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Abstract: The Montreal Massacre is one of the most appalling tragedies in Canadian history. On December 6th, 1989, a 25 year-old man walked into the École Polytechnique in Montreal and shot to death fourteen women, wounding twelve others. What could have brought Marc Lépine to this point in his life, where he decided to end it all – to kill himself and take feminists with him?  Lépine’s side of the story has hardly been explored, except from the perspective of the letter he had written and placed into his pocket before embarking on his mission, the infamous words he yelled out inside the École, and fragments of information about his childhood and youth. What must his life have been like before he came to be known as a mass murderer? While violence against women is one of the primary lens – if not the main one – through which this tragic episode in Canadian history has been viewed, there are also other viewpoints which need to be examined and reflected upon, providing insight not only into the losses of that day but into the society in which it happened.   
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 (1) Introduction                  (Contents)   References   (Index)
Stories and articles about the Montreal Massacre often begin with a description of this event, telling of Marc Lépine’s tirade and acts of destruction and killing through l’École Polytechnique in Montreal on the 6th of December, 1989, ending in the deaths of fourteen women and Lépine’s, by his own hand, with many more injured. It is more than enough to convince us all that Marc Lépine was indeed guilty of a horrendous crime. 

As a student at university when this tragedy happened, taking in the news of the attack was something that influenced my thoughts in the years that followed, about violence and women’s place in society. We may find explanations or theories that help us make sense of our lives, or that place an interpretation on happenings in society that renders them comprehensible. Feminism can offer that, and at that time I was in the midst of discovering women’s studies and feminism. But there is more than one feminist perspective.

Different ways of perceiving this tragedy have been presented in newspapers, journals and books, and on the internet – as a crime against women, as a symbol of violence against women, as a crime against humanity, and as an indication of social inequality. There are many aspects of this tragedy that I would like to address at this time, a few years short of two decades since it all happened. My approach is multidimensional, using interdisciplinary academic concepts and theories, while also noting how the subject has been dealt with by the authorities, the media, in scholarly books and articles, and by people writing their views and putting them out there.  

I have found out what I could about Lépine’s life using the resources available to me. I have read numerous letters, newspaper articles and scholarly pieces of work, written in the wake of the killings and over the years. Along with the facts of this outrage and stories of its consequences, I have noticed evidence of misconceptions and misrepresentations. I had not wanted to focus on these but it seems to me that some of them, at least, must be addressed. It is understandable that the emotions take over in times of such upheaval, but there comes a time when such inaccuracies need to be addressed. Much of the material I have referred to—the essays, articles, letters and other posts—are accessible online. It was not always possible to access documents, especially from my location in England, but I have managed to include a variety of sources, not solely academic, nor the media alone, but from men and women who wrote letters and essays, and on occasion posted their views on internet blogs, about the Montreal Massacre. An Index, mainly of names, is included. For discussion under specific themes, see Contents. Being outside Canada, in England, has given me an additional perspective, not from within the women’s movement, nor as part of any other cultural domain within the country where it happened. I have discovered there are many insights to be gained, from many different perspectives.

Starting with the initial responses to this event within the first days, I will continue on to consider various articles and essays that have appeared over time on this subject. Examining the wider issues in society from various perspectives will be part of that, while the final step is to look to the future and consider where this appalling tragedy and our knowledge about it can lead us.

An article by Victor Malarek, published in the Globe and Mail two days afterwards, provided details of the shootings and the gunman, identified as Marc Lépine. Director of MUC’s (Montreal Urban Community) organised crime unit, Jacques Duchesneau, would not release the hand-written letter found in Lépine’s pocket but did highlight several points made in the letter: 

First, he mentioned he was doing this for political reasons. He said feminists have always ruined his life; that he wasn't too happy in life, particularly in the last seven years; that he was rejected from the Canadian Army because he was not sociable; and he made a reference to Corporal Denis Lortie, saying he was only doing what Mr. Lortie did. (Duchesneau, in Malarek, 1989).

Malarek adds that Mr. Lortie killed three people with a machine-gun in the Quebec National Assembly on May 8, 1984. He also provides an account of the shootings at the École by Lépine:

In a reconstruction of the killing rampage, Mr. Duchesneau said that shortly after 5:15 p.m. on Wednesday, Mr. Lépine, dressed in a hunting outfit and wearing a baseball hat emblazoned with Montréal Tracteur (Montreal Tractor), entered the École Polytechnique and went to the second floor. Mr. Duchesneau said Mr. Lépine shot his first victim in a hallway and burst into a classroom where he ordered the men and women to stand at separate ends of the room. Many of the students thought it was a joke, but they stopped laughing when he fired a shot into the ceiling.


Mr. Lépine then told the men to leave and killed six women. He calmly walked out of the classroom and headed for the first-floor cafeteria, where he killed three more women. Then he went to the third floor, where he killed four more women in another classroom before turning the rifle on himself (Malarek, 1989).

(2) The First Days               (Contents)  References   (Index)
An act of horrific violence, such as that in Montreal on December 6th, 1989, has an immediate effect. Within the first 24 hours, a framework for understanding the happening had been established. Criminal anthropologist Elliott Leyton and television broadcaster Barbara Frum were two whose thoughts on the subject, and whose approaches, were recorded and presented to the public in those early days. On the same day the gunman went on his rampage at l’École Polytechnique in Montreal, Barbara Frum interviewed a student who had survived it (Frum, 1989a). Pierre Robert was able to give a first person account of how the men were separated from the women in the classroom, and tell about Lépine’s demeanour:

Frum: What was his behaviour like? Was he calm or frantic?

Robert: When he entered the class he was like real calm because he entered and walked slowly and we thought it was like a joke because it was our last day of school. After he said something, I don’t remember what it was, but shot on the wall so after that we took him real seriously. 

Frum: But did he stay calm throughout?

Robert: After that, his voice was more nervous and he was speaking real fast ... (Frum, 1989a).

Responding from Newfoundland the following day, Elliott Leyton quickly steered the tragedy to fit into a particular framework, emphasizing the fact that in every way but one Lépine fit the profile of mass murderer (which is not the same as the serial killer), saying, “What is unique and special about this tragedy is using gender as the target group whereas technically mass murderers take other target groups – social class or ethnic group, or religion or race” (Leyton, in Enright and Maitland, 1989a).

Rather than analyze Leyton’s comments and attempting to understand why this anomaly had occurred, and why Lépine had selected women as his target group, feminists simply added on this additional factor to the original label, so that Lépine came to be known, first of all, as a mass murderer, and secondly, as someone who hated women enough to kill them just for being women. 

Leyton explained in the interview that other than targeting women, Lépine’s behaviour was stereotypical, one characteristic being that mass murderers blame their frustration and failure on a specific group, “the group they feel is either usurping their position in society, or rejecting them or excluding them in some way.”  He goes on to explain:

There’s a strange phenomenon in the human mind . . . and that is once you adopt a belief, once you embrace an ideology . . . you then begin to perceive everything in terms of that belief or ideology, and so that rather than making the world confusing and incomprehensible, it does the opposite. Now you begin to see all the connections everywhere, between the target group’s machinations and your quandary. Each day, each week, each month, each year, your understanding of how this group is oppressing you, usurping you, is enriched. That’s how it develops (Leyton in Enright and Maitland, 1989a).   

It would appear that feminists and many others might have been under the influence of the same psychological phenomenon that Leyton claims Lépine to have been.  Feminists immediately focused on an interpretation of Marc Lépine’s actions that seemed right at the time. From that moment on, almost everything that was written about this event and Lépine was interpreted using this framework. The labels of mass murderer, victim of child abuse, and extreme woman-hater were applied to Marc Lépine the day after the killings and have stuck to this day. The vicious attacks were referred to as a massacre, and this phrase—the Montreal Massacre—caught on. 

(3) A Crime of Passion    (Contents)  References  (Index)
Lépine’s actions have been seen as rational, thought-out beforehand, and not the act of a madman. But does this mean he was a cold-blooded killer, or was he passionate about his cause, and carrying out the murders, and is there any difference? To be cold-blooded means to act without compassion, to be inhuman, and in fact this was how Barbara Frum described the killings – as a crime against humanity, according to Lee Lakeman (2002). Lépine acted with a complete disregard for human life. 

When a person in a couples relationship is murdered by the other, the act might be referred to as a crime of passion, committed out of anger, a response to a real or perceived problem between them, possibly done in the heat of the moment. More than half of violence directed towards women is from someone the woman knows. Whether Lépine was a “cold-blooded killer” or a man acting out of passion is a thought to be considered. The women he targeted were strangers to him, not women he knew or who were familiar to him at all. But he had a reason for targeting that particular school, l’École Polytechnique du Montréal. It was the one he had applied to, and his application had not been accepted (Jones, A., 1999-2002; Wilson, 1995).  

Lépine indicated that his attacks that day were politically motivated, and feminists have taken that to mean solely against feminists. His targets were women, he called them feminists upon entering the school, and his suicide note reinforces that notion. But feminists have taken Lépine’s political motives and fit them into a framework of violence, neglecting other ways of understanding the actions of Lépine and what led to this horrendous occurrence in Montreal.

The personal is political is the celebrated feminist slogan, used by Carol Hanisch in an essay by that title, The Personal is Political, first published in the New York based Redstockings’ collection, Feminist Revolution, in 1969. Since then feminists have continued to write about the political significance of women’s life experience, much of it related to women’s reproductive lives, their roles as wives and mothers, and problems of participation in the public sphere –  in the work force and politics. But there seemed to be little impetus for feminists to think of men’s lives in similar terms.

In 1977, the “battered wife defense” came into being in the precedent-setting case of Francine Hughes, a Michigan housewife who, in 1977, doused her abusive husband with gasoline while he slept and set him on fire. She was acquitted of murder and set free! She had been a housewife, subjected for seventeen years to psychological and physical abuse within her marriage, and her inability to either walk away from the relationship or stop the abuse was her defense. Claiming temporary insanity, it came to be widely known as the “battered woman defense” (Rapping, 2000).


Elayne Rapping explains how the film, The Burning Bed (1984), allowed viewers to see “this ‘abnormal’ act in its social, cultural, institutional and economic context and thus to find it more ‘normal’ than the laws and ideological assumptions that prohibit it” (paragraph 20). Thus the victim’s voice was permitted to be heard. Rapping expands on this, saying, 

Hughes—first in voice over introductions to flashback scenes, and later on the witness stand— relates a series of events and encounters—with family members, the social welfare bureaucracy, the police, and so on—in which it becomes startlingly clear that she has been entangled in a set of sexist (and classist) technologies of discipline and control, (to use Foucaultian terms), from which she could not escape (Rapping, 2000, para 20.)

For many years, women endured domestic violence, and often, there was no means of escape and nowhere to go, if they did. Many women did not work, and the jobs many worked at would not earn them enough to support themselves and their children, alone. As assistance came in the form of battered women shelters, and as more women entered the workforce, the situation in society changed. As a means of providing women with financial independence and improving their sense of self-worth, work—paid work—is essential in today’s world. 

A woman being battered in the home—what once was “women’s domain”—might be compared to a man unable to achieve his desired level of participation, even though capable of doing so, in what used to be men’s domain – the field of work. To a large extent that has changed in modern society, though people and different segments of society change at different times. Not all women entered the workforce at the same time, and some men began to find taking part in raising children to be a source of fulfilment, just as paid work was, but not all men. How people respond to their situation, attempting to adapt to it or change it, or trying to change the way society looks at it, is another matter. 

Marc Lépine’s story was told through the suicide note he wrote, that was leaked first to feminist Francine Pelletier a year afterwards and then published in the press (Chun, 1999: 116). Although this may have seemed to be all the evidence needed to understand the massacre itself, and to some feminists this apparently meant the equivalent of Lépine being a “star witness,” (Ibid. 117), there was a lack of other information that might have been helpful. 

The investigation of Lépine by the Montreal Police was ended prematurely. Wendy Hui Kyong Chun tells that the Montreal police “launched a full-scale investigation, centred on the life of Marc Lépine,” but which seemed to go no farther than describing him as “an intelligent but deeply troubled young man with no known psychiatric history” (Ibid. 112). According to the authorities, “retelling the event equalled reinflicting pain upon the bereaved families.  For the sake of those who had suffered most, the authorities argued, discussion must be closed—again” (Ibid. 113). There are few real facts about Lépine’s life, and even those kinds of facts that could have been checked for their validity were not, such as the official reason Lépine was not accepted by the military; similarly, why his application to l’École Polytechnique was rejected. Very few details about Marc Lépine’s life emerged following the killings. But getting at who Marc Lépine was, and who he might have become probably was not possible at that time. 

On the one hand we have a woman, Francine Hughes, trapped by the stereotypical woman’s role of wife and mother, and on the other, a man, Marc Lépine, desperately unhappy about his situation in life, with no fulfilling work and no chance of getting it, and without the kind of relationship he had wanted. Francine Hughes had been a victim of domestic violence (and family and community capitulation to her situation), while Marc Lépine had been subjected to unjust treatment, first, in his family of origin, and possibly by the world at large, also. Francine Hughes killed the man who was abusing her. Marc Lépine killed women he did not know but who probably represented to him those who had usurped his place in society and rejected him in other ways. It is possible that he couldn’t conceive of any way of dealing with his feelings about his life and the rejections he had received nor, as he stated, of dealing with his belief that he had been let down by society. He likely would have had no way of telling anyone how he felt about his situation, if anyone was actually listening to men at that time. Having been educated in the sciences, he probably wouldn’t have had the ability to express precisely how he felt, nor formal education in the humanities or social sciences in order to be able to understand the sociohistorical impact of gender differences on society. He did have some idea of what was going on, however.

Peter Zohrab, writing on feminism and the media, explains that the Men’s Movement reacted defensively following the events of December 6th, 1989, understandably not wanting to be associated with the apparent misogyny of Marc Lépine. Zohrab denies that Lépine was misogynist, however, claiming that he was not a woman-hater but a Men’s Rights activist “albeit an extremist one,” (Zohrab, 2002). 

He points out that Lépine “clearly states that he is protesting against various issues which are aspects of Feminist sexism” (for Lépine’s letter online see Ramsland, 2005, chapter 8; Rizvi, 1997). Zohrab comments on the four points that Lépine made in his letter, which to some have been considered a sign of misogyny, but which, on reflection, have some validity and may indeed be legitimate concerns. In some ways this scenario—of feminists ignoring the voice trying to be heard—resembles the feminist contention of years ago that men would not listen when told controversial truths – eg., that many more men than women held positions of power in the workplace, or that domestic violence was a problem in society.  On this occasion, however, it was the voice of a solitary man that was not being heard (see Note, p. 32).

Whether this argument begins to sound reasonable would depend on at least considering the possibility that Lépine was not lacking in intelligence, that he was held back from achieving his potential, perhaps because of his cultural background or because of his position in the social class structure. What could the reason have been for his rejection by the military? Lépine himself suggested it was due to being asocial, but what official reason was given? And did Lépine believe this of himself, that he was anti-social in personality, or did he find when he was among other people he was treated with disrespect due to his (un)employment status and financial situation. Would he have even realized that his social status mattered, or did he internalize the ill-treatment he received from others, and see himself as unsociable. We cannot know the answers to these questions. While alive, either Lépine hadn’t turned to anyone for help, or those he turned to were unable to do anything for him, perhaps not realizing themselves possible influences on his psyche. After his death, the memory of Lépine was pushed aside once it was obvious he was guilty of murder. Domestic abuse in western society is now recognized as a social problem, but is abuse and harassment at work, at school, or elsewhere in public seen as connected to wider social issues, or is it viewed as an individual, interpersonal problem?  

A different perspective on Lépine’s life was presented by The Times, London, England. Written only three days after the rampage, the article claims that police officials had said that Lépine had “problems of the heart” and that he would be “devastated by the smallest rejection;” moreover, according to the writer, Lépine was “consumed with hatred against women because of a series of unsatisfactory relationships” (Best, 1989). This presents an alternative view of the shootings, which to most feminists were seen to be a consequence of women entering men’s traditional domain at work and in universities.  

Rather than see Lépine’s actions as those of a madman, or either completely irrational or cold-bloodedly rational acts of hatred, we can look at them as a consequence of complex problems he was dealing with in his life, regarding educational possibilities, career choices and relationships.

(4) Gender, Race, and Ethnicity    (Contents)  References  (Index)
Since gender and ethnicity intersect in the lived experience of people’s lives, sometimes one being more significant, sometimes the other, rather than attempt to distinguish between them in their affect on Lépine’s life I will mention, briefly, relevant pieces of information and the insights of others on these matters.  

Marc Lépine’s mother, Monique, was French-Canadian, his father Algerian. They lived in Montreal, where Marc Lépine, then called Gamil Gharbi, had been born on 26 October, 1964. Later, he would change his name to Marc Lépine. Although it has been suggested that he did so because he harboured feelings of hostility towards his abusive father, (Corbella, 2004; Ramsland, 2005: section 8), it is likely that there were other reasons. He may have begun to use his mother’s maiden name, Lépine, at the time of his parents’ divorce, when he was about thirteen years old. At some point he also changed his first name, possibly at eighteen, if at that age he could legally do so. Thus, rather than being called Gamil Lépine, his name would have become Marc Lépine. Newsweek, December 18, 1989, Wilson says, states that he “legally adopted his mother’s maiden name and a new first name at the age of eighteen” (Wilson, 1995: 264). Living in Montreal as he had, all his life, changing his name might have been an attempt to fit in with the culture of that city and the province of Quebec. It may have had something to do with his relationship with his father, but it may not have. What is disturbing is that so many actions taken by Lépine, or circumstances in his life, have been interpreted negatively, as something to do with hostility and hate, with no consideration of other reasons. It has also been claimed that information about Lépine’s origins was mentioned only briefly, if at all, over the last 15 years, so that the young man appeared to Canadians to be a product of North American culture. “The truth is,” says John Orth, “Mr. Lépine was a product of North African culture. Canadian males in general resemble Mr. Lépine about as closely as we do the September 11 terrorists” (Orth, 2004).

Franco Chiesa (1991) compared Lépine to Hitler, as though the circumstances of the two were the same. But Lépine had no grand military career; he was struggling to make a life for himself, in a world of feminism and ideas about social equality. It would be outrageous to suggest that Marc Lépine was innocent of the crimes of murder. But to exaggerate the power he had, or the quality of the choices he had in his life, as though he acted from a position of power rather than from powerlessness, would also be a denial of the truth. This was the time of women entering educational institutions and traditional occupations once held for men, and fighting for rights over reproduction, including abortion. As stated in Wikipedia, 


The case of Chantale Daigle is one of the most widely publicized cases concerning abortion in Canada after the law regarding abortions was thrown out by the Supreme Court of Canada. It went before the Supreme Court of Canada in 1989. Daigle's ex-boyfriend obtained a restraining order against her having an abortion. While the restraining order was issued in Quebec, it was legally restricting Canada-wide. The case came before the Supreme Court of Canada, which ruled that only the women could make the choice; the father had no legal say in a woman's choice to terminate a pregnancy or carry it to completion (Wikipedia, Abortion, nd.).

Beginning her article by telling about Lépine as a child, Michele Landsberg (1999) wrote: “Gamil grew up brimming with rage and primed to hate the only creatures lowlier than himself – women.” Although the young man had been taught to believe that women’s place was in the home, it is doubtful that he would have considered all women—and particularly the women at the École Polytechnique—to be lowlier than himself. Landsberg makes it sound as though Lépine hated himself so much, lowly creature that he was, that he just wanted to punish women who, because of their gender, were lesser human beings than himself. But in fact, is this not part of the problem, that the women at the École were attempting to rise above their position in life—as keepers of the home—that had been theirs traditionally, and were moving into previously male-dominated fields? Landsberg acknowledges this, as the reason Lépine was upset, but goes no farther in an attempt to comprehend what it must have been like for him. He may have wanted to keep women in their place, but not for the reason Landsberg suggests.

Take a step backwards in history. Focusing on the social causes of female discontent historically, Elaine Showalter had been critical of Sigmund Freud, father of psychoanalysis and one of the most influential thinkers of the twentieth century, whom she saw as disregarding the oppressive circumstances of women’s lives. As she saw it, Freud’s psychoanalytic system tended to disregard the oppressive circumstances of women’s lives, following what had appeared to be a new awareness of the need for a “culturally aware therapy that took women’s words and women’s lives seriously” (Showalter, 1985: 158). In analyzing the Montreal Massacre, feminists are looking at the end result of a complex phenomenon, and are basing their judgement on the acts committed and the perpetrator’s childhood—without examining other circumstances of Lépine’s life—within a framework of gender divisions in patriarchal society. To say that the women at the École were killed because they were women makes about as much sense as assuming that Marc Lépine was a man of power, whom others should have feared because he was a man. These clichés tell us nothing about Lépine, his life, and inability to succeed on his own terms, or about the reasons he may have felt his actions were necessary, or as a last resort, to right what he saw as wrongs in society.  

Elliott Leyton brought to our attention the fact that it was unusual for a mass murderer to target a group on the basis of gender, but rather than explore the reasons why, the fact itself became of utmost importance, the reason being a psychological interpretation, that of Lépine within himself holding a deep hatred of women – misogyny. Over and over again it is written that the victims of Marc Lépine were killed because they were women (see Bérard, 1991; Greene, in Hulan, 1998; Bronson in Lakeman, 2002; Landsberg, 1999; Witmer, 1993). Lépine killed women, and only women, but that is not the same as saying he killed them simply for that reason. Fastening onto that point, that he killed them because they were women, is to remain in a place of comprehension based only on gender, rather than open up to the wider significance of this outrage that happened in Montreal. 

In his letter, Lépine says he had no money left, and that he had decided not to take any further jobs, but explained that the deeds he was about to commit were not for “economic reasons.” Peter Eglin and Stephen Hester take that to mean “not for personal gain” (Eglin and Hester, 2003: 57). Rather, as Lépine wrote, it would be for political reasons. Another way of reading Lépine’s comment is that he was not acting out of economic need. There is a sense here that if money is not the issue, then political beliefs are, thus making this atrocious act farther removed from the personal, out of the realm of Lépine’s own life and of there being any personal significance for him in committing these acts. Thus, when Lépine explains in his letter that the actions he would commit that day were not for economic reasons, it did not mean that he was content with his earning capacity and his life as it was.

In effect, he was killing the women for economic reasons. It was because he could not pursue the career he wanted and take his place in the world, as a man would, traditionally. He may not have used appropriate language, but his education had been in the sciences, not in languages or communication. The translator of the original letter would probably have had more than one choice of interpretation. As far as I know, no transcript of the original letter, handwritten in French, is available, for nuances of the original to be reflected upon by those who know the language well.  

If a person has no real power—no material wealth and few means to access resources—and if that person has come to believe that there is no other way of achieving what they want in life, then choices left in life may be few. Surely those persons without real power will be more likely to resort to violence than those who have other means of dealing with problems of gaining access to education and careers. Dominance, in terms of occupational status and access to resources, rather than the mere psychological desire to control others or have one’s own way, has traditionally been held within the male domain. Not all that long ago it used to be women who were more likely to be powerless, without jobs, taking their place as wives and mothers in the home, but this is not so in today’s world. For Lépine, having a mixed cultural background could have been the reason his life was made even more difficult. 

On an internet blog site, News Junkie Canada commented on Lépine’s background:

One would have expected the feminists to pick up on the Muslim attitude toward women, but they did not. Why? At that time, feminists were in full flower—depicting men as brutal toward women; they did not want the issue clouded by the fact that it is Muslim men who have unacceptable and antediluvian attitudes toward women. So Lépine/Gharbi became non-ethnic, non Muslim, and could symbolize the violent male—all violent males. Feminists had a symbol in Lépine/Gharbi and and the violence of men toward women could be emphasized—without bothersome facts which would differentiate this Muslim-reared male from other Canadian males. The message would not be as all encompassing otherwise—that women are victims (News Junkie Canada, 2003).

Another perspective, in a recent article in The Times, in London, England, is Cherry Potter’s, examining the mindset of Muslim fundamentalists, arguing, for instance, that “the connections between sexual repression, extreme violence and a male obsession with war and death are recognisable in the West” (Potter, 2005). Bringing in sexual politics (of different cultures) opens up a new dimension to the subject of this essay, though due to time limitations, I have refered to it only briefly here.

In the preface to a play he has written about the shooting of the women that day, Gilbert McInnis tells his thoughts on the marginalized Lépine: 

Out of the ‘spirit of our times’ surfaced the idea of creating a ‘marginalized’ monster to blame our current economic ‘plagues.’ The ‘monster’ I portray in the play is based on a young man who was the son of an Arabic immigrant. As far as I know, he spoke, Arabic, French, English, and perhaps read Latin. His father was a Moslem, and his mother, a French Canadian Catholic who converted to the Protestant ‘Evangelic’ church after her divorce. As one can imagine, growing up in a ‘purlaine’ French Canadian culture, such individuals would be marginalized. In fact, once Lepine committed his ‘monstrous’ deed, one can only imagine that his family was marginalized further by everyone’s ‘agony.’ (McInnis, 2004).

Finally, the remarks by Charles Rackoff, a professor at the University of Toronto, drew anger and criticism in the year 2000, shortly before a planned memorial service to be held there for the women who were killed by Lépine. His belief that “the point is to use the death of these people as an excuse to promote the feminist/extreme left-wing agenda” was accompanied by the additional, and separate, comment that “it is obvious that the point of this is not to remember anyone.” He presented two headstrong opinions, but he didn’t stop there. He went on to compare the character of feminist organizations with the Ku Klux Klan, which would “use the murder of a white person by a black person to promote their agenda” (Rackoff, in Professor, 2000). The wrath his comments incurred seemed mainly to do with timing and lack of sensitivity, although the reputation of the Ku Klux Klan may also have led feminists to react fiercely in self-defense. 

Regardless, cultural differences depending on gender, race or ethnic culture—and their similarities—are a vital part of the various threads related to the shootings in Montreal on December 6th, 1989.  

(5) Violence Against Women    (Contents)  References   (Index)
Over the months and years following the Montreal massacre, students, feminists, and many others expressed their feelings about this horrendous occurrence, trying to make sense of it. The idea of violence as a main theme took hold, as indeed it was prolific in the enactment of the crime. Physical violence is more recognisable than emotional or psychological violence. A depiction of an actual event, to hold up as an example of wrong-doing or to illustrate a social issue, will have more impact than trying to explain in words. A phenomenon that depicts violence will have an even great impact. 

In this instance, the violence was very quickly narrowed down to a particular theme – violence against women. Over time, the theme of violence against women would become generalized to represent the wider phenomenon of violence in women’s lives—violence in intimate relationships—and as it did so, the happenings of that day would become increasingly distanced from socio-economic considerations that could well have been factors leading to the killings. 

In the National Post, Luiza Chwialkowska named the terms of the debate, as she saw it, ten years after: “Was Marc Lépine an aberration or a symbol?” As an emblem - or symptom - of violence against women, the matter was clear to Judy Rebick. “He shouted, ‘I hate feminists,’ as he fired. How much clearer could it be” (Rebick, in Chwialkowska, 1999).

Rather than delve deeply into causes and complex social interactions, it is easier to focus on the outrageous and the obvious—though not necessarily on a conscious level—as proof of one’s beliefs. How often have you heard people say, “She’s living proof that  . . . ” or “What he did was proof that  . . . ”.  In many cases, what they’re living proof of is the possibility, not of the certainty that one is related to the other. Although Lépine clearly stated that he hated feminists, that kind of strong emotion is not necessarily related to the idea that violence must follow.

If there’s one thing that is a certainty, it’s that violence against women comes first and foremost in the minds of most if not all feminists, and indeed, most people, if they have given the Montreal Massacre any thought at all. Marion Boyd, speaking as Minister Responsible for Women’s Issues in 1993, states that “In the wake of the massacre many of us recognized the killer’s rampage as an extreme expression of society’s attitudes towards women” (Boyd, 1993).  It was, she says, a “horrifying manifestation of the aggression towards women that we know to be commonplace.” Those who challenged that interpretation were, in her view, denying the extent of violence against women in Canada. The massacre was horrifying, but I am not so sure that it was a manifestation of commonplace aggression towards women. The violence was extreme, but whether it wholly or accurately reflected society’s (men’s?) attitudes towards women is not a certainty. To some extent it may have, but the violent shootings may also have been a reflection of other problems within society – other real social issues, and not simply a reflection of supposedly inherent hostile attitudes against women.   

Adam Jones has described how “Lépine’s rampage had strong echoes in the numerous acts of domestic murder and abuse committed by men fearful that ‘their’ women will assert greater independence and move beyond traditional female roles” (Jones, A., 1999-2002). That may have been so, except that Lépine did not go to the École to kill someone he was having a relationship with. He went there to kill women who represented those he thought had replaced him. Jones also proclaims that Lépine’s suicide “typified the pathological self-hatred and self-destructiveness which regularly features in such acts, and which makes it difficult to speak of a simple exercise of ‘patriarchal power’.”  Lépine may have hated himself, but whether he did or not, Jones is right in suggesting that Lépine was not coming from a place of power when he went into the school. More than likely it was more of a defeatist act, a last resort. 

One direct consequence of the massacre in Montreal was the movement towards increased gun control, in an effort to do whatever possible to prevent such a tragedy from happening again. Lépine’s attempts to succeed through joining the military, achieving an education, finding a vocation, and settling in a fulfilling relationship had all been doomed. Nothing he did had been successful. Managing to acquire a gun licence had been a chance of fate, not due to any personal characteristics or through having achieved a certain stability in his life that would enable to him to pass a background check. The fact he had no criminal record enabled him to proceed with his plans. 

It’s understandable that the emphasis of feminism has been on Marc Lépine’s violent acts and the fact that it was women he targeted. I recall hearing about it while an undergraduate at university, and being shocked by what we were hearing. There could be no denial that it was women he attacked, and that he hated feminists. And at that time, that was all most of us were ready to take in. The horrific accounts that came in, as the days went by, held us all in the grip of fear and revulsion at this deed and what it represented to us at that time, as students, and as women. 

Violence against women, already identified as a major social issue, had begun to be the subject of much research and feminist activism, as part of women’s liberation from what were seen often as stifling, unfulfilling roles in the home. The events of December 6th, 1989, besides leading to increased gun control, also led to the development of the White Ribbon Campaign. Allan McKeown explains its origins:

The White Ribbon Campaign was formed in 1991 to break men’s silence on violence against women. Formed in response to the Montreal Massacre of 14 young women by a lone gunman, the WRC has attracted men to form local chapters across Canada and in an ever increasing number of other countries around the world (McKeown, (1998).
 

Men must become part of the solution, the campaign insists. But the conflation of domestic violence (violence against women in the home) with other forms of violence against women (committed by strangers) seems to me to be misleading, in consideration of the feminist aims to have the deaths of the women at the École be a symbol of all types of violence, and Marc Lépine, representative of men everywhere. For these reasons, the link made between the White Ribbon Campaign and the Montreal Massacre is problematic. 

In London, Ontario, a Changing Ways program was begun in 1984, directed towards men who commit abuse. Tom Murphy, who has been active within the organization since 1990, explains that “using a variety of therapeutic and group counselling techniques, men are challenged to understand the root causes of their violence, and to learn alternative strategies to deal with conflict” (Murphy, 2005). The emphasis is on men in relationships coming to accept some responsibility for committing and ending violence in their relationships. Changing Ways is dedicated to changing the lives of men, thus making the community a bit safer for women. 

It itself, the Changing Ways program is very likely a valuable organization, contributing as it does to the wellbeing of men and women in relationships. People interested in what it stands for may well be interested in the White Ribbon Campaign. Nevertheless, there are differences in the origins of the two. The Changing Ways program came from the desire to understand the root causes of violence – in personal relationships, and to find different ways of resolving conflict. The White Ribbon campaign developed from the Montreal Massacre, and was committed simply to ending violence against women. But if Marc Lépine’s reasons for shooting feminists were only marginally related to his relationships with women, while having everything to do with being excluded from participating in society on a level at which he was capable, where is the connection between that experience and the efforts of Changing Ways. How would the quest to get men to talk through their relationship problems have helped, if there was no one to listen, and if the problem wasn’t only relationships but about being excluded from getting an education and a career? 

How could Lépine communicate his frustration? If he felt that it was his natural right to attain status and fulfilment in life that were unavailable to women, and he was not capable of doing the work, that would be frustrating. But how much more frustrating if he were capable, and his application had been overlooked.


While Trish Wilson comes close to an analysis that takes into account Lépine’s own experience of life, mentioning cultural differences that may have placed obstacles in his way forward, she ends by situating her analysis within a framework of violence against women, negating the possibility of having his circumstances understood within a framework of social inequality. Wilson draws on Elliott Leyton in her work, for instance, mentioning his view that mass murderers share a “self-absorption and a simple-mindedness” (Wilson, 1995: 270), despite the inappropriateness of applying this trait to Lépine, as suggested by his comprehension of feminism as expressed in his letter. She refers to Leyton’s views on suicide, considered in his generalization of mass murderers to be an act against a particular social category, but without taking into consideration how Lépine felt about his life – the hopelessness he felt. Lépine may have spoken of his intended suicide as a political act, but he also mentioned how unhappy he was, after seven years of trying. 

Stephen Roney objects to the singling out of this one event, the Montreal Massacre, as a symbol of violence against women, in effect, blaming all men for the deed of one. He says, 

I am against men’s violence against women. As I am against men’s violence against men, women’s against women, and women’s against men. But again we seem to be selective: is other violence okay? Worse, we make all men guilty of Lepine’s crime (Roney, 2005).


Another voice against the White Ribbon Campaign was that of Adam Jones, who interprets the campaign to mean that men’s grief over the shootings “is only valid if some of it is devoted to mourning the part of them that’s allegedly capable of such acts” (Jones, A., 1992). It’s interesting that he’s worded his complaint in that way. Should all men be expected to be held responsible for the deeds of one man?  Is it proper to suggest that all men have it within them the capacity to kill, and that under similar circumstances they might? But surely, even if these ideas about the nature of man are not part of it, the act of grieving is valid. 

Telling about his play, The Die is Cast, McInnis offers a comment on the White Ribbon Campaign and how it relates to Lépine and humanity in general:

It was my attempt to deconstruct that image to understand the ‘spirit’ behind it, perhaps even to smash it and recreate a more balanced one. Essentially, it was my desire to make him [Lépine] human again. I did not do this to demean the pain of those who suffered by his ‘burden,’ but to deconstruct the whole dehumanizing force behind the ‘image’ of the white ribbon campaign  (McInnis, 2004).

Speaking of violence in general and the moral judgements placed on it, and not specifically on the shootings in Montreal, David Peterson del Mar has this to say:

Indeed, ‘moral panics’ focused on violence commonly divert public attention from social inequalities and inequities to less discomforting explanations of social and cultural strain. Focusing on violence as a social problem enables powerful people to define social ills and assign blame for them, leaving unquestioned their own privileges and abuses (Peterson del Mar, 2002: 7-8).

Violence can be committed from a position of dominance, or from a position of virtual powerlessness. Peterson del Mar claims that “powerful men’s renunciation of violence more often obscures than undermines existing patterns of dominance and control” (Ibid.: 7). It follows that, for someone like Marc Lépine, however, with no real power in his life, violence would to him have seemed to be the only option left, perhaps the only way to deal with the social injustices he felt he had experienced in the world, and the lack of faith for the future. I am not trying to undermine the damage he did to so many lives, but to suggest only that there has been one person’s life not given any opportunity to be understood. For anyone to resort to such violence against feminists, there must surely also have been violence, exclusion, and rejections of him more than we could possibly know.  

(6) Remembrance        (Contents)  References  (Index)    

Two years after the massacre the Canadian government declared December 6th a day of commemoration for the female victims of violence by men, and were set to launch a Royal Commission to investigate violence against women (Chun, 1999: 118).

Jenn Ruddy and Elizabeth Curry complain that the media “created fascination with the murderer by showing footage of the gunman’s apartment, his front door, even his coat rack and other insignificant details about his life. As a result, they said, the women’s lives were overshadowed” (Ruddy and Curry, 2004). If the women’s lives were overshadowed, commemorations since that time have amply made up for perceived lack of attention in the early days.

Remembrance is not only about official memorials but the way the episode itself is remembered, specifically the women who died, the gunman, and the circumstances surrounding their lives. Women’s monuments are part of it, flags flying at half-mast, and various pieces of art, writing, and films dedicated to the subject. There has been a great deal of effort on the part of feminists to have Marc Lépine’s name and memory are forever cast out of our minds. I can understand that as a first response, but many years have passed. Surely, there must be some sense among feminists that Lépine was not a monster but that there were things in his life that were greatly troubling to him. But until people realize that, it probably won’t be possible for them to consider him one of us, one of the human race. That’s the contradiction about being one of the privileged. It is the educated who have the resources and the power to be able to do research and have their voices listened to, but their privileged position means that they are less likely to be able to comprehend the experiences of those who have been ill-treated within society. Yes, it can be argued that the women at the École were ill-treated too, that, in fact, they were murdered. But the attack on them came from someone lower down in the ranks, whose voice has not been heard. The women who were killed had a network of people in positions of privilege, with superior status and greater earning power, telling their side of the story.

In 1990, two London Free Press colleagues, assistant assignment editor Joan Barfoot and reporter/columnist Don Murray, engaged in a discussion about the Montreal Massacre. The focus of this exchange of views was on violence, mainly about violence against women. On her side, Barfoot put pressure on Murray and others to acknowledge that “men who remain silent about violence and injustice in the various forms they take are complicitous. Guilty” (Murray and Barfoot, 1990). Murray, who had already declared his belief that many men felt “alienated and unfairly accused” by what seemed to be “universal condemnation,” told Barfoot he had “the sense that ardent feminists didn’t want to use Montreal as a catharsis, a place to begin building a new understanding between men and women.” 

Several years later, Shelley Hulan mentioned that members of the London community had been negatively influenced at the time by Murray’s views, becoming unwilling to acknowledge that gender was significant in terms of violence and the shootings at Montreal (Hulan, 1998). In her essay Hulan tells about the effort to have a Victoria Park Women’s Monument set in place, in London, Ontario. John McPeck, she writes, “says explicitly that the Monument should be rejected because it is a ‘political’ monument; that is, because it will present the Massacre as a violence done to women.” But in 1994, the monument was in place, with the inscription: 

The Victoria Park Women’s Monument was dedicated on December 6, 1994, the 5th Anniversary of the Montreal Massacre. It is a place to remember and reflect on violence, particularly violence against women, and all women and men who work to end it (inscription on monument, in Hulan, 1998).


Referring particularly to Hulan’s closing lines, it is reasonably clear that the significance to her, and to many others, of the massacre—and the memorial—is as “a murder of women and its existence as a trauma for which re-interrogation is always necessary.”  But I see her opening words as more relevant, at least in society now, these years farther on, that “a strategy of justice for the forgotten necessarily requires reading for the past as conflictual, evidence as problematic, all positions as suspect” (Hulan 1998). 

Hulan had been concerned that Londoners’ memories of how they felt when the tragic killings happened would be closed off by Murray’s views. She declared that she wanted the memories “and the political relevance of the crime” to stay intact, though earlier in the same essay she had also argued for “a memory that resists final definition and that requires a constant re-engagement with the past.” 

We can recall our feelings on the day it happened, and how for some of us the fact that it was women who were killed was crucial to our way of understanding it. But new experiences in life bring new ideas and different ways of understanding events of the past. Even if one agrees that it is “important to preserve the feelings around the initial shock of the tragedy,” as Hulan insists (Ibid.), moving on from there to seeing the tragedy from other, different perspectives is a natural part of human development, as well as part of feminist knowledge and academic research.  If readers can keep hold of the old memories, while considering the possibility of new interpretations, their understanding of the event is more likely to be enhanced rather than remain fixed in the traumatic moment of its original impact. 

Using Lépine’s multiple acts of violence to symbolize violence against women, when so much of violence in society is committed within families and intimate relationships and has little to do with the kind of violence Lépine committed, may have made sense at the time, when the passionate anger and grief of feminists were high. Lépine became a symbol of what many of them saw as the main problem in society. 

Several years ago, Kenneth Hilborn, professor emeritus of history, University of Western Ontario, reflecting on truth, freedom, and new ways of perceiving the past, wrote: 

Disagreement among historians regarding the reliability and interpretation of evidence is a normal part of the process of historical research. The right to offer new interpretations of old evidence, as well as to seek out and publish new evidence that challenges prevailing views, is indispensable to the profession  (Hilborn, 1999). 

The understanding of the Montreal Massacre as an act of hatred towards women, and being about violence, is only part of what it stands for, in its entirety. This tragic event—the culmination of one man’s feelings of alienation and thoughts of making sure people heard about it—has many more strands, some of which have been voiced but some which have been misinterpreted or dismissed entirely.   

The fear, in general, seems to be that “there are a lot of Marc Lépines around still” (Irwin Cutler, in Roney, 2004). But as Roney sees it, 

Marc Lépine’s crime is remembered because it is news. And news generally means “man bites dog.” It is memorable precisely because it is so unusual. We are accustomed to men being separated out of larger groups to be shot. That is war everywhere. Can you think of another instance in which women were singled out to be shot? This is the shocking exception (Roney, 2004).


Roney claims that women “count more” than men, and that is the reason why this tragedy has become such an important day in history. But he is taking that idea too far, in my view. If it had been one woman shooting fourteen men under such circumstances, within a university, it might also have been as newsworthy, although the interpretation of it would have been different. 

In 2001, Canada’s flag, on the designated day of mourning, was mistakenly flown at half-mast across the nation, thus achieving for Canada “the dubious distinction of paying more widespread honour to 14 young women slaughtered by a lone gunman than to the more than 100,000 Canadians who died in two world wars and Korea (Blatchford, 2001a). On Remembrance Day, held on November 11 each year, Christie Blatchford, reporting on this controversy, said it was only the flag on the Peace Tower that must be half-masted, and commenting further, said: 

How that tragedy came to surpass the wartime sacrifices of thousands and thousands of young men, the vast majority of whom had volunteered to serve their country, is a national disgrace. Probably, it also yesterday rendered Canadian sailors the laughingstock of any of their coalition counterparts who noticed their ships’ lowered flags (Blatchford, 2001a).

In a second article the following day, Blatchford once again dwelt on the half-mast flag issue, still dealing with matters of respect for the fallen men of wars and how the idea of the flag at half-mast could possibly relate to the Montreal Massacre, while recalling the tragedy itself:

I remember it probably as most people do—the stark picture of one dead woman slumped over in a cafeteria chair under a Bonne Année banner; the school-type photos of the 14, their faces young and shining and full of promise; how their killer, Marc Lépine, had deliberately singled out the female students and cried “I want the women!” 


But what I also remember was how this genuinely shocking crime was so quickly twisted into something it never was. (Blatchford, 2001b).

The effects of that December day on the people, and the reasons why it came about, are part of Canada’s heritage. A form of remembrance, of the tragedy and all it signifies, would need to encompass memories that reflect the lives and losses of all those involved. A monument in memory of such a happening would surely include symbols of both men and women, in some way or other, representing citizens in society, their failure to communicate, and their belated attempt to reconcile their differences. 

(7) Innocence and Guilt   (Contents)  References  (Index)
Marc Lépine went after feminists because he believed they were responsible for making his life what it was – without hope, without the expectations he had had, for marriage, a family, a good job, and a good life. For someone with no power in his life, for these few minutes he took control. Destruction is part of that. Finally, he must have thought, he was able to take revenge over those he believed had destroyed his cherished beliefs and left him with no place in this world. Politically, he believed he was doing something greater than simply acting on his own behalf. He was acting, he supposed, on behalf of men. 

Feminists, also, have been fighting for their rights as women. But taking a particular perspective—such as feminist one—can be problematic within academia, as indicated in a letter written by Kenneth Hilborn to a university newspaper in 1999, and to which I responded (see both at McPherson, 1999).  Topics such as affirmative action and the value of taking a feminist perspective are controversial and sometimes difficult to defend. 

Several of the women Lépine went after that day insisted that they weren’t feminists (Chun, 1999: 112; Jones, R. 1998: IV), either having distanced themselves from feminism— perhaps in an effort to save themselves from his attack—or unaware of the influence of feminism, that they probably wouldn’t be at engineering school had it not been for the efforts of women who came before them. 

David Shackleton, speaking from a man’s perspective on behalf of men, asks why no one tried to discover why Lépine believed that feminists had wrecked his life. He argues that the “founding notion of feminism is false, [and] that power between men and women is balanced and has been so throughout recorded history, and that feminism is actually destroying that balance, with potentially grave consequences” (Shackleton, 1997).  Even if the women at the École Polytechnique had been aware of this kind of view within society, it probably wouldn’t have made any difference. They may have been too youthful to comprehend the significance of what they were doing. As individuals, they had achieved the distinction of studying at the École alongside men. They could well have been innocent of feminist politics. 

It may have been that Lépine was lacking intelligence and incapable of doing the engineering program but his academic history suggests otherwise. He did not succeed in his application for the college, but he had kept up with his studies, to a certain point at least, perhaps until the time he lost hope that his studying would help him amount to anything, when he knew beyond a doubt that it was no longer an advantage simply being male. Eglin and Hester relate the story of the young man, Marc Lépine, as provided by neighbours and witnesses, via the newspapers, in the days after the tragedy. Lépine had graduated from secondary school and then, as reported,

attended St. Laurent CEGEP (community college) for three years, stud[y]ing sciences. He took a fourth year to study electronics. . . . [O]ne department head “couldn’t really put a face to him because he was a low-profile student although he got the fourth highest mark in his course and he (the teacher) told me he seems to remember that (Mr. Lépine) had talked about attending École Polytechnique” at the University of Montreal.

Police said Lépine had also taken a computer course at control Data institute and “an update” night course in chemistry at the CEGEP Vieux Montréal with the aim of being accepted by the École Polytechnique, the engineering school where he carried out his murderous assault (Malarek, in Eglin and Hester, 2003: 42).

On being asked about Lepine’s application to the military, a spokesman for the Canadian Forces in Montreal, Major Serge Quenneville, confirmed that “Mr. Lepine had applied in the winter of 1980-81 under his former name and was rejected,” but had refused to say why his application had been rejected. The form was turned over to the police (Ibid, p. 42.). 

Lepine was described as an ordinary man, “somewhat of an introvert who was quiet and courteous, although he sometimes stayed up late playing loud music. None could believe that he was capable of mass murder” (Ibid., p. 43). His landlord had visited the flat, but said he had not noticed bizarre posters on the walls or weapons in any rooms. His fascination with war had already been mentioned in the article:

[Lépine] hung out with a small band of men who walked around their neighbourhood wearing army fatigues. 

Employees at a grocery store . . . said that yesterday that Mr. Lépine and his friends rented war and violent action films from a nearby video store.

“They loved watching army and violent films,” one employee said. “But they never caused any trouble around here. Sometimes they would go into (a local) gun shop and admire the weapons.” (Dec 9, Malarek, in Eglin and Hester, 2003: 41).  

Eglin and Hester, using category membership analysis, note that the political angle of Lepine’s killings was not elaborated.  Rather, they say, he was “framed by a list the newspaper provides of previous ‘mass murders’ (Dec 8), quite a different scheme of interpretation” (Dec 8, Poirier and McKenna, in Eglin and Hester, 2003: 45). 

Interpretations of Lépine’s motives and actions have focused on his suicide letter as that was the only real piece of information given to the public, and even that did not come directly from the authorities so its validity has not been substantiated. Lépine’s thoughts, written on the day he killed the women and himself, are taken verbatim, as though these words reflect in entirety his rationale for the proposed deeds, his personal motivations, and his aims. He wrote the letter in fifteen minutes, he had said, and it is this letter that feminists have focused on, to provide the knowledge they needed about Lépine.

“Why women?” people asked, afterwards. “The message is: there is a price for women’s liberation and the price is death. . . It was an act of reprisal, well thought out, calculated, and directed against women in general and feminists in particular” (Pelletier, 1991: 35).

Writing about London, Ontario’s Brescia College memorial, Rachel Jones claims that Lépine’s victims “happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, fourteen women who espoused no glorious cause” (Jones, R., 1998: Intro). But most of them were in the engineering program and, whether they espoused any particular cause or not, and whether they realized it or not, were making inroads into male territory; in other words, they were stepping out of line, as women. Even if several of the women did shout out, “We are not feminists,” in response to Lépine’s tirade, it was not simply by chance that they were there. On the one hand, Jones is suggesting that the women were “innocent victims; ” on the other, she says,

As women following non-traditional career paths, the fourteen engineering students may be seen as feminists and their memorialization as similar to the commemoration of soldiers who died in wars of which they may or may not have fully realized the import (Jones, R., 1998: IV). 

It’s questionable whether women can be feminists without realizing it. Jones says these women have since been raised to the status of “feminists,” although it would appear this is without them having acted with intent in any feminist manner, nor, apparently, having any knowledge of women’s historical struggles and the significance of becoming educated for a non-traditional career. 

Andrew Coyne, of the Financial Post, also questioned the way the kind of recognition the women were granted after death:

To reduce those 14 women to icons of oppression, their lives and deaths intelligible only as events in a grand feminist morality play, is more or less to endorse Lépine’s own view of the world. They are not individuals, capable of real suffering, but members of a group - “women” or “the feminists” - nameless casualties in a ceaseless ideological struggle. They are, in Kantian terms, not ends in themselves, but means to an end. In a word, they are used (Coyne, 1990).

The women were named, and continue to be, in memorials, but the possibility remains that they have been used, and in a way that doesn’t fully acknowledge their own individual personal and political identities. Perhaps what was important to feminists was Lépine’s motivation, which was to kill feminists. But if the women he killed didn’t perceive themselves to be feminists and had no intention of being feminists, how can the truth of that simply be dismissed as inconsequential? 

If feminists are correct in saying the fear and hatred of women in society at large is expressed in individual acts of rape, battering and killing, doesn’t it follow that the anti-feminist backlash has found expression through Lépine, a political assassin? But on “The Journal” the following night, Barabara Frum does not ask such relevant questions. “Surely this is a crime against humanity, not women,” she insists again and again (Lakeman, 2002).

Clear acts of violence, or clear language, have a stronger effect than ambiguous words or a diffuse subject. A phenomenon that can be neatly packaged, easily defined without confusion, and labelled or defined, is probably more readily accepted as “the truth” than a phenomenon that crosses lines of demarcation or does not fit into one simple category.  So this is Marc Lépine, and these were his targets – all women. Clearly definable, more easily understandable without having to think too hard about it, the answer is there for all to see – on the one hand the innocent, on the other, the guilty. In this one event, many fragments came together – the verbal attack against feminists, the written words blaming feminists, the killing of women only, the women’s innocence of the significance of their place there, all together providing clear evidence of hatred towards women, particularly feminists. 

Lépine was angry in his letter, but it was not just a diatribe against feminists. In it he also provided an explanation of why he was about to put his horrendous plans into effect. His attacks were coldly committed, without compassion, but he has been described as at first calm, then nervous, as he went about the killings (Frum, 1989a).  Portraying him as some kind of cold-blooded killer, crazy, with no feelings whatsoever, and motiveless other than for feelings of hate, sounds to me to be a distortion of the truth.

Killings that result from a sense of outrage might, in part, not be meant to do harm for the sake of it, but to try and get people to listen when there seems to be no other way. Supposing that Marc Lépine had the ability to do the academic work, and there’s every indication he did, though he may not have been able to afford to continue on and take the program, and suppose that every effort he made to improve himself made no difference in his attempts to get ahead in life. Where could he have found someone to listen? How could he get across to women and the world just how he felt about his life, about having struggles and found it was still going nowhere? He was at a disadvantage. He had a mixed family background – French-Canadian and Algerian; he was 25 years old, without a decent job. He did not use drugs or alcohol, but that didn’t seem to be an advantage.  

More than one feminist interpretation of the events that day focused on the innocence of the victims (Hulan, 1998, Rizri, 1997), and the fact that Lépine killed them anyway resulted in him being driven farther from being considered human, and men in general being considered shamed. “When a society begins to erect public monuments that shame a particular group, we have sunk low indeed,” writes David Shackleton (2000). What war memorial would do this? Lépine had no right to kill, and no excuse can justify his actions, but the women he killed did not just happen to be there that day. They were students – most of them, taking a non-traditional program.  

Glenn Burger (2005) sees anti-male hiring policies as the problem, although considering women’s fairly recent entry into the workforce, historically, it is more likely that some men were having to give up what has traditionally been men’s rights, in the field of education as well as work, and Lépine was one of them. In an interview I conducted in 1994 with Dr. Mary Lou Dietz, head of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, University of Windsor, Ontario, Canada, she says this is how it has to be: 


There are people who have done no harm - white males - who are going to be disadvantaged temporarily ...they are going to have to be placed, for a while, in the same position as the disadvantaged (Dietz in McPherson, 1994).

Marc Lépine was unemployed and had no money left, but a further burden is the stigma attached to this state – being treated as less worthy, less intelligent and less capable than those who are better off and who are seen to be moving along in their jobs and their lives. When a person has no job, or has not been accepted into the military or college, the assumption is that the person simply is not good enough. The question remains: where would Lépine go for help, in this kind of predicament? 

Eglin and Hester comment on Lépine’s apparent perception of feminists’ hypocrisy and the alliance between them and the government, which to him is responsible for legislating discriminatory benefits for women (Eglin and Hester, 2003: 60). Thus, for him, it would have been a necessity to step outside the democratic process.

In Merilyn Simonds’s review of Malett and Chalou’s The Montreal Massacre, her last line raises that unanswerable question: “Fourteen women dead, and one man. How many wounded?” (Simonds, nd). Among them, students from the École, some with both physical and emotional scars; friends and family; two male students who killed themselves later as a consequence of the happenings and their perceived failings, and the parents of one following soon after (Wikipedia, École, nd). Lépine’s mother, Monique, found solace within the church, enabling her to survive “this dark night of her soul” (Fritz, 2004). 

The memories would be traumatic, and violence is part of that, but memories based only on the impact of the deed itself—the shootings—are not all there are. As the writings of many suggest, the threads of comprehension, and the feelings of disgrace, shame, self-blame, and condemnation move out in many different directions from the centre of the happening – the killing of the fourteen women. 

(8) Crime Against Humanity  (Contents)  References  (Index)

Marc Lépine had wanted to have recognized a broader understanding of his situation – that he had been unhappy for seven years and every opportunity for career advancement had been thwarted. Some feminists would be able to see in his story similarities with women’s own plight in the early to mid-twentieth century, before women had begun to enter the workforce alongside men. Under similar circumstances, when men had greater powers in the public sphere, women would often claim to be unhappy in their lives, wanting to become independent and achieve fulfilling careers for themselves, or at least to be able to get out of the house for a while without the children. Now the situation had turned around, though not completely. Men still held much of the power in the workplace, and in politics and other public arenas, but by 1989 many men would have to compete with women for what used to be their “rightful” place.  

Lépine’s laying of responsibility for his troubles on feminists is often spoken of as one of the main facts to come out of this tragedy, if not the main fact. It has been said that he was single-minded in his aim, that he was out “to get even with women, especially feminists, whom he held totally responsible for all his troubles” (Fox and Levin, 2005: 227). This interpretation of his motives is backed up by his verbal tirade on entering the École Polytechnique as well as the letter he wrote. He wrote that letter on the very day he carried out the mass shooting, having also made the decision to kill himself on that day; thus, it would be reasonable to assume that, just as when one is preparing to attend an important event—such as an interview for the job of a lifetime—that he would be focused on this one event looming in his near future, resulting in setting to one side less relevant matters in his life at this particular time. If he were attempting to psyche himself up to commit multiple murders, and if the female engineering students were the ones he had picked out, then other people or groups he also held responsible could have been, for that time at least, put out of mind. But, as it happened, the media, feminists, academics, and other writers focused on Lépine’s desire for revenge and his hatred of women to the exclusion of other factors. His words were taken literally, leaving no room for consideration of other possibilities. “It was unquestionably a hate crime,” say Fox and Levin (Ibid. 230). But there was far more to it than that. The typical massacre – a mass murder – is a catastrophic, single event, leaving behind a horrified public, but unlike the aftermath of a serial killing, say Fox and Levin (p.157), the public experiences little general anxiety following a mass murder. That was not the case with the Lépine shootings. 

Although not typical for a mass murderer, Lépine had selected women as his target group, and this factor of women only quickly became the basis of the framework for understanding Lépine’s actions. There was another view offered, however, as Jenn Ruddy and Elizabeth Curry explain: 

The day after, the late Barbara Frum, one of Canada’s most respected journalists, refused to admit that the massacre was indeed an act of violence toward women. “Why do we diminish it by suggesting that it was an act against just one group?” Frum said Dec. 7, 1989 on CBC’s The Journal (Frum, in Ruddy and Curry, 2004). 

Also mentioned was Frum’s bewilderment at the connection many women were making between the massacre and society’s apparent tolerance of violence against women. “Where is the permission?” she is said to have asked (Ibid.). Who was leading women to see the events in Montreal that day as being about violence against women? Most violence against women is committed within their relationships, not by strangers. This was something far larger than simply an instance of violence against women, but Frum did not seem able to get her point across. “Surely this is a crime against humanity, not women,” Frum is reported as insisting, again and again (Frum, in Lakeman, 2002). Speaking in the moment, would Frum have seen it in terms of either one of the other, or that it was both, a crime against women, and against humanity?  

Roberta Spark argues that Frum not only specifically denied the public an analysis that reflects women’s experiences of violence, on ‘Prime-Time Journal’ but also refused to even use the word feminism or feminist: 

This calculated exclusion of Lépine’s obsession with feminism denied and trivialised the reality of women’s lived -and now dying- experience of feminist backlash. It also denied the fundamental nature of the murder victims’ deaths (Spark, 1994: Media Collusion).

The fundamental nature of the women’s deaths is unclear. The women themselves—the ones who died that day—had denied being feminists. Eglin and Hester explain that Lépine, in his letter,

invokes the example of [Denis] Lortie, whom he wished he might have “‘preceded in a raid.” Lortie had carried out an armed attack on the the sitting Quebec National Assembly on May 8, 1984, killing three persons and wounding thirteen. . . .  In invoking Lortie, then, Lépine explicitly invites comparison of his act with others that may be described as acts of political terror, or simply terrorism (Eglin and Hester, 2003: 58).

In Lortie’s attack, gender was not an issue. The people Lépine attacked were women, but was it the category women he was seeking to destroy or a political category (feminists), identifiable by their appearance as women. In responding to the question of how a political actor such as Lépine might decide that “murder-followed-by-suicide is a rational course of action,” Eglin and Hester suggest that “his dilemma arises because he conceives the very institution that would be the vehicle for a democratic remedy to his problem, namely the government, as the source of his problem” (Eglin and Hester, 2003: 59. Thus his solution would be terrorism. 

Alexandra Marks, of the Christian Science Monitor, writes that some criminologists found a common theme in seemingly disparate attacks in the US: 

They were at least partially aimed at institutions and carried out by frustrated, alienated individuals. They’re a symptom of a society less anchored in communities than it once was, critics say, and one in which some mainstream institutions, from the courts to the local city council, may have grown less responsive to individuals’ needs. (Marks, 2005). 

James Fox and Jack Levin argue that “many Americans feel personally threatened by the growing presence of women, newcomers, and minorities, who are seen as competing for diminishing amounts of wealth, status, and power.” The term “downward mobility,” they explain, “characterises the economic plight of an entire generation of Americans who are slipping and sliding their way down the socio-economic ladder as income inequality continues to widen the gap between rich and poor” (Fox and Levin, 2005: 233, 234.)  

Commenting on these same issues, James Côté writes:

To the extent that race, class, gender, and age continue to structure people’s experiences and life chances, these structural obstacles will determine perceptions of what the future has to offer. Those who are favored by these structures will be more optimistic about their future life chances...those who stand to benefit from the inequalities of capitalism will tend to view it as an inevitable, even natural, economic system that stems from basic human nature (Côté, 2000: 204). 

Emphasising individual development over the life cycle, Côté argues that there are pressures for young men and women to become self-determining agents, through the process of individualization, though in modern society change is happening so quickly that society can offer them little stability (Ibid. 127). Summing up some of the difficulties, Côté explains that the transition to adulthood is far more difficult where there are “unstable community relations,” or for those who have a less stable ego identity (Ibid. 121).

But there are many other factors that influence individual experience. Having personal individual trauma to deal with is one, as indeed, Marc Lépine is said to have had in his own life, coming from a family in which the father was abusive. But a direct association between early trauma—or trauma from other causes—and an individual’s problems later can only be assumed. Life is filled with social conflict, tensions, and on occasion, trauma, so to blame Lépine’s failure in life and his actions that day on his childhood seems to be more of an excuse than an established cause. Taking into consideration his cultural background, expectations for his future, lack of economic security, and the social climate of the time—and not only his family or origin—leads us to a more reasonable understanding of Lépine’s life, and his actions that day. 

An episode of CBC’s The Journal, in which Barbara Frum had interviewed Ann McGrath, indirectly addressed this particular problem of the effects of violence on an individual’s ability to work through trauma and live a fulfilling life. Lee Lakeman explains:  

On “The Journal” tonight [no date], Ann McGrath represents the National Action Committee (NAC), the largest women’s rights organization in the country. McGrath is chair of NAC’s Violence Against Women subcommittee. She is not, however, invited to share her knowledge and understanding of the issues sparked by the massacre. She is, instead, interviewed as a victim, the survivor of a classroom shooting in her high school. This story, the telling of which brings her almost to tears, is all Barbara Frum wants us to hear. “Are you permanently scarred by that event?: Does one ever really recover?” she probes. Ann explains that she channels her grief and anger into changing the world by contributing her energy to NAC. It is the only political comment she is allowed (Lakeman, 2002).

Frum’s interview with McGrath, as described by Lakeman, illustrates how people need not be defined by the trauma they have experienced in their life. After the shootings, Lépine was unjustly referred to in these terms, as not just having been traumatized in childhood but as never having recovered (Landsberg, 1999). His childhood was often given as a reason for his ability to so easily turn to violence as he grew older, or more specifically, the reason he became a mass murderer. It can be argued that most survivors of child abuse do not go on to become mass murderers, but this aspect of Lépine’s past, and its association with the propensity to commit violence as a adult—not just violence but mass murder—is treated as though it must have been impossible to get over, that Lépine would always have been burdened with its supposed legacy of maladjustment. “Not one of us,” declares Calgary Sun editor Licia Corbella (2004). No? But he was a Canadian, and a human being. 

There was a time, in women’s studies, when “patriarchal thinking” was criticized. Women were tired of being seen as other to men, seen as less worthy, treated as inferior. But had Marc Lépine’s status as a man placed him in a favourable position, in relation to women? Simone de Beauvoir wrote about women’s lives many years ago, saying “from woman’s point of view I shall describe the world in which women must live; and thus we shall be able to envisage the difficulties in their way as, endeavouring to make their escape from the sphere hitherto assigned them, they aspire to full membership in the human race” (de Beauvoir, 1949). But that was many years ago. 

Wendy Hui Kyong Chun has emphasized the value of listening to the different experiences of Lépine’s victims, and the necessity to be wary of that narrative of violence that privileges the fear of violence (Chun, 1999: 119). Speaking of trauma and the history of trauma, she sees part of the problem as being a struggle between feminists and postfeminists, and between those who wanted to remember what happened, and those who preferred to forget. But all this is still reflected on within a framework of violence – on women’s terms.

Placing this outrage into the category of violence against women and neglecting other dimensions of the tragedy diminishes the significance of Lépine’s horrendous attacks, just as Francine Hughes’s deliberate setting fire to her husband’s bed while he slept would lose its significance if situated only in the category of violence against men. In each case violence has been committed, but exploring the wider social backdrop to the events brings further insight to the crimes and what it means to be fully human.
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Maintaining the view that Lépine’s actions were based on his own internal tendencies combined with an unsettling childhood has prevented consideration of a wider view of the attacks, as a crime against humanity, and what that means for our society. 

Two days after the killings, Barbara Frum interviewed a young woman who had known Marc Lépine previously. Sylvie Drouin, Lépine’s lab partner from night school she had taken, said that Lépine had been “a very silent person . . . not taking any notes during the course, and during the labs he liked to give orders to me, like go and get the dishes, or do that thing” (Drouin in Frum, 1989b). She explained that she had gone to his apartment a couple of times, because he was good on computers and could help her with her school work. He was very poor, she said, and his room was “very clean [tidy], everything had its own place. No clothes on the floor and things like that.” Frum asked her whether she saw signs of war paraphernalia and she responded, “maybe a cross, a German cross, on the wall.” She had made him understand that she didn’t want to go out with him and, on Frum’s prompting, said that after that he became “harder, more hermit with me” [more shy, withdrawn] following that. He had “changing behaviour” [unpredictable] – sometimes he was very nice and sometimes very “hermitive” [sic]  [hermitic, shy, isolated] and sometimes she was afraid because she didn’t know how to act with him, for instance, when they were in the lab. 


Lépine was depicted as inadequate within himself – controlling of women, a failure in his relationships and in his attempts to become educated and find work. He had been abused as a child, and this aspect of his past would now come to haunt him. Failure at school or work, for whatever reason, can lead to social isolation, and can continue to lead to further rejection and isolation, in education, at work, and in relationships. For seven years Lépine had struggled to make his way in life, he says in his suicide note, and it appears that he encountered one rejection after another. But no one can know what started the downward spiral, if that is what it was. But once a person’s life starts to decline, it can be difficult to stop the momentum.

Several years ago, Phillip Milner, from St. Francis Xavier University (StFX), in Nova Scotia, became involved in the controversy of the Montreal Massacre – its relation to feminism and violence, and the annual commemorations for the women who died, at first being against the December 6th commemoration held at the university, but later changing his mind. In this excerpt from his writings, he reflects on a changing world:

Those who teach privileged women that they are an abused minority, that men are thwarting their advancement at StFX, should try to take another look at the world they actually live in. StFX men are brothers in this movement. A huge change has taken place in the workplace and the home. Housewives will soon be all gone. We’re all individual economic modules. The system has changed, and must keep changing to reflect the paradigm shift (Milner, 1998). 

Lépine himself attempted to bring his political views into the public sphere, for others to think about. So, too, are the responses political, although moral outrage was also part of the response. Eglin and Hester suggest that “Lépine’s reported announcements at the scene and recovered suicide letter can be understood as addressing the general polity, or ‘us.’ That is, in invoking the immediately asymmetric, standardized collectivity relational pair of government/citizens (or people), he engaged others who might hear or read his word as fellow citizens” (Eglin and Hester, 2003: 64).  

Licia Corbella writes from the heart, it seems, angry still, as far along as the year 2004. “Lépine was a product of his early upbringing – and despite what some people will try to have us believe – his early upbringing was not, for the most part, “us.” (Corbella, 2004).  I would like her and other feminists to consider what Barbara Frum may have been trying to get across, that we are more than products of our childhood. In questioning Ann McGrath, chair of the National Action Committee (NAC), about a previous traumatic episode in her life, Frum may have been suggesting to Canadians that trauma can happen at any time of our lives and does not have to result in mayhem and inability to progress in life (Frum in Lakeman, 2002). Given the right support, and motivation, people can find ways of contributing and earning a living doing work they find fulfilling. Lépine was not like Corbella, in many ways, but is denying him recognition as a Canadian and a human being the answer? I can’t help wondering, too, about Corbella. When she wrote this, in 2004, was she still angry? Or is the anger some are expressing the anger of new feminists, or postfeminists, just coming to know their recent past?  What are women being told – simply that 14 feminists died that day by a misogynist’s hand?

Speaking from within a framework of violence against women, though including in his model institutional violence, and specifically, social inequality, Joe Hermer argues that “we ought to work towards a vibrant and unsettling form of remembering that struggles to make visible the most mundane forms of violence and inequality” (Hermer, 2000). He mentions marginalized populations – though not in the context of the Montreal shootings, but perhaps it is time that the broader connections between inequality and violence, on the one hand, and this tragedy, on the other, can begin to be made.

If Lépine did not have the knowledge or the background to understand how his social position affected his life (just as women in the past often did not know) then it would be difficult for him to explain his views, and less likely perhaps, having been formally educated in the sciences, to comprehend fully and explain the significance of his life experience. When we consider his life, and the atrocities he committed, we can wonder what he had experienced. Not everything that happens in a person’s life gets out into the public sphere, and in Lépine’s case, there were only the barest details of an investigation conducted. We do not know the official reason why his application to the military was rejected, nor why his application to the École was turned down, nor why his last job came to an end, but with no explanations, these were used to support the picture being built of Lépine’s character, as a person likely to commit mass murderer. But in so doing, behaviours, activities, and character traits suggesting that view that Lépine was quite ordinary, and normal, may have been ignored or set aside. 

Memorials placed in universities and city areas to commemorate the lives lost are probably limited in their ability to be inclusive of the many wounded, physically and in their hearts, some of whom later died themselves. These memorials are about one aspect of the Montreal tragedy, commemorating the deaths of the fourteen women, understood in a practical sense through the concept of violence against women. But it is their deaths that are mourned, and as one of the survivors, Nathalie Provost, said at the time,  “they were beautiful girls, they were intelligent girls, they were girls with high potential . . .that [is the] way I will remember them” (Enright and Maitland, 1989b): Geneviève Bergeron, Hélène Colgan, Nathalie Croteau, Barbara Daigneault, Anne-Marie Edward, Maud Haviernick, Maryse Laganière, Maryse Leclair, Anne-Marie Lemay, Sonia Pelletier, Michèle Richard, Annie St-Arneault, Annie Turcotte, and Barbara Klucznik-Widajewicz (See Wikipedia, École, nd,). Not to take away from that, or the knowledge of at whose hands they died, but Marc Lépine had already suffered a social death of sorts, and whatever potential there had been, for him to be a contributing, participating member of society, also ended with his death.

Jenn Ruddy, talking about feminism, addresses women: 

Ask yourself why you’re able to study at university, why you’re able to earn a living and make choices concerning your health, body and life. It hasn’t always been this way. In case you’ve forgotten, it was feminists who fought for our rights and made sacrifices to advance the status of women (Ruddy, 2003).

Yet the women at the École denied they were feminists. If Lépine had asked them, on some other occasion, about their perceived right to be learning engineering at the École, would he have received a response similar to the retorts women used to hear from dominant men?  One cannot always know what might set a person off, what may trigger a response such they take it into their heads to do something about the perceived injustice. We cannot know for sure, what happened in Lépine’s life.

Peterson del Mar (2002) points out that “the context and meaning of a violent act cannot be understood without exploring relations of power” (p. 174). He goes on to explain further, saying,

We too often condemn or celebrate violence without considering carefully its context, particularly its relation to power and dominance.  Privileged people’s discussions of violence therefore tend to replicate the status quo, like newspapers’ descriptions of violent men of African, Asian, or Italian descent a century ago. Our interpretations tell us what we already know. They confirm, not challenge, out prejudices.  Their lessons are patent, their meanings self-evident. This seems particularly so in our own day, when violence has become for many well-to-do women and men alike simply an emblem of vulgarity and cruelty, when condemnations of physical force obscure rather than illuminate relations of power, privilege, and abuse. If violence is, as Emmanuel Marx argues, a way to “communicate things which ordinarily are not clearly stated,” it then behooves us to listen and attend closely to acts of physical force, to discern what discomforting secrets they have to tell us” (Peterson del Mar, 2002: 177).

The lives of the women who died are remembered with sadness and pride. The realization of this injustice, that ruined the lives and promise these women had to offer that can never be recovered, will not go away.  If something positive is to come out of the violence that Marc Lépine committed, towards women and a few of the men at l’École Polytechnique, and towards himself, then it would involve a rethinking of how Lépine’s life is remembered, and recognition of changes brought about by feminism and its impact on the lives of the women and men of today.

Michael Valpy, writing in the Globe and Mail, commented at the time on social causes, and traditional ideas about masculinity:

Can there be a woman – or man – in Canada who does not recognize the breeding grounds for Marc Lépines? The stone weights of poverty and powerlessness on families. The urban isolation. The depersonalized work-place. The ghastly cultural images of resolution...get your gun, get your military fatigues, be a man, take a man’s way out...(Valpy, in Eglin and Hester, 2003: 103.)

Placing violence squarely within the social context, Peterson del Mar believes there is hope for the future: 

Accidents of age, class, and status render our lives largely incomprehensible and threatening to one another. No wonder our acts of and opinions about violence seem so foreign and wrong-headed, so peculiar and mistaken. But there still exists the possibility that we, too, can turn to and learn from each other, can understand each other’s wounds and fears so that we may heal and hope (Peterson del Mar, 2002: 178-79).

In one of a collection of essays on trauma and remembrance, Sharon Rosenberg and Roger Simon write about the Montréal Massacre, the dominant theme being male violence against women. As they suggest, “ongoing attention to the Massacre has given these violences a concrete eventness, a specific space / time location which demands remembrance and understanding,” adding that “it is the very structuring of the Massacre as emblematic – possible to be read as standing for other acts – that created its memorial force” (Rosenberg and Simon, 2005: 69, 70). Several years ago they consulted with students to address the remembrance of the event, in a way that did not alienate men in the class and that focused on “traumatic awakenings” of commemorative practices, into “heightened sensibility” (p. 78). In this way, one begins to recognise “one’s responsibility to the gap between the other’s death and one’s own living, between one’s living and another’s trauma” (p.85). 

The sensitivity Rosenberg and Simon display towards the grieving process ensures that is valuable reading for women’s groups and those focused on the subject of violence against women, and possibly for family and friends of victims of the tragedy at the École. A performative practice was identified, by which the names of the women who died in the shootings would be called out by those gathered at remembrance ceremonies. In the same book, Roger Simon, Mario Paolantonio and Mark Clamen tell of “giving speech to a ghost by speaking of the ghost to others, speaking specifically of its teaching; speaking specifically so as to teach others what it is that the ghost has taught” (Simon, Paolantonio and Clamen, 2005: 155).  Returning to memories of the past and rethinking their significance is part of human beings’ development over the life cycle. In England recently, after the London bombings, talk of inviting the families of the suicide bombers to a remembrance ceremony for families of the victims resulted in letters being written to the Editor of The Sunday Times on the appropriateness of that idea (Memorial Service, 2005). Six weeks later, on November 1st, a Service of Remembrance was held at St Paul’s Cathedral in London, England, for the friends and families only of the terrorists’ 52 victims. However, the commemoration was not only inclusive of different faiths but focused on six different faith communities.   

The sculpture, 14 Dancing Women, dedicated at London’s Brescia College in 1994, was created in memory of the women who died at Montreal that day. The exhibition of the sculpture at Brescia means that members of the public don’t ordinarily come across it unless they enter that domain, at the University of Western Ontario. For that reason, it would be seem to be the best place for it, although I must still question the relevance of the memorial for women outside academia. Rachel Jones has stated that “As women following non-traditional career paths, the fourteen engineering students may be seen as feminists” (Jones, R., 1998: IV). But the group of fourteen includes one who was a nursing student and not in engineering, and one who was an employee and not a student. The two have been included in terms of feminism, as women following non-traditional career paths though in reality one was studying to be a nurse (Wikipedia, École, nd.), while the other was a data processing worker (Eglin and Hester, 2003: 3), working in the budget department at the École (Wikipedia, École, nd.). The memorial emphasizes solidarity, says Jones, “a deliberate strategy chosen by the artist in order to honour the memory of the fourteen in a positive, life-affirming manner” (Jones, R., 1998: Intro).

The association of violence with the Montreal Massacre is in part a reflection of the significance of the shootings themselves, which were intended to be directed against women who would be taking up their places in what was previously men’s domain. But this does not apply to two of the shooting victims there that day, and while their inclusion in the sculpture is appropriate, the lack of acknowledgement of their specific circumstances, as women in traditional work roles (see Note, p 32), is regrettable. It could be possible for women in ordinary roles in life to have their contributions to this world acknowledged by feminists as worthwhile, just as they grant recognition to women who follow non-traditional roles. Speaking of the artist, Elaine Carr’s sculpture, Jones acknowledges that “rather than simply commemorating finality or loss, it is a dynamic piece that assumes the possibility of a new beginning” (Jones, R., 1998: V). 

Chun, emphasizing the importance of listening, relates the story of Sylvie Gagnon, one of the women who, although injured, survived the shootings at the École. Here, she tells how it changed her:

Although she talks about her childhood dreams and her belief, prior to Lépine’s actions, that the world was hers, she does not insist on returning to these dreams and beliefs. Rather, she says that she is a different person now, that such an event changes a person, and that slowly she is dealing with the pain and the trauma, that it gets better every day (Chun, 1999: 139).

The trauma caused by the Montreal massacre to people everywhere, particularly that endured by the survivors and their families, is just one thread in this multidimensional tragedy that reaches across the physical to the emotional, the psychological, the social, and the economic. Lépine took action on the basis of his experience, his beliefs and social conditioning, and the current climate at the time in Canada. Women were fighting for their rights, at work and in their personal relationships. This doesn’t excuse his actions that day, but it is an explanation, and I believe it is a reasonable one. Women have gained entry into educational institutions to study alongside men, and will take their place in the workforce with them also – but not all women. Men will also have the opportunity, but not all of them. Taking such an opportunity for granted, as a right, can lead to misunderstandings, and to worse, as we have seen. The humanity of our world is at stake.

Note: changes in wording, p. 7 (re controversial truths) and p. 31 (re traditional work roles)  (Nov. 23, 2005 Revision).
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