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Essay

A Goading Gadfly 
On Mordecai Richler’s social legacy. 
John J. Furedy

Shortly before her death in March 1992, the broadcaster Barbara Frum interviewed the curmudgeonly novelist Mordecai Richler, who had recently published some trenchant and tactless criticisms of Quebec, first in two prominent U.S. magazines and then in a book (Oh Canada! Oh Quebec! Requiem for a Divided Country, published by Penguin in 1992). Frum finished her searching interview by asking, even if the claims were true, given the intense emotions throughout Canada on such issues, was this the time to bring them forward? In a reply that could well serve as his epitaph, Richler said:

Well, I’m trying to tell the truth. I don’t think that it’s something that has to be in season, like hockey or hay fever. I think you should be able to tell the truth any time. And if it makes people uncomfortable, I can’t help it.

Many of the reactions that followed Richler’s death this year referred to his personal attributes as a father and friend. Others evaluated his literary standing as a novelist. In this article, I will consider his legacy as a social critic. To me, Richler was the epitome of a goading gadfly. He possessed considerable rhetorical and communication skills. Such a social critic tries to compel society to face what he views as uncomfortable, unrecognized truths.

If discomfort is one measure of success, Richler left a significant social legacy.

Like most social critics, he analyzed his own society from the perspective of his personal experience. Born in 1931, his views were formed while growing up in Montreal, Quebec, in a province dominated by francophones, even as most of the political and economic power remained in the hands of an anglophone minority, so he was an anglo in a provincial francophone sea.

In Montreal, he experienced another minority status, being a Jew in a society controlled by gentiles. In his last book, On Snooker: The Game and the Characters Who Play It (Knopf, 2001), he noted that although 99 percent of the pupils in the high school he attended were Jewish, because “Montreal has a confessional-school system,” his school “operated under the aegis of the city’s Protestant School Board.” And, although he himself did not aspire to university, he must have been aware that in those times universities had quota systems that restricted entry of Jewish students, especially in some faculties.

“If there is a Jewish conspiracy the Jews forgot to let me in on it,” Richler remarked later in life. Not for him the comfortable financial status or social eminence that belonged to some members of the Montreal Jewish community. His father, a junk dealer, was no Bronfman, and his mother complained that she would have been president of the Young Israel synagogue’s ladies auxiliary had she been married to a dentist, rather than to Mordecai’s father, who, on coming home, “sits down to supper in his Penman’s underwear, what if somebody nice rang the doorbell, I ask you?” He writes of his “school in St. Urbain Street, in the heart of the working-class Jewish quarter, the brown brick building as charming as a Victorian workhouse.”

Finally, there is a sense that Richler was a minority even within the Montreal Jewish society in which he grew up. Although he was not a self-hating Jew, and made a point of his Jewishness, he nevertheless resisted Jewish religious and social mores. He remained defiantly non-​conformist and individualistic, delighting in using his acerbic wit to discomfort various collectivities.

It is important to distinguish between two vehicles of Richlerian wit. On the one hand, there is his fictional work, mainly his novels such as The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz (Penguin, 1964) and Barney’s Version (Knopf, 1997). In these, Richler created characters who embodied the manners and foibles of the cultures he knew. They may have offended those who thought themselves caricatured, but these depictions evoked little outrage in communities at large. On the other hand, there are his essays. Richler showed a serious and searing critical dimension when, as an essayist, he turned to collective or state-sponsored sins.

The central issues were not lampoonable cultural foibles, but universal ones of rights and freedoms. Attitudes toward Jews and Quebec’s language laws were the explosive topics that Richler took up on his return to Canada after a 20-year absence as an established novelist in the mid 1970s. He addressed the Jewish question both historically (specifically the period of the 1920s to the 1950s) and sociologically (i.e., comparisons of the degree of anti-Semitism in Quebec compared to the Rest of Canada, or the ROC).

In Oh Canada! Oh Quebec!, an expansion of several articles in Atlantic Monthly and The New Yorker published in 1991, Richler argued that, although anti-Semitism was present throughout Canada, it was in Quebec, from the 1920s to the 1950s, where it took its most virulent form. To support this thesis, Richler often mentioned the Abbé Lionel Groulx, a Quebec cleric, the viciousness of whose anti-Semitic words and actions appears to have eclipsed those of any other cleric in the ROC at the time. Richler also claimed that prominent Quebec media of the time such as Le Devoir exhibited a level of anti-Semitism that far exceeded that found in the ROC media. He claimed that sometimes the hate reached levels seen in the Nazi media. He drew upon a number of telling quotations (for example, from Le Devoir: “Why change one’s name if one cannot change one’s nose?”; “The Jew Einstein made us accept on his word his theory of relativity”).

He also referred to an anti-​conscription rally organized in Montreal in April 1942 by Jean Drapeau for the Ligue pour la défense du Canada. The speakers were encouraged by shouts of “Down with international Jewish finance!” The rally ended, according to Richler, with a mob charging down the Main, smashing the windows of Jewish shops, yelling, “Kill them! Kill them!” The date of this Canadian Kristallnacht is important. It occurred when most European Jews had suffered the worst excesses of the Holocaust, when London had been bombed, and when most of Europe was bending under the Nazi yoke.

“The final struggle of the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto began” about a year later, Richler continues. Around this time Canada was warned by Great Britain that Canada might be asked to take in about 2,000 displaced Jews. Several Quebec newspapers cautioned the prime minister that he “had to keep his guard up lest the Allies attempt to dump a large number of Jews in Canada’s lap.” So Richler was unimpressed when Professor Pierre Anctil, head of French Canadian studies at McGill University, averred in 1991 that in looking at the editorials in Le Devoir after the end of the war in 1945, “on ne trouve plus un mot sur le juifs” [you won’t find another word about the Jews]. As Richler put, in a passage that shows both wit and passion:

Think of it. Six million Jewish men, women, and children were shot or hanged or buried alive or boiled in their own fat or gassed or hanged or burned in ovens before the editors of Le Devoir, Quebec’s brightest and best, scratched their heads, stroked their jaws, and came to the conclusion that it was no longer in good taste to print anti-Semitic bilge. We are not grateful.

Richler’s vividly argued historical thesis about the relative degree of past anti-Semitism in Quebec has some plausibility. It is also consistent with a difference in degrees of anti-Semitism exhibited by French cultures relative to the Anglo Saxon ones. Richler draws attention to the Vichy action of 1941 when several thousand Jews were rounded up for extermination in numbers too large even for the Nazi machinery to process at the time. Again, in terms of earlier periods, one is hard put to think of a case in England that approaches the cultural anti-Semitism exhibited in France during the Dreyfus affair, which that truth-seeker Émile Zola criticized in his famous J’accuse letter. In contrast, although Victoria’s England exhibited significant anti-Semitic prejudices still, her favourite and arguably most potent prime minister was the Jewish Disraeli.

To support his view that, in our day, anti-Semitism is still more marked in Quebec than in the ROC, Richler drew upon evidence from three independent attitude surveys. These were conducted by Joseph Fletcher of the University of Toronto (in association with York University’s Institute for Social Research); two sociology professors, Robert Bryn and Rhonda Lenton, from McMaster University; and a sociology professor, Taylor Buckner, from Concordia University, for the polling firm Environics. The results of all these surveys with respect to the question of whether current Quebec society is more anti-Semitic than the rest of Canadian society were quite clear. For example, Richler cites the conclusions of the McMaster sociologists, who stated that whereas the overall level of anti-Semitism in the ROC was quite modest as a whole, “the only populous province (and a large Jewish population) is Quebec.”

Richler’s critics attacked his historical and sociological theses in a manner that produced a rather high heat-to-light ratio. For example, journalist Lysiane Gagnon referred to “unfounded accusations of anti-Semitism flying all over”; Jean Dorion, president of the St. Jean Baptiste Society, told reporters that Richler was “somebody who fundamentally doesn’t like French Quebec.” Steven Davis, professor of philosophy at Simon Fraser University, said that in advancing his historical thesis Richler was “trafficking in ancient history” (provoking a scathing reply from Richler: “I consider it all-too-recent history. That there are Jews, absent contemporaries of Steven Davis and myself, who could be alive today had not bigots conspired to deny them a haven in the thirties”). Journalist Ray Conlogue, writing for The Globe and Mail, provided a paradigm case of ad hominem argumentation when he wrote: Richler “is a disaffected, English-speaking, Jewish writer, outside the main stream, and having him represent us is like having a Hispanic speak for all of America.”

I think that Richler provided significant evidence, worthy of serious consideration, for his historical and sociological arguments. Still, no matter how much factual evidence is provided, it is rare to have any final settlement of competing interpretations of complex historical and sociological questions. In addition, to evaluate Richler’s views, one has to be prepared to weigh many details. The general public had, it seems, little inclination for this, and left this seemingly esoteric debate about relative degrees of anti-Semitism in Quebec versus the ROC to academics and critics.

Richler’s attack on the Quebec language laws, on the other hand, could be readily assessed. For this reason alone, it was much more potent. At its heart was his rage against institutional abuse of individual freedom of expression, a theme of appeal to a wider audience than that of anti-Semitism. It is sufficient to know only one detail about Quebec’s language laws and language police (for example, that signs in French have to be more prominently displayed than signs in English) to understand immediately the problem he was pointing to. Richler said that when he “described Quebec’s sign laws at dinner parties” in New York or in London, the other guests accused him of inventing the details: “They have also warned me never to put it in a novel — nobody would believe something so patently absurd.” Indeed, the absurdities of the language laws were tailor-made for Richler’s humour and bon mots.

As we have seen, the salvoes at Quebec stirred up a storm in 1992, but in the main, Richler’s critics, detractors and even media commentators focused on the Treatment-of-Jews-in-Quebec topic, and sidestepped the language-laws issues. Peter Gzowski exemplified this agility when he interviewed Richler on CBC Radio’s “Morningside” in February 1992, soon after the publication of Oh Canada! Oh Quebec! The claims of Quebec anti-Semitism occupied most of the interview. When my wife and I wrote to Gzowski to say that we found the emphasis on the Jewish question unwarranted, noting that even the dust jacket made it obvious that Richler’s main concern was the language laws, Gzowski responded that Richler’s views on the language laws “did not seem to be particularly revelatory”: it was his views on anti-Semitism that “needed amplification.” Similarly, after his death, when pointing to Richler’s flaws, Canadian journalists concentrated on his opinion of the Gentile-treatment-of-Jews issue, with little mention of his views on the Quebec language laws.

To my view, it is Richler’s exposure of the Quebec language laws that constitutes his most important and lasting critical contribution to Canadian political thought.

There have been few Canadian intellectuals who have spoken out so clearly and succinctly about the inherent contradiction at the heart of Canada’s free society, and about the draconian, velvet totalitarian language laws that have existed, in various forms, since Bill 101 was passed into law. Richler was unrelenting in his attacks on the Quebec language laws. And he did not confine his criticism to la belle province, but implicated all of Canada—his book, after all, is subtitled “Requiem for a Divided Country.”

Richler’s voice, moreover, was more effective rhetorically than that of any other critic addressing this problem. His famous reference to the language police as “tongue troopers” is a nice example of rhetorical flourish and wit. The image of (German) storm troopers that the phrase conjures up is not perfectly justified, if only because the Nazi storm troopers’ power to punish far exceeded that invested in the Commission de la langue française. Still, the term successfully evokes the Nazi laws’ totalitarian feature—an unjustified state abuse of individual freedom of communication. And this aspect of totalitarianism holds no matter whether the language laws are considered benign and relatively permissive (as in the revision of Bill 101, wherein signs in English were permitted but had to be “less prominent” than those in French) or as dur as the more radical péquistes insist is necessary for the preservation of pure laine culture and people. 
Nonetheless, Richler did not fall to the level of a rabid ideologue. While he remained a tough-minded participant in the language debate, its small mindedness did not escape him. This passage taken from the first paragraph of the last chapter of Oh Canada! Oh Quebec! illustrates the nice balance of passion and irony he could achieve:

A Quebecer born and bred, I suffer from a recurring nightmare that all of us, French- and English-speaking, will one day be confronted by our grand-children, wanting to know what our generation was about when the Berlin Wall crumbled, a playwright became president of Czechoslovakia, and, after seventy-four years, the Communist Party was overthrown in the Soviet Union and then the Soviet Union itself was dissolved. We will be honor bound to reply, why, in Quebec, we were hammering each other over whether or not bilingual commercial signs could be posted outside as well as inside.

It is, of course, difficult to be sure about the influence on society that a critic such as Richler actually wields. So one might question Mark Steyn’s assessment that Richler’s timely critique of Quebec separatism had a significant influence on the 1995 referendum. But it is hard to argue with Steyn’s view that Richler “legitimized scorn” for the Parti Québécois.

Nevertheless, what is rhetorically effective is often regarded as shallow. Perhaps this is why the term “language police” has become a household word, recognized as justifiable by many in Canada and elsewhere (after all, outside Quebec the use of a particular language is not considered to be a police matter), whereas the more evocative term “tongue troopers” remains a quasi-metaphorical pejorative. 
One may contrast Richler with another journalist and social critic, George Orwell. Orwell’s use of pejorative terms may not have been as witty as Richler’s, but he could justify terms such as “doublespeak” in strictly logical terms and quite detailed terms. Some literary critics have considered his 1984 to be rather plodding. But plodding or not, the novel clearly lays out the justification for doublespeak and other terms. Orwell’s criticisms and thought remain influential throughout the world for all who appreciate the difference between free and totalitarian societies. Orwell was also better than Richler at appreciating the positive aspects of those with whom he disagreed. For example, although Orwell’s position was markedly to the left of Rudyard Kipling, both in his 1936 obituary of Kipling and in a 1941 essay on Kipling—a reply to a piece by T.S. Elliot—Orwell accurately pointed to valuable aspects of Kipling’s ideas as well as to his character. In contrast, even though Preston Manning was almost unique among Canadian political leaders in espousing the principle of “equality of all citizens before the law,” a position at least consistent with Richler’s attacks on Quebec’s language laws, Richler held this principled politician to public scorn.

Still, his critiques of Quebec’s language laws hit a Canadian nerve in the same way as Orwell’s Animal Farm hit a world nerve during a period when many still seemed to admire totalitarian regimes. That nerve connects all individuals who value freedom, and it will remain exposed until all versions of the Quebec language laws are abolished, along with its language police. It is only then that Richler’s expression “tongue troopers” will become irrelevant.

Notes 
1
Quoted in Linda Frum’s Barbara Frum: A Daughter’s Memoir (Random House, 1996, pages 268–69).

2
In “Mordecai Richler, 1931–2001,” Mark Steyn wrote, “Mordecai was one of the few writers in the world who can claim to have saved his country” (The New Criterion, September, 2001).

Comments:
Mikhail_Paul 

"Still, the term [tongue troopers] successfully evokes the Nazi laws’ totalitarian feature—an unjustified state abuse of individual freedom of communication. "

Yet the Quebecois were hardly the only ones to be guilty of this. If the Quebecers were so unique, then why are Americans so desperately and anxiously passing "English-only laws" in cities and states like Colorado and Pennsylvania? Sounds an awful lot like "state abuse of individual freedom of communication" to me, in the heart of the United States.

People don't just choose the language they speak out of thin air, they do it in the midst of a community where policymakers have some role-- not that big a role necessarily, one that's often exaggerated, but a role nonetheless. And sometimes, not always, these laws are a reflection of the cultural aspects a community is demanding for its members. 

I've noticed that Steyn among others seems perfectly fine with small towns in Pennsylvania passing their own restrictive language laws, or at least don't raise objections to them. If they (and Mordecai Richler by implication) countenance small towns in Pennsylvania and Colorado and elsewhere in the USA, passing their own restrictive language laws, then they're hypocrites if they criticize Quebec for doing the same.

John Furedy 

Mikhail,

I know many Canadian intellectuals love to attack the USA, but in this case there are at least two important differences between the Quebec language laws and those passed in some small American towns. First, Quebec's language laws have been passed by province rather than by a small municipal body. Second, and more importantly, I do not think that those small American towns have a language police or some legal fines that enforce those laws. The only similar case (now gone) was the Romanian state's proscription of the speaking of Hungarian or even the singing of Hungarian songs. So I suggest the charge of hypocrisy is not justified.

All the best, John 
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