ONTARIO PRESS COUNCIL RULING
Term “Polack” Considered Acceptable

On June 17, 2008, the Toronto-based daily The Globe and Mail published an article by Kate Hammer entitled, “Holocaust survivor to fund centre.” The article reads in part: “He (Michael Neuberger) fled the ghetto for the home of a friend, a ‘Pollack’ (sic) who agreed to hide him from the Gestapo.” The Ontario Press Council ruled that the use of the term “Polack” was not objectionable in this context.
In its complaint to the Ontario Press Council, the Toronto Branch of the Canadian Polish Congress asked: Does the Council believe that it is acceptable for the press to use a derogatory term such as “Polack” (or “Nigger” or “Kike” for that matter) in a news story, without some adequate justification for doing so?

Gerald Owens, Reader Response Editor at the Globe and Mail, responded:

I do not need to point out to you that Polak is the Polish word for Pole.
This news story is about a man who was born and grew up in Poland (as did his wife) and he may well still use some Polish words. Michael Neuberger is quoted and paraphrased in the article. The particular word in question appears as a quotation, with the appropriate inverted commas. It serves as a vivid touch to give an impression of his diction.
It is very clear from the context that Mr. Neuberger did not use this word in a pejorative way. …
It is true that in North America “polack” (sic) is sometimes used pejoratively and offensively, but no reasonable or fair-minded reader could interpret the usage in this news story as pejorative or as intended to offend.

In reply the Canadian Polish Congress wrote:
While it is true that “Polack” derives from the Polish “Polak”, just as “Yid” derives from the Yiddish name for Jews, all reputable dictionaries such as The Concise Oxford Dictionary acknowledge that “Polack” is a derogatory term when used in English. This is fairly obvious to anyone who has seen TV shows like “All in the Family.” When Ann Landers referred to Pope John Paul II as a “Polack” in a 1995 interview she was forced to apologize. So Mr. Owens’ argument that the word is only “SOMETIMES used pejoratively and offensively” is rather disingenuous. Moreover, it would be difficult to imagine that Mr. Neuberger wasn’t aware of the pejorative connotation of this word in English.
Mr. Owen’s other argument is: “It is very clear from the context that Mr. Neuberger did not use this word in a pejorative way. …”
One would think that SHOULD be the case. However, as a number of reputable Jewish authors have pointed out, not only many Jews generally, but also quite a few Jews who were rescued by Poles view all Poles with contempt. Eva Hoffman cites the following example in her book Shtetl: The Life and Death of a Small Town and the World of Polish Jews (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), at page 245: “‘Now you see why we hate the Polacks,’ one survivor concluded her account, in which she presented many instances of Poles’ help. There was no word about hating the Germans.”


The Congress invited the Globe and Mail to provide examples of articles where “Nigger” or “Yid” had been used in a non-derogatory fashion. None was provided.
In dismissing our complaint, Mel Sufrin, Executive Secretary of the Ontario Press Council, wrote on March 11, 2009:

The Ontario Press Council considered your Oct. 29, 2008, email and came to the view that the word “Pollack” in this context was not objectionable. Although dictionaries describe the term as a racial slur, the Press Council notes that the term appeared in quotes, meaning it was actually used, and suggests that it was not pejorative in this case since it was spoken by a friend who is also a Pole.
This seems to be in line with the following quotation that appears in the Urban Dictionary: “If you are not one of us, don’t use the term Polak about us.”


One has to wonder whether the Ontario Press Council would go out of its way to look for such flimsy explanations if the Polish rescuer referred to his Jewish charge as a “Yid”?

The Ontario Press Council has adopted what we call the “Dame Edna” approach. After bleating out one of her many putdowns, Dame Edna was notorious for adding: “I mean that in a kind, caring way.” According to the Ontario Press Council any racial slur – “Nigger”, “Kike”, “Dago” – is now fair game. As long as you say or “imply” that you didn’t intend to use it in a derogatory way.
That doesn’t cut it in Britain, however. When it recently came to light that Prince Harry referred to a fellow military cadet – with whom he was by all indications on goods terms – as “Our little Paki friend”, he was uniformly lambasted, even though there was no indication of animus on his part directed at the individual. The Associated Press reported “Prince Harry in trouble over his racist remarks” (January 12, 2009). The news story stated:

British legislators and Muslim groups criticized Prince Harry … after a London newspaper published video footage of him using offensive and racist language. …

Harry … issued an apology Saturday after the News of the World reported that he had used offensive terms to refer to people from Pakistan and people of Arab descent.

Harry is purported to have made the remarks in 2006 during a visit to Cyprus to carry out training exercises with fellow military cadets. In the video, Harry is heard to refer to one colleague as “Our little Paki friend” – using a derogatory term for people of Pakistani origin.

This point was lost on the Ontario Press Council.
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