
institutions were among those bowing out. The
exhibit, he said, was "clearly and very
consciously anti-racist" and Canadians would
have found it relevant.

Some of the same shortsighted pressures are
being brought to bear on North American
schools by parents who fear the history
revealed in our literature, studded as it is with
outmoded social practices and attitudes, is just
too inflammatory for impressionable young
minds. The result has been quite a nasty little
rash of censorship.

In PIano, Texas, for example, parents
complained that Mark Twain's The Adventures
of Tom Sawyer, written in 1876, and The

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, which first
appeared in 1884, were racist and degrading.
They demanded the books be moved from
required reading lists.

I have some sympathy for the black parent
who complained that anyone who had to use the
word "nigger" more than 300 times in one

manuscript needed a good thesaurus. But the
parent missed the point. The word was not used
in the writer's narrative, but in the speech of
characters. Twain wrote more than 100 years
ago, and his books are an accurate reflection of
a society in which racial prejudice was the
norm, and the currently offensive word "nigger"
was not even considered an epithet.

Joseph Conrad used the word, after all, in the
title of one of his books, The Nigger of the
'Narcissus', as late as 1897, and no one dreamed
of objecting. And to its credit, the PIano School
Board kept Twain on its required reading list.

We aren't doing anyone a favor by pre
tending our grandfathers were as enlightened
about race as most of us are today. And we don't
do anyone any favors by sanitizing the present,
either. Last November, Queenswood Elementary
School in Orleans decided to cancel a reading by
Canadian children's author Margaret Buffie on
the grounds that the language she used in a book

continued on page 77

conveyed a racist view of African history.
The coalition felt that many of the show's

images - among them the sort of paternalistic
scenario in which white missionaries showed
native Africans how to wash clothes and comb
their hair - were racially offensive. It was soon
apparent the protesters were less interested in
the truth about Africa, or the whites who
exploited it, than they were in sanitizing history.

Discouraged, the ROM closed the IO-month
exhibit on August 6, 1990 but still hoped to take
it on tour. In late September, however, two

Canadian museums - the Museum of
Civilization in Hull, and the Vancouver
Museum - canceled, citing "potential negative
backlash" as a reason. In November, two other
American museums canceled as well. John
McNeill, the ROM's acting director, said he
particularly regretted that two Canadian

It's time we stopped avoiding sensitive issues
and started dealing with them

Sanitizin~ the truth

PETER TRUEMAN

NE OF THE REA

sons Canada is in
such a mess is that
inoffensiveness is
now next to god
liness. In our anx
iety to avoid hurt
feelings, we have

stopped speaking frankly, not
only about sensitive issues, but
any issues at all.

Drowning in Pablum, I find
myself longing for politicians
and journalists with blood in
their veins, who dare to speak
passionately, who are unafraid of
love and rage.

But blandness is seeping into
every crevice of the national
landscape, like Muzak into
shopping centres. Cream cheese
is replacing old cheddar. The
relentless banality of television

is erasing individuality. And no
one in his right mind contradicts
the conventional wisdom, which is reflex
liberalism, for the most part, and dictatorial.

The Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto
took a dreadful beating last year over an
exhibit called Into the Heart of Africa, which
dared to depict, accurately, the colonial biases
of the white Canadian missionaries and
soldiers who journeyed to the dark continent in
the last century. And in this one, before the
winds of change.

The ROM half expected the exhibit, which
opened Nov. 16, 1989, to be attacked by
religious zealots as anti-missionary and anti
Christian. But hostility from the Coalition for
the Truth About Africa, an umbrella group
representing a large number of Toronto
organizations, took the museum by surprise.
Members protested furiously against the
exhibit, on the surprising grounds that it
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continued from page 18

called Who is Frances Rain? was not suitable for
grades four and five.

The fact the book won the Canadian Young
Adult Novel Award in 1987 didn't stop school
officials from withdrawing the invitation to
Buffie (they later claimed because of schedule
problems) and removing Who is Frances Rain?
from the reading program for grades four and
five. The words the school officials objected to
were bastard, shit and damn, which appear in the
book once each, on pages 18, 39 and 192, and
the word hell, which appears twice on page 149.

This makes me wonder if the school
officials in question are actually acquainted with
any nine- or lO-year-olds. I know parents of
children that age who would be greatly relieved
if their offsprings' bad language were limited to
the relatively mild stuff listed above.

We live, after all, in a society in which sweet
little three-year-old granddaughters, if not
actually swaddled in cotton wool and kept in an
incubator from birth, have been known to prattle
the "f" word as cheerfully as some adults say
"have a nice day." Wise parents deal with that, I
am told, by studiously ignoring it.

"You can't whitewash reality," Buffie is
quoted as saying. "Kids understand how and
why such language is used. I've written my
books for kids, not necessarily for classroom
use, and it's unfortunate that some teachers are
made uncomfortable by them.... I'd never
write something I wouldn't have wanted my
own daughter to read at that age."

The chairman of the Carleton Board of
Education, Derek Waiter, supported the school's
decision. He told a reporter that some parents
would find the language offensive, despite the
fact that their children might also hear it on the
playground or on television. Allowing such
language to be read aloud would be tantamount
to approving its use in school, he felt.

If the school officials and parents in
question were more interested in education than
etiquette, they'd be giving Margaret Buffie a
medal for all the good words she used in Who is
Frances Rain? instead of putting themselves
through a wringer over a few indelicate ones.

It's an interesting book, one that children in
grades four and five might actually like, about a
15-year-old girl whose mother and stepfather
are going through a rough patch in their
marriage. But it is also a story about a
warmhearted grandmother, a summer in the
Canadian out-of-doors, puppy love, boating,
picnics, a ghost and a mystery. I enjoyed
reading it myself and won't hesitate to give it to
my own grandchildren when they are old
enough to appreciate it.

The book has the added advantage of being
about real situations and real people. Not
everyone who gets married lives happily after.
Growing up can be tough. Our lives are not fairy
tales. Let's have more truth, warts and all. •

Teppanyaki, or hibachi cooking, is
a uniquely entertaining and
delicious form of cuisine. The food
is prepared and grilled before you
as the chef manipulates chunks of
tender beef, chicken, seafood, and
fresh, crisp vegetables.

$800 to $2,800,
49 to $699

Alarge selection for both
men and women

800 Bank St.
(at 3rd Ave.) in the Glebe
563-1915
Open 7 days a week
HOURS:
Mon. to Thurs. 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.
Fri. 10 a.m. to 9 p.m., Sat. JO a.m. to 6 p.m.
Sun. noon to 4 p.m.
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