 
Muslim in Canada. In this next section, drawn to Law and Kincheloe’s conceptions 
and discussions of capturing heterogeneity in the context of tension, hegemony, and 
disparate-ness within the Muslim community, I attempt to weave some of their voices 
of respondents into this discussion. Of course, this too is a selected list, falling into 
the failure of producing while describing realities of life as a Muslim Canadian. 
 Many respondents described being embedded in a history of little to no rep-
resentation…


“Don’t remember being taught about anything Middle Eastern or Muslims.”


“I never read anything about them, other than references to Muhammad being the 
most important prophet in Islam.”


….characterized by myopic representation in school….


“I didn’t really read about any Muslims or Middle Easterners in school at all. Not 
for lack of trying, but they simply were NEVER mentioned or referred to. When-
ever anything remotely relevant popped up, it was because of Ancient Egypt (my 
background is Egyptian)...no mention of Islam or Arabs at all.”


“There was one geography lesson talking about Muslims in an African country 







TV Teacher50


and how the men would take the animals out to pasture and the women would 
grind the grain and do things at home. I remember my teacher commenting that 
the men there are lucky because they can marry four wives.”


 “Any Muslim characters or historic figures we were introduced to in school were only 
referred to in passing and in opposition to European characters or historic figures. For 
instance, I remember being shown Disney’s Robin Hood and hearing the teacher talk 
about Robin Hood and King Richard fighting against ‘bad people’ in the Crusades. 
It took many years and countless fantasy playing of ‘Robin’s Merry Men’ before I 
realized that those ‘bad people’ were Muslims defending their land.”


….and in media…. 


“None that I can recall. I do remember the First Gulf War cutting off the cartoons 
with updates. Muslims (in this case Iraqis) were portrayed as the ‘enemy’.”


“Most of the time however, i feel whenever muslims [sic] are portrayed in media, 
it is always showing that they are oppressed/in trouble/war.”


…except for a few special cases,…


“Very few. There was (and still is) Haroon Siddiqui of the Toronto Star. I believe 
that he was always an advocate of muslims [sic] in Canada and provided useful 
insight for non-Muslim Canadians.”


“Yes, I remember Nahlah Ayed from CBC, she’s a reporter/journalist and she gives 
Canada and muslims a positive image.”


“The only [Middle Easterns or Muslims] I was vaguely aware of was Jamie Farr 
from M*A*S*H and later Casey Kasem from a pop radio station.”


For many Canadians of Muslim heritage, Little Mosque offers hope…


“I heard about it saw commercials and had seen little house on the prairie so I 
wanted to see what it would be like. I like these sorts of comedies and it was 
something I could relate to and watch without having my parents object to what 
I’m watching on tv.”


“I heard a lot about it and wanted to see for myself.”


“[I knew] the producer was muslim [sic] and felt that it had incredible potential 
to tackle often difficult topics through humour.”


“I was hoping for a constructive television show that I could watch with my children, 
so that they could see this part of their heritage in a positive light.”


“I was interested in seeing a show about Muslims on mainstream TV which was 
created by a Muslim.”


“I was interested to see how they would pull off a comedy about Muslims.”


“Because it was the first show/sitcom that seemed to include a muslim [sic] way 
of life.”
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…because alongside of the happy memories of life in Canada…


“Once the community reached a certain critical mass, it became evident that we 
started getting a voice to speak to politicians.”


“Being able to practice my religion freely (ie: wearing hijab in public schools).”


“Going to pray or celebrating eid wearing hannah and taking of days from school 
due to eid or being excused from gym for fasting were always good memories. I 
remember other nonmuslim friends of mine were like oh you’re so lucky you get 
to be excused from gym class.”


…there are circumstances that make it difficult to be Muslim in Canada like…


“being called Osama bin laden’s [sic] wife, being swore at or spit on in public 
places.”


“Some kids in a department store once sarcastically told me and my mom that 
they liked our Halloween costumes - in reference to our hijabs.”


“September 11th.”


“9/11.”


“911.”


“September 11th.”


And along with this socio-political reality, there is a deep cautionary mistrust… 


“[the show] is unrealistic and unrepresentative— [my friends and family] also 
feel it emphasized minor issues and underemphasizes key issues in muslim [sic] 
communities. it does not reflect my experiences as a muslim [sic] in Canada.”


“At first I think it had the attention of many of my family members, as we hoped 
to see some of ‘us’ in it. But, perhaps because our experience with Islam is more 
secular and personal (not in any way revolving around the life at the Mosque) we 
started to lose interest.”


 The respondents convey a cautious optimism. The potential of such a show, a 
sense that finally there was something that included them, that they could watch 
as a family, that depicted their family with humour. The potential of this sitcom 
gains even greater significance when placed alongside the representations of 
Muslims and Middle Easterners the respondents recall seeing in their prior school 
and media experiences. 
 Despite the curiosity and hope that drew the survey participants to watch the 
first episode, when asked if the show is popular among their friends and family, 
respondents were either lukewarm or definitely “no.” One respondent wrote, 


“Little Mosque on the Prairie certainly needs our support. It will hopefully pave 
the way to greater and more diverse portrayal of Muslims and people of Muslim 
descent in a positive way.”
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Conclusion 


 The fact that this show bears the burden of these challenges is noteworthy. In 
a context of a sea of current and historical school and mass-media representations 
of Islam and Muslims, Little Mosque has taken on topics like feminism in Islam, 
has presented for open discussion some of the common stereotypes about the 
homogeneity of the Muslim community, it has brought to light some of the issues 
faced by Muslims living in a predominantly non-Muslim cultural milieu, and has 
done all this with a light tone, a tone we don’t often see in relation to the Muslim 
community in Canada, or anywhere for that matter. 
 For anyone who would like to see episodes of Little Mosque, many clips from 
the already-aired episodes are available on the CBC’s website. As well, there are 
numerous websites, including YouTube.com, that have episodes collected there. In 
addition to clips of the show, there are numerous comments that convey lukewarm 
appreciation for a sitcom about Muslim life. For instance, of the over 400 posts in 
response to the clip of part 1 of episode 1 (in which the Imam’s airport scenes are), 
there are some who posted comments like: 


“People need to stop taking a simple sitcom so seriously, Im [sic] Muslim Canadian 
and I LOVE this show, its hilarious [sic]. FYI North America wasnt [sic] built on 
Christian values it was built on the enslavement of African people, stealing the 
land and riches of Natives and exploiting the land!!!!”


However, overwhelmingly the posts are of this type:


“little mosque on the fuckin’ prairie does not reflect Canada
it’s islamofascism
it denigrates Christianity
and it subjugates traditional values”


“now they want to vote with their burkas hiding their faces
fuck them
they preach hate in their mosques 
and their objective is to destroy western values
fuck off little mosque on the prairie
it’s pure propaganda”


“Hey, let’s have a CBC crew go to Iran and film a sitcom called Little Chapel in 
the Camel Shit Infested Desert. Everyone would get their throats slit.”3


 Whatever coating we may wish to put on it, the reality is, that for many Cana-
dians of Muslim and Middle Eastern heritage, this is what it means to be Muslim 
in Canada.


Notes
 1 Information about the show is from http://www.cbc.ca/littlemosque/
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 2 from Statistics Canada: http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/demo30a.htm?sdi=muslim
 3 retrieved on September 15 from http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tu2-lXDe2to
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The Merchandizing of Identity:
The Cultural Politics of Representation


in the “I Am Canadian” Beer


. . . the ads of our time are the richest and most faithful reflections that any society 
ever made of its entire range of activities.


—Marshall McLuhan


Media, Marketing, and Consumer Identity


 Life during the new millennium means consuming an enormous daily diet 
of marketing fanfare. The media affect our personal choices and decisions every 
minute of each waking hour. Every day, each person is actively and passively 
exposed to thousands of images that show and tell the standards, dimensions, and 
limits of who they are or should be as citizens of a capitalist democracy. The media 
and marketing machinery continually spins out an excess of products and services 
to increasingly ad-swamped consumers looking for social emancipation, a sense 
of identity, and meaning in life through the acquisition of goods and services. On 
average, we are exposed to a dizzying three thousand six hundred ads each and 
every day, twenty-one thousand a week, and one million-ninety thousand a year! 
It’s not surprising that Joe and Jane public are at least attempting to put up mental 
screens to find a break from it all in an attempt to realize selfhood beyond material 
culture. In fact, research into changing market demographics is showing that not 
all advertising these days is achieving the consumer attention hoped for by mul-
tinational media corporations.1 Consumer rights advocates such as Adbusters and 
the “culture jammers” movement show that resistance is there and growing among 
a credit leveraged buying public. Yet, simply based on the enormous amount of 
exposure, some messages do, however, manage to get through to us and affect the 
real dimensions of our identity and being.
 Advertisers have tried to stay one step ahead of the trend toward greater 
consumer education and critical awareness of marketing ploys or persuasion tech-
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niques. Whether we want them to or not! The dimensions of consumer desire are 
continually redesigned and pictured on the glamorized covers of popular magazines, 
on roadside billboards, hyper-sensationalized on the front pages of well-thumbed 
tabloids in supermarket checkout lines, embossed on key-chains, and raised to a 
surreal cult-like status through the non-stop media of television, film, the internet, 
and radio. Celebrities, “real people,” and sports personalities deliver sound bytes, 
jingles, and video clips to tell us who we should be as consumer citizens of a glo-
balized neoliberal capitalist democracy. Images of desire that define the symbolic 
economy of our empirical identity are encoded in the “clipstream” of web page 
banner ads, chiselled on coffee mugs, stapled on ads covering telephone poles, 
tacked up on bulletin boards, delivered through flyers, product catalogues, note 
pads, labels, logos, stickers, dolls, baseball caps, T-shirts, bottle-openers, watches, 
necklaces, candies, and coupons. As the forces of media and the proliferation of 
new technologies rapidly shrinkwrap the universe in a silicon layer of bits and bytes, 
the new age of e-marketing is constituted by electronic infomercials, junkmail, and 
disembodied monologue of message postings. The discourse of consumer being-
in-action “buzzes” its way around the world online in the representational form 
of digital simulations that promotes user enagagement for fun and profit. Virtual 
news groups announce products, mega-viral “SPAM” marketing email campaigns 
ask us to buy these products, then blogs and chat rooms spring up to discuss the 
effects of these products on our lives. The real and imagined spaces of public and 
private life are invaded by images and discourse telling us who we are, who would 
should or could be, and what we should want. 
 Marketing creates needs and desires in us where there previously were none. 
These desires are magnified and cultivated as passions by us as people and acted 
upon by us as consumers who buy and store merchandize. We accumulate posses-
sions in the name of democracy as a residual socio-political effect of unmitigating 
class consciousness and the need for economic self-actualization. Like it or not, this 
fact distinguishes us as a human species and makes sense of our willingness to labor 
to acquire the accoutrements of a “better life” and privileged social identity based in 
the material conditions of our existence. From the drudgery of work to the leisure of 
games, sports, and entertainment, from the glamour of fashion to the lure of televi-
sion, music, and film, the cultivation of consumerism as a passion and pleasure is 
what drives the course of human labor. There is not a facet of human existence that is 
not concerned with finding satisfaction and pleasure in our relationships among the 
world of things in relation to each other. Do we possess what everyone else wants, 
too? If so, the material aspects of our existence is determined by demand and the 
price for what we all want to have goes up. You gotta love how capitalism works! 
 The media and marketing machinery produces cultural products that are tendered 
for sale publicly to consumers wanting the exchange value of their cultural capital 
for purpose of securing a social status by cashing in on the historical materialism 
of goods and services that defines and dictates what our choices are or should be 
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in relation to the products and services that are made available to us for consump-
tion. Our capacity to realize an ideal state of “marketed being” enacted via the 
performative dimensions of consumer identity as homo economicus depends on 
our accepting a vision of reality already processed through the polished lens of the 
commercial media and their well-oiled marketing machinery. More often than not, 
the sources of influence upon our personal and social behaviours that are rooted 
in media and marketing—including the realization of our dreams and desires—go 
unquestioned. We generally accept the values and norms represented in the media, 
for what they are: “paid for” advertisements. We then move on to what in marketing 
messages is meaningful for us at the personal level by asking, “Will this product 
or service increase my happiness? Will it improve the quality of my life?” 
 The answer determines our tastes and patterns our consumer habits. The value 
of a thing or practice, an object or a service, we may choose to buy or consume is 
subjective and not as universal as advertisers and marketers would like us to believe. 
We don’t all have the same needs, desires, and expectations. Happiness does not 
exist “out there” in the consumer stratosphere of marketplace production just wait-
ing to be found on a store shelf. It is not an ideal independent from any particular 
points of view or life situations. The meaning of reality is bound to social contexts 
and personal beliefs. We place value on the things we like, when we want to buy 
them. But not everyone likes the same things. There are as many tastes as there 
are people and communities—a fact we often choose to forget. At some point or 
other in our consumer lives, we have all asked ourselves the question, “Do I really 
need or want this?” It is the job of marketers to make you think you want it and 
need it! This is the categorical imperative of marketing: to level the differences 
in taste among us for the biggest share of a posited “demographic.” Appealing 
to standards of judgement and taste loosen the purse strings of our heart that are 
always with us. Thanks to the imaginary rendering of life, history, society, and 
culture constructed by multinational media and marketing machines, the examples 
to be emulated and desired constantly lurk as the shadows of a consumer reality 
somewhere in the back of our minds. The apparatus of advertising is at work when 
the meaning of our tastes, wants, and desires become fixed through a public display 
of our own merchandise selections as the material conditions of our existence are 
universalized and duplicated around the world by media representations and mar-
keting campaigns urging consumption of the same things. Popularity is the mark 
of success as much as rarefaction is a sign of distinction. Sameness validates our 
particular version of the consumer reality all around us and defines our identity in 
the matrix of media representations. The desirability of a good or service must be 
made to seem objective and uncontrived for the sake of making it believable to a 
mass audience who will take it personally and possibly make it a part of their own 
consumer identity. An idyllic image of material reality presented as a dreamworld 
without the usual complications of questioning our choices is designed to give us 
pleasure and make us happy in the moment. The media resist the fragmentation and 
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plurality of cultural memory by allowing us to take for granted the contradictions 
between all of the mixed messages happening around us in everyday life. Asking 
us instead to buy into an idealized reality—not what life is or who we are but what 
life could be or who we should be! 


Selling Beer: Sexual Politics and Effacing Differences 


 In the media dreamworld of marketing, the meaning of life is made easy if 
you buy the right product. No matter what form the content and the messages take 
through memorable images and clever sales pitches, marketing is more and more 
often disguised as “important information.” That is, the necessary knowledge required 
by consumers to educate themselves about a product before making a purchase. The 
advertising media cashes in on the “good faith” of shoppers with discriminating 
attitudes about the desirability of goods and services. When appeals to information 
falter, the focus of marketing then turns to “stirring up” the consumer emotions. 
No need to awaken the rational and critical side of our capitalistic consciousness 
that wants to acquire everything. In alcohol advertisements, the lure of the libido 
always wins over sober common sense. A beer that tastes like any other beer and is 
essentially indistinguishable from other brands as an alcoholic beverage needs only 
a couple of almost-naked women and killer biceps to help it become a smashing 
success and constructs a consumer. Playing on the human preoccupation with get-
ting “downright and dirty” seems to be the key to creating riveting and informative 
advertising for drinkers of both sexes. In beer commercials, difference are effaced 
and consumer identity is “demystified” for painless consumption by linking alcohol 
to the promise of sexuality. 
 What does the depiction of sexual politics have to do with beer? Everyone 
knows that the free-flow of alcohol enhances the libidinal buzz of healthy males 
and females (although it sometimes also inhibits performance). It is hard to imagine 
an adult party or get together without some form of “spirited” beverage acting as a 
lubricant for social interaction between the sexes. In Western culture, consuming 
alcohol has become almost second nature for adults wanting to let go of inhibitions, 
help romance along, and generally have an all round “good time.” So, marketing 
tends to exploit the theme of sexual politics in liquor advertisements for profit at the 
expense of good taste. No doubt about it. Some ads are more tasteful than others. 
A recent beer advertisement depicted animals, rhinos and giant tortoises, having 
sex. The tag line was: “Research says sex sells beer.” So, why the subliminal hard 
sell? Beer is marketed to adults anyway. 
 The lure of sexuality is just the right tonic for sparking brand memory. Not 
many consumers will find a commercial of a man with a beer-belly lying prostrate 
on the couch, washing down the last dregs of a Corona Light, while channel surfing 
and looking bored, a particularly desirable image. Now put beside him a shapely 
woman salivating over his sweating bottle and you’ve just given male viewers’ a 
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consumer identity and a motivating reason to buy the brand. Corona Light = sex. It 
doesn’t matter that the vision is essentially unrealistic or presents an incongruous 
presupposition linking the desires of the “couch potato” and the vivacious woman. 
The more controversial the premise, the more sexual the image, the more likely it 
will be memorable and take root somewhere in the consumer’s imagination in as-
sociation with the brand as a fantasy dreamscape. Advertisers want full shock value 
by forcing us to look at what it is they are selling in a positive way as it relates to 
our fantasies and perhaps, this will motivate an unconscious impulse in us to buy 
the product brand or not. The Bud Light beer we have just decided to try has no 
relation, or so we think, to the commercial we viewed seven times during the first 
90 minutes it was aired on during the Super Bowl telecast, the “Granddaddy” of all 
marketing bonanzas, for a cost of $2 million per 30 second spot. Standing in line 
at a NASCAR race, waiting to acquire an “adult beverage” and wondering what 
brand label to try? The catchy jingle and comic relief of the Bud Light advertise-
ment comes to mind, reminding us that it “tastes great” but is “less filling.” After 
all, we just saw the logo speeding around the track 30 times at 100 miles an hour 
on the hood of a racing car. In scanning the selection of brand names placed confi-
dently on the walls behind the servers, we recall the images of laughing faces, the 
“Bud Light Girls,” or the handsome sports heroes telling tall tales while basking in 
the glow of buxom beauties and neon signs tracing out the Bud Light label. Beer 
advertisements are emotionally provocative and often rely on male heterosexual 
fantasy stereotypes. If you drink beer and you are a man, you will miraculously be 
surrounded by bikini-clad beauties of all shapes and sizes, hanging breathlessly on 
your every word. Some ads play on the female sexual imagination. All a woman 
need do is to pop the top off a “cold one” and, presto, men will be groveling at her 
feet and fighting over her. The good times and the beautiful people enjoying a cold 
and refreshing drink are attractive. The appealing images that pervade conscious-
ness make a well-marketed beer like Bud Light a good enough choice to consider. 
In media representations of reality, messages are often mixed and contradictory. 
Government-sponsored ad campaigns warn us against the dangers of promiscuity, 
unprotected sex, and the spread of AIDS. And yet, shots of sweaty, unrestrained 
girls grinding their bare, pierced midriff against the undulating six-pack of eager, 
hard-bodied guys is the norm for beer commercials. Advertisements are created to 
conform to certain assumptions about the people who are targeted as the potential 
purchasers of the product. The demographics might relate to social class, gender, 
age, sexuality or other market defining characteristics of a buying public. Adver-
tisements are placed across different media platforms (i.e., television, magazines, 
radio) in the hopes of reaching their ideal consumer base. Recently, Anheuser-
Busch was running print ads for Bud Light aimed at securing the gay community’s 
beer money. Don’t expect to see them soon in even the most “middle-of-the-road” 
liberal-minded magazines. Those ads were limited to gay publications only and 
featured same sex partners. But is that all there is to it--sex sells beer?
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 Advertisements offer a consumer the promise of sheer pleasure through stylish 
packaging and the pretty prompting of mega-realities that echo the possibilities of a 
life of virtual happiness always within our grasp yet so far away. If only we would buy 
“Brand X” instead of “Brand Y,” then everything would be perfect. The messages in 
advertisements act at the subliminal level of self-consciousness, where our deepest 
and most profound desires are situated and can be influenced by emotional appeals, 
not logic. The strongest sensibilities—fear, love, hate, and envy or greed—are the 
main targets of marketers. Advertisements are designed to intensify the desire for 
products and services, even if we don’t really need or want them. Consumers have 
always been subject to clever promotional gimmicks and hard sell pitches as the goods 
prowl the media catwalks of culture. But it changes when products and services have 
the status of a brand. That is, a recognizable image and identity whose “core meaning” 
has real and residual cultural value. Coca Cola is “The Real Thing”; Audi will lead 
but “Never Follow”; and, as if we didn’t know, “There’s a little bit of McDonald’s in 
everyone.” The brand is the commercially enacted philosophy of a corporation. More 
than a public face or symbol. It is the spirit behind the novel names and knick-knacks 
that symbolize the well-marketed fruits of labour produced by a post-industrial, 
media-saturated generation. The brand is the living will of a corporation—its heart 
and soul. It is an ideological testament that induces big audience appeal and trades 
for big bucks on the stock market floor because it has the power to frame the popular 
tastes of a nation. For some economic analysts, the financial state of mind among 
American consumers is measured by their trips to McDonald’s. Above all, a brand 
has the power to earn a profit. Products have become marketing tools for selling 
illusions and dreams. Quality is no longer a major selling point because of stiffer 
competition in a global economy where someone will find a way to make a better 
widget at a lower price. The charisma of a marketing campaign evolves through the 
characterization of a product or service by way of a brand identity as the demarcation 
point of difference. 
 Molson’s “I am Canadian” beer campaign broke the mould of sex-based beer 
advertising. Successful advertising for alcoholic beverages that doesn’t appeal to 
sexuality offers consumers images and jingles that become signposts of an indi-
vidual’s history by equating alcohol consumption with life’s great moments. The 
brand, the badge, and the label personalize a beer. The “I am Canadian” campaign 
proved to be a very successful campaign even though it didn’t opt for the usual 
“sex sells” marketing approach so common in the advertising of alcoholic bever-
ages. The commercials gave an amusing take on “Canuck” patriotism and played 
off ethnic stereotypes to nationalize a brand and acculturate good taste using the 
cultural politics of identity and difference. 
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The Politics of Branding Identity and Culture: 
The “I Am Canadian” Beer Campaign


Hey, I’m not a lumberjack, or a fur trader.
I don’t live in an igloo or eat blubber,
or own a dogsled,
and I don’t know Jimmy, Sally or Suzy from Canada,l
although I’m certain they are really nice.l l


I have a Prime Minister, not a president.l
I speak English and French, not American,
and I pronounce it “abOUt,” not “a boot.”
I can proudly sew my country’s flag on my backpack.l
I believe in peace keeping, not policing,l
diversity, not assimilation,l
and that the beaver is a truly proud and noble animal.l


A toque is a hat,
a chesterfield is a couch.l
And it is pronounced “ZED” not “ZEE!l l”
Canada is the second largest landmass,l
the first nation of hockey!l and
The Best Part of North America.l l


My name is Joe, and
I Am Canadian!
Thank you.2


 On March 26, 2000 during the Academy Awards broadcast, the “I am Cana-
dian” beer commercial was aired for the first time to an unsuspecting audience 
north of the American border. The original ad had been in movie theatres since 
March 17, but the television premier launched a lengthy debate on the politics of 
identity, nationalism, and the ethics of representation. The advertising campaign for 
the “Canadian” brand of Molson beer is an excellent example of how the cultural 
politics of identity is merchandized and marketed for public consumption in order 
to tie the representation of national identity to consumer practices. Seemingly 
overnight, the slogan “I am Canadian”—the tag line of the commercial—took on 
a life of its own and became a rallying cry for reviving a patriotic ethos to “set 
right” stereotypical representations of a national identity north of the 49th paral-
lel. This was something wholly other than its originally intended purpose, which 
was to revive the commercial viability of a brand of beer by marketing to a niche 
demographic of relatively affluent nineteen to twenty-five year olds. On the one 
hand, the stirring monologue by the protagonist “Joe Canuck” was seen as an 
impassioned declaration for the acknowledgement of a Canadian national identity 
as distinct and separate from American political influence. While on the other, the 
attempt to “set the record straight” was perceived as an insidious form of jingoistic 
propaganda that excluded aspects of cultural heterogeneity and social differences 
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rooted in historical reality. The ad, however, achieved its marketing goal. It was an 
instant hit with the Canadian consumer and the sixty-second television spot became 
an unequivocal sensation, boosting the brand’s beer sales.3 
 The commercial, made for the Montreal-based brewery, became known as “The 
Rant.” The ad became so successful that it was widely recognized as a popular culture 
milestone in advertising because it used beer marketing to address the need for the 
reappropriation of Canadian national identity and the recognition of difference without 
prejudice or ideological precharacterization. It depicts a “Canadian” everyman named 
“Joe” who is standing behind a podium, addressing an implied audience before a 
projection screen. Images flash on and off behind him as a he speaks and there is a 
thunderous ode that accompanies the rant. He starts off rather stilted, speaking in 
a soft and uncertain tonality, but ends up confidently shouting statements that are 
contrary to stereotypical representations of Canadian identity (eg., “I’m not a lum-
berjack or a fur trader. I don’t live in an igloo or eat blubber”). The ad itself attempted 
to debunk the typical Canadian stereotypes propagated by the American media and 
tried to use them as a source of humour—much like a bad taste, inside joke—to 
fuel its feel-“good” message of national resistance to jingoistic misrepresentations. 
Essentially, it played on the erroneous and mono-dimensional image of Canadians 
as a self-effacing people with no national pride or unique identity—a long-standing 
myth about “mondo Canuck” and a source for cultural humour among social com-
mentators and politicians. Canadians are uneasy when it comes to cultural identity. 
The Canadian ethos of self-deprecation and humility is mocked in the commercials 
because the speaker shows reticence in highlighting the county’s accomplishments 
and attributes. There are historical reasons for this insecurity. 
 Canada had been a British colony until the constitution was repatriated in 
the 1970s during the Liberal government of Pierre Elliot Trudeau, and Quebec 
nationalists have been demanding separation for a long time. This split in cultural 
identity, coupled with multicultural social policy, has led to very un-nationalistic 
tendencies due to an uneasy state of affairs. What constitutes a universal Canadian 
identity is a controversial point. This will not change. Molson first introduced the 
“I am Canadian” campaign with the slogan “Here’s where we get Canadian” and 
then revised the premise. Many wondered aloud if it was ethically correct to use an 
alcoholic beverage to galvanize Canadian nationalism. The fate of the commercial 
took an unexpected turn when “The Rant” began to unsettle politicians. The On-
tario Minister of Consumer affairs quickly denounced the campaign for stating for 
trivializing the complexity of national identity. Various other well-known Canadian 
figures such as historian Michael Bliss called the ad “pathetic, depressing, and 
an embarrassment to Canada.”4 Some “Quebecers” were also displeased with the 
blatant use of stereotypes of Canadian identity in the commercial and did not wish 
to be bunched together with the other Canadian provinces when this particular beer 
brand was not even sold in Quebec. They also stated that they wanted “pro-Quebec 
advertising,” not simply “pro-Canada advertising.” “The Rant” exacerbated and 
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highlighted the tensions permeating the cultural politics of identity and representa-
tion. A silent question that has haunted the political landscape of provincial and 
federal politics in Canada since Confederation: “Who are we?” 
 The “I am Canadian“ commercial premiered the same night as the Academy 
Awards show performance of South Park’s “Blame Canada” by Robin Williams. 
Surprisingly, both the parodic song “Blame Canada” and “The Rant” shared a 
similar feeling and aim. The two were essentially poking fun at Americans and their 
unrealistic and stereotypical view of Canadians, although in very different ways. 
The song “Blame Canada” and the “I am Canadian” commercial culturally reference 
Michael Moore’s Canadian Bacon (1995), which presented a depiction of America 
invading Canada in a similar fashion as the South Park movie. Canadian Bacon is 
focused on America’s need to have an enemy in order to self-actualize an image 
of melting pot patriotism and identity.5 Moore depicts how the illogical animosity 
and stereotypical representation of Canadians that breed cultural misunderstand-
ings and dissension are fuelled by economic and political motives. Perhaps it is 
not surprising that right wing pundits were actually calling for the annexation for 
Canada by the United States in the New Republic article “Bomb Canada: The Case 
for War.”6 If anything, the possibility of alienation leading to aggression between 
two neighbouring countries reinforces the need for clarification of the myopic 
visions of Canadian identity exposed in the song “Blame Canada” and the movie 
Canadian Bacon. “The Rant” is, at some level, a rebellious social and political 
statement wrapped up in a commercial media package that teaches us how to criti-
cally read the rhetoric of an image on various textual levels.7


 The “I am Canadian” commercial features a youngish man engaged in a rousing 
diatribe on what it means to be Canadian. At the same time, viewers are treated to 
a catalogue of well-known, stock images that are part of a moving slide show on 
the screen behind him and punctuate the speech with concrete pictorial references 
parallel to the spoken text. Igloos, hockey players, great expanses of thick nature, 
and hikers with a flag patch sewn on a tattered knapsack are shown in a sequence of 
shots complimenting the lexical text. The “I am Canadian” commercial nurtures a 
visual emblematic ontology because it presents an idiosyncratic image of Canadian 
society and identity through symbols like the Canadian flag, the beaver, hockey, 
and the Canadian landscape to create a feeling of nationalism and pride in Cana-
dian society through these familiar social images that define “Canadianness.” The 
iconographic code of the ad manufactures identity by using these symbols to clarify 
the narrative logic or the meaning of the deigetic code—the semiotic structure of 
its narrative exposition—that is built on a series of oppositions to persuade view-
ers to associate the images displayed with the product in a psychological fashion. 
Canadian identity is manufactured in the commercial through the mutual support-
ing syntagms or “chains of representations” constituting the proairetic codes of 
linguistic and visual texts of the ad. The ordering of signs leads to the meaningful 
resolution of its elements as it constructs the hermeneutic framework for interpret-
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ing the message of the total cross-medial text of words and images. Essentially, 
the commercial is built upon a series of oppositions and negations. An alternative 
title could have been “What is Not Canadian”: 


I have a Prime Minister, not a president.l
I speak English and French, not American,
and I pronounce it “abOUt,” not “a boot.”
I can proudly sew my country’s flag on my backpack.l
I believe in peace keeping, not policing,l
diversity, not assimilation,l
and that the beaver is a truly proud and noble animal.l


 The point of contrast is the ideological small-mindedness of American culture 
and its assumptions about Canadians and their way of life. Each image takes a shot 
at or resists the categorical reduction of the meaning of Canadian subjectivity and 
nationalism that is a political hallmark of Canada-U.S. relations. Canadians are 
uneasy when it comes to cultural identity and the commercial magnifies the insecuri-
ties in a person of “the misunderstood underdog and all-round good guy” fighting 
back against the semiotic effects of American imperialism. The Canadian ethos of 
self-deprecation and humility is mocked in the commercials because the speaker 
shows reticence in highlighting the county’s accomplishments and attributes. The 
ad presents a vision of human nature and the system of beliefs structured around 
the public image and rhetoric what it means to be Canadian. It depicts the illusion 
of an authentic “Canadianicity” and naturalizes it by referring to the stock images 
we associate with what it means to be through a negation of certain values. The 
chain of visuals is metonymical syntagm of how Canada and Canadian identity 
is constructed around cultural clichés, objects, and practices. It is not that the im-
ages are misleading or erroneous, or even objectify a false reality or inauthentic 
subjectivity. On the contrary, the mental and emotional associations evoked by the 
chain linking of these popular images forms are a vital source for the way in which 
national identity and cultural difference are defined by and for Canadians that are 
echoed in the symbolic imagery of the country’s mythological fabric. And yet, the 
objectifiable reduction of Canadian subjectivity to token representations of what 
“Canadianness” is, ultimately has become a national sore spot for a country trying 
to make its presence felt on the world stage. As any appropriation of cultural ste-
reotypes for the purpose of ridicule and shame would be. Canadians have a history 
of poking fun at themselves and believe they are good natured about not taking 
themselves seriously. The “I am Canadian” beer commercial is the expression of 
a cultural reappropriation of a global stereotype revolving around the recasting of 
essential differences between what is means to be Canadian and what it means to 
be American. The commercial succeeds in joining the visual and lexical text at the 
end in a climax of images, words, and music settling around the representation 
of a beer, its label, and the badge of honour: “I am Canadian!” The imperative of 
cultural authenticity and democratic representation are subsumed and totalized in a 
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glass of beer and the red maple that is its brand logo. The totality of representations 
articulate the cultural implications of a specific interpretive codex associating the 
product with national identity. The end result is simple: if you are truly Canadian, 
there is only one brand of beer you drink, Molson Canadian. National identity is 
reduced to a democracy of beer exemplified in the “I am Canadian” brand.
 Unwittingly, the final phrase of the commercials—“I am Canadian”—became 
a rallying cry for renewing a sense of nationalism and pride in the idea of “Mondo 
Canuck,” the beer-swilling pacifist world traveller who wears a toque and lives on 
the frozen Great Lakes. The cultural signposts that had become a painful source 
of global embarrassment and self-deprecating jokes had provided a source of na-
tional glory. Canadians were forced to celebrate and renew their sense of identity, 
all because of an advertising campaign for a brand of beer that was perceived not 
“cool enough” to drink. It is both a fitting and ironic tribute to marketing. A young 
generation of beer drinkers were reintroduced to Molson’s Canadian, an old brand 
of beer with declining sales. It worked. Brand visibility and sales increased. Even-
tually, parodies of the “I am Canadian” beer commercial sprang up all over the 
internet as a testament to the widespread cultural influence of the ad and the need 
for self-deprecating critique of identity politics: “I am Pakistani,” “I am American,” 
“I am Manitoban,” and of course, “I am Not Canadian.” The actor who played Joe, 
Jeff Douglas, became a celebrity and performed at NHL games, talk shows, and 
eventually moved to Hollywood. The “I am Canadian” commercial won various 
industry awards and caused the brand to have a 2.5% increase in market share. 
Molson’s chief competitor Labbat’s Blue lost 2.9% in market share. “The Rant” 
was undoubtedly a very successful advertisement. Only in Canada you say? Pity. 


Ex-Post Facto: What’s Next?


 We spend a lifetime faithfully serving and rejecting brands. Advertising cannot 
be called a public service announcement. It wants your shopping behaviours and 
choices to be influenced by the marketing twist on information—especially when the 
form and content of the message is being paid for by companies hoping to separate 
you from your money. Advertising helps you to become an informed consumer who 
recognises brands and sales pitches—that is a good thing. But marketing campaigns 
ask you to buy into illusions and dreams as much as merchandise and services. 
Women will not fall at your feet when you wear a particular brand of aftershave lotion, 
deodorant, or cologne, unless it contains traces of chloroform. Men will not follow 
you around the world because you use a specific herbal shampoo, shiny lip gloss or 
nail polish. Marketers maintain that branding is about ensuring customers are happy 
dealing with a company, and loyalty is a by-product of buyer satisfaction. You still 
need an “unbeatable product” to urge consumers to spend money on your gadget or 
service—no one will buy something that does not keep its advertised promises. But 
consumers are creatures of habit, always gravitating to safe and familiar buying 
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territory. All shrewd marketers know that reinforcing perceptions about a brand is 
easier than changing them if a product offers real value. 
 A company has to stand by its advertising claims and offer tons of customer 
service and support to back up its claims. They need to keep customers not only happy, 
but loyal. Especially since it costs six times more to attract new customers than to 
keep existing ones. Eighty per cent of sales usually come from the top 20 per cent 
of a company’s clientele. The average business in the United States loses half of its 
customers every five years. If to achieve a yearly growth of one per cent a company 
needs a fourteen per cent increase in sales annually, then the effect of “disloyal con-
sumers” is devastating for the profit margins companies forecast. Thus, behavioural 
and emotional loyalty to a brand are the main targets of marketers. Companies make 
income and dividend projections based on consumer demographics that segment the 
population into groups with specific characteristics relating to income, age, personal 
habits and possessions, marital status, profession, hobbies and interests, group af-
filiations, education, gender, sexuality, ethnicity and so on. The point is to “know 
your customer,” so that advertisements can make value propositions about products 
and services aimed at well-defined target markets who could want them. Surveys 
and focus groups are conducted to create a “living snapshot” of the consumer’s 
world. Market research is straightforward in theory: it will allow a company to better 
understand how its customers think and feel, why they behave the way they do, as 
well as explaining the perceptions and attitudes governing their behaviour. Branding 
depends on understanding how to stimulate the feelings of loyalty and commitment, 
which nurture habitual actions and responses in consumers by turning wants into 
needs. Advertising has relied on the principles of behavioural modification that the 
psychologist B. F. Skinner used to train pigeons to fly in circles during the 1950s. He 
discovered that you if you reward certain “desired” behaviours by providing positive 
reinforcement for some actions and punishing others, then you can get animals and 
people to do what you want. Armed with all of this rudimentary psychology and 
customer demographics research, companies can then create marketing campaigns 
that match specific messages to appropriate media for a particular consumer and 
use the desired emotional stimuli to get the right behavioural response. Why? The 
financial formula is simple: BRANDING + LOYALTY = PROFITS. The key to a 
company’s success is a high level of customer commitment. As loyalty and emotional 
attachment to a brand increases, consumers are less sensitive to price changes and 
competitive marketing campaigns. Less advertising is required to maintain sales and 
the costs of product information and media distribution are decreased. But can you 
love something that can’t love you back?
 There is no public or private space that has not been branded with a logo. 
There can be no “product recognition” without a name. The lack of a brand can be a 
powerful logo too, when used to market the quality of simple packaging as a selling 
point for cheaper goods and services. Advertising dominates the cultural landscape 
of our modern information society. Unless, of course, we move to the outback and 
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are willing to shepherd a vulnerable and almost unimaginable existence away from 
the industrial web of the consumer market in a life without factory manufactured 
products and the relentless “happiness machine” that is the media. But the idea of 
elitism and rebellion has been overdone so many times as a marketing strategy that 
we no longer fully buy into the notion of products making us hip or successful. A 
sign of the times, the “I am Canadian” beer campaign was successful because it 
hit a nerve among Canadian consumers and galvanized their resistance around the 
question of cultural difference and the politics of representation with respect to 
stereotypical global images of what it means to be Canadian. Marketing executives 
dream of being the first to harness an original idea or to appropriate it for a new 
demographic that still lies waiting in uncharted copyright territory. Not everyone 
has the foresight of Bill Gates, the god of Silicon Valley, who licenses the Microsoft 
operating system to all personal computer manufacturers on the planet, including 
the latest deals with Apple. So, who would have thought that a new sense of cultural 
identity and nationalism could be forged on the label of a beer bottle! 
 What’s next? As difficult as it may seem to comprehend today, a pastoral 
existence of perennial self-sufficiency and naivete or ignorance about issues of 
cultural imperialism was the norm for many hundreds of generations that preceded 
the age of technological achievement and rampant consumerism we now enjoy in 
capitalist democracies. The inconvenience of technology that was tied to a wall 
inspired a wave of cordless gismos and gadgets that have become part of who we 
are as people and citizens. Wireless telephones, computer keyboards, and the latest 
craze of Palm Pilots and Blackberries now offer mobile access to all the consumer 
amenities. Hand-held access to data banks, messaging services, word processing, 
and email conferencing is conveniently able to sit in your pocket waiting for the 
touch of a hand to engage this movable technology. Now that text messaging is go-
ing hypercommercial, mobile phones are becoming electronic billboards on which 
advertisers can reach you anywhere, any time, transmitting commercials, offering 
sales promotions, and asking you to enter contests for prizes to be won simply by 
dialing a toll-free number or typing in the correct answer on your keypad. Thanks 
to the inclusion of GPS tracking systems on cell phones, advertisers can find you 
anywhere. As you walk by Starbucks, imagine getting a text-message offering 
you 25% off the price of a Frapuccino. Brands and stores will be brought to your 
hip pocket. There is convenience in being able to access a deal spontaneously and 
everybody loves a discount or “free stuff.” But the personal “ad-free” space we 
have at our disposal is being further reduced. Soon, there will be no place to hide 
from the long arm of marketing as it constructs the cultural sites of your identity. 
We are all consumers now! Even Canadians, eh?
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War for the Seals:
The Canadian Seal Controversy


and Sociological Warfare


Introduction


	 The	annual	killing	of	tens	of	thousands	of	Harp	seals	northeast	of	Newfound-
land	(the	“Front”)	and	the	Gulf	of	St.	Lawrence	(the	“Gulf ”)	(otherwise	known	
as	 the	“Seal	Hunt”)	 in	 late	February	and	early	March	has	 long	history	and	has	
more	recently	become	a	source	of	significant	controversy.	Barry	(2005)	states	that	
French	explorer	Jacques	Cartier	observed	seal	hunting	in	the	Strait	of	Belle	Isle	in	
1534;	native	populations	had	been	hunting	seals	in	these	areas	for	a	significantly	
longer	period	(see	Wenzel,	1991).	During	European	colonization,	 the	fur	 trade,	
including	seal	pelts,	was	a	significant	economic	resource	for	many	in	the	colonies	
and	in	Britain	and	France.	The	hunting	of	seals	accelerated	during	the	late	eigh-
teenth	century	with	the	creation	of	vessels	capable	of	taking	seal	hunters	to	ice	
floe	breeding	areas.	This	led	to	seal	hunting	(or	“sealing”)	becoming	a	significant	
employer	in	Atlantic	Canada,	with	an	estimated	400,000	pelts	being	produced,	but	
then	subsequently	declining	after	the	seal	population	was	overexploited	(Daoust,	
et.	al	2002,	p.	687).	While	Daoust	et.al	(2002)	state	that	ethical	concerns	regarding	
animal	welfare	with	the	seal	hunt	were	raised	as	early	as	the	nineteenth	century,	
the	seal	hunt	became	internationally	controversial	during	the	1960s.	The	release	
of	a	film	in	1964	(ironically	produced	to	promote	the	seal	hunt	or	“sealing”)	(Lee,	
1988,	p.	21)	sparked	international	outrage	that	resulted	in	legal	attempts	to	curtail	
or	 terminate	 the	hunt,	 direct	 actions	by	protesters	 (including	attempts	 to	block	
sealing	vessels),	and	economic	boycotts	of	both	products	derived	from	seals	and	
Canadian	products	in	general.	Anti-seal	activities	led	by	the	International	Fund	for	
Animal	Welfare	(IFAW)	have	resulted	in	significant	public	attention	brought	via	
visual	media	to	the	graphic	nature	of	the	hunt	for	seal	pups	and	a	1983	ban	by	the	
European	Economic	Union	on	“seal	pup	skins	and	products,”	and	a	subsequent	
boycott	of	Canadian	fish	sales	in	Britain	and	the	United	States	led	to	a	1987	ban	
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on	the	hunting	of	harp	and	hooded	seal	pups	(Barry,	2005,	p.	2).	In	the	1990s	the	
seal	hunt	was	expanded	for	older	seals,	which	has	brought	both	additional	defense	
of	the	hunt	by	seal	hunters	as	being	necessary	for	both	their	livelihood	and	pre-
serving	the	dwindling	fish	populations	in	Atlantic	Canadian	waters.	Opponents	of	
the	seal	hunt	continue	to	argue	that	the	hunts	are	cruel,	make	marginal	economic	
contributions	to	the	Atlantic	Provinces,	and	are	environmentally	dubious	(including	
questioning	the	correlation	between	growing	seal	populations	and	dwindling	fish	
populations).	With	these	two	opposing	moral	points	of	view,	the	stage	is	set	for	an	
analysis	of	how	persuasive	efforts	impact	the	public	imagination.


Seal Hunts and Sociological Warfare


	 This	purpose	of	this	article	is	not	to	produce	a	chronology	of	the	Canadian	
seal	hunt	or	the	subsequent	protests	that	have	served	to	make	a	once	accepted	and	
widespread	practice	controversial.	Instead,	the	goal	of	this	article	is	to	illustrate	how	
the	sustained	controversy	over	the	Canadian	seal	hunt	is	an	example	of	what	will	be	
termed	“sociological	warfare.”	In	brief,	the	premise	of	“sociological	warfare”	is	a	
conflict	that	is	intended	to	alter	one	or	more	aspects	of	the	public	moral	imagination	
regarding	at	least	one	issue,	practice,	or	phenomena.	Sociological	warfare	is	distinct	
from	“psychological”	or	“political”	warfare.	Lasswell	(1958)	distinguishes	between	
psychological	and	political	warfare.	Psychological	warfare	at	its	most	elemental	
refers	to	the	utilization	of	“the means of mass communication in order to destroy 
the enemy’s will to fight”	(Lasswell,	in	Daugherty	&	Janowitz,	1958,	p.	22;	italics	
in	original).	Psychological	warfare	includes	typical	government	propaganda	(both	
visual	and	written)	as	well	as	 the	“propaganda	of	 the	deed”:	“a	 term	borrowed	
from	social	 revolutionaries,	which	 emphasized	 the	 importance	of	 assassinating	
or	the	taking	of	emotionally	significant	cities	or	the	importance	of	surprise	and	
the	cultivation	of	revolutionary	aims	against	enemy	governments”	(Lasswell,	in	
Daugherty	&	Janowitz,	1958,	p.	23).	Lasswell	argues	that	“political	warfare”	is	a	
more	inclusive	term,	which	“adds	the	important	idea	that	all	instruments	of	policy	
need	to	be	properly	correlated	in	the	conduct	of	war	“(Lasswell,	in	Daugherty	&	
Janowitz,	1958,	p.	24).	These	instruments	include	diplomacy	to	divide	internally	
and	externally	to	separate	an	enemy	from	potential	allies,	and	economic	activities	
intended	to	weaken	an	opponent.	Whereas	the	main	target	of	psychological	warfare	
is	the	“enemy’s	will	to	fight”,	the	targets	of	political	warfare	include	“allies,	neutrals	
and	the	home	audience”	in	support	of	the	war	effort	(Lasswell,	in	Daugherty	&	
Janowitz,	1958,	p.	24).	
	 These	terms	are	significant	because	they	emphasize	the	importance	of	ideological	
variables	within	armed	conflict	between	states	and	they	indicate	the	relative	limita-
tions	of	these	concepts	in	addressing	many	of	the	activities	of	social	movements,	
subcultures,	and	other	non-state	actors.	While	 the	activities	of	such	actors	may	
resemble	psychological	warfare	in	that	they	are	intended	to	encourage	an	opponent	
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to	withdraw	from	a	conflict	or	acquiesce,	or	political	warfare	in	that	they	involve	
attempts	to	persuade	third	parties	to	join	forces	and/or	abandon	a	former	ally	or	to	
divest	economic	resources.	However,	there	are	significant	limitations	to	these	terms	
when	applied	to	non-state	actors.	Firstly,	they	are	not	necessarily	part	of	an	actual	
or	potential	armed	conflict	(as	in	the	case	of	the	Cold	War).	Secondly,	non-state	
actors	generally	lack	the	communicative,	economic,	and	other	resources	of	states.	
Thirdly,	and	most	critically,	non-state	actors	tend	to	have	a	significant	difficulty	
regarding	legitimacy.	Unlike	political	or	psychological	warfare	between	states,	where	
much	of	propaganda	is	targeted	at	either	encouraging	existing	behavior	(such	as	
soldiers	fighting)	or	emphasizing	self-interest	(encouraging	enemy	combatants	to	
surrender	or	desert	a	cause	depicted	as	unworthy	or	unjust),	non-state	actors	(i.e.,	
activists	and	social	movements)	must	encourage	outsiders	of	the	legitimacy	of	their	
cause(s),	often	without	the	benefit	of	nationalism	or	other	existing	cultural	or	moral	
resources.	Moreover,	specific	conflicts	between	non-state	actors	and	others	often	
are	indicative	of	a	much	broader	clash	of	world	views.	For	example,	a	“fur-free	
Friday”	protest	by	animal	rights	activist	resembles	psychological	warfare	in	that	
the	protest	may	weaken	the	intentions	of	both	consumers	and	producers	to	possess	
or	market	fur	garments.	Such	protests	also	emphasize	a	central	claim	of	the	animal	
rights	movement:	the	killing	of	animals	for	their	fur	to	be	used	in	luxury	goods	
is	ethically	indefensible.	In	sum,	many	non-state	actors	are	advocating	ideals	and	
alternative	visions	of	social	life	that	are	not	paralleled	by	traditional	manifesta-
tions	of	psychological	warfare.	Such	protests	and	propaganda	campaigns	are	not	
simply	attempts	to	resolve	one	specific	matter	(such	as	the	sale	of	fur	garments)	
(see	Jasper	&	Nelkin,	1992),	but	are	also	advocating	an	alternative	consciousness	
(Gusfield,	1981)	towards	many	related	issues	which,	if	successfully	implemented	
would	dramatically	alter	the	social	landscape.	


Sociological Warfare and Sociological Propaganda


	 “Sociological	warfare”	parallel’s	Ellul’s	(1965)	distinction	between	political	
and	sociological	propaganda,	useful	because	it	emphasizes	the	difference	between	
intentional	persuasive	campaigns	conducted	by	a	specific	organization	or	institu-
tion	and	the	more	spontaneous	integrative	sociological	propaganda	that	collectively	
serves	“to	unify	its	members’	behavior	according	to	a	pattern,	to	spread	its	style	
of	life	abroad,	and	thus	to	impose	itself	on	other	groups…its	influence	aims	much	
more	at	an	entire	style	of	life	than	at	opinions	or	even	one	course	of	behavior”	(Ellul,	
1965,	pp.	62-63).	Ellul’s	view	of	sociological	propaganda	parallels	a	functional-
ist	perspective	on	the	creation	and	maintenance	of	a	unified	social	world	which	
manifests	a	common	way	of	life	despite	its	emergence	from	multiple	institutions	
and	social	practices.	
	 Over	time,	sociological	propaganda	emerges	from	multiple	sources,	such	as	
public	relations,	advertising	and	governmental	bodies,	to	create	“a	certain	general	
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conception	of	society,	a	particular	way	of	life”	that	is	supported	by	“propagated	
behavior	and	myths,	both	good	and	bad.	Furthermore,	such	propaganda	becomes	
increasingly	effective	when	those	subjected	to	it	accept	its	doctrines	on	what	is	
good	or	bad”	(Ellul,	1965,	p.	65).	In	short,	sociological	propaganda	transcends	
persuasive	efforts	related	to	concrete	behaviors	or	attitudes,	and	instead	promotes	
an	expansive	world	view	regarding	perceptions	of	the	desirable	and	undesirable.	
Such	an	expansive	perspective	that	acts	as	a	rubric	for	a	variety	of	distinct	issues	
and	concerns	is	critical	for	Ellul,	because	he	contends	that	it	is	the	mythic	vision,	
rather	than	specific	data	or	evidence,	which	is	ultimately	persuasive:


[W]hat	remains	with	the	individual	affected	by	this	propaganda	is	a	perfectly	irrational	
picture,	a	purely	emotional	feeling,	a	myth.	The	fact	isthe	data,	the	reasoning—all	are	
forgotten,	and	only	the	impression	remains.	And	this	is	indeed	what	the	propagandist	
ultimately	seeks,	for	the	individual	will	never	begin	to	act	on	the	basis	of	facts	or	
engage	in	purely	rational	behavior.	What	makes	him	act	is	the	emotional	pressure,	
the	vision	of	a	future,	the	myth.	The	problem	is	to	create	an	irrational	response	on	
the	basis	of	rational	and	factual	elements.	(Ellul,	1965,	pp.	86-87)	


	 Ellul’s	insight	is	central	for	sociological	warfare	because	it	implies	that	specific	
claims,	data,	or	evidence	will	be	unlikely	to	be	as	persuasive	as	compelling	nar-
ratives	and	myths.	While	claims-makers	necessarily	promote	compelling	factual	
evidence	in	efforts	to	both	shape	public	opinion	and	reinforce	existing	perspec-
tives,	Ellul	suggests	that	it	will	be	those	claims-makers	that	can	communicate	a	
broader	vision	alongside	compelling	evidence	that	will	be	more	successful	in	their	
persuasive	projects.	


Objectives of This Article


	 The	goal	of	this	article	is	to	examine	the	controversy	over	the	Canadian	Seal	
Hunt	as	an	episode	of	sociological	warfare,	with	each	group	of	combatants	intent	
on	altering	the	public	moral	imagination	regarding	the	status	of	the	hunt.	The	seal	
hunt	is	an	excellent	case	study	for	sociological	warfare	because	of	its	highly	medi-
ated	nature	and	its	inherent	ambiguity.	Most	Canadians	live	in	a	corridor	between	
Quebec	City,	Quebec	and	London,	Ontario	and	are	therefore	unlikely	to	accidentally	
encounter	the	seal	hunt;	international	audiences	are	unlikely	to	witness	the	seal	hunt	
unless	they	intentionally	travel	to	the	ice	foes	where	the	hunt	occurs.	Therefore,	
virtually	all	information	regarding	the	hunt	will	emanate	either	from	hunters	and	
government	agencies	which	support	the	hunt	or	from	anti-hunt	activists	intent	on	
truncating	or	eliminating	the	hunt—fertile	grounds	for	attempts	at	shaping	public	
perceptions.	Moreover,	even	well	intentioned	efforts	to	find	neutral	or	objective	
ground	on	the	seal	hunt	is	problematic	at	best.	As	Lee	(1988)	argues,	the	Canadian	
seal	hunt	lacks	any	“mediating	third	language”	with	which	to	discuss	the	hunt	(Lee,	
1988,	p.	21).	A	 term	such	as	“harvest”	characterizes	 seals	as	natural	 resources	
to	be	utilized	for	human	purposes,	but	conceals	the	violent	killings	inherent	in	a	
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“harvest”;	some	anti-seal	hunt	activists	contend	that	“hunt”	and	“kill”	belay	the	
“huge	slaughter”	that	anti-hunt	activists	perceive	as	self-evident	(Lee,	1988,	p.	24).	
As	with	other	cultural	controversies	(for	example,	see	Hunter,	1991),	the	lack	of	an	
overtly	neutral	language	will	necessarily	intensify	conflict,	especially	when	the	goal	
of	each	side	is	zero	sum:	moralization.	In	this	discussion	of	sociological	warfare	
and	moralization,	The Ottawa Citizen	was	sampled	for	articles	related	to	the	seal	
hunt.	Regulators	of	the	seal	hunt	and	its	economic	defenders,	as	well	as	anti-hunt	
advocates	(such	as	the	IFAW)	have	a	presence	in	Ottawa,	and	are	therefore	more	
likely	to	have	some	sort	of	hearing	in	The Ottawa Citizen.	


Moralization and the Canadian Seal Hunt


	 A	strategic	goal	of	sociological	warfare	is	moralization. Rozin’s	(1997)	dis-
cussion	of	moralization	begins	with	the	premise	that	“something	is	in	the	moral	
domain	if	the	term	ought	(or	ought not)	applies	to	it”…and	“that	if	something	is	
in	the	moral	domain	for	person	A,	then	A	is	concerned	that	other	people	hold	and	
behave	according	to	the	position	held	by	A”	(Rozin,	in	Brandt	&	Rozin,	1997,	p.	
380).	For	example,	Rozin	distinguishes	between	the	“pure	moral”	vegetarian	that	
“avoid	eating	meat	only	because	of	the	moral	implications	(killing	animals,	wast-
ing	resources,	and	so	on),	whereas	pure	health	vegetarians	avoid	eating	meat	on	
the	grounds	that	it	is	unhealthy”	(Rozin,	in	Brandt	&	Rozin,	1997,	p.	380).	Rozin	
contends	that	moralization	on	an	individual	unit	of	analysis	occurs	through	“moral	
piggybacking”	(“the	extension	of	an	existing	moral	principle	to	a	new	object/activ-
ity”)	and/or	through	“moral	expansion”	(which	“involves	creation	of	a	new	moral	
domain”)”	(Rozin,	in	Brandt	&	Rozin,	1997,	p.	386).	In	both	cases,	moralization	
occurs	through	either	an	affective route	(based	primarily	on	emotional	impact	and	
understandings,	such	as	a	person	becoming	disgusted	after	viewing	a	documentary	
of	how	animal	slaughter	is	conducted)	and/or	a	cognitive route	(based	primarily	on	
principles,	data,	or	other	information,	such	as	exposure	to	reasoned	and	principled	
arguments	about	why	the	slaughter	of	animals	is	morally	indefensible)	(Rozin,	in	
Brandt	&	Rozin,	1997,	pp.	385-386).	In	the	case	of	social	directions,	moralization	
may	occur	either	through	“moral	piggybacking”	when	a	person	is	either	affectively	
or	cognitively	persuaded	that	a	current	understanding	that	is	held	is	subsequently	
applied	to	another	context	(such	as	a	person	that	understands	killing	animals	for	
fur	is	immoral	comes	to	perceive	that	killing	animals	for	sport	is	also	immoral)	
or	through	“moral	expansion”(such	as	a	person	reading	Tom	Regan’s	The Case 
for Animal Rights	(1983)	and	coming	to	hold	the	new	understanding	that	animals	
should	not	be	killed	for	food	or	sport).
	 In	terms	of	social	factors	that	inhibit	or	encourage	moralization,	Rozin	cites	
nine	categories	of	“regularities”	or	conditions	that	encourage	or	discourage	mor-
alization,	which	will	be	divided	here	into	three	groups	based	on	the	point	of	socio-
logical	focus:	centrality of values and beliefs,	targeted populations and	structurally 
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conducive or inhibiting societal conditions	(Rozin,	in	Brandt	&	Rozin,	1997,	pp.	
391-397).	In	the	case	of	centrality of values and beliefs,	these	“regularities”	focus	
on	beliefs	and	values	as	having	either	causal	primacy	or	significance	in	successful	
or	unsuccessful	moralization.	For	example,	countries	that	have	historically	been	
Protestant	are	more	likely	to	be	favorable	grounds	for	values	or	beliefs	that	empha-
size	the	importance	of	self-control	explaining	individual	and	collective	benefits	or	
calamities	(such	as	economic	prosperity	as	the	product	of	individual	exertion	and	
impoverished	populations	lacking	the	appropriate	“work	ethic”	(see	Pimpare,	2004).	
Moreover,	these	regularities	also	suggest	that	attempts	at	moralization	which	mesh	
with	previously	held	values,	beliefs,	and	perceptions	are	more	likely	to	be	success-
ful	than	those	which	are	qualitatively	innovative	and/or	challenge	previously	held	
values,	beliefs,	and	perceptions.	Targeted populations	refers	to	moralization	that	is	
encouraged	because	moral	claims	are	attached	to	sympathetic	populations	(such	as	
children)	or	conversely	to	populations	which	are	perceived	as	dangerous,	immoral,	
or	otherwise	contaminated	(such	as	nineteenth	century	immigrant	populations	in	
the	United	States,	whose	consumption	of	alcohol	was	understood	as	being	threat-
ening	to	longstanding	American	values	and	therefore	needed	to	be	controlled	(see	
Morone,	2003).	Regularities	under	the	rubric	of	structurally conducive or inhibiting 
societal conditions	suggest	that	moralization	is	more	likely	to	occur	with	practices	
when	behavioral	changes	exert	less	costs	due	to	larger	structural	conditions	(such	
as	public	“No	Smoking”	prohibitions	making	quitting	smoking	more	feasible	and	
that	cultural	and/or	societal	upheaval	make	individual	or	systematic	attempts	at	
moralization	 more	 likely	 (such	 as	 the	 advent	 of	 “secular	 morality”)	 (Rozin,	 in	
Brandt	&	Rozin,	1997,	p.	397).


Economics, Cruelty, and Moralization


	 Rozin’s	discussion	of	moralization	is	very	useful	for	an	analysis	of	the	contro-
versy	over	the	Canadian	seal	hunt	because	it	is	a	central	strategic	goal	of	sociological	
warfare.	Each	group	of	claims-makers	must	frame	(Snow	&	Bedford,	1988)	the	
controversy	in	order	 to	emphasize	the	moral	significance	and	propriety	of	 their	
stance,	and	the	untenable	moral	stance	of	their	opponents.	In	brief,	defenders	of	
the	Canadian	seal	hunt	postulate	that	the	hunt	provides	needed	revenue	for	both	the	
participants	and	Atlantic	Canada,	is	environmentally	sustainable,	and	is	not	inher-
ently	cruel.	Conversely,	opponents	of	the	hunt	callously	disregard	the	needs	of	the	
“sealers”	of	Atlantic	Canada	and	are	irrational	and	overly	emotional	when	it	comes	
to	the	defense	of	animals	that	are	also	a	sustainable	economic	resource.	Opponents	
of	the	hunt	contend	that	it	is	cruel	and	of	a	very	limited	economic	benefit.	For	hunt	
opponents,	the	hunt	is	a	savage	anachronism.	
	 Both	positions	have	some	empirical	support.	As	noted	above,	the	seal	hunt	
has	continued	at	various	levels	of	intensity	for	over	400	years,	and	continues	to	
provide	limited	economic	benefit	for	both	the	participants	and	Atlantic	Canada.	
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Sumner	(1983)	contends	that	the	“total	annual	gross	income	for	all	participants	has	
varied…from	$3	million	to	$5	million	(in	Canadian	dollars),	depending	largely	on	
pelt	prices	(Sumner,	1983,	p.	111).”	The	hunt	gross	income	is	unequally	distrib-
uted,	with	those	working	on	large	vessels	(over	65	feet)	earning	between	$2400-
$4800	per	participant	(and	comprising	about	4	percent	of	all	“sealers”);	smaller	
vessel	sealers	(vessels	between	35	and	65	feet)	earned	between$1300-$1900	per	
participant	(and	comprising	about	9	percent	of	all	“sealers”);	the	landsmen	earn	
the	least	(between	$230-$450	per	participant)	while	making	up	the	vast	majority	
of	“sealers”	(approximately	85	percent)	(Sumner,	1983,	pp.	111-112).	The	costs	
of	the	hunt	are	also	unequally	distributed:	according	to	a	1976	survey	(conducted	
before	the	EU	economic	ban)	the	expenses	of	the	hunt	lowered	the	income	of	the	
small	vessels	by	30	percent	and	the	landsmen	by	50	percent.	According	to	Sumner,	
“[c]ollectively,	 the	small	vessels	actually	operated	at	a	 loss”	 (Sumner,	1983,	p.	
112).	The	Canadian	government,	primarily	through	the	Ministry	of	Fisheries	and	
Oceans,	spends	“conservatively	at	$1	million	per	annum”	through	the	regulation	
of	the	seal	hunt,	publishing	information	regarding	the	hunt,	and	maintaining	the	
Ottawa-based	center	related	to	the	seal	hunt.	Sumner	also	suggests	that	the	total	
annual	added	value	of	the	seal	hunt	generated	by	both	the	“sealers”	and	the	second-
ary	sectors	(that	primarily	process	seal	pelts,	meat,	and	blubber)	varies	between	$5	
to	$10	million	dollars;	specifically	in	Newfoundland	the	primary	and	secondary	
sector	production	“constitutes	in	most	years	roughly	one-half	of	one	percent	of	the	
added	value	of	goods-producing	industries”	(Sumner,	1983,	p.	112).	
	 According	 to	 the	 Department	 of	 Oceans	 and	 Fisheries	 in	 their	 document	
“Socio-economic	Importance	of	the	Seal	Hunt”,	the	seal	hunt	provides	significant	
sources	of	income:	“In	Newfoundland	and	Labrador	at	least	7	costal	communities	
derived	between	15%	and	35%	of	 their	 total	earned	 income	from	sealing”	and	
“[s]ealers	state	their	income	from	sealing	can	represent	from	25-35%of	their	total	
annual	 income	(Socio-economic	 Importance	of	 the	Seal	Hunt).”	The	DFO	also	
states	that	the	seal	hunt	is	very	beneficial	for	“sealing	communities”	that	“do	not	
have	many	alternative	earnings	or	work	options	(Socio-economic	Importance	of	
the	Seal	Hunt).”	Unlike	Sumner	(1983),	these	data	are	not	discussed	in	terms	of	
distribution	of	earned	income	to	various	participants.	
	 Beyond	the	ambiguous	economic	benefits	of	the	seal	hunt,	the	“cruelty	ques-
tion”	is	of	significant	concern	both	to	the	Canadian	government	that	regulates	the	
seal	hunt	and	anti-hunt	activists.	Since	the	first	major	protests	began	in	the	1960s,	
films	and	still	images	of	seal	pups	being	killed	by	having	their	skulls	crushed	were	
very	significant	 in	raising	public	controversy	about	 the	apparent	cruelty	of	seal	
hunting	(and	contributed	to	the	European	Union	banning	importation	of	products	
produced	from	hooded	and	harp	seals).	Supporters	of	the	hunt	have	responded	that	
the	methods	of	killing	seals,	while	visually	unsettling,	are	effective	in	killing	seals	
nearly	instantaneously	and	therefore	eliminating	the	possibility	of	suffering	(and	also	
being	equivalent	to	other	forms	of	dispatching	commonly	employed	on	domestic	
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animals	raised	for	slaughter,	such	as	cows	and	pigs).	Moreover,	since	the	late	1970s,	
the	Canadian	Veterinary	Medical	Association	(CVMA)	has	become	involved	in	
the	assessment	of	the	seal	hunt	related	to	animal	welfare	(and	veterinarians	were	
involved	in	some	assessment	in	the	Gulf	in	the	mid	1960s	and	the	Front	in	the	early	
1970s)	(Daoust,	et	al,	2002,	p.	688).	These	assessments	address	whether	or	not	seals	
are	killed	“humanely”	(meaning	that	death	is	caused	instantaneously,	or	nearly	so).	
Daoust,	et	al	(2002)	state	 that	 the	Department	of	Fisheries	and	Oceans	Canada	
(DFO)	“has	adopted	a	series	of	regulations	aimed	at	promoting	humane	methods	
of	killing	seals”	 including	regulating	“the	minimum	and	maximum	dimensions	
of	both	the	club	and	the	hakapik,	and	the	minimum	caliber	of	rifle	and	minimum	
bullet	velocity	that	can	be	used	(Daoust,	et	al,	2002,	p.	688).”	The	intent	of	these	
regulations	is	to	insure	the	swift	death	of	hunted	seals	before	they	are	skinned.		
Beyond	the	regulation	of	slaughter	itself,	the	seal	hunt	is	also	observed	by	both	
representatives	of	the	CVMA	and	the	IFAW,	largely	to	determine	if	seals	are	killed	
swiftly	enough	as	to	conform	to	the	DFO	regulations.	As	two	measures	of	the	ef-
ficacy	of	the	DFO	regulations	Daoust,	et	al	(2002)	discuss	“7	skulls	from	carcasses	
of	recently	killed	seals”	taken	from	a	2001	seal	hunt	and	an	analysis	by	Daoust	and	
Crook	of	“4	of	11	videotapes	of	the	2001	hunt	in	the	Gulf,	taken	from	helicopters	
by	members	of	the	International	Fund	for	Animal	Welfare	(IFAW)	and	submitted	
on	an	unsolicited	basis	to	the	CVMA’s	Animal	Welfare	Committee”	(Daoust,	et	
al,	2002,	p.	688).	Daoust,	et	al	state	that	“[t]hese	4	videotapes	involved	a	total	of	
116	interactions	between	harp	seals	and	sealers,	or	37.4%	of	a	total	of	310	such	
interactions	recorded	in	the	11	videotapes”	(Daoust,	et	al,	2002,	p.	688).	These	
tapes	suggest	that	a	minority	of	the	videotaped	actions	may	have	been	violations	
of	DFO	regulations:


In	the	4	videotapes	examined	by	both	parties,	members	of	the	IFAW	considered	that	
55	violations	pertaining	directly	to	animal	welfare	issues	and	involving	39	(33.6%)	
of	116	seals	had	occurred.	Daoust	and	Crook	agreed	with	13	(23.6%	of	these	55	
alleged	violations,	involving	12	(10.3%)	of	116	seals.	(Daoust,	et	al,	2002,	p.	690)


The	7	skulls	that	were	collected	indicated	severe,	traumatic,	significant	damage	that	
was	sufficient	to	cause	instant	death	and	therefore	kept	with	DFO	regulations.
	 	The	evidence	supporting	the	claims	of	Daoust,	et	al	(2002)	that	“the	large	
majority	of	seals	taken	during	this	hunt	are	killed	in	an	acceptably	humane	man-
ner”	(Daoust,	et	al,	2002,	p.	693)	remains	ambiguous.	Daoust,	et	al	(2002)	state	
that	“[m]ost	hunters	recorded	on	videotapes	taken	by	the	IFAW	members	during	
the	2001	hunt	in	the	Gulf	failed	to	palpate	the	skull	or	check	the	corneal	reflex	
before	proceeding	to	hook	or	bleed	the	seal,	or	go	to	another	seal”	(Daoust,	et	al,	
2002,	p.	693),	which	is	necessary	to	determine	that	the	seals	in	question	are	dead	
and	not	merely	injured	and	suffering.	Moreover,	the	contents	of	the	7	of	the	11	
aforementioned	 videotapes	 were	 not	 analyzed	 and	 discussed,	 meaning	 that	 the	
majority	of	the	sample	discussed	by	Daoust	and	Crook	(approximately	63	percent	
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of	the	total	videotaped	materials)	remains	unknown	and	possibly	contains	more	
significant	violations	of	DFO	regulations.	While	Daoust,	et	al	(2002)	maintain	that	
“[t]he	wide	open	nature	of	the	habitat	where	the	harp	seal	hunt	occurs	has	made	
it	particularly	amenable	to	intense	scrutiny”	(Daoust,	et	al,	2002,	p.	693),	Sumner	
(1983)	is	more	skeptical.	While	noting	that	“[f]isheries	officers	who	enforce	the	
regulations	are	empowered	 to	suspend	 the	 license	of	any	sealer	observed	 to	be	
breaking	them”	and	that	“according	to	some	observers,	95	percent	of	all	killings	
are	carried	out	properly”,	other	observers	have	stated	that	“breaches	of	the	regula-
tions	are	much	more	common”	(Sumner,	1983,	p	115).	Sumner	also	suggests	that,	
despite	the	“wide	open	nature	of	the	habitat	where	the	harp	seal	hunt	occurs”	that	
“the	hunt	is	inherently	difficult	to	regulate.	A	handful	of	Fisheries	officers	and	au-
thorized	observers	cannot	adequately	monitor	the	activities	of	thousands	of	sealers	
distributed	over	thousands	of	square	miles	of	open	ice”	(Sumner,	1983,	p.	115).	
	 Compounding	the	difficulties	inherent	in	a	ratio	of	the	small	number	of	observ-
ers	related	to	a	much	larger	number	of	sealers	is	the	potential	for	DFO	officials	to	
be	unduly	influenced	by	their	relationships	with	the	sealers.	For	example,	Eisnitz	
(1997)	contends	that	within	the	contemporary	American	slaughterhouse	industry	
(most	 of	 which	 are	 located	 in	 rural	 areas	 where	 the	 slaughterhouses	 employ	 a	
significant	portion	of	the	population),	federal	regulators	are	under	economic	and	
informal	pressures	via	relationships	to	others	in	their	community	to	not	be	zeal-
ous	of	enforcement	of	either	health	and	safety	or	humane	slaughter	regulations.	
Atlantic	Canada,	with	its	rural	populations	and	weak	economy,	provides	a	similar	
environment	within	which	DFO	and	CVMA	representatives	may	feel	pressured	to	
allow	actions	that	facilitate	the	seasonal	hunt	despite	their	officially	cruel	nature.
	 These	differences	provide	a	highly	conducive	environment	within	which	coun-
tervailing	efforts	at	moralization	to	occur.	Supporters	of	the	seal	hunt	may	point	to	
discernable	economic	benefits	derived	from	the	hunt	and	scientific	data	that	indicates	
that	the	seal	hunt	is	conducted	in	a	humane	manner	certified	by	veterinarians	and	
representatives	of	the	Canadian	government.	Opponents	of	the	hunt	may	raise	sub-
stantive	questions	about	the	economic	benefits	derived	from	the	seal	hunt	(and	the	
real	potential	for	economic	harm	caused	by	international	boycotts	created	by	states	
and	non-state	actors	to	the	Canadian	economy	because	of	the	seal	hunt)	and	may	
point	to	weak	measures	and	enforcement	of	humane	regulations	of	the	hunt	that	could	
fail	more	rigorous	ethical	tests.	In	sum,	neither	side	in	the	seal	hunt	controversy	can	
easily	fall	on	scientific	or	economic	data	to	irrefutably	defend	its	position.	
	 The	continuing	nature	of	the	seal	hunt	controversy	may	also	be	viewed	in	terms	
of	Rozin’s	three	general	categories	of	factors	conducive	or	inhibiting	moralization.	In	
terms	of	centrality of values and beliefs,	each	side	in	the	controversy	reveals	differing	
value	systems	and	the	place	of	the	seal	hunt	within	it.	For	hunt	defenders,	the	tradi-
tion	of	the	seal	hunt	meshes	well	with	both	a	cultural	history	and	economic	reality	
of	utilizing	both	natural	resources	and	nonhuman	animals	for	economic	subsidence.	
For	the	hunt	opponents,	the	hunt	reveals	post-materialist	values	(Inglehart,	1997)	
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in	which	nonhuman	animals	and	the	natural	environment	are	given	greater	priority	
as	objects	of	concern,	and	are	likely	to	be	found	in	populations	that	are	relatively	
economically	secure	and	well-integrated	into	their	host	society	(Jasper,	1997).	Re-
lated	to	this,	targeted populations	are	also	highly	significant.	As	Lee	(1988)	notes,	
many	in	Atlantic	Canada	are	“proudly”	unsentimental	regarding	seal	pups	and	other	
nonhuman	animals;	for	hunt	opponents,	the	inherent	beauty	and	innocence	of	the	
seals	in	their	natural	environment	make	them	very	sympathetic	objects	of	positive	
moral	concern.	(Images	and	films	of	the	hunt	have	also	been	central	in	presenting	
the	hunt	to	outsiders	and	casting	much	of	international	public	opinion	against	the	
hunt).	Finally,	the	structurally conducive or inhibiting societal conditions	serve	to	
fuel	the	controversy:	for	those	involved	in	the	seal	hunt,	economic	need,	tradition	
and	scientific	evidence	serve	to	reinforce	the	legitimacy	of	this	longstanding	prac-
tice.	Conversely,	significant	questions	regarding	the	economic	utility	and	ecological	
sustainability	of	the	seal	hunt—along	with	well-founded	concerns	about	cruelty	in	
the	hunt—emerge	in	a	context	in	a	time	period	when	others	that	utilize	nonhuman	
animals	are	coming	under	increasing	ethical	and	legal	scrutiny	(see	Lowe,	2006).	
	 Beyond	the	defenders	and	detractors	of	the	seal	hunt,	the	major	concern	for	
both	sides	is	shaping	the	public	moral	imagination	regarding	the	seal	hunt	into	one	
of	two	mutually	exclusive	visions.	The	processes	by	which	this	struggle	occurs	will	
be	the	focus	of	the	remainder	of	this	article	(see	Table	One:	Synthesizing	Variables	
in	Moralization).	One	of	the	core	issues	in	forging	sociological	explanations	of	
morality	is	the	“agency-structure	question”	(for	example,	see	Giddens,	1984):	how	
much	of	these	efforts	are	the	consequence	of	activities	of	social	actors	like	moral	
entrepreneurs,	and	how	much	of	these	endeavors	can	be	attributed	to	structural	and/or	
societal	conditions,	such	as	anomie?	In	addition	to	these	general	parameters,	the	
general	cultural	and	symbolic	landscape	of	the	host	society	is	also	likely	to	prove	
significant	in	accounting	for	the	relative	success	or	failure	of	a	moralizing	effort.	
Therefore,	the	variables	below	have	been	divided	into	agency-focused,	structurally	
focused,	and	culturally	focused	categories.


Agency-Focused Variables


	 These	are	variables	that	attribute	much	of	moralization	to	the	efforts	of	groups	
and/or	organizations	that	have	acted	in	some	fashion	in	order	to	promote	a	particular	
effort	at	moralization.
 Moral entrepreneurs/moral claimsmakers:	Who	or	what	 are	making	moral	
claims?	These	claims-makers	may	be	involved	in	perpetuating	a	moral	panic	(al-
though	they	are	not	necessary;	(see	Goode	&	Ben	Yehuda	(1994))	or	a	prolonged	
campaign	(for	example,	see	“Technicians	in	Moral	Outrage”	in	Jackall	&	Hirota,	
2000).	Moral	entrepreneurs	may	be	institutions	or	organizations,	such	as	the	DFO	
and	IFAW,	or	they	may	be	individuals.
	 Resistance of object(s) of fear:	To	what	degree	are	those	targeted	by	moraliza-
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tion	able	to	offer	resistance	or	do	third	parties	offer	resistance	or	counter-examples	
(Glassner,	1999)?


Structurally-Focused Variables


	 These	are	variables	dealing	primarily	with	supra-personal	conditions	and	phenom-
ena,	like	economic	activity	or	patterns	of	immigration,	which	may	encourage	or	inhibit	
attempts	at	moralization	because	of	the	societal	stability	that	they	facilitate	or	erode.	


 Intersection with media, legal and political structures 


 
Primary audience(s) 
of panic/crusade 


Objects of 
Fear/Objects of 


Compassion 


Counter-narrative 


Resistance by 
Object(s) of Fear 


 


 


Primary Moral 
Vocabulary 


 
Moral Entrepreneurs / 
Moral Claimsmakers 


 
Creation of 
Narrative 


Table One: Synthesizing Variables in Moralization
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 Primary audience(s) of the panic(s):	Who	or	what	groups,	populations,	net-
works,	subcultures,	are	most	likely	to	accept	the	moral	claims	being	generated?	
This	category	may	also	consider	potential	populations	that	may	come	to	accept	
claims	and/or	panic(s).	
 Status of moralization narrative within the host society:	To	what	degree	is	the	
moralization	narrative	granted	legitimacy	as	legitimate,	or	is	it	ridiculed	outside	
of	networks	of	supporters?
 Capacity to (re)form moral boundaries:	To	what	degree	can	the	moralization	
narrative	be	incorporated	within	existing	moral	boundaries?


Culturally Focused Variables


	 Variables	 in	 this	 category	 refer	 to	 the	 cultural	 and	 symbolic	 patterns	 and	
tendencies	within	a	society,	both	historical	and	contemporary,	that	may	serve	to	
encourage	or	inhibit	an	attempt	at	moralization.	These	variables	may	be	especially	
noteworthy	because,	as	Rozin	notes,	the	ability	for	a	new	idea	or	claim	(such	as	
emphasizing	the	importance	of	cleanliness)	to	be	introduced	into	the	host	society	
may	be	significantly	enhanced	if	it	may	be	attached	to	another	well-established	and	
accepted	idea	or	claim	(such	as	cleanliness	being	next	to	godliness).
	 Capacity for resistance:	This	category	of	variables	refers	to	behavior	often	
overlooked	in	the	moral	panics	literature,	namely	how	a	group,	subculture,	and/or	
organization	has	the	capacity	to	resist	attempts	at	either	moralizing	it	or	objects,	
practices,	and/or	phenomena	associated	with	it.	For	example,	Glantz	and	Balbach	
(2000)	note	that	the	tobacco	industry	has	been	very	adept	at	resisting	attempts	to	
moralize	either	cigarette	smoking	or	itself	as	anything	other	than	a	group	of	legiti-
mate	businesses	providing	products	that	adults	desired.
 Primary object(s) of fear:	Who	or	what	is	perceived	as	destructive	(and	why).	
For	example,	Solomon	(2005)	notes	that	those	who	promote	American	military	
intervention	tend	to	demonize	leaders	of	countries	targeted	for	invasion	as	being	
sexually	and	religiously	depraved	and	living	in	luxury.
 Primary object(s) of concern/compassion:	Who	or	what	is	to	be	protected	and	
why	(i.e.,	what	is	the	nature	of	the	perceived	threat?)?	Many	moral	panics	are	as-
sociated	with	groups	or	objects	associated	with	the	young	and/or	the	future	(such	
as	concerns	over	the	impact	of	music	or	video	games	on	children).	
	 Activated symbols and meanings:	This	group	of	variables	is	also	a	significant	
departure	because	it	recognizes	that	many	attempts	at	moralization	are	deliberate	
attempts	to	suppress,	undermine,	or	support	some	type	of	symbol	or	meaning.	
For	example,	in	the	above	discussion	of	the	Gennerelli	head	injury	laboratory,	
the	ALF	deftly	undermined	the	status	of	the	researchers	as	knowledgeable	and	
skilled	scientists	and	instead	portrayed	them	through	their	edited	research	tapes	
as	callous	and	sloppy.	
	 In	the	case	of	the	Canadian	seal	hunt,	images	of	seals	being	killed	has	evoked	
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controversy	for	decades,	and	placed	hunt	defenders	in	a	difficult	position.	Possibly	
as	a	consequence,	the	DFO	has	restricted	the	hunting	of	seal	pups.	According	to	
DFO	Minister	Regan,	only	the	“independent”	seals	“no	longer	part	of	a	family	
unit”	may	be	hunted:	


My	department	has	strict	conservation	measures	in	place,	and	is	committed	to	
the	careful	management	of	all	seals	to	ensure	strong,	healthy	populations	in	the	
years	to	come.	The	seals	hunted	are	self-reliant,	independent	animals	that	must	
already	have	molted	 their	white	coat	before	being	hunted.	They	are	no	 longer	
part	of	a	family	unit.	Hunting	for	harp	(whitecoat)	and	hooded	(blueback)	seal	
pups	is	strictly	prohibited,	as	is	the	trade,	sale	or	barter	of	the	fur	of	these	pups.	
(Regan,	March	17,	2005)


This	statement	is	noteworthy	because	it	simultaneously	acknowledges	the	public	
appeal	of	the	seal	pups	while	providing	rationalizations	for	killing	their	less	pho-
togenic	kin.


Association of Narrative with High Status Persons or Groups


	 To	 what	 degree	 do	 legitimate	 institutions	 and/or	 persons	 accept,	 reject,	 or	
remain	neutral	towards	the	moralization	campaign?	Are	moral	claims	facilitated	or	
inhibited	because	high	status	persons	or	groups	support	or	malign	these	attempts	
at	moralization?	For	example,	the	roles	of	prominent	individuals	in	the	seal	hunt	
controversy.	Well-known	actors	such	as	Brigitte	Bardot,	Pamela	Anderson,	and	musi-
cians	including	Sir	Paul	McCartney	and	Morrissey	have	employed	their	prominence	
and	status	to	lend	attention	and	credibility	to	the	seal	hunt	protests	(Pilieci,	2006,	p.	
A6).	As	noted,	the	primary	contact	that	the	vast	majority	of	Canadians	and	others	
have	with	the	seal	hunt	is	through	mediated	reports	and	material	presented	by	the	
advocacy	organizations.	Therefore,	the	presence	of	one	or	more	media	noteworthy	
persons	will	serve	to	both	bring	additional	attention	to	the	issues(s)	at	hand	and	to	
potentially	lend	support	to	their	cause.	In	the	case	of	Anderson,	for	example,	her	
participation	as	grand	marshal	of	the	Grey	Cup	parade	in	2005	may	serve	to	bring	
the	messages	 she	 espouses	 to	 audiences	not	previously	 concerned	with	 animal	
welfare	or	rights	(Pilieci,	2006,	p.	A6).
	 For	anti-hunt	advocates,	the	danger	of	high	status	persons	challenging	the	hunt	
is	that	they	may	be	discredited	as	either	ignorant	or	emotional.	For	example,	in	his	
ethnography	of	a	controversy	over	using	former	companion	animals	surrendered	
to	animal	shelters	in	biomedical	experimentation,	Groves	(1997)	notes	that	animal	
advocates	were	deeply	concerned	with	being	characterized	as	being	perceived	by	
the	public	as	overly	emotional	or	sentimental	because	this	status	could	be	used	to	
discredit	the	activists	as	irrational.	Similarly,	the	participation	of	high	status	persons	
may	be	attacked	as	selfish	publicity	seeking.
	 High	 status	 persons	 may	 also	 make	 ambiguous	 contributions	 through	 the	
deployment	of	controversial	 language	or	 terms.	For	example,	 in	a	1997	Ottawa	
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Citizen	Newspaper	article,	environmentalist	Farley	Mowat	stated:	“I	don’t	think	the	
word	holocaust	is	too	strong”	in	reference	to	the	Canadian	seal	hunt,	also	noting:	
“I	do	not	make	a	distinction	between	the	massive	destruction	of	any	kind	of	animal	
whether	it	is	human	or	non-human”	(Ottawa Citizen,	1997,	p.	A4).	While	Mowat	
qualified	his	statement,	blaming	“government	manipulation”	for	much	of	the	“mass	
destruction”	of	the	hunt,	such	terms	may	anger	otherwise	sympathetic	segments	
of	the	public	that	decry	the	seal	hunt	but	understand	terms	such	as	“holocaust”	as	
overblown	and	disproportionate.


Intersection with Legal/Political Structures


	 To	what	degree	do	existing	structures	accept,	reject,	remain	neutral,	or	offer	
alternatives	to	the	moralization	narrative?	Are	these	claims	embraced,	modified,	
or	ignored?	In	the	case	of	the	Canadian	seal	hunt,	the	DFO	holds	a	monopoly	over	
definitions	of	“cruel”	and	“humane”	treatment	of	seals	and	can	increasingly	control	
the	presence	of	protesters	and/or	observers	during	the	seal	hunt.	Conversely,	anti-
seal	hunt	advocates	are	limited	to	their	own	means	of	communication,	information	
that	they	can	insert	in	the	press,	and	to	appeal	to	the	DFO	regarding	allegations	of	
cruelty	(wherein	the	DFO	is	the	ultimate	arbiter).
	 The	DFO	recognizes	that	the	potential	repercussions	of	negative	media	cover-
age	may	cause	difficulties	for	the	seal	hunt,	and	therefore	it	pursues	a	strategy	of	
claiming	an	economically	beneficial,	necessary,	and	environmental	seal	hunt,	while	
attacking	seal	hunt	opponents	as	overly	emotional	and	consciously	manipulative.	
For	example,	Minister	Geoff	Regan’s	March	17,	2005	statement	“Canada’s	Seal	
Hunt:	Beyond	the	Rhetoric”	is	noteworthy	because	it	implies	that,	because	that	the	
DFO	regulates	and	enforces	the	seal	hunt,	it	must	be	ethically	and	environmentally	
sustainable.	The	seal	hunt	is	defended	as	traditional	and	an	economic	necessity	while	
protesters	are	framed	as	irrational	and	a	threat	to	“Canada’s	reputation	abroad”:	


Like	the	fishery,	the	annual	seal	hunt	is	an	important	industry	and	a	time-honoured	
tradition	for	people	in	Canada’s	coastal	communities.	Seals	are	a	valuable	natural	
resource	that	provide	income	in	remote	towns	and	villages	where	few	other	eco-
nomic	opportunities	exist.	
	 Unfortunately,	this	industry	and	its	importance	to	thousands	of	Canadians	
are	often	misunderstood	and	clouded	by	misleading	rhetoric	and	sensational	im-
ages	that	tell	a	selective,	biased,	and	often	false	story	about	the	seal	hunt.	The	
tragic	result	is	that	this	industry,	and	the	people	who	rely	on	it	for	a	living,	are	
undeservedly	cast	in	a	negative	light	by	a	few	powerful	organizations	putting	their	
own	agendas	ahead	of	the	truth….
	 All	Canadians	need	to	understand	that	sealing	is	a	legitimate,	sustainable	activ-
ity	based	on	sound	conservation	principles.	The	hunt	is	conducted	in	a	humane	and	
tightly	regulated	manner.	Canada’s	seal	population	is	healthy	and	abundant.	Current	
estimates	put	the	harp	seal	herd—the	most	important	seal	herd	for	this	industry—in	
excess	of	five	million	animals,	nearly	triple	what	it	was	in	the	1970s….







Brian Lowe 83


	 To	prevent	inhumane	treatment,	seals	are	killed	quickly	and	according	to	strict	
regulations.	Canada’s	seal-hunting	methods	have	been	studied	and	approved	by	
the	Royal	Commission	on	Seals	and	Sealing,	which	found	that	the	methods	used	
in	the	seal	hunt	compare	favourably	to	those	used	to	hunt	other	wild	animals,	and	
those	used	to	slaughter	domestic	animals—like	cattle	and	poultry—for	human	
consumption.	In	2002,	 the	Canadian	Veterinary	Medical	Association	(CVMA)	
issued	a	Special Report on Animal Welfare and the Harp Seal Hunt in Atlantic 
Canada,	which	concluded	that	virtually	all	harp	seals—fully	98	per	cent—are	
killed	in	a	humane	manner.	
	 It	is	especially	disturbing	that	some	organizations	are	seeking	to	damage	a	
legitimate	Canadian	activity	and	Canada’s	reputation	abroad	in	public-relations	
campaigns	in	order	to	raise	money	for	their	organizations.
	 The	sensational	images	and	breathless	rhetoric	used	to	criticize	this	industry	
amount	to	a	slap	in	the	face	to	the	thousands	of	families	who,	through	the	genera-
tions,	have	made	their	living	from	this	resource.	It	is	a	real	disgrace	to	have	such	
negative	light	being	cast	on	the	Canadian	men	and	women	of	this	industry,	and	
on	the	many	proud	coastal	communities	that	rely	on	the	seal	hunt	for	their	very	
survival.	Worse,	these	carefully	orchestrated	public-relations	campaigns	twist	the	
facts	of	the	seal	hunt	for	the	benefit	of	a	few	extremely	powerful	and	well-funded	
organizations.	(Regan,	March	17,	2005)


Capacity for Narratives and Counter-Narratives


	 In	media-saturated	post-industrial	societies,	the	capacity	to	couch	moralizing	
efforts	within	a	compelling	narrative	form	cannot	be	ignored.	For	example,	Cornog	
(2004)	argues	that	successful	American	presidential	candidates	have	utilized	crafted	
narratives	in	pursuit	of	support	from	the	electorate.	A	comprehensive	narrative	for	
a	moralization	also	allows	for	the	suppression	or	concealment	of	discrepancies	in	
data	or	behavior	that	may	threaten	public	support	and/or	alliances.	For	example,	the	
discourse	surrounding	“compassionate	conservatism”	produced	by	the	George	W.	
Bush	presidency	promoted	“people	of	faith”	working	in	concert	towards	alleviat-
ing	societal	problems	that	were	not	being	adequately	addressed	by	state	or	federal	
governments.	The	utility	of	the	term	“people	of	faith”	is	that	it	both	glosses	over	
doctrinal,	ideological,	and	organizational	differences	between	religious	groups	in	
an	attempt	to	build	a	coalition	that	will	continue	to	support	the	domestic	initiatives	
of	the	George	W.	Bush	administration	and	also	implicitly	promote	motifs	from	the	
“culture	wars”	of	religious	groups	being	at	odds	from	secular	ones.	


Creation of Narrative


	 How	is	the	moralized	object,	practice,	or	phenomena	organized	into	a	coher-
ent	narrative	that	is	accepted	by	(at	least	portions	of)	a	broader	audience?	In	sum,	
does	 the	 proposed	 moralized	 practice	 (such	 banning	 or	 labeling	 video	 games	
deemed	violent	or	sexually	explicit)	integrate	itself	with	a	broader	worldview	or	
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set	of	practices	(such	as	banning	or	limiting	the	exposure	of	children	to	violent	or	
sexually	explicit	films	or	magazines)?	


Intersection of Narrative with Dominant Moral Resources
and Myths of the Host Society


	 The	degree	to	which	the	narrative	created	by	the	moral	entrepreneurs	meshes	
with	or	contradicts	broader	themes	and	symbols	within	the	broader	society,	making	
the	narrative	more	or	less	readily	understood.	For	example,	Kean	(1998)	contends	
that	many	Victorian-era	supporters	of	animal	protection	were	also	involved	with	
other	types	of	social	reforms	that	were	informed	by	their	Protestant	Christianity,	so	
that	animal	protection	was	part	of	a	composite	rather	than	an	aberration	for	these	
moral	entrepreneurs.	
	 In	the	case	of	the	anti-hunt	advocates,	a	synthesis	of	anti-cruelty	and	environ-
mental	moral	resources	deeply	informs	the	anti-hunt	narrative.	For	example,	in	a	
1999	interview	with	the	Ottawa	Citizen,	the	IFAW	national	director	challenged	a	
federal	government	decision	to	maintain	the	seal	hunt	quota	at	275,000:


“I’m	not	sure	whose	advice	the	minister	has	been	heeding,	but	it	isn’t	the	scientific	
community’s.	This	is	completely	irresponsible,”	said	IFAW	national	director	Rick	
Smith.	“It’s	clear	the	government	has	just	thrown	the	science	out	the	window	and	
has	learned	nothing	from	the	collapse	of	the	cod	stocks,”	he	charged….
	 In	addition	to	a	handful	of	environmental	groups,	22	Canadian	scientists—in-
cluding	11	from	Newfoundland’s	Memorial	University—have	asked	for	the	reduc-
tion	of	the	size	of	the	hunt	to	protect	the	health	of	the	seal	herd.	
	 One	of	those	scientists,	Dr.	David	Lavigne,	of	Guelph,	recently	co-authored	a	
study	of	Canada’s	hunt	management	practices	between	1996	and	1998.	The	study,	
published	this	fall	in	the	peer-reviewed	journal	Conservation	Biology,	found	that	
the	Canadian	and	Greenlandic	hunts,	which	prey	on	the	same	seal	population,	
exceeded	the	herd’s	ability	to	replenish	its	numbers	through	reproduction.
	 The	scientists	estimate	that	1.5	to	5.9	times	more	seals	are	now	being		killed	
than	born	each	year.
	 “Viewed	from	this	perspective,	Canada’s	approach	to	harp	seal	management	
between	1996	and	1998	cannot	be	deemed	precautionary	or	risk	averse,”	the	authors	
conclude.	(Duffy,	1999,	p.	A9)


The	meshing	of	the	overt	advocate’s	claim	with	peer-reviewed	data	generated	by	
apparently	disinterested	scientists	serves	to	support	the	environmental	basis	of	the	
anti-seal	narrative.
	 Another	tactic	to	discredit	the	seal	hunt	has	been	to	depict	it	as	“un-Canadian,”	
Canadians	have	distinguished	themselves	from	other	nations	(especially	the	United	
States)	through	its	international	humanitarian	efforts,	humane	domestic	policies,	
and	 respect	 for	 human	 rights.	 In	 characterizing	 the	 seal	 hunt	 as	 antithetical	 to	
this	 imagined	 national	 character	 (see	Anderson,	 1991)	 raises	 the	 possibility	 of	
international	embarrassment	as	another	blow	against	 the	 legitimacy	of	 the	 seal	
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hunt.	For	example,	in	2006,	British	singer	Morrissey,	in	announcing	that	his	tour	
would	not	include	any	Canadian	stops,	made	an	analogy	between	the	seal	hunt	and	
genocidal	activities	at	his	official	website:	“Constructing	of	German	gas	chambers	
also	provided	work	for	someone—this	is	not	a	moral	or	sound	reason	for	allowing	
suffering….The	Canadian	Prime	Minister	says	the	so-called	‘cull’	is	economically	
and	environmentally	justified,	but	this	is	untrue.”	Morrissey	also	compared	Canada	
to	China	“as	the	cruelest	and	most	self-serving	nation”	(Pilieci,	2006,	p.A4)


Intersection of Narrative with Media


	 What	type	of	media	coverage	is	given	to	the	moralizing	narrative,	and	how	
transposable	 is	 that	 narrative	 to	 media	 coverage?	 As	 Jamieson	 and	 Waldman	
(2003)	argue,	media	coverage	necessitates	some	type	of	narrative;	 the	question	
is	to	what	degree	is	this	narrative	favorable	to	moralization.	As	the	above-quoted	
article,	“Unchanged	seal	quota	worries	conversationalists”	suggests,	environmen-
tal	claims—especially	those	that	can	be	supported	by	non-advocates—are	easily	
disseminated	into	a	journalistic	narrative	that	provides	credibility	for	the	anti-seal	
hunt	narrative.	
	 In	moralization	campaigns,	the	intentions	of	the	creators	of	media	artifacts	are	
not	automatically	transmitted	within	the	artifacts	themselves.	As	noted,	the	seal	
hunt	controversy	began	with	a	film	made	to	bolster	fur	consumption.	A	more	recent	
example	of	a	mediated	artifact	deployed	far	from	its	creator’s	intentions	is	a	video	
featuring	the	wounded	and	captured	Lieutenant	Commander	John	McCain:	


The	opening	shot	of	a	new	video	about	Sen.	John	McCain	shows	a	young	Navy	pilot	
encased	in	a	giant,	clumsy-looking	plaster	cast.	With	his	one	free	hand,	he	smokes	a	
cigarette	as	he	gives	a	foreigner	interviewer	his	name,	rank	and	serial	number.
	 From	that	image	of	McCain,	badly	injured	from	a	plane	crash	and	captive	
in	a	Vietnamese	prisoner	of	war	camp,	the	title	flashes	over	the	sound	of	a	gong:	
Courageous	service.	Experienced	leadership.	Bold	solutions.
	 The	film	will	be	distributed	widely	today,	available	on	the	front	page	of	the	
website	for	the	Arizona	Republican’s	presidential	campaign;	screened	at	campaign	
events	in	Iowa,	South	Carolina	and	New	Hampshire;	and	handed	out	as	DVDs	to	
supporters.	In	12	minutes,	it	sketches	the	history	of	McCain’s	harrowing	experi-
ences	during	the	bombing	of	an	aircraft	carrier	and	as	a	prisoner	of	war,	drawing	
comparisons	between	his	courage	as	a	captive	pilot	and	his	abilities	as	a	leader.	
(Sanger-Katz,	August	30,	2007)


Presumably	McCain’s	North	Vietnamese	captors	did	not	intend	to	create	film	that	
could	be	utilized	to	bolster	the	future	Senator’s	political	campaigns;	however,	as	
Sanger-Katz	notes	this	footage	allows	McCain	to	emphasize	his	military	and	com-
bat	experiences.	Similarly,	cultural	artifacts	that	are	intended	to	promote	a	specific	
agenda	can	be	deployed	by	other	moral	entrepreneurs	in	a	variety	of	directions.	
	 The	perception	of	the	role	of	media	on	the	part	of	agents	within	moralization	
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struggles	can	also	play	a	significant	role	in	the	narrative	that	it	ultimately	created.	
For	example,	in	“Animal-rights	video	used	as	evidence	against	sealers,”	Prentice	
(1998)	discusses	how	a	four-person	television	crew	“gained	permission	to	accom-
pany	the	sealers,	on	condition	they	would	turn	off	their	video	cameras	when	asked	
to	do	so”	because	the	sealers	“thought	they	were	being	videotaped	for	a	U.S.	TV	
program	about	hunting”	 (Prentice,	1998,	p.	A7).	The	filmmakers	were	actually	
agents	of	the	IFAW.	This	deception	created	10	hours	of	videotape	of	the	1996	seal	
hunt	that	resulted	in	17	charges	against	the	sealers	featured	in	the	videotape	and	
was	characterized	by	the	IFAW	Canadian	director	as	“absolute	vindication	of	what	
we	have	been	saying	for	years	about	the	cruelty	of	the	hunt”	(Prentice,	1998,	p.	
A7).	While	the	fabrication	that	the	IFAW	employed	to	create	this	videotape	could	
be	attacked	as	deceptive	and	therefore	suspect,	Richard	Smith,	Canadian	Director	
of	the	IFAW,	argued	that	the	sealers	knew	they	could	ask	the	filmmakers	to	cease	
filming	during	the	seal	hunt	“was	an	indication	of	the	widespread	cruelty	that	oc-
curs	during	the	annual	slaughter”	(Prentice,	1998,	p.	A7).
	 Beyond	films	and	images	that	are	intentionally	created	to	be	persuasive,	jour-
nalists	striving	for	objectivity	in	reporting	the	seal	hunt	are	in	an	ethically	delicate	
situation,	as	described	by	photographer	Jonathan	Hayward	in	2005	in	an	article	in	
The Ottawa Citizen	that	was	accompanied	by	several	of	his	photographs:


The	annual	Atlantic	seal	hunt	is	upon	us,	and	once	again	we	are	assailed	with	im-
ages	that	batter	our	senses	and	our	sentiments.	Their	use	in	conventional	media	
is	usually	muted:	 small	photos	 rendered	 in	black	and	white.	On	animal	 rights	
websites,	however,	the	pictures	are	vivid,	viscous	and	bolstered	by	equally	graphic	
video	accounts.
	 The	photos	accompanying	this	story,	it	must	be	noted,	are	not	the	work	of	
a	propagandist,	but	a	Newfoundland-born	journalist	working	for	The	Canadian	
Press.	Printed	in	colour,	they	would	be	not	merely	disturbing,	but	sickening.	They	
are,	says	photographer	Jonathan	Hayward,	an	unvarnished	representation	of	one	
part	of	the	annual	harvest	of	seals	for	pelts	and	blubber….
	 Mr.	Hayward	is	a	veteran	newsman,	based	in	Ottawa	and	used	to	taking	photos	
that	can	make	politicians	look	good,	bad	or	indifferent	by	turns	from	one	day	to	
the	next.	Taking	pictures	of	the	seal	hunt	is	different.
	 “As	a	photographer,	the	first	thing	you	want	to	be	is	unbiased.	You	don’t	want	
to	be	on	one	side	or	another,	whether	you’re	on	an	election	campaign	or	what,”	
said	Mr.	Hayward.	But	all	his	photos	of	the	seal	hunt	seem	judgmental	to	him,	
sensationalistic,	despite	his	best	efforts.	
	 “The	killing	of	anything	does	not	look	good…The	reason	I’ve	had	such	a	
hard	time	with	this	story	is	because	no	matter	what	you	do,	it	looks	negative,”	he	
said.	(Atherton,	2005,	p.	A1)	


Atherton	 (2005)	 states	 that	 “[t]he	 harvest	 on	 the	 ice-floes	 near	 Prince	 Edward	
Island	accounts	for	about	20	per	cent	of	the	hunt”	where	clubs	are	utilized,	and	the	
other	80	percent	of	the	hunt	involves	rifles	“and	photos,	if	anyone	bothered	to	take	
them,	would	be	far	less	dramatic”	(Atherton,	2005,	p.	A1).	Even	if	these	images	are	
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empirically	disproportionate	in	representing	the	actual	mechanics	of	seal	hunting,	
they	raise	significant	ethical	concerns	about	objectivity:	if	images	are	upsetting	
to	an	audience	to	they	be	modified	(such	as	shrinking	or	removing	color)	or	are	
such	efforts	themselves	a	type	of	bias?	Animal	rights	advocates	historically	have	
found	 significant	 utility	 in	 promoting	 visuals	 of	 animal	 suffering,	 complaining	
that	to	deliberately	suppress	or	dilute	such	images	would	be	concealing	the	real-
ity	of	animal	suffering	(especially	when	the	animals	themselves	cannot	verbalize	
their	condition).	In	the	case	of	the	Gennarelli	Head	Injury	clinic	at	the	University	
of	Pennsylvania,	Animal	Liberation	Front	(ALF)	members	compiled	a	30	minute	
video	 titled	 “Unnecessary	 Fuss”	 from	 over	 60	 hours	 of	 video	 tape	 created	 by	
Gennarelli’s	experiments	involving	induced	head	injuries	in	baboons	that	showed	
numerous	violations	of	the	Federal	Animal	Welfare	Act.	While	these	images	were	
defined	as	shocking,	they	also	documented	illegal	activities	that	had	occurred	in	
a	laboratory	that	was	receiving	approximately	a	million	dollars	annually	from	the	
National	Institute	of	Health.	Screenings	of	“Unnecessary	Fuss”	on	Capitol	Hill,	
along	with	segments	broadcast	on	the	NBC	“Nightly	News”	and	reported	on	in	the	
New York Times	and	Washington Post	became	significant	resources	in	the	effort	to	
close	Gennarelli	laboratory	(Finsen	and	Finsen,	1994,	pp.	67-71).
	 Animal	rights	and	environmental	advocates	are	certainly	not	the	only	claims-
makers	to	realize	the	significance	of	visual	 images	from	remote	places	that	are	
transmitted	to	potentially	sympathetic	audiences	in	the	post-industrial	world.	In	
one	case,	Amnesty	International	has	begun	the	“Eyes	on	Darfur”	campaign	in	order	
to	continue	to	bring	public	scrunity	to	the	alleged	ongoing	genocide	in	the	Darfur	
region	of	Sudan,	as	noted	by	Michele	Kelemen	of	National Public Radio:	


Using	a	Web	site	and	satellite	cameras,	Amnesty	International	USA	plans	to	track	
developments	in	12	at-risk	villages	by	sending	up-to-date	images	to	a	Web	site.	
	 The	human	rights	organization	hopes	its	“Eyes	on	Darfur”	project	will	help	
prevent	violence	before	it	happens,	and	compel	computer	users	worldwide	to	pres-
sure	the	country’s	president,	Omar	al-Bashir,	to	let	peacekeepers	into	the	country.	
(Kelemen,	June	6,	2007)


The	“Eyes	on	Darfur”	website	encourages	viewers	to	“Explore	the	satellite	evidence	
and	detailed	on-the-ground	information	and	see	with	your	own	eyes	what	is	hap-
pening	in	Darfur”	to	“Join	the	global	neighborhood	watch”	and	“Act	to	prevent	
further	attacks	by	monitoring	villages	with	high	risk”	(www.eyesondarfur.org/,	2	
September	2007).	Not	only	does	this	easily	accessible	information	allow	for	those	
outside	of	Durfur,	an	area	largely	inaccessible	to	outside	inspectors	and	observers,	
to	become	informed,	but	it	deliberately	intends	to	create	a	compelling	moral	drama	
for	viewers	who	are	encouraged	to	be	engaged	by	these	images	and	to	therefore	
become	politically	engaged	on	behalf	of	the	villagers	featured	on	the	website.	
 The	danger	inherent	in	the	utilization	of	graphic	or	compelling	images	carries	
with	it	the	danger	of	“compassion	fatigue.”	Moeller	(1999)	contends	that	such	images	
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can	bring	unrivaled	individualized	attention	to	a	mass	event,	such	as	a	humanitarian	
crisis	or	the	slaughter	of	animals.	Conversely,	a	plethora	of	images	can	also	create	
passivity	in	audiences	because	the	suffering	in	question	seems	overwhelming	and	
unstoppable—which	is	likely	the	opposite	goal	of	advocates	that	present	such	im-
ages.	As	columnist	Jack	Payton	wrote	in	the	St.	Petersburg	Times	in	1991	after	a	
series	of	publicized	humanitarian	crises:	“Maybe	the	Kurds,	the	Bangladeshis,	the	
Ethiopians,	and	the	Mozambicans	have	finally	pushed	us	into	the	MEGO,	or	My	
Eyes	Glaze	Over	syndrome.	Maybe	Joseph	Stalin	was	right	after	all	when	he	said,	
‘One	death	is	a	tragedy,	1	million	deaths	is	a	statistic’”	(in	Moeller,	1999,	p.	36).


Mobilization of Counter-Narrative(s)


	 Are	counter	narratives	presented	which	try	to	undermine	the	moralization	narrative,	
or	offer	alternate	explanations	for	the	object	or	activities	in	question?	For	example,	
the	attempts	of	public	health	advocates	beginning	in	1964	to	create	a	public	problem	
around	smoking	was	weakened	by	a	tobacco	counter-narrative	of	uncertainty	(“we	
don’t	know	if	tobacco	causes	health	problems”)	and	individual	responsibility	(“if	there	
is	a	connection	between	smoking	and	health	problems,	tobacco	companies	are	not	
responsible	for	any	health	problems	subsequently	discovered	in	smokers;	individuals	
choose	to	smoke	and	therefore	assumed	the	risk”).
	 As	noted,	the	images	and	films	produced	by	anti-hunt	advocates	have	been	
detrimental	to	public	perceptions	of	the	hunt’s	legitimacy.	One	counter-narrative	
that	has	been	mobilized	 is	 to	emphasize	 the	 roles	of	 individual	seal	hunters.	A	
1928	film,	The Great Artic Seal Hunt	by	American	Varick	Frissell,	has	been	revived	
through	a	documentary	supported	by	the	Canadian	National	Film	Board.	The	docu-
mentary	emphasizes	Frissell’s	perception	of	the	seal	hunters	as	heroic,	providing	“a	
true	record	of	this	nation’s	heroism	against	the	terror	of	the	ice”	as	Frissell	wrote	
in	1928.	Kennedy	(2002)	captures	some	of	the	imagery	Frissell	produced	of	the	
Newfoundland	sealers	(with	a	strongly	pro-hunt	commentary):


With	an	artic	wind	slicing	over	them	from	above,	and	the	promise	of	icy	death	
dancing	up	from	below,	the	men	would	spread	out	over	the	frozen	ocean,	over	the	
rolling	white	wasteland	of	shifting	ice	chunks	and	uncertain	footing.	Arriving	by	
the	thousands	for	the	great	annual	seal	hunt,	they	were	me	driven	by	the	despera-
tion	of	poverty,	by	their	sense	of	adventure,	by	their	very	nature.	
	 They	were	Newfoundlanders.	Going	to	the	ice—“swilling”—was	their	rite	
of	heroic	passage,	a	stitch	in	the	fabric	of	their	identity.	
	 That	is	how	it	was	in	an	earlier	age.	Seventy	and	more	years	ago,	the	seal	
hunt	was	a	massive	thing,	not	at	all	like	today’s	much-reduced	version,	victim	of	
decades	of	animal-rights	activism	(Kennedy,	2002,	p.	C8).	


Kennedy’s	 interpretation	 of	 Frissell’s	 film	 is	 conveniently	 uncontested:	 Frissell	
was	killed	15	March	1931	on	Newfoundland’s	ice	floes	while	making	another	film	
about	the	sealers.	The	drama	of	the	screen	images	and	the	death	of	the	filmmaker	
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serve	to	propel	the	image	of	the	sealers	into	historic	icons.	The	antithesis	of	this	
icon:	animal	cruelty,	intractable	and	unaddressed	Atlantic	Canadian	poverty,	and	
the	possibility	of	environmental	destruction	are	ignored.	
	 Another	form	of	counter-narrative	is	to	directly	attack	the	anti-seal	advocates	as	
overly	emotional	and	irrational.	Alison	Beal,	Executive	director	of	the	Fur	Institute	
of	Canada,	in	a	letter	published	in	The Ottawa Citizen in	1997,	attacked	both	a	
prominent	musician	who	deplores	the	hunt	as	ignorant	and	the	anti-hunt	movement	
as	racist	and	deceptive:


The	International	Fund	for	Animal	Welfare	continues	to	attempt	to	reap	the	dollars	
with	their	new	anti-sealing	campaign,	launched	on	Oct.	9	in	Toronto.	Spending	vast	
sums	of	money	in	a	national	newspaper	and	television	campaign,	the	group	has	
recruited	prominent	Canadian	personalities	to	back	their	bogus	declarations.
	 Astonishingly,	the	stars	haven’t	bothered	to	verify	their	sources	of	information	
and	dutifully	spout	the	nonsense	fed	to	them	by	IFAW	leaders.	Even	more	surprising	
is	their	inability	to	use	a	little	critical	thinking	about	the	veracity	of	the	claims.
	 For	instance,	Loreena	McKennitt	expressed	her	horror	that	“seals	are	routinely	
skinned	alive”	without	wondering	 for	an	 instant	what	could	possibly	motivate	
someone	to	do	such	a	thing.	Working	out	at	sea,	in	harsh	and	dangerous	conditions	
of	the	Atlantic,	is	hard	enough	without	complicating	already	difficult	work	with	
senseless	and	irresponsible	cruelty.	The	allegation	is	preposterous;	its	endorsement	
contemptible….
	 The	real	clincher	comes	in	the	following	racist	comment,	“We	do	not	oppose	
subsistence	hunting	by	Inuit	people	or	others,	but	we	believe	that	the	commercial	
seal	hunt	is	abhorrent	and	wasteful.”	In	other	words,	it’s	quite	all	right	to	hunt	
seals	as	long	as	you	don’t	trade,	and	thus	the	Inuit	and	“others”	may	not	partici-
pate	in	local,	national	or	international	economies	but	rather	remain	economically	
disadvantaged	and	dependent	on	government	assistance	to	meet	their	needs….
	 Meanwhile,	people	in	costal	communities	continue	to	lose	their	livelihoods	
and	their	dignity	to	the	lies,	propaganda,	and	emotionalism	that	this	organization	
purveys	to	city	dwellers	who	only	think	they	care.	(Beal,	1997,	p.	A14)	


This	attack	(albeit	by	an	interested	party)	casts	the	anti-hunt	advocates	as	ill-informed	
urbanites	that	are	content	to	leave	the	Maritime	economy	in	ruins.	This	strategy	
also	deftly	avoids	the	need	to	address	questions	of	environmental	sustainability	or	
systemic	causes	of	Atlantic	Canadian	poverty	that	seal	hunting	does	not	resolve.


Conclusion


	 The	above	illustration	of	an	ongoing	campaign	of	sociological	warfare	suggests	
that,	without	a	significant	realignment	of	influence,	the	war	for	the	seals	appears	
to	be	at	a	stalemate.	The	seal	hunt	defenders,	while	controlling	the	legal	regulation	
of	the	hunt	and	increasingly	regulating	the	contact	of	anti-hunt	advocates	with	the	
seal	hunt,	are	unable	to	contain	animal	rights	sentiments	both	within	and	outside	
Canada	that	 the	hunt	 is	cruel	and	environmentally	unsustainable.	The	seal	hunt	
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defenders	are	also	unlikely	to	alter	European	Union	policies	that	would	allow	more	
products	from	the	seal	hunt	to	be	sold	(and	therefore	making	the	profits	generated	
by	the	seal	hunt	more	substantial).	Conversely,	anti-hunt	advocates	appear	to	have	
virtually	no	political	leverage	to	curtail	or	terminate	the	hunt;	the	effects	of	anti-
hunt	boycotts	of	Canadian	products	are	ambiguous	at	best.
	 As	a	critical	element	in	sociological	warfare,	moralization	is	centrally	important	
to	analyzing	the	activities	of	the	combatants	in	the	seal	war.	Anti-hunt	activists	have	
experienced	success	is	deploying	vivid	and	graphic	images	of	the	seal	hunt,	and	have	
also	enjoyed	the	added	testimony	of	celebrities	and	scientists	in	attacking	the	hunt.	
Hunt	defenders	also	have	the	authority	of	the	state,	scientific	experts	and	tradition	
(not	insignificant	in	a	society	increasingly	dominated	by	multicultural	discourse)	
to	bolster	the	moral	standing	of	the	hunt.	Furthermore,	Atlantic	Canada	itself	may	
be	juxtaposed	against	the	seals	as	sympathetic	and	compassionate	objects.	While	
moralization	in	this	conflict	plays	a	central	role,	it	does	not	appear	at	present	that	
either	side	has	an	overwhelming	moral	gravitas	that	alone	will	either	terminate	the	
hunt	or	the	protests	against	it.	
	 While	the	economic	needs	and	cultural	traditions	of	Atlantic	Canada	are	cited	
as	resources	for	continuing	the	seal	hunt,	the	actual	economic	benefits	of	the	seal	
hunt	to	the	mass	of	participants	and	the	surrounding	communities	is	also	ambigu-
ous,	and	an	emphasis	on	the	seal	hunt	may	forestall	more	sustained	efforts	to	ad-
dress	Atlantic	Canada’s	economic	difficulties.	Each	side	of	combatants	has	their	
own,	incompatible	terminology	which	serves	to	calcify	divisions	and	weaken	the	
possibility	of	any	“common	ground”	being	forged	between	the	combatants.	Un-
less	structural	conditions	change,	it	is	unlikely	that	this	impasse	will	be	breached.	
Growing	Russian	 incursions	 into	Canadian	arctic	 territory	may	bring	more	na-
tionalistic	sentiment	to	activities	in	northern	areas,	and	thus	add	additional	stigma	
to	those	who	oppose	the	seal	hunt	as	“anti-Canadian.”	Conversely,	such	pressures	
may	encourage	the	federal	government	to	curtail	support	for	the	hunt	in	favor	of	
funding	activities	in	the	Arctic.	The	current	economic	prosperity	that	Canada	is	
experiencing	also	plays	an	ambivalent	role	in	the	future	of	this	conflict.	With	more	
resources	generated	through	tax	revenue,	there	may	be	additional	encouragement	
to	preserve	the	seal	hunt	as	a	Canadian	tradition.	Conversely,	prosperity	(especially	
in	western	Canada)	may	erode	tolerance	for	support	of	a	region	that	is	chronically	
economically	anemic.	In	the	final	analysis,	the	moral	imagination	regarding	the	
seals	remains	unresolved.
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To Protect Children from a Child Abusive 
Industry, Legislation, Education,


and Public Mobilisation Required


	 Parents	and	teachers,	as	members	of	civil	society,	have	developed	strategies	
to	oppose	child	abusing	techniques	used	by	the	marketing	industry.	The	struggle	
to	reduce	the	influence	of	advertising	and	violent	entertainment	on	children	and	
teens	has	led	to	victories	that	have	obtained	little	or	no	coverage	by	the	press.	


Introduction 


	 Over	the	last	half	century,	while	some	industries	polluted	air,	water,	and	food,	
the	 marketing	 industry	 increasingly	 poisoned	 children’s	 cultural	 environment.	
After	decades	of	persistent	efforts	by	civil	society,	governments	have	been	forced	
to	regulate	our	physical	environment.	But	few	governments	have	shown	capacity	
to	regulate	the	use	of	marketing	that	targets	children.	The	increasing	power	of	the	
media	on	public	opinion	has	instilled	such	fear	on	decision	makers	that	very	few	
have	dared	to	take	action.	This	has	left	the	industry	free	to	decide	what	children	will	
watch	on	television,	what	products	will	be	offered	to	entertain	them,	what	strate-
gies	will	be	used	to	manipulate	their	wishes,	desires,	values	and	understanding	of	
life.	In	other	words,	to	abuse	them.	With	concentration	of	ownership,	a	handful	of	
conglomerates	now	control	85%	of	all	media.1	These	conglomerates	have	become	
the	“hidden	departments	of	global	culture.”2	They	control	information,	which	gives	
them	the	privilege	to	decide	what	parents	will	learn	about	the	way	that	the	marketing	
industry	abuses	kids	and	teens	and	the	damages	it	generates.	After	witnessing	the	
increasing	amount	of	insidious	and	sophisticated	advertising	carried	by	television,	
more	citizens	have	searched	for	and	experienced	ways	to	protect	children	from	this	
commercial	form	of	child	abuse.	The	increasing	power	of	the	media	over	children	
has	inspired	resistance	from	parents,	teachers,	child	rights	advocates,	and	citizens	
in	all	regions	of	North	America.3	Some	underreported	promising	practices	have	
been	experienced	in	Canada	and	in	the	U.S.	
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The Purpose of Television


	 Television	 does	 not	 exist	 primarily	 to	 inform	 and	 entertain.	 Television	 is	
basically	a	commercial	industry	that	sells	viewers	to	advertisers.	Patrick	Le	Lay,	
President	and	Director	of	French	TV	network	TF1,	declared	in	2004	that	the	role	
of	television	is	essentially	to	sell	brain	time	to	Coca-Cola.4	To	maximize	benefits,	
broadcasters	constantly	search	for	various	ways	attract	and	sell	more	viewers	to	
advertisers	who	will	then	agree	to	pay	more	to	reach	them.	This	type	of	business	
is	frightening	when	those	for	sale	are	children.5	Television	sells	young	audiences	
to	advertisers	who	hire	doctors	of	psychology6	 to	 learn	how	to	attract	children,	
how	to	keep	them	glued	and	addicted	to	the	tube,	how	to	transform	their	desires	
into	needs,	how	to	influence	their	preferences,	and	teach	them	how	to	nag	their	
parents.	To	understand	the	importance	of	advertising	for	marketers,	citizens	need	
to	know	that	commercial	messages	often	cost	up	to	10	times	more	to	produce	than	
the	program	we	watch	despite	the	fact	that	they	fill	only	20%	of	air	time.	In	North	
America	today,	advertisers	spend	more	than	$20	billion	per	year	to	reach	children,	
which	represents	an	increase	of	2000%	in	less	than	20	years.7


	 Advertisers	use	many	techniques	to	influence	youth,	to	manipulate	their	needs	
during	the	stages	of	their	growth	into	adulthood.	Some	of	the	more	common	vulner-
abilities	that	advertisers	take	advantage	of	to	sell	products	include	young	peoples’	
need	for	peer	acceptance,	love,	safety,	their	desire	to	feel	powerful	or	independent,	
aspirations	to	be	and	to	act	older	than	they	actually	are,	and	the	need	to	have	an	
identity.	Much	of	 the	child-targeted	advertising	is	painstakingly	researched	and	
prepared,	at	times	by	some	of	the	most	talented	and	creative	minds	on	the	planet.	
Advertisers	battle	over	what	they	chillingly	call	“mind	share”	and	some	openly	dis-
cuss	“owning”	children’s	minds.8	Every	year,	an	increasing	amount	of	sophisticated	
ads	are	used	to	reach	children	through	television	programs,	movies,	videogames	
and	Internet.9	As	a	result,	parents	and	teachers	have	searched	for	effective	ways	to	
protect	children	from	marketing.	Many	have	lobbied,	petitioned,	and	requested,	but	
very	few	obtained	support	from	decision	makers	in	the	form	of	legislation.	While	
some	have	abandoned	efforts,	others	have	created	their	own	means	of	protecting	
children	 from	 mental	 manipulation	 and	 emotional	 desensitization.	 Fortunately,	
some	of	these	efforts	have	helped	reduce	the	impact	of	commercial	pollution	on	
the	cultural	environment	and	protect	the	mental	health	of	young	citizens.	But	most	
victories	have	gone	under-reported.	


Legislation, Most Effective Way to Protect Children


	 In	all	areas	of	human	production	and	commerce,	the	most	effective	way	to	
protect	children	from	child	abuse	by	professional	marketers	is	legislation.	Whenever	
pollution	of	food,	water,	or	air	increases	risks	to	human	health	and	safety,	even	if	
polluters	deny	any	responsibility	for	damages	caused	by	their	industry,	decision	mak-
ers	are	naturally	requested	to	take	action	to	protect	the	most	vulnerable	citizens.	In	
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the	United	States	and	Canada,	as	in	most	countries,	all	over	the	world,	a	vast	majority	
of	citizens	support	the	regulation	of	advertising	to	children.10	History	has	shown	that	
other	industries	have	tried	to	oppose	legislation	to	protect	citizens.	The	automobile,	
tobacco,	food	and	oil	industries	have	all	expended	tremendous	amounts	of	money	
and	energy	to	deprive	citizens	of	protection	as	the	profiting	industry	has	developed	
tight	commercial	links	with	the	industry	that	controls	public	information—the	media.	
Therefore,	informing	the	public	about	child	abuse	by	marketers	has	become	very	
difficult.	Very	few	countries	or	states	have	succeeded	in	regulating	the	targeting	of	
children	in	the	marketing	industry:	Greece,	Sweden	and	Québec	are	among	them.	


Legislation To Ban Advertising to Children 


	 A	North	American	success	story	was	realized	in	the	Province	of	Québec,	Canada.	
The	law	making	advertising	to	children	illegal in	the	province	of	Québec	received	
unanimous	bipartisan	approval	back	 in	1976.	This	 legislation	 required	not	only	
vision	and	courage	from	political	decision	makers,	but	also	strong	support	from	
civil	society.	Otherwise,	it	would	have	been	crushed	by	the	media	soon	after	its	
adoption.	By	1980,	the	rules	to	enforce	the	legislation	and	make	it	clearly	under-
stood	were	ready.	The	toy	company	Irwin	Toys	Limited	chose	to	challenge	the	law	
in	the	Supreme	Court	of	Canada,	arguing	that	it	restricted	the	company’s	freedom	
of	speech,	protected	by	the	Québec	Charter	of	Rights	and	the	Canadian	Charter	of	
Rights.	In	April	1989,	after	spending	hundreds	of	thousands	of	dollars	for	lawyers,	
the	industry	received	the	verdict	stating	that	the	Québec	legislation	to	protect	chil-
dren	was	fully	constitutional.	The	judges	worded	their	decision	quite	clearly	and	
considered	that	the	means	chosen	by	the	government	of	Québec	were	reasonable,	
proportional	to	the	objective.


(1)	There	is	no	doubt	that	a	ban	on	advertising	directed	to	children	is	rationally	
connected	to	the	objective	of	protecting	children	from	advertising.	There	is	no	
general	ban	on	the	advertising	of	children’s	products,	but	simply	a	prohibition	
against	directing	advertisements	to	those	unaware	of	their	persuasive	intent.	


(2)	The	ban	on	commercial	advertising	directed	to	children	was	the	minimal	im-
pairment	of	free	expression	consistent	with	the	pressing	and	substantial	goal	of	
protecting	children	against	manipulation	through	such	advertising.	


(3)	Advertisers	are	always	free	to	direct	their	message	at	parents	and	other	adults.	
They	 are	 also	 free	 to	 participate	 in	 educational	 advertising.	The	 real	 concern	
animating	Irwin	Toys	is	that	revenues	are	in	some	degree	affected.11


	 The	 Supreme	 Court	 decision	 includes	 83	 pages	 which	 accurately	 describe	
how	children	are	vulnerable	to	sophisticated	manipulation	techniques	used	by	the	
marketing	industry,	why	any	provincial	jurisdiction	in	Canada	has	constitutional	
legitimacy	to	protect	children,	why	children	need	such	protection	until	the	age	of	
13,	and	how	marketers	and	broadcasters	are	not	restricted	from	advertising	to	adults.	
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This	legislation	made	Québec	the	first,	and	to	this	day—30	years	after	its	adop-
tion—the	only	jurisdiction	in	North	America	to	protect	children	from	advertising.	
This	raises	a	few	questions.	Why	did	other	State	jurisdictions	in	the	U.S.	and	in	
Canada	refuse	to	take	action	against	child	abuse	by	the	marketing	industry?12	Are	
Quebecers	the	only	people	who	care	enough	for	their	children	to	use	legislation	to	
protect	them	from	this	very	lucrative	and	powerful	industry?	The	Canadian	Supreme	
Court	Decision	offers	a	rich	lesson	in	the	workings	of	the	media.13	Analysis	of	the	
Irwin	Toys	Decision	provides	important	strategic	insights	to	decision	makers	all	
over	the	world	who	prepare	to	legislation,	and	to	lawyers	who	have	to	defend	the	
legitimacy	of	similar	legislation	in	court.	Further	research	is	needed	to	evaluate	how	
the	ban	affected	childhood	obesity14	and	other	marketing	related	diseases	(MRD)	
in	Québec.	Statistics	Canada	has	provided	data	showing	that	young	Quebecers	are	
less	obese	than	other	young	Canadians	and	that	Quebecers	commit	fewer	violent	
crimes	than	the	rest	of	Canada.15


	 Recently,	the	American	Psychological	Association	requested	similar	legislation	
to	protect	children	in	the	U.S.,	along	with	a	coalition	of	organizations	advocating	
for	children’s	rights.16	According	to	the	Washington Post17,	a	survey	conducted	in	
2006	showed	that	more	than	80%	of	U.S.	citizens	agreed	that	advertising	to	chil-
dren	under	the	age	of	9	should	be	prohibited.18	Commercial	Alert	campaigned	for	
similar	legislation	to	ban	advertising	targeting	children	under	the	age	of	12.19


																																																								


Impact of Legislation on Quality Programs for Children


	 During	the	years	following	its	adoption,	while	the	legislation	was	challenged	in	
the	courts,	intensive	lobbying	by	advertisers	argued	that	children	in	Québec	would	
be	punished	by	this	legislation	since	TV	networks	were	prevented	from	selling	time	
to	advertisers.	Lack	of	income	would	force	broadcasters	to	reduce	the	quality	and	
the	quantity	of	programs	for	kids.	Prohibition	would	punish	children	instead	of	
protecting	them.	Fifteen	years	after	the	law	was	enacted,	the	Government	of	Québec	
decided	to	evaluate	the	actual	impact	of	the	law.	Researchers	from	the	University	
of	Montréal	investigated	the	arguments	of	the	industry.	Were	young	viewers	rush-
ing	for	U.S.	networks?	Had	young	Quebecers	been	deprived	of	the	“educational	
opportunity”	to	become	savvy	consumers?	Has	it	been	healthy	to	isolate	Québec’s	
children	from	other	young	North	Americans,	and	have	they	suffered	rather	than	
enjoy	protection	from	commercial	harassment?20	
	 Research	 compared	 programs	 offered	 to	 children	 in	 two	 Canadian	 cities:	
Montréal,	where	advertising	was	illegal,	and	Toronto,	where	“freedom”	existed.	
The	study	revealed	that	programming	for	children	was	richer,	more	diverse,	better	
quality,	and	more	educational	in	Montreal	compared	to	Toronto.	The	percentage	of	
young	Quebec	viewers	watching	programs	from	the	U.S.	never	reached	more	than	
10%.	The	study	revealed	that	ruling	out	advertising	to	kids	had	undeniably	proven	
to	be	a	very	efficient	and	promising	practice	to	protect	children.	Protection	from	
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advertising	did	not	have	a	negative	impact	on	the	quality	of	children’s	program-
ming.	


Child Abusers Portray Themselves as Victims of Censorship


	 When	requests	to	regulate	marketing	to	children	are	made	public,	the	industry	
is	prompt	to	report	about	it	as	if	freedom	of	expression	had	come	under	attack.	
Rivalry	between	media	conglomerates	suddenly	disappears	and	they	rapidly	join	
voices	to	make	government	regulation	look	futile	or	suspicious,	and	make	the	public	
forget	that	public	airwaves	belong	to	the	public.	They	quote	“experts”	who	belittle	
damages	to	children	and	advocate	in	favour	of	free	speech	for	marketers.	The	fact	
that	more	media	outlets	now	belong	to	fewer	owners	allows	them	to	reach	consid-
erable	numbers	of	viewers,	listeners,	and	readers.	Accusing	child	rights	advocates	
of	being	pro-censorship	is	flagrant	misrepresentation	of	the	facts,	because	the	use	
of	marketing	by	big	media	has	nothing	to	do	with	freedom	of	speech.	


Television Feeds Other Marketing Related Diseases 


	 The	marketing	industry	has	scrutinized	children’s	needs,	hopes,	fears,	dreams,	
and	desires.21	In	order	to	sell	more	young	audiences	to	advertisers,	television	has	
looked	for	more	attractive	programs.	Increasing	young	audiences	has	meant	enormous	
monetary	profits	in	the	short	term	for	these	industries.	But	media	exposure	also	has	
enormous	short,	mid,	and	long-term	effects	on	children	and	society.	According	to	
the	Canadian	and	American	Academies	of	Pediatrics,	studies	have	linked	television	
with	numerous	marketing-related	diseases	(MRD).	Links	were	found	between	televi-
sion	and	obesity,	body	image,	self	esteem,	violent	crime,	physical	and	verbal	abuse,	
anorexia	and	other	eating	disorders,	smoking,	alcohol,	attention	deficit	disorder	
and	hyperactivity,	compulsive	consumerism,	perilous	car	driving,	etc.22	What	other	
industry	can	afford	to	generate	so	much	damages	to	children	and	teens	without	
any	consequences?	When	the	bacteria	E	coli	is	found	in	water,	meat,	or	spinach,	
the	public	is	quickly	informed	about	the	risks	and	the	product	is	taken	away	from	
groceries.	Why	would	research	about	MRDs	be	deprived	of	similar	coverage	and	
children	deprived	of	similar	protection	?			


Violence as a Powerful Marketing Ingredient


	 Let	us	consider	the	use	of	violence	as	a	marketing	tool.	Violence	is	actually	one	
of	the	most	powerful	marketing	devices	used	to	lure	children	and	teens.	Exposure	to	
violent	entertainment	does	not	only	teach	children	how	to	act	violently,	in	the	child’s	
inexperienced	brain	it	links	inflicting	pain	with	pleasure.	After	being	informed	that	
the	use	of	violence	in	entertainment	helps	increase	the	pain	for	millions	of	children	
around	the	world,	did	the	industry	try	to	prevent	damages?	The	answer	from	the	
marketers	was	simple:	raising	children	is	parents’	job,	not	theirs.	The	only	other	
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group	of	individuals	who	would	say	that	are	child	abusers:	“I	know	that	little	girl	
was	8,	but	it’s	the	parent’s	job	to	keep	her	away	from	me.”23	The	media	industry	
and	the	marketing	industry	are	functioning	with	child	abuser	logic.	In	September	
2005,	the	UN	Secretary	General	ordered	UNICEF	Canada	to	prepare	a	consultation	
document	for	analysing	violence	against	children	in	North	America.	The	document	
states	clearly	that	additional	legislation	is	certainly	among	promising	practices.24	
But	legislation	alone	will	be	ineffective without	mobilization	by	civil	society	to	
counter	the	enormous	power	of	the	media,	including	the	videogame	industry.		
	


Censorship by the Entertainment Industry 


	 Citizens	usually	view	censorship	as	the	action	of	government	to	block	public	
access	to	strategic	political	 information.	Sometimes,	censorship	is	also	perceived	
as	an	old	fashion	hunt	to	block	scenes	of	sex	in	movies.	What	if	censorship	was	the	
instrument	of	the	media	to	give	preference	to	entertainment	products	that	will	hurt	
children,	teens,	and	society?	Gratuitous	violence	is	actually	the	result	of	censorship	
by	 commerce.	 In	North	America,	most	 cultural	messages	 are	 strained	 through	 a	
commercial	filter	which	uses	gratuitous	violence	as	an	industrial	ingredient	to	keep	
viewers	tuned	in,	ratings	high,	and	profits	up.25	The	first,	if	not	only,	rule	that	big	
media	agrees	to	respect	is	the	market’s	rule.	Their	argument	is	simple:	if	people	want	
to	watch	violent	programs,	broadcasters	have	the	right	to	air	them	and	no	government	
should	interfere.	If	the	transportation	industry	had	acted	in	a	similar	way,	there	would	
be	no	speed	regulation	in	school	areas,	no	traffic	lights	for	pedestrians,	and	no	prohi-
bition	against	carrying	dangerous	chemicals	in	tunnels.	The	broadcast	of	programs	
unhealthy	and	unsafe	for	children	is	the	opposite	of	freedom.	It	represents	the	power	
of	the	media	to	abuse	vulnerable	children.	Between	freedom	of	speech	and	children’s	
safety,	all	civilized	societies	should	give	consideration	to	the	most	vulnerable.			


Silencing Voices Opposing Child Abuse


	 Parents,	teachers,	and	child	rights	advocates	requesting	regulation	of	TV	programs	
for	children—and	the	sale	of	videogames	to	children—do	not	promote	censorship,	
they	oppose	censorship	by	commerce.	By	1997,	the	Dean	Emeritus	of	the	Annenberg	
School	for	Communication	at	University	of	Pennsylvania	had	monitored	television	
for	over	30	years.	After	finding	Saturday	morning	children’s	programs	filled	by	four	
times	more	scenes	of	violence	per	hour	than	prime	time	television,	he	described	cen-
sorship	by	the	media.	“When	you	can	dump	a	Power	Rangers	on	300	million	children	
in	80	countries,	shutting	down	domestic	artists	and	cultural	products,	you	don’t	have	
to	care	who	wants	it	and	who	gets	hurt	in	the	process.	Mindless	TV	violence	is	(…)	
the	product	of	de	facto	censorship:	a	global	marketing	formula	imposed	on	program	
creators	and	foisted	on	the	children	of	the	world.”26


	 Labelling	child	rights	advocates	“enemies	of	freedom”	is	motivated	by	the	
industry’s	own	attempt	at	censorship.	By	accusing	them	of	promoting	censorship,	
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the	media	try	to	make	citizens	forget	that	public	airwaves	belong	to	the	public.	
Citizens	have	total	legitimacy	to	make	child	abuse	illegal	and	ban	it	from	public	
airwaves,	just	like	they	have	the	right	to	regulate	street	traffic.	Big	media	do	not	
defend	freedom	of	speech,	they	systematically	impose	silence	on	child	abusers	op-
ponents.	Violent	programs	are	aired	because	content	is	controlled	by	the	industry.	
The	choice	to	show	violence	is	a	decision	made	by	somebody,	elected	by	nobody,	
unknown	to	the	public,	hired	and	paid	to	give	priority	to	cruelty,	aggressiveness	and	
hatred	wherever	it	sells.	That	is	why	the	Ninja	Turtles,	the	Terminator,	Fifty	Cent,	
and	South	Park	are	allowed	to	come	into	our	living	rooms	and	promote	anti-social	
values	instead	of	other	healthy	programs.	Broadcasters	receive	money	for	mak-
ing	such	decisions.	Profits	increase	after	airing	violent	programs.	The	industry’s	
censorship	exists	and	millions	of	children	pay	the	price	every	day.			


Marketing Violence to Children, Immoral


	 In	the	early	1980s,	in	addition	to	advertising	through	commercials,	companies	
produced	their	own	TV	programs	and	paid	to	have	them	broadcast	on	weekdays	
and	Saturday	mornings.	In	1984	“GI	Joe”	carried	84	acts	of	violence	per	hour	and	
“Transformers”	81.27	This	marketing	strategy	was	so	profitable	that	toy	manufacturers	
reused	it	in	1989	with	the	“Ninja	Turtles,”	in	1993	with	the	“Power	Rangers,”	and	
in	1999	with	the	“Pokemons.”	The	primary	purpose	was	to	manipulate	children	so	
they	would	nag	their	parents	(and	Santa	Claus)	to	give	them	Hasbro	toys.	Product	
placement	in	television	programs	for	children	included	fantasies	and	stereotypes	
that	support	an	aggressive	culture	of	violence,	sexism and	war.	


Public Airwaves Actually Used for Child Abuse


	 Growing	public	awareness	of	the	dangers	of	media	violence	aimed	at	young	
people	has	put	pressure	on	governments	to	regulate	it.	In	1995,	to	prevent	govern-
ment	regulation,	Canadian	broadcasters	agreed	to	regulate	themselves	and	promised	
that	gratuitous	violence	would	be	aired	only	after	9	p.m.	Seven	years	later,	research	
revealed	that	self	regulation	not	only	had	failed	to	reduce	violence	but	also	helped	
private	broadcasters	increase	the	number	of	violent	acts	by	432%.28	Violence	aired	
before	9	p.m.	had	gone	up	from	53%	in	1995	up	to	88%	in	2002.	
	 During	those	seven	years,	two	developments	helped	to	neutralize	public	concern.	
First,	broadcasters	provided	funding	for	media	literacy	programs.	Such	funding	has	
proven	to	be	a	smokescreen	to	help	broadcasters	project	an	ethical	image	of	their	
industry	while	increasing	toxic	doses	bombarded	at	children.	A	second	develop-
ment	was	the	V-Chip	offered	to	parents	working	full-time	supposedly	to	help	them	
block	violent	programs.	The	V-Chip	has	shown	to	help	shifting	responsibility	for	
regulating	TV	violence	away	from	polluters	onto	parents.	Governments	had	given	
control	of	pollution	to	polluters.	
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Purpose of Violent Entertainment 


	 Media	violence	is	used	by	the	entertainment	industry	for	the	purpose	of	attracting	
more	viewers.	When	consideration	is	taken	for	their	age,	it	is	only	to	take	advantage	
of	their	vulnerability.	The	use	of	violence	is	certainly	one	of	the	most	brutal,	cruel	
and	 sophisticated	 form	 of	 child	 abuse.	 Pokemons,	Terminators,	 Doom,	 Quake,	
Basketball	Diaries,	Grand	Theft	Auto,	Howard	Stern,	South	Parks,	and	Jackass,	
like	hundreds	of	other	cultural	products,	have	been	proven	to	damage	children	and	
teens	across	the	continent.29	They	carry	and	promote	values	that	help	guide	and	
inspire	children’s	attitudes,	behaviours,	clothing,	language	and	also,	unfortunately,	
the	way	they	relate	with	each	other.	Eminem,	Fifty	Cent,	Marilyn	Manson,	and	
Snoop	Dog	were	used	by	the	music	industry	to	circulate	hate	propaganda	against	
women	and	cash	profit	from	it.	These	“artists,”	often	portrayed	as	rebels,	are	rich	
and	famous	slaves,	but	slaves	nonetheless.	These	guys	would	still	be	whining	in	
their	garages	if	it	was	not	for	the	industry	that	gave	them	a	microphone,	printed	
their	lyrics,	sold	their	albums,	promoted	them	on	MTV	and	honoured	them	with	
Grammies.30	It	takes	experience,	knowledge,	critical	viewing	skills,	and	empathy	
to	understand	that	these	role	models	actually	teach	submission,	frustration,	humili-
ation,	and	anger.	Misogyny,	violence,	fear,	sexism,	racism,	and	consumerism	have	
nothing	in	common	with	freedom	and	justice,	 they	are	the	opposite.	They	have	
been	enemies	of	humanity	for	millennia.	How	could	a	child	know	that?


Size of the Effect Hidden from the Public 


	 Another	form	of	censorship	by	the	industry	is	to	keep	research	ignored	by	the	
public.	Scientists	have	measured	the	correlation	between	what	children	watch	and	
how	they	behave.	Research	revealed	that	the	effect	of	media	violence	is	bigger	than	
the	effect	of	exposure	to	lead	on	children’s	brain	activity,	bigger	than	the	effect	
of	calcium	intake	on	bone	mass,	bigger	than	the	effect	of	homework	on	academic	
achievement,	bigger	than	the	effects	of	condoms	as	protection	against	HIV,	bigger	
than	the	effects	of	asbestos	exposure	and	second-hand	smoke	on	cancer.31	Some	
of	these	correlations	had	already	been	presented	by	Professor	Craig	Anderson	in	
his	testimony	before	the	U.S.	Senate	Commerce	Committee	hearing	in	2001.	More	
recent	comparisons	were	presented	by	Dr.	Doug	Gentile	in	October	2006.	Research	
confirmed	short	and	long	term	effects.32


	


FPS Video Games Are Murder Simulators


	 Video	game	 revenues	 reach	$10	billion	a	year,	which	 is	more	 than	 that	of	
television	and	movies	combined,	and	 is	 increasing.	Half	of	 fourth	graders	play	
“first	person	shooter”	(FPS)	video	games.	After	playing	video	games,	young	people	
exhibit	measurable	decreases	in	social	behaviours,	a	43%	increase	in	aggressive	
thoughts,	and	a	17%	increase	in	violent	retaliation	to	provocation.	Playing	violent	
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video	games	accounted	for	13-22%	of	the	variance	in	teenagers’	violent	behaviour.	
By	comparison,	smoking	tobacco	accounts	for	14%	of	the	variance	in	lung	can-
cer.33	Videogames	have	been	used	by	the	U.S.	army	for	the	purpose	of	conditioning	
young	recruits	to	kill	without	thinking.	Videogames	give	kids	and	teens	the	skill,	
the	will	and	the	thrill	to	kill.34	Apart	from	the	tendency	of	video	games	to	arouse	
aggression,	these	games	provide	little	mental	stimulation	to	the	brain’s	frontal	lobe,	
an	area	that	plays	an	important	role	in	the	repression	of	anti-social	impulses.35	A	
lack	of	stimulation	prior	to	the	age	of	20	prevents	the	neurons	from	thickening	
and	connecting,	thereby	impairing	the	brain’s	ability	to	control	impulses	such	as	
violence	and	aggression.	


Media Violence Linked with Bullying and Crime


	 Time	exposure	to	television	is	actually	linked	with	bullying.	Youngsters	who	
spent	a	typical	amount	of	time—about	3½	hours	daily—in	front	of	the	tube	had	a	
25%	increased	risk	of	becoming	bullies	between	the	ages	of	6	and	11.	This	shows	
a	very	clear	effect	of	television	on	children’s	bullying.36


	 Since	1985,	school	authorities	in	the	U.S.	have	noticed	that	violence	has	crept	
into	lower	grade	levels.	In	California,	from	1995	to	2001,	assaults	nearly	doubled.	In	
Philadelphia,	the	first	part	of	school	year	2003-2004	brought	the	suspensions	of	22	
kindergartners.	Minneapolis	schools	have	suspended	more	than	500	kindergartners	
over	the	past	two	school	years	for	fighting,	indecent	exposure,	and	persistent	lack	
of	cooperation.	Minnesota	schools	have	suspended	nearly	4,000	kindergartners,	
first,	and	second	graders	for	fighting	and	disorderly	conduct.	In	Massachusetts,	the	
percentage	of	suspended	students	 in	pre-kindergarten	through	third	grade	more	
than	doubled	between	1995	and	2000.	In	2001-2002,	schools	in	Greenville,	South	
Carolina,	suspended	132	first-graders,	75	kindergartners,	and	two	preschoolers.37	
In	the	Province	of	Québec,	the	number	of	elementary	school	students	with	troubled	
behaviors	has	increased	by	300%	between	1985	and	2000.38


	 Media	violence	has	also	been	linked	with	later	criminal	activity,	as	revealed	
by	a	17-year	study	in	which	700	young	people	were	tracked	down	into	their	adult	
lives.	Hours	of	viewing	were	correlated	with	acts	of	aggression.	Young	viewers	
watching	more	TV	committed	more	crimes	as	adults.39	In	Canada,	violent	crime	
rate	of	youth	is	growing	much	faster	than	adults’	and	in	the	Province	of	Québec,	
even	if	violent	crime	rate	is	lower	than	other	provinces,	violent	crime	rate	of	youth	
is	twice	that	of	adults.40	
	


Influence of Toxic Culture Censored by the Media


	 In	1977,	the	(Canadian)	LaMarsh	Commission	Report41	made	the	analogy	of	
violence	to	environmental	contamination.	During	the	30	years	following	the	Report,	
thousands	of	studies	confirmed	that	violent	entertainment	influences	children.	In	
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1995,	a	University	of	Winnipeg	researcher	found	more	than	650	studies linking	
real-life	violence	to	media	violence.42	In	2001,	only	4%	of	violent	programs	had	
a	strong	anti-violence	theme,	and	only	13%	of	reality	programs	presented	any	
alternatives	 to	 violence	or	 showed	how	 it	 could	be	 avoided.43	Epidemiologist	
Brandon	Centerwall	estimated	that	TV	violence	influenced	half	of	real-life	vio-
lence	in	the	U.S.44	With	increasing	exposure	to	violent	entertainment,	children	
become	 mentally	 altered	 and	 physically	 inclined	 to	 commit,	 accept,	 or	 enjoy	
watching	 real-life	 violence.	 Exposure	 to	 violent	 entertainment	 has	 shown	 to	
reduce	empathy.				


Hijacking Media Education a Form of Censorship 


	 Researchers	investigated	the	funding	sources	of	major	public	health	groups,	and	
the	studies	revealed	that	after	big	corporations	dump	money	into	their	budgets,	the	
groups	start	promoting	the	agendas	of	the	corporations.45	In	2006,	when	MacDonald’s	
launched	its	own	exercise	program	to	prevent	obesity,	the	PR	strategy	obscured	the	
negative	impact	of	junk	food	on	children’s	health.	North	Americans	face	a	similar	
problem	with	media	education.	Organizations	funded	by	media	conglomerates	have	
promoted	a	kind	of	media	literacy	that	deflects	blame	from	the	media	to	parents.	
North	American	schools	receive	free	kits,	including	“educational	tools”	hiding	the	
impact	of	media	violence	on	youth	and	society.46	


Various Empowering Practices by Civil Society 


	 If	society	wants	to	reduce	the	manipulation	of	children	by	marketers	and	ban	
violence	from	TV	programs	for	children,	increased	legislation	is	necessary.	The	en-
tertainment	industry	has	marketed	products	to	children	that	their	own	ratings	do	not	
consider	appropriate	for	them.	Children	under	17	can	purchase	tickets	for	movies,	
music	recordings,	and	video	games	labelled	as	suitable	for	adults	only.	Self-regula-
tion	has	clearly	proven	to	be	nothing	but	a	smokescreen	for	the	industry	to	continue	
marketing	violence	to	children.47	The	marketing	of	violence	targeting	children	con-
travenes	article	17e	of	the	Child	Rights	Convention	making	obligation	to	all	States	to	
recognize	the	importance	of	the	media	and	protect	children	from	material	dangerous	
for	their	well	being.48	Attempts	to	legislate	will	require	wide	mobilisation.	Coalitions	
of	parents,	health	professionals,	education	professionals,	grassroots	organisations	and	
activists	will	succeed	where	legislators	alone	have	failed.	


Experiencing Practices To Improve Parents Awareness


	 In	2002,	researchers	surveyed	parental	guidance	over	their	children’s	consump-
tion	of	media,	and	conclusion	showed	that	it	was	either	very	weak	or	absent.	Most	
parents	have	little	or	no	knowledge	of	the	harmful	effects	of	media	violence	on	their	
child.	Parents	are	not	aware	of	the	amount	of	violence	their	children	are	exposed	
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to	on	television,	the	Internet	and	video	games.	It	is	obvious	that	media	education	
is	needed	for	parents.	Families	are	important	in	reducing	the	harmful	effects	of	
media	violence.	Children	themselves	believe	they	should	be	protected.49	Parents	
need	to	know	why	using	TV	as	a	babysitter	is	perilous.	
 Powerful	lobby	opposing	regulations	have	inspired	some	promising	practices	
to	protect	North	American	children	from	media	violence.	A	report	sent	to	the	UN	
Secretary	 General	 as	 a	 contribution	 to	 the	 Study on Violence against Children	
highlights	20	such	promising	practices	by	civil	society.50	Among	these	innovative	
practices,	the	SMART	Program	and	the	10Day	Challenge	have	proven	to	be	very	
empowering.	They	have	helped	parents,	teachers,	and	students	come	together	to	
oppose	the	increasing	power	of	commercial	media.	


Student Media Awareness to Reduce Television (SMART)


	 The	SMART	Program	was	tested	in	1996-1997	by	Dr.	Thomas	N.	Robinson	
in	San	Jose,	California.	It	consisted	of	18	lessons	for	teachers	to	prepare	third	and	
fourth	graders	to	turn	off	television	and	videogames	for	10	days	and	reduce	TV	
viewing	to	less	than	seven	hours	per	week	during	the	following	months.	A	study	
reported	in	the	Journal	of	the	AMA	in	2001	revealed	that	SMART	helped	reduce	
verbal	violence	by	50%,	and	physical	violence	by	40%.51 The	study	also	proved	
that	reducing	television	and	videogames	helped	reducing	another	damaging	MRD:	
obesity.52The	SMART	Program	was	widely	disseminated	in	2004	by	the	Stanford	
Health	 Promotion	 Resource	 Center	 (SHPRC)	 affiliated	 to	 Stanford	 University	
School	of	Medicine.53


	 In	2004-2005,	the	SMART	Program	was	successfully	used	in	Michigan.	Other	
schools	joined	in	over	the	next	year.	Administrators	and	teachers	say	short-term	
results	were	striking:	less	aggressive	behaviour	and,	in	some	cases,	better	standard-
ized	test	scores.	(55)	The	school	district	was	granted	$2.3	millions	for	sharing	the	
program	in	2006-2007.	The	Delta-Schoolcraft	School	District,	based	in	Escanaba,	
Michigan,	was	the	first	school	district	to	use	the	SMART	curriculum	across	the	entire	
district.	It	resulted	in	an	80%	reduction	in	violence,	a	15%	increase	in	math	scores	
and	an	18%	increase	in	writing	scores	when	compared	to	seven	non-participating	
schools.	SMART	showed	to	be	effective	in	a	controlled	experiment	conducted	by	
Stanford	Medical	School.56	The	SMART	Program	has	proven	to	be	among	the	most	
promising	programs	in	North	America	intended	to	protect	children	from	media	
violence,	but	that	information	was	not	made	available	in	the	mass	media.	Why	was	
the	public	so	quickly	informed	about	bacteria	E	coli	in	spinach	from	California	
but	so	little	information	was	broadcast	about	damagews	created	by	television	and	
effectrive	ways	to	protect	children?
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The 10-Day Challenge, TV and Videogame Free


 The	10-Day	Challenge	was	used	for	the	first	time	in	April	2003	in	partnership	
with	the	Parents	Association	of	the	Québec	City	region,	Canada.	The	Challenge	
reached	all	students	in	11	participating	schools,	from	K	to	6.	For	the	first	year,	it	
received	funding	from	the	Public	Safety	Departments	of	Québec	and	Canada.	In	
May	2003,	the	Canadian	Press	(CP)	covered	the	10-Day	Challenge	in	St-Malachie	
where	100	students	participated.57	The	Challenge	was	reported	in	the	Green	Teacher	
Magazine.58	Since	then,	the	Challenge	has	been	used	in	more	than	50	schools	in	the	
provinces	of	Québec	and	Ontario.	The	Challenge	was	very	successful,	as	shown	
in	the	evaluation	by	parents,	students,	and	teachers	from	six	elementary	schools.59	
In	April	2004,	 the	Parents	Association	 launched	a	20-minute	video	(in	French)	
and	the	Canadian	Observatory	on	School	Violence	Prevention	(COSVP)	reported	
about	it.60	In	all	regions	or	cities	where	the	Challenge	was	experienced,	it	received	
extensive	coverage	by	the	press.	In	2005,	the	Québec	Consumers	Protection	Office	
added	the	Challenge	on	its	list	of	recommended	consumer	practices.61


The 10-Day Challenge with Teens


 In	April	2005,	on	the	sixth	anniversary	of	the	Columbine	High	School	shoot-
ing	 in	Littleton,	Colorado,	 factors	around	 this	dramatic	event	were	scrutinized.	
Analysis	presented	in	Michael	Moore’s	movie	Bowling For Columbine	was	not	
considered	complete.	Violent	entertainment	played	an	important	role	in	the	shoot-
ing.62	When	teen	students	in	Louis-Jacques-Casault	High	School,	in	Montmagny,	
Québec,	 prepared	 for	 the	 10-Day	 Challenge,	 media	 education	 actually	 helped	
reduce	verbal	and	physical	violence.	One	thousand	teenagers	attending	the	high	
school	were	encouraged	to	turn	off	TV	and	videogames	for	10	days	and	half	of	
them	actually	did.	Teachers,	parents,	and	students	evaluated	the	outcome.63	Inter-
views	with	teenagers	who	participated	in	the	Challenge	were	aired	by	CBC	radio.	
Further	evaluation	confirmed	the	value	of	the	10-Day	Challenge	as	a	“promising	
practice”	with	teenagers.	It	has	shown	to	be	a	motivational	tool,	and	an	efficient	
way	to	mobilize	the	entire	community	and	develop	awareness.


Parents, Teachers, and Students 
Evaluated the 10-Day Challenge


	 In	the	school	year	2003-2004,	20	elementary	schools	in	Quebec	and	Ontario	
offered	media	education	workshops	to	prepare	students	and	parents	to	turn	off	TV.	
Tabulation	of	participation	revealed	that	1354	students	succeeded	in	saving	19377	
hours	of	TV	and	videogames.64	Elementary	school	students	turned	TV	off	for	an	
average	of	7	days.	In	April	2004,	teens	turned	TV	off	for	an	average	of	five	days.	
Three	weeks	after	the	turn	off,	evaluation	forms	were	given	to	all	students,	parents	
and	 teachers.	 In	 2005-2006,	 10	 more	 schools	 participated	 and	 evaluated	 their	
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experience,	and	the	results	showed	an	increase	in	participants’	levels	of	exercise,	
reading,	time	with	parents	and	friends,	and	less	fighting	and	name	calling	at	school	
and	at	home.	In	some	communities,	the	reduction	of	verbal	violence	at	home	was	
more	important	than	at	school.	Teachers	noticed	that	homework	performance	was	
better	and	participating	students	were	more	attentive	in	class.	All	participants	said	
that	they	wanted	to	do	it	again,	including	parents,	students,	and	teachers.						


 
Impact on Community as a Whole


	 The	fact	that	the	Challenge	is	accepted	by	parents	is	very	important.	The	Chal-
lenge	is	an	adults’	mobilisation	to	support	children’s	decision	and	motivation.	The	
Challenge	generated	a	precious	opportunity	to	value	the	family	unit.	
	 Preparation	for	the	10-Day	Challenge	seems	to	be	more	important	than	the	act	
of	turning	off	the	TV.	Workshops	for	students,	professional	development	training	for	
teachers,	conferences	for	parents,	follow	up	activities	by	teachers	and	promotional	
activities	in	the	community,	all	these	ingredients	help	in	making	the	Challenge	a	
success.	The	involvement	of	communities	in	the	10-Day	Challenge	increases	the	
reputation	of	schools,	the	importance	of	education,	and	the	child’s	sense	of	belong-
ing.	Since	the	challenge	is	perceived	as	an	equivalent	of	an	Olympic	performance,	
communities	express	admiration	and	support	for	students,	thus	reinforcing	youth’s	
self	esteem	and	pride.
	 Surprisingly,	during	and	after	the	10-Day	Challenge,	students	found	themselves	
in	the	middle	of	intense	media	coverage.	Newspapers,	broadcasters	and	magazines	
reported	on	their	performance	in	a	very	appreciative	way.	In	areas	where	poverty	
is	common,	media	usually	report	about	crimes	and	fights.	When	students	organize	
to	stand	up	against	small	screens,	they	attracted	attention	and	admiration	for	their	
neighbourhoods.	All	principals	considered	the	Challenge	as	an	empowering	exercise	
with	parents,	students,	staff	and	the	whole	community.		
	 The	SMART	Program	and	the	10-Day	Challenge	are	great	news	for	all	North	
American	parents.	Success	obtained	by	SMART	in	California	and	Michigan	should	
be	known	all	across	North	America.	Success	obtained	with	the	10-Day	Challenge	
in	Québec	and	Ontario	should	be	known	across	the	continent	as	well.	
	 Teachers	appreciate	this	innovative	approach	to	violence	prevention.	The	reduc-
tion	of	exposure	to	TV	and	video	game	violence,	along	with	lessons	to	motivate	
children	and	parents	and	increase	awareness	against	media	violence,	have	proven	
to	be	very	efficient	ways	to	prevent	violence	and	bullying	in	school.	All	health	
professionals	and	education	professionals	in	North	America	should	be	informed.	
By	spreading	information	about	these	successes,	the	media	can	actually	contribute	
to	youth	violence	prevention	in	the	global	village.	
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The Politics of Arab Hip Hop:
An Interview with The Narcicyst


	 What	do	Canada,	the	Middle	East,	and	hip	hop	all	have	in	common?	The	Narcicyst,	
aka	Narcy.	A	hip	hop	artist	based	in	Montreal,	Yassin	Alsalman	(Narcy)	exemplifies	
an	international	movement	in	hip	hop	culture,	and	a	blending	of	cultural	perspec-
tives	coming	from	his	life	as	an	Iraqi	youth	in	North	America,	using	his	experiences	
to	create	music	for	peace	in	the	era	of	the	Iraq	War.	After	listening	to	his	music	on	
albums	Fear of an Arab Planet, Between Iraq and a Hard Place, and	the	soundtrack	
to	the	documentary	Voices of Iraq,	and	previewing	some	of	his	upcoming	songs	on	
his	MySpace	page,	it	is	apparent	that	Narcy’s	music	is	about	peace	and	war,	hope	
and	despair,	death	and	rebirth—culturally	and	in	terms	of	self-identity.	Alsalman	
agreed	to	talk	with	me	regarding	his	new	album,	the	politics	of	hip	hop,	his	place	in	
the	Arab	hip	hop	movement,	and	the	latest	North	American	identity	crisis.
	 The	following	interview	was	conducted	on	July	16,	2008.


	 CQ:	 So,	 you’re	 working	 on	 a	 new	 album,	 Illuminarcy.	 What’s	 the	 album	
about?


	 YA:	What’s	my	new	album	about?	My	new	album’s	about	the	illuminarcy	as	
a	concept	that	there	was	a	worldwide	takeover	with	my	music.	And,	it’s	really	in-
troducing	people	to	the	character	of	the	Narcicyst	being	representative	of	what	an	
MC	is	nowadays	in	the	hip	hop	game.	It’s	sort	of	like—I	would	says	it’s	a	criticism,	
more	than	a	realization	that	I	had	as	an	artist,	that	a	lot	of	the	time	hip	hop	is	very	
self-centered;	not	the	culture,	but	the	artists	themselves.	You	know,	cats	talking	
about	themselves.	So	I	wanted	to	really	play	on	that	character,	the	Narcysist,	based	
on	the	Greek	mythology	character.	So	somebody	who	loves	himself	obsessively	
to	the	point	of	his	own	destruction.	So	the	album	is	really	about	that	character	re-
ally	taking	over	the	world.	So	it	could	be	about	me,	it	could	be	about	several	MC’s	
that	are	out	right	now	that	utilize	their	position	but	don’t	utilize	it	to	its	maximum	
capacity	in	a	social	setting.	You	know	what	I	mean?
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	 CQ:	Yeah.


	 YA:	So	I’m	really	tackling	issues	of	identity,	of	war,	of	self,	of	self-reliance,	
of	over-confidence,	of	questioning	oneself.	All	these	issues	that	are	jumbled	in	the	
experience	of	not	knowing	where	you’re	from,	to	know	where	you’re	going.	Is	that	
clear	enough?


	 CQ:	Yeah,	definitely.	Is	there	any	specific	artist	or	group	of	artists	that	you’re	
responding	to?


	 YA:	Uh,	no,	it’s	more	of	a	…	Nas	said	hip	hop	is	dead	when	he	dropped	his	
last	album.


	 CQ:	Right.


	 YA:	And	it	really	affected	the	state	of	the	game.	And	people	kind	of	stepped	
up	their	lyrical	abilities	and	people	saw	it	as	an	attack,	so	they	decided	to	really	
project	a	more	thorough	image	of	what	hip	hop	is	about.	And	it	helped,	it	definitely	
helped	the	movement.	And	this	album	is	just	about	the	continuation	of	being	a	hip	
hop	enthusiast,	somebody	who	grew	up	on	hip	hop,	and	allowing	it	to	die.	And	al-
lowing	it	to	be	reborn.	I’m	just	trying	to	introduce	people	to	who	I	am	as	an	artist,	
and	as	an	MC.


	 CQ:	Ok.	


	 YA:	Being	Iraqi,	being	North	American,	being	that	the	world	is	in	the	state	
that	it’s	in	right	now—all	these	things	are	things	I	wanted	to	introduce	into	the	hip	
hop	game,	because	hip	hop	is	one	culture	that	allows	you	to	do	so.	You	know?


	 CQ:	Definitely.	So,	would	you	agree	that	hip	hop	is	kind	of	diasporic	at	its	
roots--with	how	it	came	into	being,	then	how	it	developed?	How	would	you	say	
Arab	hip	hop	is	a	diasporic	movement—or,	is	it?


	 YA:	You	know,	the	word	“diaspora”—really,	having	studied	political	science,	
and	communications	at	Concordia—the	word	diaspora	was	kind	of	forced	down	
our	throats.	And	I	was	like,	I	understand	what	it	means	and	what	it	defines,	but	at	
the	end	of	the	day,	the	problem	of	Arab	identity	now	in	North	America	is	number	
one,	reforming	itself,	because	it’s	under	attack;	and	number	two,	forcing	itself	to	
be	re-identified	as	something	new	because	it’s	not	in	the	same	geographic	location	
as	it	was,	being	in	the	Middle	East.	So,	I	say	hip	hop	is	definitely—I	did	my	thesis	
on	Arab	identity	in	hip	hop,	and	the	one	thing	that	I	discovered	was	that	all	these	
guys	that	I	knew	that	were	using	hip	hop	all	over	North	America,	who	came	from	
different	parts	of	the	Middle	East,	having	different	experiences,	having	spent	time	
in	the	East	and	the	West--we	all	ended	up	the	same,	kind	of,	with	our	mediation	
of	our	experience,	if	you	will.	So,	hip	hop	is	definitely	one	of	the	tools	in	North	
American	society	that	came	out	of	subjugation—of	political	and	social	subjuga-
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tion—that	African	Americans	went	through	in	New	York,	and	it	is	a	great	example	
of	self-empowerment	and	self-actualization.	So	we	take	it	definitely	as	an	identity-
formation	thing,	and	it’s	most	definitely	helped	us	find	the	roots	to	a	lot	of	problems	
that	we	were	trying	to	solve	in	our	lives.	


	 CQ:	So	the	phrase,	“Arab	hip	hop”—what	does	that	mean	to	you?


	 YA:	[laughs]	It’s	like,	my	life!	It’s	like,	I	don’	know.	I	mean	Arab	hip	hop	is	
what	it	is	in	the	statement.	Arab	hip	hop	is	something	new,	something	that	is	ex-
panding	so	quickly	that	people	don’t’	even	know	how	to	document	it.	I	think	it	is	
the	next	level	of	identity	crisis	in	North	America.	Whenever	there	is	one	culture	
that	is	under	attack,	it’s	definitely	a	positive	source	of	contention	to	that	attack.	


	 CQ:	That’s	funny,	because	I	was	just	going	to	ask	you	how	you	would	define	
your	musical	and/or	activist	identity?


	 YA:	I	can’t	identify	it.	That’s	the	reason	why	I	do	it.	There	is	no…it’s	some-
thing	that	we’re	all	always	looking	for.	I	can’t	go	back	“home.”	I	mean,	the	closet	
thing	to	home	is	Montreal,	but	it’s	not	home	per	se.	I’m	not,	like,	a	Canadian—I	
mean,	I’m	a	“naturalized	Canadian,”	as	it	says	on	my	documents.	So,	I	think	that	
it’s	something	that	I	can’t	define.	Something	that	I	can’t	put	into	words.	That’s	why	
I	keep	writing	about	it,	and	keep	coming	up	with	new	verses	about	it,	you	know?


	 CQ:	Interesting.	Is	your	work	better	received	in	Canada	than	in	the	U.S.?	


	 YA:	I	think	it’s	received	just	about	the	same.	In	the	States,	I	know	that	the	
general	population	in	the	States	is	not	happy	with	the	way	the	States	is	going	right	
now—economically,	socially,	politically,	 internationally.	People	don’t	 really	fell	
like	their	government	represents	them,	or	has	represented	them	in	the	last	decade.	
So,	when	I	go	do	shows	out	there,	I	get	nothing	but	love.	And	when	I	do	shows	out	
here,	I	get	nothing	but	love.	It’s	obviously	a	bit	different	in	the	sense	of	the	separa-
tion	from	the	negativity	that’s	going	on,	but	I	wouldn’t	say	I	get	better	response	
anywhere.	I	get	positive	feedback	everywhere	that	I	go.


	 CQ:	And	you’ve	traveled	all	over	the	world,	right?


	 YA:	Yeah,	I’ve	traveled—I	wish	all	over	the	world—but	to	parts	of	the	world	
that	I’ve	wanted	to	see,	and	there’s	much	more	that	I	want	to	see,	definitely.	I’ve	done	
shows	in	Europe,	I’ve	done	shows	in	the	Middle	East,	I’ve	done	shows	here.	


	 CQ:	So	what’s	the	difference,	or	how	do	you	feel,	is	there	a	different	vibe,	do-
ing	a	show	for	an	audience	in	the	Middle	East	versus	North	America	or	Europe?	


	 YA:	Well,	I’ve	done	a	couple	of	shows	in	Jordan	in	Dubai,	so	far,	and	it’s	differ-
ent	because	the	people	in	the	Middle	East	are	who	I’m	talking	about,	and	who	I’m	
talking	to	are	people	in	the	West.	But	it	depends	on	the	song—it	could	be	inverted,	
and	I	could	be	talking	about	the	people	in	the	West	to	the	people	in	the	East.	So	
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it’s	really	brings	out	the	similarities	and	differences	in	our	experiences	as	Arabs,	
as	Arab	youth.	It	brings	up	a	lot	of	conversation	at	the	end	of	the	show.	


	 CQ:	I	read	in	one	interview	where	you	said	the	inspiration	for	much	of	your	
music	is	strong	women,	especially	the	women	in	your	family.	I	think	that	you	can	
see	that,	it’s	apparent	in	some	of	your	songs	very	deliberately.	But	behind	the	scenes,	
how	would	you	say	that	this	has	influenced	you,	your	work,	your	life,	your	music?


	 YA:	Well,	my	wife	is	an	artist.	She	did	all	the	artwork	for	our	album.	And	my	
sister	is	a	videographer,	so	she’s	directing	my	first	music	video.	My	wife’s	sister	is	
a	photographer	for	the	New York Times,	and	she	takes	most	of	my	photo	shoots.	So	
it’s	like	it’s	all	in	the	fam,	kinda	thing.	I	always	feel	like	I’m	surrounded	by	people	
who	inspire	me,	and	most	of	them	happen	to	be	women.	And	growing	up,	my	mom	
would	always	drive	me	to	school	and	play	me	music	in	the	car.	And	my	father	would	
be	the	dude	playing	me	music	at	home,	when	he’d	get	back	from	work.	I	learned	a	
lot	from	both	my	parents,	but	my	mom	was	definitely	someone	that	taught	me	to	
use	my	emotions,	if	you	will,	and	how	to	be	true	to	myself	in	public.	So	definitely	
women—the	sensitivity	of	the	issues	I	talk	about,	and	the	importance	of	what	goes	
on	in	the	world,	my	positioning	within	that.	I	could	get	on	track	and	be	extremely	
chauvinistic,	and	talk	about	the	shit	that	a	regular	dude	would	do,	but	I	always	take	
into	heart	my	wife	or	my	mother.	If	my	mother	came	to	my	show	and	saw	my	show,	
how	would	she	feel,	you	know?	You	know	what	I	mean?


	 CQ:	Yeah,	definitely.


	 YA:	I	always	take	them	as	like	the	people	that	I’m	talking	to,	and	how	I	wouldn’t	
want	to	disappoint	them,	or	show	a	negative	side	of	my	people.	My	grandmother	is	
somebody	who	is	very	wise	in	her	age,	and	she	knows	a	lot	about	what’s	going	on	
in	the	Middle	East,	so	she’s	somebody	that	I	always	sit	down	and	talk	to	her	about	
her	past	experiences	that—she	tells	that	stories	that	I	put	into	my	songs	about	Iraq	
and	stuff	like	that,	you	know?


	 CQ:	Do	you	consider	yourself	a	feminist?


	 YA:	[laughs]	No,	no,	no.	I	don’t,	I	mean,	no,	I	don’t	think	so,	but	I	just	believe	
in	equality,	and	I	believe	in	mankind,	I	believe	that	women	and	men	each	have	their	
own	perks	and	have	their	downs,	and	that	in	no	way	is	one	person	more	valuable	
to	society	than	the	other,	you	know?	I	don’t	think—wait,	let	me	ask	my	sister.	


	 [Calls	out	to	his	sister—“Do	you	think	I’m	a	feminist?”]


	 I’m	not	a	feminist,	I’m	a	humanist.	I	asked	my	sister,	and	she	said,	“No,	you’re	
not	a	feminist	in	the	active	sense,	you’re	more	of	a	humanist.”	I	believe	that	everyone	
is	equal	in	that	sense.	I’d	like	to	believe	everyone	is	equal,	in	a	perfect	world.	


	 CQ:	Has	the	concept	of	space	figured	into	your	work?	
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	 YA:	Well,	my	music	kind	of	creates	that	space.	It’s	something	that	is	used	to	
create	that	space	for	me	to	be	able	to	talk	about	things	that	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	talk	
about	unless	I	was	a	politician,	or	be	able	to	reach	that	level	of	hitting	up	400	to	
4000	people	at	a	show,	which	is	the	way	that	I	feel.	So	it	creates	that	space,	and	it’s	
definitely	something	I	always	talk	about.	I’ve	never	been	home—where	is	home?	
What	is	home?	Who	is	home?	You	know	what	I	mean?	So,	space	is	a	big	question	
mark	in	my	music,	but	it	also	is	alleviated	by	my	music.	There’s	one	thing	that	me	
and	my	friend	talked	about	once,	and	we	said	that,	hip	hop	became	the	landscape	for	
us	to	walk	through	that	we	couldn’t	find	going	back	to	our	native	land,	you	know?	


	 CQ:	Speaking	of	landscape	and	native	lands,	your	song	“Sumeria”—what	was	
the	motivation	for	that	song?


	 YA:	That	song	was	spur-of-the-moment.	I	was	watching	the	news	at	my	friend’s	
house,	and	he	found	the	sample,	then	he	put	the	song	together	with	the	instrumental.	
And	then	I	had	actually	written	half	of	that	to	another	song	that	was	like	three	times	
the	speed	of	it,	hence	why	the	words	are	really	spaced	out	on	the	song.	It’s	not	like	
a	lyric-dense	song	more	than	it	is	just	a	mood.	“You	left	our	waters	dirty,	cries	of	
our	daughters	hurting,”	so	I	took	imagery	of	things	from	Iraq	that	I	was	seeing	as	
stories	that	were	being	told	to	me	by	my	family	and	then	translated	it…It’s	pretty	
straightforward,	you	know?


	 CQ:	I	do	have	a	couple	questions	about	some	of	the	lyrics.	When	you	say,	
“working	for	no	promotion”—can	you	tell	me	who	you’re	talking	about?


	 YA:	I’m	talking	about	society	in	general.	All	beings	in	fear	and	loathing	workin	
for	no	promotion	no	land	and	rising	ocean,	then	the	sweatshop	in	my	clothing—so	
it’s	about	the	dichotomy	of	being	on	the	“good”	side	of	the	world,	if	you	will.	On	
the	side	of	the	world	where	there	is	no	war	right	now,	and	as	positive	as	it	is,	it’s	
negative;	and	as	negative	as	it	is,	it’s	positive.	Like,	what	I	was	trying	to	say	with	
those	is	that	we	are	to	blame	for,	we	profit	off	of,	a	lot	of	negative	shit	that	goes	
on	in	the	world	outside	of	North	America.	We	are	surviving	off	of	that,	you	know?	
Be	it	my	Nikes	being	made	in	China,	or	the	oil	prices	going	up,	and	us	complain-
ing	about	some	stupid	shit	like	our	oil	costing	us	too	much	money	when	there’s	
children	dying	for	oil,	you	know?	So	these	were	the	things	that	I	was	addressing.	
The	working	for	no	promotion	is	a	feeling	that	I’ve	had	for	a	while.	I’m	a	Master’s	
degree	student,	I’m	unable	to	find	work	that	necessarily	fulfills	me	mentally,	or	
spiritually	here,	so	it’s	just	a	list	of	things	that	I	was	noticing	that	were	going	on	
around	me	that	I	had	no	control	over.	


	 CQ:	“The	king,	so	shy	and	cunning”—who’s	the	king	here?	


	 YA:	 It	was	about	all	 leaders.	 It	was	a	Middle	Eastern	 leader,	 it	was	about	
Bush,	it	was	about	all	these	political	pundits	that	“control	our	lives,”	or	act	like	
they	control	our	lives,	or	want	to	control	our	lives.	So,	it’s	about	“the	king	so	shy	
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and	cunning,	a	song	so	high	and	numbing”—it	could	also	be	about	myself.	Talking	
about	despite	my	inabilities	to	really	transgress	all	the	emotions	of	not	being	able	
to	communicate	how	I	feel	to	everybody	in	the	world.	I	hope	this	song	numbs	you	
as	much	as	it	did	me,	and	makes	you	realize	the	negativity	that’s	going	on	with	our	
political	leaders.	So	my	music	is	always	a	reflection	on	number	one—politics,	and	
number	two—music.	It’s	always,	I	feel	like	the	cultures	I’m	in	are	always	sort	of	
at	war,	you	know,	being	hip	hop	and	being	from	Iraq—both	my	cultures	are	kind	
of	at	the	forefront	of	a	rebirth,	or	of	a	war,	or	of	a	destruction	of	some	sort.	So	I’m	
speaking	about	both.	But	there	wasn’t	one	particular	person	I	was	speaking	about	
when	I	wrote	that	line.	


	 CQ:	At	the	end	of	the	song,	I	wasn’t	sure—maybe	this	is	making	more	sense	
now	that	you’re	talking	about	a	“rebirth”—and	the	contradictions	that	you’ve	been	
talking	about…it	sounds	like	it’s	a	song	that	has	mostly	a	politics	of	hope	behind	
it,	and	you’re	saying,	“I’ll	catch	you	as	I	crumble,”	and	“I	won’t	let	you	fall,”	but	
then	the	last	line	is,	“I	watched	you	fall,	I	watched	you	as	you	crumbled.”	So,	are	
you	ending	in	despair,	or	are	you	ending	in	hope?


	 YA:	I	mean,	I	didn’t	really…it	was	a	feeling	of	despair	on	my	back	towards	
what	was	going	on.	 I	didn’t	 feel…I’m	very	anti-Sadaam,	 I	believe	 that	he	was	
a	main	destructive	factor.	A	lot	of	things	that	are	going	on	right	now	in	Iraq	are	
because	of	him—the	power	vacuum	and	the	destruction	that	he	left	behind.	So,	
I	was	happy	that	finally,	something	was	going	to	be	done	about	him,	but	the	way	
that	it	was	handled	was	even	worse.	One	of	the	main	things	I	say	on	this	album	is,	
“same	shit,	different	Sadaam.”	You	gave	us	nothing	but	the	same	destruction,	just	
a	different	puppet.	So,	it	definitely	ends	with	a	feeling	of	despair,	but	then	after	
that,	I	sing,	“my	only	love	was	a	land	called	Sumeria,	fighting	a	verse	to	a	mic,	
hip	hop	still	searchin	for	light.”	So	I’m	still	looking	for	that	light	that	I	can	find	
somewhere…Without	the	down,	there	is	no	up.


	 CQ:	So,	what	do	you	think	the	potentials	are	for	hip	hop	politics?


	 YA:	I	think	hip	hop	has	a	huge	potential	in	politics.	Our	generation,	a	lot	of	our	
generation,	grew	up	on	hip	hop,	and	a	lot	of	them	used	it	in	a	vocational,	scholastic,	
different	ways	of	using	the	culture	to	project	a	more	positive	image	of	self,	or	of	
the	culture	itself.	I	think	hip	hop	goes	hand	in	hand	with	politics.	It	is	the	politics	
of	the	street,	the	politics	of	self,	it’s	the	politics	of	you	and	your	homies,	you	and	
your	girlfriend,	you	and	the	president.	I	think	it	has	a	huge	potential.	I	was	just	
thinking	about	this	yesterday:	Nas	has	a	new	track	on	his	album,	called	“Black	
President.”	I	was	like,	fuck,	how	great	would	it	be	if	Nas	was	to	perform	that	track	
at	the	Democratic	Convention.	But	at	the	end	of	the	day,	they	would	never	invite	
a	person	like	Nas	to	the	Democratic	Convention,	because	there	are	all	these	nega-
tive	connotations	to	hip	hop	and	the	music	that	he	makes.	So,	unfortunately,	these	
are	the	barriers	we	have	to	break.	But	if	you	speak	to	someone	like	Chuck	D,	even	
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if	you	speak	to	someone	like	Nas,	the	elder	people	that	do	the	music,	you’ll	see	
how	educated	this	culture	is.	But	the	media	likes	to	shape	it	as	a	dumb,	destructive	
culture.	I	think	that	it	has	huge	potential	in	politics.	


	 CQ:	Is	something	like	the	Arab	Summit,	which	organized	hip	hop	artists	and	
activists—does	that	have	more	potential	as	an	organized	group?	


	 YA:	The	Arab	Summit	was	just	a	one-off	project	that	we	did,	and	it	was	some-
thing	people	could	take	and	create	an	Arab	Summit	2.	It	sets	the	example	of	Arabs	
coming	together	to	do	a	project	about	certain	issues.	We’re	hoping	to	do	a	part	two	
right	now	with	different	people,	certain	core	members	remaining,	with	different	
people	coming	in,	different	visual	artists,	stuff	like	that.	


	 CQ:	Do	you	 think	 that	 there’s	a	way	 that	academia	and	activism	can	work	
together	with	hip	hop?	Did	you	deal	with	that	in	your	thesis?


	 YA:	Academia	 is	 something	 that	 is	 more	 powerful	 than	 activism,	 because	
activism	a	lot	of	people	turn	a	blind	eye	to,	because	they’ve	boxed	it	in	as,	“oh	my	
God,	they’re	talking	about	the	war	again.”	But	academia	is	something	you	can’t	
contest—you	put	something	down	on	paper,	and	it’s	there,	it’s	real,	it’s	defended,	
it’s	concrete,	it	has	facts	behind	it.	So,	I	think	it’s	something	way	more	powerful	
people	can	use	to	put	an	idea	out	there.	If	someone	like	Edward	Said	hadn’t	written	
Orientalism,	a	lot	of	the	shit	we	think	about	right	now,	wouldn’t	have	been	thought	
of.	So	I	think	academia	shapes	activism	more	than	people	give	it	credit	for.	


	 CQ:	You	wrote	your	whole	thesis	about	Arab	hip	hop—what	do	you	think	the	
most	appealing	idea	or	concept	is,	in	the	academic	literature	about	hip	hop;	or	who	
has	“gotten	it	right,”	if	you	will?	


	 YA:	I	don’t	know.	I	read	a	lot,	I	read	everything.	But,	I	don’t	think	anybody	got	
it	right.	I	wasn’t	there	during	the	inception	of	hip	hop,	so	I	can’t	really	tell	you	who	
got	it	right	and	who	got	it	wrong.	But,	a	lot	of	it	definitely	helped	me	to	formulate	
my	ideas	and	put	them	together.	Jeff	Chang	is	somebody	I	always	enjoy	reading.	
Let’s	see,	Murray	Foreman.	But	I	like	to	look	outside	the	scope	of	hip	hop,	and	
more	into	identity	issues	and	politics	to	shape	my	idea.	Hip	hop	is	the	umbrella	
that	holds	it	all	together.	


	 CQ:	There’s	many	different	ways	of	 conceptualizing	media	 literacy—from	
critical	analysis	to	media	production,	and	involving	different	social	issues.	You’ve	
been	involved	in	some	media	 literacy	projects:	what	do	you	think	are	 the	most	
underutilized	methods	or	concepts	in	media	literacy	work	that’s	being	done?	


	 YA:	I	think	teaching	kids	to	use	different	means	of	media	is	important,	because	
not	only	do	they	learn	it,	but	it	forces	them	to	critically	analyze	it	more.	And	to	not	
accept	everything	that	they	get	on	television	as	the	truth,	or	that	they	find	on	the	
internet	as	the	Bible.	It	helps	them	be	analytical	of	the	world	around	them,	because	
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they	start	looking	at	the	world	through	a	scope—they	start	looking	at	the	world	
through	a	camera,	through	sound,	through	anything.	I	think	that’s	the	most	important	
part	of	media	literacy—is	to	educate	people	on	not	accepting	what	people	tell	you	
without	going	to	research	it	and	knowing	where	it’s	coming	from.	I	think	that’s	the	
most	important	part	of	media	literacy.	I	don’t	see	it	as	causing	a	problem	at	all	for	
anybody.	It’s	a	very	positive	thing	that	people	need	to	learn,	especially	nowadays	
with	your	cell	phones,	and	our	gadgets	have	become	our	best	friends,	so	we	might	
as	well	use	them	for	a	positive	cause.


	 CQ:	Absolutely.	Is	there	anything	else	you	want	to	bring	up	that	I	didn’t	ask	
you?


	 YA:	You	know,	you	hit	everything	on	the	button.	It’s	just,	people	need	to	un-
derstand	that	international	hip	hop	is	a	legitimate	force	that	is	bringing	the	origins	
of	hip	hop	back	to	the	forefront,	by	projecting	the	artwork	in	the	way	that	it	was	
born.	And	that’s	not	to	say	that	it’s	any	more	righteous	than	any	other	form	of	hip	
hop,	but	that	the	American	eye	should	be	open	to	international	hip	hop	as	the	next	
level	of	what	the	music	is.	It’s	all	bigger	than	hip	hop	at	the	end	of	the	day.


	 CQ:	Thanks	so	much.	I	really	appreciate	that	you	took	the	time	to	talk	with	
me.	


	 YA:	No	problem!
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