Response to Ian Coombe

by Sue McPherson. Colchester, Essex, England.   25 Jan 2006

Ian Coombe has expressed the view that that the atrocities of December 6th, 1989, at l’École Polytechnique in Montreal might be better off left in the past, instead of bringing them up again. There are people who would rather not have this matter investigated any further than it has been. It’s not up to me to say whether it is right or wrong to do so, but I believe some good can come from rethinking people’s assumptions and their perspectives on the events that day, and what preceded Marc Lépine’s decision to carry out the attack, and its consequences.  

It might be that a new era of thinking with “two minds” is becoming more accepted in society, instead of the traditional way of knowing, in terms of right and wrong, or good and evil. Looking at a social phenomenon from more than one perspective is not unusual. Perhaps with such vicious crimes, as this one was, the tendency has been to dismiss any thoughts of compassion for the killer, or any attempt to understand why he did it. But times are changing.

Mr Coombe refers to Marc Lépine’s actions that day in Montreal as “denigrating to women.” Surely that is trivializing the extent of the harm he did – to the fourteen women killed, and to women everywhere who have suffered at the hands of men.  If anything, we are told, Lépine’s actions were denigrating to men. It is the violence men commit, or at the very least are capable of committing, that is seen by feminists as denigrating not to women, but to men. 

Closing ourselves off to such a tragedy might be seen as the sensible thing to do. But other killings, and other atrocities, have been investigated. A 16 year-old girl, Brenda Spencer, who killed two men and wounded eight children in a school playground in the US, in 1979, was recently the subject of a documentary on Channel 4 television (UK, 23 January, 2006). At the time of the killing, her response as to why she did it was “I don’t like Mondays.” Twenty-seven years later, the crime has been re-examined, and further reasons for the crime were discussed. 

Each situation – each killing – is different, though there may be similarities. If we do not try to find the reasons why they happen, how will society get to be any better off?  Even the survivors of the Nazi holocaust and their children, after the horrors receded somewhat from their memory, came to see that exploring the atrocities was a necessity if they were to ever have any sense of peace in the future. Marc Lépine wasn’t Hitler. He wasn’t out to destroy a race, or a gender. He didn’t know how to draw attention to his plight. And who is listening, yet?

Mr Coombe refers to Lépine’s acts as mindless, but that is hardly an appropriate description. They were atrocious, horrendous, and shocking. But they weren’t mindless. We live in a society, which means it is people who make it what it is, but not everybody gets to have what they would like. 1989 was a time of great change in Canada’s history, when women were seeking equality and freedom, in their personal lives and in their careers. As a result, and unexpectedly for them, some men got left behind. Marc Lépine, born Gamil Gharbi, of a French-Canadian mother and an Algerian father, may not have fit in as easily as others. But what is so regrettable about this case is that it has not received the attention it should have, from other perspectives besides that of the women who died.

I understand your desire to leave all this behind, Ian. It has been resolved, and blame attributed, in your view – justice has been done. You would like to move on now, to better things, and let the past be.  Even the candle light vigils you see as unnecessary, even though for women – for feminists – it is part of the ritual of remembering. You may be right – society has lost its direction, and you have your own way of “accentuating the positive” in your own life. But if all that is wrong in society outweighs the good, is pushing it aside and pretending it’s not happening the best way to deal with it?
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