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Abstract 

 
Don Cherry was fired from his position as co-host on the national show “Hockey Night in 

Canada: Coach’s Corner” in November 2019, following a rant where he singled out new 

immigrants for not wearing a poppy in support of Remembrance Day. Cherry’s firing was met 

with fury and outrage by many of his long-time supporters. In this thesis project, I explore these 

responses in relation to the following broad research question: How does Don Cherry’s final rant 

on Sportsnet and the popular response to his firing on Twitter, illuminate the continuing salience 

of white supremacy, xenophobia, hegemonic masculinity and colonialism in Canadian sports 

discourse?  

Drawing on the fields of feminist, anti-colonial and anti-racist studies, and literature in sport 

studies I conducted a critical discourse analysis of comments on selected national news reports, 

posted on Twitter. The overall objective of my project was to question taken-for-granted 

narratives and ideas of Canadian national identity, and explore the implications of these ideals.  

Using Canadian hockey culture as a case study, my aim was to develop a rich and accessible 

entry point for theorizing sports culture and to assess the possibilities and problems associated 

with re-imagining hockey as a more equitable site of engagement. 

  

 
 
 



3 

 

Acknowledgements 

First, I would like to thank my amazing partner, Jordan.  You have walked through this project 
with me every step of the way, and I could not be more grateful to you for listening to all the 
rambling ideas, anxieties, and triumphs I have felt during this project.  Your endless love and 
support mean the world to me.  
 
Second, to my supervisor, Dr. Margot Francis, thank you for everything. You truly are an 
incredible mentor, supervisor, scholar, and activist, and someone I admire greatly.  Your 
generosity with your time, wisdom, and ideas made this project what it is.  You have a special 
way of gently guiding students to dig deeper into every argument and idea, generating deeply 
critical and creative work.  Thank you.   
 
Third, to my parents.  Thank you for your constant support, interest, and investment in this 
project, and more broadly my education and career aspirations. Research and writing is a creative 
practice, and Dad, you always created a household where creativity and imagination was highly 
valued. Thank you also for gifting me with your investigative spirit.  Mom, you instilled in us a 
love of reading, and curiousity, and that is certainly reflected in this project.  Thank you for your 
time editing and brainstorming with me. (Special thanks for your engaging heading and chapter 
title ideas).   
 
Finally, thank you to my friends, Rebecca, Michele, Emma, and Alexander, who listened to my 
ideas with interest and curiousity.  Graduate work can be lonely, and particularly so in this last 
year due to the pandemic.  Thank you for supporting me in the hard moments, and celebrating 
with me in the happy moments.   
 

 
 



4 

 

 

Table of Contents 

 

 

Abstract	..........................................................................................................................................................	2	

Acknowledgements	......................................................................................................................................	3	

Table of Contents	.........................................................................................................................................	4	

Chapter 1: Introduction	..............................................................................................................................	6	
Research Objective and Research Questions	.............................................................................................................................	7	

Chapter 2: The Personal is Political	.....................................................................................................	12	

Why did I start playing hockey? What was my experience like playing hockey?	..................................	12	

So, why did I choose this topic, and what do I hope to achieve?	..............................................................	16	

Chapter 3: Literature Review	.................................................................................................................	20	

Introduction	......................................................................................................................................................	20	

Sport, colonization & nation building: lacrosse and hockey	.................................................................	20	

Sport as a Fetish Object of the Nation	........................................................................................................	23	

National Identity	..............................................................................................................................................	26	

Racism in Hockey	............................................................................................................................................	28	

Masculinity and hockey culture	...................................................................................................................	29	

Hegemony	.........................................................................................................................................................	31	

The changing and culturally specific Canadian masculinity	.................................................................	32	

Hegemonic masculinity in the NHL, Canadian identity and hockey	...................................................	33	

Don Cherry	.......................................................................................................................................................	36	

Chapter 4: Methodology	..........................................................................................................................	39	

Critical Discourse Analysis	...........................................................................................................................	39	

Data Collection	................................................................................................................................................	42	

Reflection on epistemic positioning during data collection and analysis	............................................	43	
Coding	....................................................................................................................................................................................................	44	

Challenges and Limitations	..........................................................................................................................	46	



5 

 

Chapter 5: Findings of Twitter Analysis and Discussion	................................................................	47	

Introduction	......................................................................................................................................................	47	

Masculinity in Crisis: The demands of masculinity, national identity, and whiteness	....................	47	
Masculinity and the ‘good old days’: “The Good Old Hockey Game”	....................................................................	49	
Faceoff: Masculinity and Emasculating Discourse	...........................................................................................................	51	
“Be a Man… a (white) Canadian man”	.................................................................................................................................	53	
Cherry’s Starting Line: Masculinity and militarism	.......................................................................................................	56	

Drop the Puck: The weaponization of political correctness and cancel culture	...............................	59	
Contradiction: Is political correctness a weakness or a muzzle?	................................................................................	60	
Grapes’ Wrath: ‘Not about race’	..............................................................................................................................................	64	
The ‘MVPs’: Snowflakes and social justice warriors	......................................................................................................	65	
Cancel Culture: Two can play at that game	.........................................................................................................................	69	

A Command Performance: Respect, gratitude, and assimilation	........................................................	72	
“You people that come here”: Logics of exclusion and racial nationalism	............................................................	72	
“Our milk and honey”: Unworthy of citizenship	...............................................................................................................	73	
Cherry as the moral enforcer to the “good” immigrant	.................................................................................................	75	

Masking Political Agendas through Freedom of Speech Rhetoric	.......................................................	77	
Straight Shooter: “Common sense and the truth”	............................................................................................................	79	
Speech has never been ‘more free’	...........................................................................................................................................	81	

The Apolitical Arena	......................................................................................................................................	83	
Game Misconduct: Sport and politics should be separate	.............................................................................................	83	
Contradictions: What was political in Cherry’s rant?	....................................................................................................	86	
Drop the Gloves: Sport is inherently political	.....................................................................................................................	88	

Gordie Howe Hat Trick: Militarism, hockey, and national Identity	...................................................	89	
Militarism still a natural and apolitical aspect of hockey culture	..............................................................................	90	

Conclusion	........................................................................................................................................................	92	

Chapter 6: Bringing it Home	.................................................................................................................	94	

Future Research	..............................................................................................................................................	97	

Ambivalence and Joy	.....................................................................................................................................	97	

References	................................................................................................................................................	100	
 



6 

 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

I begin with a land acknowledgement, to recognize the land on which I grew up and 

completed this project. I was raised on a peach farm, in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario, and 

completed this thesis at Brock University, and at my home in St. Catharines, Ontario. The 

Niagara region is the traditional territory of the Anishinaabeg, Huron/Wendat, and 

Haudenosaunee peoples (Bourgeois, 2018).  

I come to this work through my understanding of the Two Row Wampum Treaty. The 

Two Row Wampum, Guswenta treaty was established between the Haudenosaunee peoples and 

the Dutch settlers in the early 17th century to dictate how they would live together peacefully 

(Onondaga Nation, 2014). The wampum belt which records this treaty shows two purple paths, 

running beside each other, but not directing or impacting the other path. The 

“... agreement was made as to how they were to treat each other and live together. Each  
of their ways would be shown in the purple rows running the length of a wampum belt…  
In one row is a ship with our White Brothers’ ways; in the other a canoe with our ways.  
Each will travel down the river of life side by side. Neither will attempt to steer the  
other’s vessel.” (Onondaga Nation, 2014).  
 

As a white settler, this treaty is particularly important for me to uphold. One of the parts of this 

treaty that had the most impact on me was to understand that “neither will attempt to steer the 

other’s vessel”. I had to critically reflect on my work as an activist and remember which vessel I 

am in.  In the context of my commitment to reflect on ‘my own vessel’, and to avoid “damage-

centred research” (Tuck, 2009), I chose to focus this thesis on the normalization of white 

supremacy through sports. As someone who grew up playing hockey and, in a community where 

hockey was a taken-for-granted aspect of national identity, I wanted to explore how hockey is 

implicated in the reproduction of dominant values. I focus on Don Cherry’s ‘final rant’ as Cherry 
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is an iconic figure in Canadian sports discourse and in hockey culture. My research is timely 

because it provides an accessible point of entry to unpacking normalized ideas about Canadian 

identity and for understanding the implications of these taken-for-granted ideas in hierarchies of 

national belonging.  

Research Objective and Research Questions 
 “You people love — that come here, whatever it is — you love our way of life, you love our 
milk and honey. At least you could pay a couple of bucks for a poppy. These guys paid for 

your way of life, the life you enjoy in Canada. These guys paid the biggest price.” 
- Don Cherry, on “Hockey Night in Canada”, November 9, 2019 

 
 Don Cherry was fired from his position as co-host on the national show “Hockey Night in 

Canada: Coach’s Corner” on November 11, 2019, following his rant, as above, directed at new 

immigrants who supposedly do not wear a poppy in support of Remembrance Day. Cherry’s 

firing was met with fury and outrage by many of his long-time supporters. In this thesis project, I 

respond to the following broad research question: How does Don Cherry’s final rant on Sportsnet 

on November 9, 2019, and the popular response to his firing on Twitter, illuminate the 

continuing salience of white supremacy, xenophobia, hegemonic masculinity and colonialism in 

Canadian sports discourse?  

Through a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of Twitter comments on Tweets from 

national sites reporting on Cherry’s dismissal, I explore the relationship between xenophobia and 

Canadian nationalism in the Canadian colonial legacy, and answer my supplementary research 

questions: How does hockey culture in Canada maintain and reproduce hegemonic narratives of 

national identity? In particular, how did the public responses to articles about Don Cherry’s 

dismissal from “Hockey Night in Canada”, reflect the way xenophobia and colonization work 

together to construct ideal notions of Canadianness? And, how did this commentary also rely on 
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and reproduce dominant versions of hegemonic masculinity through narratives about sport and 

militarism as foundational to ideas about who is considered a ‘real Canadian’?  

At the beginning of this project, I aimed to establish a theoretical link between the broad 

concepts of xenophobia in Canada and Canada’s contemporary colonial project. This proved to 

be a challenge, as the literature on race and colonization are typically separate. I found, however, 

that by conducting a comparative historical analysis of lacrosse and hockey, I was able to trace 

the ways hockey has become a dominant national symbol, while lacrosse, as a specifically 

Haudenosaunee sport, was maligned and stigmatized, then assimilated and finally, largely erased 

from Canadian national identity. This process set the scene for the development of hockey as a 

triumphalist national sport characterized by specific colonial, racial and gendered narratives that 

continue to be evident today. I have included this historical contextualization at the start of my 

literature review in Chapter 3, and I return to analysing the links between colonization, white 

supremacy, and masculinities in my Discussion of the Twitter commentary (Chapter Five) and in 

the Conclusion of this thesis.  

 When I began working on this project, one of the questions that I found compelling was 

how so many Canadians can understand this country as a hospitable nation that welcomes 

diversity and is free of racism. This widespread perception is perplexing and important, as it 

ignores the lived experiences of so many Canadians who do experience racism, and xenophobia, 

the ongoing oppression caused by settler colonialism, and Canada’s hidden’ past of racism, 

slavery, and genocide. This refusal to acknowledge racial violence is not just part of Canada’s 

past. According to the Canadian Anti-Hate Network (2018), there are currently over 300 active 

right-wing extremist hate groups operating in Canada. These groups promote Islamophobia, 

antisemitism, extreme misogyny, homophobia, and racism (Canadian Anti-Hate Network, 2018). 
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Additionally, there has been a significant increase in hate-based crime since 2014 and a 30% 

increase in hate groups since 2015 (Statistics Canada, 2020). How does a country like Canada, 

which is ostensibly diverse, welcoming and kind, breed such violence? This is a question I hope 

my research will answer by exploring and challenging the way dominant narratives about 

national identity are reproduced in sports discourses that are purportedly unrelated to race, 

gender or hate speech.  

At first it may not seem that there is a link between the kind of overt racism and violence 

bred in hate groups, and the type of hidden, covert racism that I address in this project. Covert 

racism or subtle racisms are actions or opinions that are implicitly racist, or violent toward a 

group (Coates, 2008). Unlike overt racism or violence, covert racism uses allusions of 

‘politeness’ or racial colour blindness (Coates, 2008). In this way, covert racism and violence are 

insidious because they are more easily ignored and accepted by those not directly impacted by 

the violence. Covert racism, through microaggressions, racist attitudes and perceptions, and 

personal prejudice paves the way for overt racist and xenophobic systems, policies, and 

institutions. I unpack Cherry’s comments as one example of covert racism. Cherry characterizes 

himself as a regular working-class guy who, “tells it like it is”, and who acts as a social enforcer 

who ostensibly says what other Canadians are thinking, but are too afraid to say (Dumas, 2010; 

Elcombe, 2010). However, many of the opinions he voices are covertly and overtly sexist, racist, 

homophobic, and xenophobic. Cherry’s rant in November of 2019 was not an isolated incident of 

racist rhetoric, instead it was just one example in a long history of racist and xenophobic 

behaviour.  On his last night as co-host of ‘Hockey Night in Canada’ Cherry used coded 

language to suggest that Canadian newcomers who migrate to Canada are unwilling to act like 

‘real’ Canadians, yet still reap the benefits, the “milk and honey” of Canada. When considering 
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the implicit and racially coded meaning behind Cherry’s statement, Sportsnet clearly thought his 

words were racist and xenophobic – and consequently fired him. However, many Twitter users 

defend Cherry, and do not agree that Cherry’s statement reflects racial xenophobia. This 

contradiction is the jumping-off for my research where I hope to better understand how Canada’s 

favourite sport is implicated in racial violence. My thesis demonstrates the normalization of 

exclusionary rhetoric in hockey culture, and illustrates how this feeds troubling ideas of what it 

means to be a ‘real’ Canadian.  

Hockey culture is an important part of Canadian identity (Buma, 2008; Dornan, 2010; 

Watson, 2017). Importantly, dominant beliefs about hockey presume that all Canadians enjoy or 

participate in hockey culture in some way (Abdel-Shehid & Visano, 2000; Dornan, 2010; 

Holman, 2018; Visano, 2000). Hockey is often called “Canada’s National Theatre”, (Abdel-

Shehid & Visano, 2000, p. 60) and consequently, it is a salient place to begin unpacking the way 

Canadian national identity is intertwined with masculinity, racism, and xenophobia.  

My research theorizes how white dominance is normalized in conversations that are 

seemingly not about ‘race’ at all. While sport is often positioned as an ‘apolitical’ sphere 

(Rosenburg, 2016), I join scholars like Gamal Abdel-Shehid, Kristin Allain, Michael Buma, and 

Patricia Hughes-Fuller who contend that hockey is a crucial symbol of Canada’s national 

narrative. In order to better understand the populist response to Don Cherry as an iconic figure of 

Canadian hockey and to his dismissal by Sportsnet, I aim to explore the significance of hockey in 

order to unpack the often disturbing racial and gendered discourses that are produced and 

reproduced in this context.  

Using a critical sociological feminist framework, I employ a critical discourse analysis of 

the contemporary debate on Don Cherry’s firing – an event that has captured the public 
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imagination. My use of CDA provided a tool to examine the operation of power, privilege, social 

location, and marginalization in hockey discourse  (Wodak & Meyer, 2001). In my literature 

review I draw together work from the fields of anti-colonial, anti-racist, and feminist studies, as 

well as  socio-cultural sports analysis  to explore broad themes such as hegemonic masculinity 

and racism in the National Hockey League, the relationship between militarism and sport,  

national identity in relation to hockey and the “good citizen”, Don Cherry as a cultural symbol,  

and Canada’s contemporary colonial strategies. I analyze the current debates surrounding Don 

Cherry’s dismissal in order to better understand how gendered, racial, national and colonial 

systems of power work in tandem to normalize hierarchical sports cultures.  

This thesis is organized as follows. I begin in Chapter 2 with an auto-ethnographic 

reflection which leads into an overview of the theoretical orientation that guides this work. In 

Chapter 3 I offer my readers a literature review, beginning with a comparative analysis of the 

different ways lacrosse and hockey were used in Canada’s nation building project. In Chapter 4 I 

share my methodology, making a point of being transparent in my processes of data collection 

and data analysis. Chapter 5 follows with an in-depth analysis of my findings. Here I explore the 

way masculinity, militarism, ideas about political correctness, racist and xenophobic perception 

of immigrants, and discourses about freedom of speech, and sports as an apolitical institution 

were visible in my data, and critically assess the implications of these discourses. Finally, I 

conclude in Chapter 6 by deconstructing the problems and possibilities in hockey culture in the 

hope that it could more equitably make way for greater joy and empowerment in sports.  
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Chapter 2: The Personal is Political 

Hockey has always been an important part of my life, and my own experiences of playing 

and watching hockey have significantly shaped my approach to this project. In this chapter I 

reflect on the following questions; how does my position as a feminist researcher, and former 

hockey player, guide my research? And what are the theoretical frameworks that emerge from 

this self-reflexive practice?  

Why did I start playing hockey? What was my experience like playing hockey?  

I learned to skate when I was two and a half years old at the local arena and started 

playing hockey when I was seven in a local girls’ Saturday night pick-up hockey game. Wearing 

figure skates and my brother’s equipment, I apparently came off the ice after my first game and 

couldn’t wait to officially join a team – a local girls’ house league called the “Ice Caps”, 

sponsored by Tim Hortons. Hockey was an integral part of my home life, and clearly associated 

with my sense of belonging and national identity. When I asked my parents why they had me 

start skating lessons at such a young age they replied that they believed that every Canadian child 

should know how to skate, as they believed it was a basic skill for children growing up in 

Canada.  

While I loved playing hockey, I was aware of the significance of being a girl hockey 

player who only played on girls’ teams. Masculine dominated sports like hockey can be sites of 

tension for female players (Adams & Leavitt, 2018; DiCarlo, 2010). Dominant ideas about 

natural and biological differences between males and females have had a significant impact on 

our understanding of female athletes (DiCarlo, 2010; Adams & Leavitt, 2018. In particular, the 

myth of female frailty has naturalized the idea that female athletes are weaker, slower, and less 

capable than male athletes (DiCarlo, 2010).  
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Perhaps the naturalization of this idea has impacted the way female hockey players are 

perceived, and the way many perceive themselves. As a girl playing hockey, as in any male-

dominated field, there can be pressure to act tough and masculine in order to be respected or 

appreciated. I remember telling kids at school that I played hockey, and boys would often 

respond mockingly, “you mean you play girls’ hockey”. Interestingly, the only difference 

between girls’ and boys’ minor hockey in Ontario is that in later years boys’ leagues allow body 

checking, whereas girls’ leagues do not. Otherwise, the rules, gameplay, and purpose of the 

game are exactly the same in both leagues. However, when boys said to me “you play girls’ 

hockey” they were drawing on masculinist tropes to imply that girls’ hockey is not as 

challenging or worthwhile as boys’ hockey.  

Although progress has been made in women’s and girls’ hockey in Canada, men’s and 

boys’ hockey is still seen as more competitive, more aggressive, more athletic, and more exciting 

(Adams & Leavitt, 2018). As a result of the historical inequalities between men’s and women’s 

sports, there continues to be an unequal distribution of resources, opportunity, and access, and 

men’s hockey continues to be positioned as superior to women’s hockey (Adams & Stevens, 

2007). Additionally, as I discuss in detail in my literature review, it is men’s hockey that is an 

important signifier of Canadian national identity (Adams & Leavitt, 2018).  

My time playing hockey on girls’ hockey teams shaped how I understood myself as a 

female hockey player. In their study of women who played in both co-ed and girls’ leagues, 

DiCarlo (2010) found their participants positioned boys’ (co-ed) hockey and girls’ hockey in 

significantly different ways. The participants found co-ed leagues more challenging, motivating, 

tough, and more physical and athletic than girls’ leagues. Dicarlo’s (2010) participants believed 

girls’ leagues lacked discipline, and prioritized fun over serious competition and athleticism. 
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Because of the dominant idea that men playing hockey are superior to women it follows that girls 

who play in boys’ leagues are perceived to be better at hockey, more aggressive, and tougher 

than girls who play in girls’ hockey leagues.  

However, as someone who was uninterested in the boy’s leagues, I mobilized my 

experience on the girls’ hockey team in ways that provided me with a sense of superiority over 

girls who did not play hockey at all. In this context, I felt tough, brave, important, and aggressive 

because I did play hockey. When I went skating with friends on Sunday afternoons I was often 

the only girl wearing “boy skates” (hockey skates) when my girl friends wore figure skates. As I 

reflect on this felt sense of superiority, I realize that I was using my identification with hockey as 

a masculine sport to mobilize these androcentric ideas of athleticism for my benefit. As a white 

Canadian child, I connected to the dominant narrative that to play hockey brought me closer to 

the dominant ideals of masculinity and ideal citizenship. My participation in hockey and the 

visual contrast between my skates and my friends’ skates gave me a sense of superiority, power, 

and belonging. I found pleasure in these dominant ideals.  

This experience playing hockey affected how I viewed myself as a girl in other ways too. 

DiCarlo’s (2010) participants were also concerned with how their participation in hockey would 

make them appear. Some were concerned that in the masculine space of hockey they would 

appear emotional, and others thought they would appear “butch” or be assumed to be a lesbian. 

This concern with maintaining the appearance of heteronormativity resulted in some participants 

feeling increased pressure to dress in traditionally feminine ways. Male athletes in typically 

feminine sports, like dancing and figure skating, face similar questions regarding their gender 

identity and sexuality (Adams, 2006). Although I was never consciously concerned with 

maintaining an appearance of heterosexuality, I did consider how my affiliation with hockey 
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would make me look. While I enjoyed the masculine traits attributed to female hockey players, 

like bravery and strength, I was concerned to not appear too tough or aggressive, mean or cold. I 

suppose this was still a result of my understanding of femininity, which prioritized girls and 

women as caring, nurturing, and gentle.  

As in many children’s social groups, there were bullies on my hockey team. I remember 

one incident in particular, I was 12, and my friend on the team had recently lost her cousin in a 

car crash. She and I walked into the change room together and one of our teammates stood up on 

the bench, laughing, and shouted “I heard your cousin died”. My friend and I immediately left 

the changeroom, and she asked her parents to take her home. 

 This incident stands out to me because I remember thinking that it was true that hockey 

girls were mean and manipulative. Although I considered myself to be kind and compassionate, I 

remember being concerned that I would become like one of the “mean” girls. Interestingly, the 

women in DiCarlo’s (2010) study viewed girls playing in girls’ leagues as weak, mean, 

emotional, and manipulative to each other. However, the same women did not view girls playing 

in boys’ leagues within this framework – although their assumptions continued to be 

androcentric. Girls playing on boys’ teams were understood to behave like “one of the boys”. In 

contrast, I understood hockey girls to be more tough and aggressive than girls who did not play 

hockey, regardless of the league they played in. It is clear that my understanding of dominant 

ideas of femininity, masculinity and heteronormativity impacted the way I understood my 

teammates, and myself. Yet in the largely-white environment of my team and my community, 

race remained invisible. 
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So, why did I choose this topic, and what do I hope to achieve? 

Cherry’s rant seemed like an excellent starting point to unpack the naturalization of 

dominant gendered, racial, and national ideals as he is an icon of hockey culture and iconically 

Canadian. But also, I realized that choosing to explore hockey felt in a way, like returning home. 

Hockey has been a felt part of my own familial and community experience of belonging and a 

taken for granted aspect of how I understand Canadian identity. As one of the goals of this 

research project is to address taken for granted national narratives problematizing hockey culture 

is central to this project. However, although I challenge the way hockey culture reinscribes 

dominant ideas of Canadian national identity, I still enjoy playing and watching hockey, in part 

because it is important to my family. I have many fond memories of watching hockey games 

together as a family, and spending countless weekends at hockey rinks throughout Southern 

Ontario. Similar to the participants in Adams, Schmitke and Franklin’s (2005) study, for me 

playing hockey was a hobby from which I also gained feelings of confidence, independence, 

assertiveness, and joy. I loved my coaches and despite the denigration of girls hockey, and the 

pressure to reproduce a masculinist hockey discourse, I had so much fun playing on my team. I 

hope this project will contribute to re-imaging hockey, and claiming it as a space where many 

different people can more often experience it as a space of pleasure, challenge, belonging and 

empowerment.  

 In this context, Spivak’s reflections on bringing the skills of deconstructive analysis into 

activities that can escape critical scrutiny seem particularly important. In a 2016 interview, she 

describes this as deconstructive intimacy:  

That’s what de-construction is about, right? It’s not just destruction. It’s also  
construction. It’s critical intimacy, not critical distance. So you actually speak from  
inside. That’s deconstruction… ‘you can only deconstruct what you love.’ Because you  
are doing it from the inside, with real intimacy. You’re kind of turning it around. It’s that 
kind of critique. (Spivak, 2016).  
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Spivak describes this “critical intimacy” as knowing and loving something so intimately that this 

allows us to critique it and call for change. This is why I chose Cherry’s rant as central to my 

analysis, because Canadian hockey culture is something I have loved and experienced, and it is 

something I believe can be better.  

As I have already discussed, gendered, sexual and racial exclusion and violence are 

endemic in hockey and female hockey players face many challenges and contradictions in 

navigating the masculinist world of hockey (DiCarlo, 2010). I have not even begun to explore 

the ways non-binary or trans children experience playing hockey. However, like many other 

youth, I also experienced joy, friendship, and empowerment while playing hockey, and therefore 

I believe it must be better.  

While I want to believe that hockey culture is changing to become more inclusive and 

accessible, this change will not come without struggle. Many groups are already engaged in this 

process. For example, The Hockey Diversity Alliance is pushing to address racism in hockey. 

Tim Hortons and Canadian Tire sponsor childrens’ teams and ensure those with fewer economic 

resources have the equipment to play, and women’s hockey organizations inspire and empower 

girls in hockey. Indeed, there is now considerable research on girls and women in hockey, such 

as the work by Adams, Schmitke, & Franklin (2005) which emphasizes the possibilities for 

subversion:  

Such efforts require us to think of sports as a space for girls to continue experiencing the 
joy and exuberance in the physicality of their bodies while simultaneously turning the 
masculinist, heterosexist institution of sports on its head by allowing girls who play 
sports to develop a sense of self that breaks away from outdated, stereotypical notions of 
ideal femininity and masculinity (p. 32).  

 



18 

 

While my reflections so far provide some rationale for my focus on hockey, they do not 

explain why I’ve highlighted Don Cherry as a focus of my analysis. Simply put, for several 

decades, Don Cherry has been an icon of the white, masculinist vision of hockey. Here I return to 

my education in sociology and the concept of hegemony, which also fuelled my interest in 

examining taken for granted aspects of culture, like hockey. The Italian philosopher Antonio 

Gramsci defined hegemony as the constant establishment of ‘normalcy’ (Hall, 2018). Hall (2018) 

explains that  

hegemony is a form of power based on leadership by a group in many fields of activity at  
once, so that its ascendancy commands widespread consent and appears natural and  
inevitable (p. 262, emphasis added).  
 

As a sociology student, I was interested in how the ruling class maintains their world view, their 

value systems and their ideology as ‘normal’ and how they work to mark anything different as 

deviant (Hall, 2018). This led me to think about the way xenophobic and racist discourses are 

used in Canada to mark the ‘outsider’ and the role of dominant and ‘normal’ hockey narratives in 

this context.  

  This attention to naturalized ideas about what it means to ‘be’ Canadian is grounded in 

my commitment to critical theory as a feminist researcher. Critical theory emerged to challenge 

oppressive and discriminatory assumptions and practices in social science research (Hesse-Biber, 

2014). Critical theory is particularly interested in understanding the plurality of experiences and 

unpacking power structures and power relations (Hesse-Biber, 2014). I discuss my 

epistemological positioning further in Chapter 4.  

Finally, my values as a feminist also brought me to my topic, and my research choice and 

my aspirations for this research project reflect what I believe to be the goals of feminism which 

include acknowledging that the personal is political, and exploring messiness, complexity, and 
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contradiction, in hockey, as well as many other aspects of social experience. In this regard, I take 

inspiration from Sara Ahmed (2017) who asks: what does it mean to live a feminist life? This 

overarching question guides this thesis where I explore what it means to consider the taken for 

granted aspects of Canadian identity as they are present in “our national game”. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

Introduction 

In this literature review, I explore what is known in the existing literature about the ways 

hockey culture in Canada maintains and reproduces hegemonic narratives of national identity. In 

particular, I am interested in how this research provides a context for understanding the dominant 

public response to Don Cherry’s dismissal from Hockey Night in Canada. My review is 

organized around the following broad themes: first I examine how the history of lacrosse and 

hockey, as Canada’s official national sports, illuminate the intersection of race and colonization 

in Canadian sports history; second I investigate the more general literature on sport and the 

nation with a particular focus on national identity and hockey in Canada, racism in hockey 

culture, hegemonic masculinity and the NHL, and the influence of Don Cherry in the Canadian 

public sphere.  

Sport, colonization & nation building: lacrosse and hockey  

Lacrosse is Canada’s national summer game and is important to the history of Canadian 

nation-building and national identity. Lacrosse was created by Indigenous nations, but in 

particular, is central to Haudenausonee culture and Longhouse epistemology (Downey, 2018; 

Kossuth & Mcmurray, 2015). Within these traditions, lacrosse, or baggataway, is believed to be 

a gift from Creator and has many different purposes including conflict resolution and holistic 

medicine (Downey, 2018). However, missionaries and settlers on Turtle Island saw lacrosse very 

differently and labelled it a ‘savage game’, and initially discouraged it; only becoming interested 

in its appropriation during the period of early nation-building (1844-1867) (Downey, 2018). 

Then professional lacrosse leagues were formed, new rules were established, and in 1867 
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lacrosse was declared Canada’s national sport (Downey, 2018). During this process, Downey 

(2018) explains lacrosse was claimed by settlers as the sport which represented the new 

Canadian identity in its transformation from a British colony to a unique sovereign nation. 

George Beers, the Euro-Canadian ‘founder’ of modern lacrosse, was a leader in appropriating the 

traditional Indigenous game, adding new rules, and ‘civilizing’ the sport. This process was seen 

to be necessary as Beers believed that “Only a savage could, would or should play the old game” 

(Downey, 2018, p. 45). In Beers view:  

the Indians' (sic) old fierce baggataway has shared the fate of the Indian (sic) himself in  
having become civilized almost out of recognition into a more humane sport. It has lost  
its wild and wanton delerium (sic), and though restless under regulations, has become  
tamed into the most exciting and varied of all modern field sports (Poulter, 2009, p. 211)  

Beers didn’t just change the rules of the game, he and others made sure to distinguish between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous players to maintain white dominance in the sport, for while 

Indigenous players were seen as more skilled in strength and natural ability, white players were 

represented as smarter and more strategic (Poulter, 2009). Consequently, Indigenous players 

were allowed only limited participation and were banned outright from professional leagues from 

1880 until the early 1900s (Downey, 2018).  

Downey (2018) describes the appropriation of lacrosse as an act of “cultural imperialism 

and colonialism” (p. 45) while Kossuth & Mcmurray (2015) describe it as one element of the 

conquest of Indigenous peoples. Thus during the late 1800s and early 1900s lacrosse became, for 

a short period, emblematic of the ways settlers appropriated Indigenous activities to forge a new 

Canadian identity and construct key markers of white middle-class male cultural hegemony 

(Poulter, 2009). Beers made these colonial links explicit, saying:  

just as we claim as Canadian the rivers and lakes and land once owned exclusively by  
Indians (sic), so we now claim their field game as the national field game of our  
dominion" (Robidoux, 2002, p. 215).  
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After lacrosse was remade as a ‘civilized’ sport it was used at residential schools as a cost-

effective, and successful tactic of assimilation (Downey, 2018). In particular, the use of sport 

was a way to introduce Indigenous children to ‘appropriate’ Western ideas about masculinity, 

morality, and nationalism (Downey, 2018).  

Although lacrosse was an important nation building tool in the late 1800s, it ultimately 

could not escape racialized discourses about its origins as a ‘savage’ game that would never live 

up to Victorian standards of “gentlemanly and civilized sport” (Poulter, 2009, p. 274). In the 

early 20th century, lacrosse began a slow decline, which sports historians attribute to a range of 

factors including a narrow player base, contention over violence and gambling in the sport and 

political conflicts in the professional leagues (Poulter, 2009). However, a critical race analysis of 

the decline of lacrosse and the rise of hockey, which in the 20th century gained increasing 

prominence as Canada’s official winter sport, would have to ponder why hockey – which is 

arguably equally dangerous, was never stigmatized in these terms. I argue that lacrosse could 

never become the embodiment of the new Canadian nation at the beginning of the 20th century 

precisely because it was still marked by its origins, although it had been appropriated and 

changed by settlers. While the popularity of lacrosse stalled, the new game of hockey – which 

was unmarked precisely because it was a settler sport, increasingly took hold. Because hockey 

had none of the ‘taint’ of Indigeneity it could be positioned as a uniquely Canadian game. 

Hockey became a symbol of resistance to British rule, a celebration of the new Canadian nation, 

a means to create a national community, and an extension of the new, Canadian masculinity. Just 

as lacrosse began to decline in popularity during WWI, the National Hockey League was formed 

in 1917, and this new national pastime was shaped by ideas about a country being transformed 

from a colony into a powerful sovereign nation (Bennett, 2018; Holman, 2018; Robidoux, 2002). 
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Hockey remains an important national symbol in maintaining our uniqueness from the United 

States even though there are many more professional American hockey teams than Canadian.  

Today, hockey is seen as ubiquitous and is one of Canada’s most prominent national 

symbols (Bell, 2007). Hockey was officially named Canada’s national winter sport in 1994 by a 

decision of the House of Commons (Jedwab, 2007). Parliamentarians in favour of the decision 

argued that hockey was invented in Canada, that nearly all Canadians watch or play hockey, that 

hockey unites all Canadians regardless of our differences, and that it unites Quebec to the rest of 

Canada (Jedwab, 2007). In Canada, ten percent of children aged five to nineteen are registered in 

minor hockey leagues. (Adams & Laurendeau, 2018). Interestingly, the NHL audience is the 

richest of all North American professional sports (Sorilbran, 2019; Thompson, 2014). NHL fans 

are also the most rapidly ageing fanbase of North American professional sports. The official 

designation of hockey as Canada’s national winter sport and its continued popularity and wealth 

confirm its centrality at the heart of the nation building project.   

Sport as a Fetish Object of the Nation 

As demonstrated by the histories of lacrosse and hockey, sport has an important 

relationship to nation building and national identity. Watching sport is seen as a natural, and 

normal leisure activity for Canadians, and watching hockey is seen as emblematic of being 

Canadian (Abdel-Shehid, 2002; Allain, 2012). Not only is hockey understood as a ‘natural’ 

element of Canadian culture, but this hegemonic belief is also reflected through symbols and 

narratives. Abdel-Shehid and Kalman-Lamb (2011) use the term fetish object to describe an 

object that “represents the existence of the nation” (p. 138). A fetish object can be a flag or a 

national symbol, which attests to the reality of the nation, therefore facilitating its existence 

(Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb, 2011). Sports culture also uses fetish objects, like team logos, 
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team flags, and uniforms to maintain and produce dominant narratives of sporting culture. 

Interestingly, national fetishes are also used by sporting culture. National anthems are sung at 

professional sports games. National flags line stadiums and military endeavours and military 

figures are often celebrated at sporting events. Importantly, the use of national fetish objects in 

sporting culture is not a coincidence, as it enables sport culture to perpetuate national narratives 

(Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lambe, 2011).  

As Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lambe (2011) argue, the fetish objects used in Canadian 

hockey culture facilitate the creation of the imagined Canadian community, and national objects 

are used in tandem with sporting images to perpetuate national narratives. For example, in the 

show “Hometown Hockey” broadcasters Ron Mclean and Tara Sloane travel to 25 communities 

across Canada to celebrate hockey and the NHL. The symbol for Hockey Canada, the Canadian 

amateur hockey association, is a hockey player inside a maple leaf. The symbolic representation 

of the combination of a hockey player and Canada’s national symbol is mutually reinforcing. 

Many of the Canadian NHL teams, including the Toronto Maple Leafs, the Vancouver Canucks, 

and the Montreal Canadiens, use prominent Canadian symbols in their names and logos. Just as 

hockey culture uses national fetish objects, the Canadian nation employs hockey as a fetish 

object to symbolize the community of the nation. For example, various Canadian bills and coins 

depict hockey scenes. These fetish objects work to create an imagined community, and ideas 

about what it means to be Canadian.  

There is also a relationship between the national narratives of war and hockey. The 

Canadian flag hangs on the walls of arenas, the Canadian anthem, with the lines “we stand on 

guard for thee” is sung at the beginning of each game, and military celebrations are common. 

Bell (2007) explains that there are similarities between war games and combative team sports. 
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First, there are codes of honour that govern fair play, which I will address further in my analysis 

of Don Cherry. Second, there are heroes in both institutions. In the world of sport, national 

heroes are male athletes who ‘bring glory to their nation’ on the global stage, at the Olympics, or 

in tournaments like The World Juniors. In the glare of these international contests, immigrant 

athletes and non-white, gender non-conforming athletes face higher levels of scrutiny and 

potential ridicule if they do not reflect patriotic values (Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb, 2011). 

For example, Ben Johnson, a Canadian Olympic athlete, was caught using steroids during the 

1980s’ economic crisis. Not only was Johnson’s athletic reputation tarnished, but his mistakes 

were used to suggest that racialized immigrants were to blame for Canada’s economic downturn. 

Abdel-Shehid and Kalman-Lamb (2011) argue that if a white athlete was found guilty of a 

similar offence, they would not have been held accountable for national economic troubles. 

Thus, patriotism, nationalism, and loyalty to the nation or the team are core athletic values, 

which are also deeply racialized. 

I argue that Don Cherry's public persona has functioned as a fetish object in the 

maintenance of narratives that celebrate militarism, patriotism, and a hegemonic narrative of 

Canada as a white nation. The narrative Cherry perpetuates is that to be Canadian is to love 

hockey and support the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). Cherry as co-host on “Hockey Night in 

Canada” often celebrated veterans and military leaders and the symbolic representation of 

hockey, through fetish objects, and the use of hockey as a national spectacle contributes to the 

dominant understanding of “Canadianness”. This manufactured identity prioritizes whiteness, 

militarism, and masculinity, and these hierarchies deeply influence who is seen to belong in the 

imagined community of the nation.  
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National Identity 

Hockey and narratives about hockey in Canada, inform national identity in powerful 

ways through media, political elites, and popular culture (Buma, 2008; Dornan, 2010; Watson, 

2017). First, hegemonic beliefs about hockey presume that all Canadians enjoy or participate in 

hockey culture in some way. Dominant narratives in media and popular culture suggest that all 

Canadian children (particularly boys) desire to grow up and play hockey in the NHL (Abdel-

Shehid & Visano, 2000). Dornan (2010) explains that hockey is positioned in the media and 

other popular narratives as a “feel-good” community-building sport that can bring Canadians 

together. Hockey is also positioned in Canadian literature as a way for Canadians to join in 

solidarity against the long winter months, to build community across a disparate and vast nation, 

and, as “Canada’s National Theatre”, is a symbol of “The Great White North” (Abdel-Shehid & 

Visano, 2000; Holman, 2018). Ultimately, it is clear that hockey is positioned in dominant 

narratives as central to Canadians and the Canadian nation. Buma (2008) argues that the 

pervasive belief that hockey is a foundational aspect of Canada’s national identity reinforces the 

idea that the sport and those who dominate it are also the representation of Canada as a nation.  

Secondly, hockey in Canada is understood as a timeless sport that binds us together as 

Canadians against the world (Bell, 2007). Consequently, it is important to explore how hockey is 

related to the national ideal of the “good” Canadian citizen. The understanding of the “good” 

citizen is intertwined in complex ways with ideas of masculinity, whiteness, and nationhood, 

epitomized in famous hockey players from Canada’s past and present such as Gordie Howe, 

Wayne Gretzky, Bobby Orr, and Sidney Crosby. These prominent Canadian hockey players are 

positioned as legends or Canadian heroes. These “white knights” of hockey represent the most 

privileged national identity (Abdel-Shehid &Visano, 2000; Allain, 2019). These dominant 

narratives create insiders and outsiders: those who support Canada’s ‘national sport’ and those 
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who do not. In particular, hockey-playing men are positioned at the centre of the popular image 

of national identity (Allain, 2012). This is telling because it illuminates who is valued as a 

“good” citizen in Canada. In the imaginations of the nation, hockey players in Canada are white, 

cis-gendered, heterosexual men (Allain, 2012).  

Third, dominant narratives reflect the belief that hockey is a symbol of ‘real’ Canadian-

ness, and suggest that the ascendance of other sports (i.e. soccer) might constitute a threat to 

hockey’s centrality, and therefore, a threat to Canadian identity. Hockey is an essential 

component of the idea of an “ordinary” Canadian (Adams, 2006). The importance of hockey to 

national identity as an organizing logic of belonging and has power over those included in the 

nation, and those excluded from it (Abdel-Shehid & Visano, 2000). These dominant narratives 

about belonging in Canada work in tandem with Canada’s history as a white dominant nation. To 

enjoy inclusion in Canada, it is understood that citizens should enjoy the national sport, hockey. 

If they do not, Dornan (2010) argues they may be deemed different and ‘other’, compared to 

ideal citizens.  

The ardent support of hockey culture as synonymous with belonging in Canada is another 

strategy of nationalism. Historical analyses of Canadian immigration policies, laws, and media 

discourses also reveal how some Canadian citizens are deemed ‘legitimate’ whereas others are 

excluded. Park (2013) defines racial nationalism as an “architecture of race-thinking” defined by 

cultural racism, and racial expulsion or the logic of pure exclusion. The logic of pure exclusion 

operates by labelling some citizens as fraudulent, undeserving of citizenship, or as threats to the 

nation (Park, 2013). These figures are seen as exploitative, manipulative, and dangerous, and a 

“threat from within” (Park, 2013). In these discourses, Canada’s cultural identity is understood to 

be under siege by “you and your kind” (Park, 2013, p. 596). This analysis is particularly relevant 
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for my research to understand Don Cherry’s rant: “you and your people come here and enjoy our 

milk and honey”. Consequently, it is important to pay attention to the ways racialized Canadians, 

including Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, can be portrayed as dangerous internal others. 

Contemporary public discourses representing citizenship, such as narratives about the 

importance of hockey to Canadians, can be understood as one element in that logic of exclusion, 

perpetuating racial nationalism (Park, 2013). Canada as a colonial nation has depended on the 

racial exclusion of different groups and the dualistic representation of the ‘real’ Canadian, and 

the multicultural ‘other’ (Riley, 2009).  

The pervasive belief that all Canadians watch Don Cherry on “Hockey Night in Canada” 

every Saturday night was a common narrative throughout the public commentary discussing 

Cherry’s dismissal. The idea that watching hockey is a normal and expected aspect of being 

Canadian maintains whiteness and white culture as the standard for Canadian citizenship (Allain, 

2012). Allain (2012) argues that hockey has been normalized as a central crux of the dominant 

understanding of what Canadian citizenship looks like. This belief leads to hierarchies of 

citizenship and exclusionary practices for individuals who do not consider hockey an important 

cultural touchstone. Overall, it is clear there are connections between the making of citizenship 

narratives and sports. This is especially apparent with Canada’s unique affinity for its national 

winter sport: hockey.  

Racism in Hockey 

 Although Canada prides itself on diversity, and hockey, it seems that the place for 

diversity is not in hockey culture. Hockey remains one of the whitest major sports. In the NHL 

there are fewer than 30 black players out of every 700 players in the league (Wilkes, 2018). 

Scholars have documented racialized NHL players’ experience of racial violence, and racism is 
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experienced by players in amateur and children’s leagues as well (Frey & Davis, 2018). 

Indigenous hockey teams also have long experienced racism. (Downey, 2018; Wilkes, 2018).  

Frey and Davis (2018) argue that although the NHL is the most international of 

America’s professional sports leagues, it often acts as a melting pot, where whiteness is still the 

standard. While Frey and Davis (2018) call for hockey communities in Canada and the United 

States to embrace diversity, and “ensure that the sport is perceived as welcoming to all” the 

history of hockey has long been white-dominated. For example, Black Canadians were 

segregated into the Coloured Hockey League (founded in 1895) in Halifax, Nova Scotia (Frey & 

Davis, 2018), despite the fact that certain hockey techniques, like the slapshot, which are now 

central to the game, were invented in that league (Frey & Davis, 2018; Soul on Ice, 2016). It was 

not until well into the 20th century that non-white players became members of the NHL, with the 

first Black player, Willie O’Ree joining in 1958, Larry Kwong in the 1940s, and Henry “Buddy” 

Maracle, a Mohawk from Six Nations playing in the NHL in 1931. The historical and 

contemporary exclusion of non-white players and the racial violence they have endured in white-

dominant teams demonstrate that although hockey may be Canada’s sport, only some Canadians 

are welcomed and assumed to belong (Frey & Davis, 2018). This history of racial exclusion and 

violence is another example of the way national narratives and hockey narratives work together 

to establish and maintain a hierarchy of Canadian citizenship.  

Masculinity and hockey culture 

Social scientists started studying masculinities and manhood in the 1970s and 1980s. One 

of the most influential thinkers in masculinity studies is R. W. Connell, an Australian feminist 

sociologist (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Messerschmidt, 2000; Wedgwood, 2009). Her 

work is influenced by the field of psychoanalysis and second-wave feminist work on patriarchy 
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and has contributed to academic fields such as education, media studies, criminology, sociology, 

sport studies, and psychology (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Connell’s definition of 

hegemonic masculinity and the literature that evolved from Connell’s work is foundational to my 

project.  

Hegemonic masculinity is the most honoured form, or the most dominant form of 

manhood in a certain time and cultural context (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Connell 

(2001) explains that hegemonic masculinity is the form of masculinity that holds the most 

cultural authority, visibility, and dominance, and is the normative ideal of masculinity that all 

men are supposed to strive for (Ravelli & Webber, 2016). 

In contemporary North American culture hegemonic masculinity “is associated with the 

traits of aggressiveness, control, strength, drive, ambition, and not valuing women… the opposite 

of everything feminine” (Connell, 1987, as cited in Ravelli & Webber, 2016, p. 203). Hegemonic 

masculinity is also associated with whiteness, heterosexuality, and wealth (Connell, 1987, as 

cited in Ravelli & Webber, 2016). Power is one of the most important traits of masculinity, as 

Kimmel (1997) describes “The hegemonic definition of manhood is a man in power, a man with 

power, and a man of power.” (emphasis original, p. 61). In this context, masculinity does not 

exist on its own but is instead a crucial aspect of gender relations as a whole. In other words, the 

way we understand masculinity in Western culture cannot exist without femininity (Connell, 

1995). In particular, masculinity represents the opposite of all feminine traits, and this power 

structure legitimates the global subordination of women (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 

832).  

One of the most important aspects of hegemonic, or dominant masculinity, in the 

contemporary period is that it is irrevocably tied to heterosexuality (Connell, 2001; Kimmel, 

1997). Kimmel (1997) argues that homophobia is 
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more than the irrational fear of gay men; it is also the fear that men will unmask other 
men, emasculate them, and reveal to the world that they do not measure up to the ideal 
construction of masculinity (p. 35). 
  
The fear of being seen as weak or feminine dominates the cultural understanding of 

dominant masculinity and violence, in all forms, is often a way to avoid this fear of being seen as 

weak or feminine (Kimmel, 1997). Kimmel (1997) argues that men feel anxious and restless in 

their masculinity because they constantly have to prove their masculinity to everyone around 

them. For men, peers are often the most effective “gender police”, and the effort to maintain a 

masculine presentation can influence every decision men make (Kimmel, 1997). While this 

gender policing can occur anywhere, sport, including hockey, is an arena where men can 

demonstrate and ‘prove’ their masculinity (Miele, 2020; Messner, 2013).  

Hegemony 

The concept of hegemony comes from Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci, who 

explained that hegemony is a form of power and dominance that does not come through violence 

but is instead supported through participation in, and by, institutions and systems (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). In other words, hegemonic masculinity is dominant because members of 

society explicitly and implicitly maintain this normative idea by participating in the social order 

of gender relations. Hegemony is maintained through the participation and support of an idea or 

institution because that idea or institution seems normal and natural (Andreson, Macgrath, & 

Cleland, 2019). As Connell (2001) explains, “Masculinities do not exist prior to social 

behaviour, either as bodily states or fixed personalities. Rather, masculinities come into existence 

as people act” (p. 18). As a result of this ongoing participation in normative understandings of 

masculinity, the definition shifts across cultures and time (Connell, 2002; Kimmel, 1997). 

Kimmel (1977) explains that “manhood is neither static nor timeless; it is historical (p. 58). This 
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is important for my project, as I explore the way dominant North American, particularly 

Canadian, masculinity has shifted, and how hockey culture has supported and perpetuated 

normative understandings of masculinity.  

The changing and culturally specific Canadian masculinity 

Normative ideas of masculinity have changed in mainstream North American culture 

over the last 200 hundred years. Many historians and social scientists have tracked this change of 

dominant ideas. For example, Kimmel (1997) explains that before the 1800s, dominant 

masculinity was associated with “gentile masculinity” which was linked to land ownership, 

aristocratic norms of chivalry and refined expressions of courage like proper and fair duels to 

end disputes (Wamsley, 2007). Wamsley (2007) explores the way this gentile masculinity was 

challenged by “bush masculinity” as white and Métis settlers established themselves in Canada 

where local norms valued physical strength in labour, paddling, fights, and races (Wamsley, 

2007). Interestingly, the early French settlers looked to certain aspects of Indigenous 

masculinity, where stoicism, bravado and physicality were celebrated, in contrast with the 

traditional French Christian model of gentry masculinity (Robidoux, 2002). Robidoux (2002) 

argues that rough and tough masculinity has continued in Canada throughout the 20th century 

and is particularly visible in the way violence, bravado, and fighting are celebrated in hockey 

culture.  

After the Industrial Revolution in the early 1800s, masculinity began to be associated 

with success in the capitalist marketplace. Kimmel (1997) calls this form of masculinity the 

“marketplace manhood”, which celebrated capitalist success and the “self-made man” of the 

American Dream. Jaques (2016) explores the way masculinity was presented during the Cold 

War in Canada when patriotism and military experience epitomized the most valued forms of 
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masculinity. This brief history of the shifting of mainstream masculinity demonstrates the way 

time and cultural context shapes the normative understanding and privileging of certain forms of 

masculinity.  

Sport has been an important site for shifting masculinities and class relations since at 

least the 19th century (Wamsley, 2007). Some physical activity, like the participation in 

“civilized” sports, like the first lacrosse club in Montreal, horse riding, and cricket, were seen as 

prestigious and represented gentry masculinity more than other physical activity, like barn-

raising, which was a necessary working class men activity (Wamsley, 2007). Furthermore, sport 

and physical activity were not just stratified by class, but by race as well. Although lacrosse was 

traditionally a Haudenosaunee game, Indigenous players were prohibited from playing in 

organized leagues in the early 20th century. Participation and membership in other prestigious 

sports like cricket and horse riding were also limited to white men. Additionally, the importance 

of strength to masculinity was tied to the social distinctions between men and women, as the 

binary of strong men versus weak women, was connected to the making of the public and private 

spheres. In this context, sport was a significant player in establishing the 20th-century gender 

dichotomy and gendered roles (Wamsley, 2007). Throughout these brief histories, I have 

attempted to sketch how feminist scholarship is exploring masculinity as a socially constructed 

ideal, which is constantly shifting and evolving across culture and time – an important 

foundation for unpacking the contemporary moment.  

Hegemonic masculinity in the NHL, canadian identity and hockey 

Sport is an especially powerful arena in which boys learn how to perform their 

masculinity (Anderson, Macgrath, & Cleland, 2019; Messner, 2013) and men’s ice hockey is an 

particularly important site for Canadian men to learn and negotiate their identities through 
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practices of hegemonic masculinity (Robidoux, 2002). There is a unique type of masculinity 

produced and maintained in Canadian hockey and NHL culture (Allain, 2012). Important 

components of this identity include being rough and tough and aggressive during the game, but a 

well dressed, well mannered, polite, “good” boy off the ice. Allain (2012) presents Sidney 

Crosby as an example of the ideal ‘hockey masculinity’ as he is hard-working, tough, ‘manly’, 

but also polite and well mannered.  

A significant aspect of the type of masculinity represented in Canadian hockey culture is 

the importance of violence to the sport. Hockey is associated with masculinity because of the 

physicality required to play, and the importance of violence to the game (Anderson, Macgrath, & 

Cleland, 2019). Here violence, and resulting injuries like concussions, although dangerous and 

potentially life changing, are an accepted aspect of many physical sports like hockey and are 

actually even celebrated (Miele, 2020). Media representations of hockey reinforce these notions 

that injuries are an accepted part of the sport (Miele, 2020). Miele (2020) argues that this 

celebration of injury and violence in hockey reinforces and is rooted in hegemonic masculinity. 

In fact, the ideal male hockey player is one who works like a machine, is durable, young, and 

recovers quickly from injuries (Miele, 2020). 

Boys and men are taught and expected to “shake it off,” to ignore their own pain and 
injuries, and to treat and understand their bodies as instruments to be used and used up to 
“get a job done (Messner, 2005, as cited in Miele, 2020, p. 45). 

 Allain (2008) argues that the hegemonic masculine ideals for male ice hockey players are 

specific to Canadian ice hockey and they valorize a physical, hard hitting, and aggressive type of 

play, which is often accompanied by bravado and aggressive behaviour (Allain, 2008). Not 

surprisingly, this constant production and reproduction of hegemonic masculinity is enforced in 

sport by coaches, teachers, parents, spectators, and teammates, among others (Abdel-Shehid & 
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Kalman-Lamb, 2011). Don Cherry is a powerful figure in producing these expectations of 

masculinity in the NHL, and later sections of this thesis will provide an opportunity to explore 

Cherry’s role in this process in more detail.  

An important theme to explore as I examine the relationship between masculinity and 

hockey is what has been termed the “crisis masculinity discourse” (Allain, 2015; Buma, 2008). 

The “crisis of masculinity” is an early 20th-century Western response to feminism, 

modernization, and the pervasive fear that boys and men were becoming ‘feminized’, or 

becoming disempowered by women’s challenge to men’s exclusive dominance in public life 

(Allain, 2015; Buma, 2008). Buma (2008) explains that men’s participation in sport was a way to 

defend masculinity against this ‘crisis’, and competitive sports were seen as a way to ‘de-

feminize’ men and to prove they were superior to women (Buma, 2008).  

Abdel-Shehid and Kalman-Lamb (2011) explore how masculinity changed with the 

industrial revolution, capitalism, and consumer culture, where men were increasingly removed 

from hard physical labour to work in factories and desk jobs that did not require their superior 

physical strength. In a context of considerable anxiety about their new roles, sports provided a 

forum in which they could reassert the importance of a strong physical body where muscularity 

was crucial to being a ‘real’ man (Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb, 2011). Late 20th-century 

masculinity is also shaped by masculinity in crisis discourses with continued anxiety about white 

men’s loss of political control to white middle-class women and within an increasingly diverse 

nation. Overall, the origins of contemporary Western masculinity can be traced back over 

centuries, to an obsession with white manhood and racial dominance (Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-

Lamb, 2011). 

Finally, the crisis of masculinity discourse is often entwined with fears and nostalgia 

about the origins of the nation (Allain, 2012; Buma, 2008). The nostalgic remembering of an 
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imagined national identity, as a coherent and stable ideal, depends on traditional notions of 

masculinity (Buma, 2008). Don Cherry is often a spokesperson for reasserting the importance of 

the return of “the good old days” and this type of nostalgic longing works to reinforce 

nationalistic myths and conservative, working-class, rural values (Allain, 2012; Allain, 2015). In 

this sense, nostalgic ideals about hockey reflect a “crisis masculinity discourse”, which operates 

parallel to national myths about ‘real’ Canadian’s and an idealized history of the nation. In this 

context, men’s hockey is often used to promote and produce national pride and Canadian unity.  

Don Cherry 

Don Cherry, also known as “Grapes”, is a well known Canadian figure, as a retired 

professional hockey player, and a retired NHL coach. After his career of playing and coaching in 

the minor hockey league, Cherry famously coached the Boston Bruins, until he was fired in 

1979, when he then moved to the world of sports television (Elcombe, 2010).  Cherry is perhaps 

most famous for his position as co-host on the segment “Coach’s Corner” the CBC national 

show “Hockey Night in Canada '' from 1986-2019 (BBC, 2019). Even before Cherry was fired in 

November 2019, he was a polarizing figure in Canada. As a powerful and well known figure in 

Canadian public culture and sports, his influence on the Canadian national stage has been 

significant and he is well known for his xenophobia, sexism and anti-feminist sentiments, as well 

as his antipathy to the French language and to Quebec, and finally, his support for violence and 

fighting in hockey (Allain, 2012; 2015; Buma, 2008; Hughes-Fuller, 2002; Krebs, 2010). Cherry 

also counts himself an unrelenting patriot, who supports white, conservative, working-class, 

rural, white-collar, pro-capitalist, masculine values of toughness and violence, chauvinism, 

patriotism and militarism (Allain, 2012; 2015; Buma, 2008; Hughes-Fuller, 2002; Krebs, 2010). 

His intentional use of poor grammar as a working class code reflects these values (Buma, 2008). 
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In his role on “Coach’s Corner” Cherry has consistently displayed racial antipathy towards 

French Canadians, Indigenous peoples, and European NHL players (Watson, 2017) while 

perpetuating the idea that white men are under attack by Leftist, liberal, ‘social justice warriors’ 

(Buma, 2008; Dumas, 2010). Cherry’s public persona can be characterized as a defence against 

newer national anxieties that the “death of hockey” is imminent (Abdel-Shehid & Visano, 2000). 

This narrative depends on a nostalgic longing for “the good old days'' (Abdel-Shehid & Visano, 

2000) where hockey binds together the nation in response to fears about increasing globalization, 

immigration, and multiculturalism. In this context, scholars like Buma (2008) and Watson (2017) 

explore how the idea of hockey as central to Canada’s national identity is used to distinguish 

Canada from other Western nations. This nostalgic remembering reinscribes white masculinity as 

central to national identity.  

Another important component of Cherry’s persona is his ultra-patriotic support for the 

Canadian Armed Forces (Allain, 2012; 2015; Buma, 2008; Elcombe, 2010). Cherry adamantly 

supported the Gulf War, the War on Terror, Canada’s involvement in Afghanistan (Hughes-

Fuller, 2002), and was also a supporter of the Bush regime, and the Iraq War (Nickerson, 2019). 

As previously discussed, Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb (2011) argue that the celebration of 

military endeavours is an important link between the spheres of sport culture and nationalism. 

Allain (2012) outlines the intertwined history of sport and military, where sport is used as a 

military tactic, and military language and analogies are prominent in the sporting context. For 

example, in popular discourse, there are frequent comparisons between players and soldiers, 

warriors, or fighters, along with parallels between a tough game and being ‘in the trenches’. In 

addition, the NHL has consistently aligned itself with militarism. In Canada, CBC hosts Tickets 

for Troops, where NHL season ticket holders are encouraged to donate their tickets to veterans 
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and members of the military (Sherer & Koch, 2010). Thus national sports institutions and public 

figures frequently identify militarism as an essential component of national identity and 

competitive sports culture.  

Based on this scholarship, I argue that it is important to challenge Cherry’s coded racial 

language in his statement that “you people come here” because it is crucial for white scholars 

and activists to challenge the racial hierarchies implicit in nationalistic sports discourse. Indeed, 

the implication that only white people have fought for Canada erases the fact that many people of 

colour and Indigenous peoples served in the Canadian military during WWI, WWII, the Korean 

War, and in Afghanistan (Veterans Affairs Canada, 2020). Currently, approximately 10 percent 

of the Canadian Armed Forces are members of a visible minority (Mansbridge, 2019). My point 

in addressing this is not to avoid a critique of Western militaries, and their imperial roots and 

contemporary involvement in violence, but instead to problematize Cherry’s statement that 

perpetuates the notion that Canada remains a white nation built and protected by white heroes.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

Critical Discourse Analysis  

In this thesis project, I seek to understand the way dominant national narratives about 

Canadian identity are implicated in creating hierarchies of citizenship which manifest as 

xenophobia, racism, and white nationalism. I employed critical discourse analysis (CDA) and a 

critical sociological feminist framework to analyze the public response on Twitter to Don 

Cherry’s firing from Sportsnet in November 2019. CDA is an interdisciplinary and exploratory 

form of research that can illuminate the way dominant discourses shape society (van Dijk, 1993). 

CDA is used to focus on intertextual and interdiscursive relations in public commentary, making 

it well suited for my research.  

Although CDA can be applied in different ways and used in various research contexts, 

Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) identify five common features of CDA, based on Norman 

Fairclough’s (1995) framework. These five features attest to the suitability of this method for my 

research. First, researchers use CDA to explore how discursive practices constitute the social 

world, social identities and social relations. Second, CDA assumes that discourses and their 

social world have a dialectical relationship, meaning they are simultaneously shaped by and 

shape each other (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Third, in the field of CDA, language use should 

be empirically analyzed within its social context. Fourth, CDA emphasizes that discursive 

practices have ideological effects, which create and reproduce unequal power relations in the 

social world. In this regard, Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) explain that Foucault’s work on power 

and subjectivity has significantly contributed to the methodology of discourse analysis. Fifth, and 

finally, as a result of its attention to power relations, CDA has a political commitment to social 

change. Wodak and Meyer (2001) argue that CDA is inherently interested in social justice 
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because it examines power, privilege, social locations, and marginalization (Wodak & Meyer, 

2001, p. 3). The capacity of CDA to explore issues of social justice is ultimately what drew me 

to this research method.   

I was also interested in this method to analyze new forms of discursive relations, like 

social media comments.  CDA is a burgeoning method and has been used to analyze numerous 

contemporary texts such as internet memes, social media posts, and social media comments, like 

Twitter comments. In my analysis, I draw inspiration from other researchers who have analyzed 

online comments to illuminate complex power relations and systems. For example, Chandler 

(2013) employed CDA to analyze how internet memes perpetuate racism and eurocentrism 

through jokes. In a different study, Milner (2013) examined memes about the Occupy Wall 

Street movement to illuminate the workings of social inequality within this ostensibly 

progressive movement. In another study, Park (2013) used CDA to examine over 3500 

comments left on three different CBC news articles about controversial immigration issues. 

Park’s (2013) analysis revealed the continued normalization of racist discourse, white 

nationalism and xenophobia in Canada.  

I used CDA to analyze the Twitter comments replying to Tweets by CBC and Sportsnet, 

reporting the firing of Don Cherry following his comments about immigrants on Hockey Night 

in Canada. On November 11, 2019, CBC Tweeted the news:  
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At the time of my data collection in the summer of 2020, the Tweet by CBC had 566 comments, 

was retweeted 354 times, and had 1800 likes. Sportsnet also shared the news on November 11, 

2019:  

At the time of my data collection, the Tweet had 3500 comments, was retweeted 2200 times and 

had 6300 likes. There were more than 4000 comments between the two Tweets, which was 

ample data for me to code and analyze.  

I followed Jørgensen and Phillips’ (2002) six-step research process specific to CDA to 

form my own methodology, beginning with the identification of a research problem. I aimed to 

better understand how dominant narratives about Canadian identity, such as wearing a poppy, 

create hierarchies of citizenship. Further, I sought to illustrate the dangerous implications of 

these hierarchies. Second, I formulated a set of broad research questions: How does hockey 

culture in Canada maintain and reproduce hegemonic narratives of national identity? In 

particular, how do the public comments on articles about Don Cherry’s dismissal from Hockey 

Night in Canada, reflect the way xenophobia and colonization work together to construct ideal 

notions of Canadianness? How did this commentary also rely on and reproduce white, 

hegemonic masculinity through dominant narratives about sport and militarism as foundational 

to ideas about ‘real Canadians’?  
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Third, I conducted a literature review to sketch out key research in the area of my study 

and provide a theoretical foundation for the concepts relevant to my research. Fourth, I selected 

my data, the Twitter comments in response to the Tweets by CBC and Sportsnet. This research 

material is fitting because I was interested in better understanding public perceptions of 

Canadian nationalism, and these Tweets are publicly accessible. Fifth, the material should be 

collected and transcribed. I did not need to transcribe my material, but I collected the comments 

in a word document in order to organize and analyze the data. This leads to the sixth step: 

analysis.  I coded my data multiple times, looking for prominent themes that might illuminate the 

relationships between hockey talk and xenophobia, nationalism, citizenship, and colonialism. 

This coding led to my data analysis and findings.  

Data Collection  

It was difficult finding appropriate software to collect Twitter replies. While I tried using 

several different software and apps, I ultimately decided to copy and paste Twitter replies to a 

word document, and organize the data myself. Although this was time consuming, I could not 

find a more effective option.  

After deciding on my method of data collection I ran into some unforeseen challenges. 

First, and most difficult: Twitter threads and Twitter replies are not organized in chronological 

order. Second, Twitter’s algorithm changes the order of replies, so when the page is refreshed or 

closed and reopened, the order of replies change. This was a difficult issue to resolve because I 

could not collect all of the Twitter replies in one sitting, as there were over 4000 Tweets. 

However, I expected I would reach data saturation, generally understood as the point in data 

collection where no new codes, themes, or ideas are emerging from the data, and when sufficient 

data has been collected to allow replication of the study (Guest et al., 2006, as cited in Fusch & 
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Ness, 2015). After collecting my tweets, and beginning data analysis, I determined I had reached 

data saturation, and that my data was rich. Fusch & Ness (2015) emphasize that data saturation is 

not simply reached if the data is thick, the data must also be rich. In other words, more data does 

not always mean better data or better data analysis.  

Reflection on epistemic positioning during data collection and analysis 

As I reflect in Chapter 2, I sought to position this research in a critical feminist 

framework. One of the central aspects of feminist research praxis is the commitment to 

reflexivity. Reflexivity is  

a way of recognizing how the social positioning of the knower/researcher matters in  
knowledge-making practices, affecting our “relationship to the object in many ways  
(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 10, as cited in Doucet, 2018a, p. 302.).  
 

Hesse-Biber (2014) describes reflexivity as a “way for researchers to account for their personal 

biases and examine the effects that these biases may have on the data produced” (p. 3). Feminist 

philosophers like Lorraine Code revolutionized this understanding and argued that researchers 

and those being researched exist in a complex and entangled relationship (Doucet, 2018b). This 

attention to the relationship between the researcher and their data critiques positivist methods of 

data collection which see the researcher and the data as independently existing entities (Doucet, 

2018b). In contrast, reflexivity helps feminist researchers acknowledge the power relations at 

work within their research (Hesse-Biber, 2014). Consequently, feminist researchers recognize 

that data collection and analysis methods are not neutral techniques, but rather are subjective and 

interpretive processes (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Mauthner & Doucet, 2003).  

Mauthner and Doucet (2003) argue that there is a tendency for researchers to simplify the 

way they use their data, and the way participants’ voices are represented as objective evidence. 

Instead, it is important for researchers to recognize that how they choose to interpret their data is 
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a result of their own epistemic positioning and goals as a researcher. It can be particularly 

difficult to maintain reflexivity during data collection and analysis when using software for data 

collection, as it can make the researcher feel detached from their data (Mauthner & Doucet, 

2003). However, I also often found myself feeling like an observer to my data as I was copying 

and pasting Twitter comments. At times this felt like a neutral, technical process, however, this 

positivist attitude ignores the subjective and interpretative process that is data collection 

(Mauthner & Doucet, 2003, p. 415).  

Mauthner and Doucet (2003) also argue that few researchers consider reflexivity during 

data collection and analysis, but instead focus on positioning themselves in the introduction of 

their work. As Hesse-Biber (2014) reminds feminist researchers,  

Reflexivity occurs throughout the research process, not just at the end as part of the  
writing process. Instead, researchers must remain open and questioning about their  
assumptions and ideas as they emerge (p. 288).  

This is also feedback I received from my committee at the beginning of my research; I positioned 

myself in the introduction and conclusion of my proposal but seemed to step back from my 

research when preparing for data collection. To address this concern, I continued to position 

myself, and practice reflexivity by writing in my research journal, asking questions about 

assumptions I held about my data and thinking critically about the way I understood my data.  

Coding 
After completing my data collection in June of 2020, I began coding. Coding involves 

labelling a segment of text with a name or a number (Hesse-Biber, 2014). I used the coding 

software MAXQDA, as software like this can provide qualitative researchers with useful 

organization and analytic tools (Hesse-Biber, 2014). First, I conducted an initial open coding 

exercise, where I chose ideas and themes that I saw emerging in my data.  Open coding is 
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followed by focused coding, where the researcher organizes their codes, develops links between 

them, and establishes broad thematic categories (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Neuman & Robson, 2015). 

During this stage, I also conducted a focused coding exercise to specifically explore the way 

certain themes, like masculinity, were presented in my data. Finally, I conducted selective 

coding, where I did a final pass-through of the data and found a core set of themes to guide my 

analysis.  

 As feminist researchers Doucet and Mauthner (2003) remind us, data analysis is not a 

neutral, or detached technique, but rather a subjective and interpretive process.  Humble and 

Radina (2019) similarly argue that researchers in the social sciences frequently do not 

demonstrate how they actively and consciously arrived at their themes through their data 

analysis. Often researchers will suggest their “themes emerged” but will not describe this process 

in detail. Not only can this impact the transparency, but it can also prevent reflexivity during the 

research process.  

To avoid the simplistic, and vague idea that I merely ‘arrived’ at my codes, I will 

describe this process. I coded segments of my data with keywords and key phrases. Many of 

these codes were drawn from words or sentiments that were repeated commonly throughout my 

data. For example, the word “snowflake” and the phrase “freedom of speech” appeared many 

times in my data, and I used these as codes. I also looked for emergent codes based on the 

important themes in my literature review, such as citizenship, racism, xenophobia, masculinity, 

and Canadian nationalism. For example, I coded some segments of data “pro-military” when the 

Tweets held explicit or implicit pro-military sentiment. This is also an example of where I 

practiced reflexivity as a researcher. I recognize that choosing to code a Tweet as “pro-military” 

is not a neutral action, but rather is tied up in my own critique of and aversion to the Canadian 
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military. As I began to connect my themes in my focused coding, I returned to my literature 

review, to create a web of ideas that addressed my research questions and literature review.  I 

also spent time making a graphic organizer of my themes and codes. This method allowed me to 

visualize a narrative for my findings. The process of coding my data was not linear, I often found 

new themes and codes as I read and reread my transcripts.  

Challenges and Limitations 

One of the main critiques of CDA as a method of analysis is that it involves significant 

researcher interpretation and subjectivity (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Although this is 

understood by some researchers as a limitation, to others, including me, it can be a strength. As 

emphasized in feminist research praxis, every researcher, in every research project, is 

interpreting their data in a certain way as a result of their own positioning and subjectivity. As 

Haraway (1997) explains “Knowledge making is ‘always an interpretive, engaged, contingent, 

fallible engagement” (as cited in Doucet, 2018b, p. 80). As I discussed at the beginning of this 

chapter, I continually explored the complex relationship between researchers and their data 

through my reflexive research practices.  

Another challenge unique to my research project is that Twitter comments are largely 

anonymous and may not reflect someone’s true feelings. Some of the Tweets I examined may be 

the result of “internet trolls”, people who aim to harass, start quarrels, or bully others on many 

types of online forums (Stein, 2016). However, whether a Tweet is someone’s ‘true’ sentiment, it 

is still useful to analyze this commentary to illuminate dominant discourses. Although CDA is 

not without limitations, this method was useful for my research because CDA allows for an 

examination of the operation of power, privilege, social location, and marginalization through 

discourse and aims to promote more equitable and just social relations (Wodak & Meyer, 2001).  
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Chapter 5: Findings of Twitter Analysis and Discussion 

 
 “You people love — that come here, whatever it is — you love our way of life, you love our 
milk and honey. At least you could pay a couple of bucks for a poppy. These guys paid for 

your way of life, the life you enjoy in Canada. These guys paid the biggest price.” 
- Don Cherry, on “Hockey Night in Canada”, November 9, 2019 

Introduction 

  Don Cherry’s firing from Sportsnet in November of 2019 was a major event in the 

Canadian social and political landscape. The fury this firing caused is clear from the public 

response on Twitter, but what does this anger mean in relation to my research questions? How 

does the popular response to Cherry’s firing illuminate the continuing salience of white 

supremacy, xenophobia, hegemonic masculinity and colonialism in Canadian sports discourse? 

How does hockey culture in Canada maintain and reproduce hegemonic narratives of national 

identity? How did the public responses to articles about Don Cherry’s dismissal from “Hockey 

Night in Canada”, reflect the way xenophobia and colonization work together to construct ideal 

notions of Canadianness? And how did this commentary also rely on and reproduce dominant 

versions of hegemonic masculinity through narratives about sport and militarism as foundational 

to ideas about who is considered a ‘real Canadian’? These are the research questions that guide 

my analysis. Throughout the analysis that follows I explore important narratives that emerged 

repeatedly in the Twitter commentary about hegemonic masculinity, national identity, political 

correctness, social justice, freedom of speech, and the separation of politics and sport in order to 

unpack these questions.  

Masculinity in Crisis: The demands of masculinity, national identity, and whiteness 

At first glance, it may not seem that issues of masculinity are at the forefront of the public 

debate on Don Cherry’s firing. However, when reviewing my findings, I increasingly began to 
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think that ideas that appeared to be about patriotism, militarism, and hockey, needed to be 

understood through an assessment of masculinity as an intrinsic aspect of this controversy. As I 

discussed in my literature review, it is impossible to extract Canadian national identity from the 

ideals of masculinity, because the two are mutually constitutive. Canadian ice hockey culture has 

been an important vehicle through which dominant ideals of masculinity are shaped and 

performed, since at least the 19th century (Anderson, Macgrath, & Cleland, 2019; Messner, 

2013; Robidoux, 2002; Wamsley, 2007).  

It may seem self-evident but is worth starting with the observation that Cherry sees 

himself as emblematic of dominant masculinity, and his fans agree with this self-perception. 

Indeed, Cherry stands for and embodies old-school masculinity, and his support of the military 

and the nation are intimately tied up with these ideals. Cherry is a public advocate for this ideal 

masculinity, which he often refers to as the “good Canadian boy” (Buma, 2008). The “good 

Canadian boy” is an implicitly white man who embodies the traits of traditional hegemonic 

masculinity, such as stoicism, and physical strength and toughness, tenacity, and willingness to 

go into battle on the rink (Buma, 2008). Important components of the masculinity Cherry enacts 

include being rough and tough and aggressive during the game, but a well dressed, well 

mannered, polite, “good” boy off the ice (Allain, 2010; Buma, 2008). Cherry famously adheres 

to and demands that NHL players ‘stick to the code’, an unwritten set of rules about respect and 

proper etiquette for hockey players (Allain, 2012). These include guidance for fighting and how 

players should respect each other and coaches. Although this ‘code’ is unwritten and informal, 

amateur and professional hockey players are expected to adhere to these norms. Elcombe (2010) 

compares the hockey code to Cherry’s understanding of the “Good Canadian” and describes 

Cherry as a moral enforcer (p. 206).  
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Masculinity and the ‘good old days’: “The Good Old Hockey Game” 

Hockey has always been a violent sport, even if the boundaries have shifted in terms of 

what kinds of violence are accepted (Allain, 2012; 2015). For instance, there is increasing public 

discussion about injuries like concussions, so the normalization of violence in hockey is now 

being challenged. But still, there remain complex tensions where some violence continues to be 

allowed and celebrated, but other forms of violence, such as excessive fighting and poor 

sportsmanship, are not accepted. At the forefront of this celebration of violence in hockey is Don 

Cherry. Cherry expects hockey players to be violent and sees it as a fundamental aspect of the 

sport (Allain, 2012; 2015). However, certain types of violence like checking and some fighting, 

is permitted, while other types, like ‘cheap shots’ and unsportsman-like play, is prohibited 

(Allain, 2012; 2015). For example, Cherry condemns ‘cheap shots’, or unsportsmanlike play. 

Yet, he also has a vested financial interest in the continued use of violence in hockey because his 

projects like “Rock ‘Em, Sock ‘Em”, a video series depicting the ‘ultimate’ NHL fights, depend 

on violence (Dumas, 2010). This emphasis on violence in hockey was represented in the public 

debate of Cherry’s firing, as one user said,  

Bring back rockem sockem! #donistheman #grapes”.  
 

When this user calls for the return of violence to the game, they are drawing on discourses of 

crisis, and loss, and are calling for a return to the “good old days” (Buma, 2008; Allain, 2012). 

Calls for “the good old days” are a form of nostalgia about the origins of the nation and for an 

idyllic imagined (white, masculine) national identity (Allain, 2012; Buma, 2008). Similarly, 

many Twitter commenters lamented about what they called “today’s society”.  

The lefties take out a conservative for speaking the truth. Could he have said it nicer? Yes  
but that’s not who he is. What a joke our society is today…  
 
… Society today is the worst…  
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People are so soft these days  
 

This imagined national identity of “the good old days” depicts a unitary and stable masculine 

subject (Buma, 2008). Cherry’s commentary often represents the “crisis of masculinity 

discourse,” an early 20th-century response to feminism, modernization, and changing gender 

norms, that is strongly related to national myths about “the good old days”. Historians and 

scholars argue that similar discourses of masculinity in crisis have been present since Ancient 

Greece (Gourarier, 2019). Gourarier (2019) explains that  

the “crisis of masculinity” is not a disruption of an initial state but rather its normal  
operating mode; in other words, that masculinity exists and persists in the idea of a  
crisis (emphasis original, p. 187).  
 

The constant anxiety about male dissolution is an important characteristic of contemporary 

masculinity, and Cherry certainly relies on these narratives in his presentation of masculinity. 

This crisis discourse arises in the Twitter commentary and is particularly powerful because the 

anxiety legitimates a community of people who see themselves as under threat (Gourarier, 2019). 

As Gourarier (2019) describes, “It is because masculinity is presented as under threat that it is 

possible to justify its defense.” (p. 187).  

In the context of Cherry’s firing, the defense of masculinity that his supporters Tweeted 

about is rooted in this nostalgic longing for “the good old days”. Not surprisingly, Don Cherry is 

often a spokesperson for a return to a time when violence was celebrated in hockey (Allain, 

2012; 2015). This return to the past also reflects newer national anxieties about the “death of 

hockey”, which is a response to the fear of increasing globalization, immigration, and 

multiculturalism (Abdel-Shehid & Visano, 2000). Ultimately, when Cherry was sanctioned for 

his xenophobic comments, his followers understood this as not simply a rebuke of one 
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individual, but as a challenge to a public figure who represents a widely shared sense of anxiety 

and nostalgia for ideals of national identity, and hegemonic masculinity. 

Faceoff: Masculinity and Emasculating Discourse 
Cherry’s values include a conservative vision of patriotism, which valorizes white, 

working-class, rural, white-collar, pro-capitalist, masculine images of toughness and violence, 

chauvinism and militarism (Allain, 2010). Conversely, the data that I reviewed showed that 

anyone who was critical of Cherry was positioned by his supporters as effeminate, emasculated, 

weak, and lacking the knowledge of what it really means to “be a man”. The image of femininity 

as an insult was a common theme throughout the Tweets. For example, in response to someone 

defending Sportsnet’s decision to fire Cherry, some users said,  

Guess that makes you a snowflake p#ssy. #DonCherryIsRight.  
 
Aren’t you adorable! 
 

Of significance here is scholarship that traces how hegemonic masculinity is constructed as the 

opposite of everything feminine (Connell, 2001; Kimmel, 2001). While we see a shifting 

representation of masculinities in our current cultural context, there remains an aversion to men 

showing any signs of femininity.  

As Kimmel (1997) describes, masculinity is the “flight from the feminine”. The fear of 

being seen as feminine, and therefore weak, continues to dominate the contemporary ideals of 

masculinity (Kimmel, 1997). Robert Brannon (1976) explains that one of the contemporary 

tenets of masculinity is “no sissy stuff”, in other words, men should not display any signs of 

femininity, because femininity is inferior and weak, and is also associated with homosexuality. 

In this way, hetero-normativity, misogyny and the maintenance of masculinity go hand in hand. 

Kimmel (1997) argues that men feel restless and anxious in their gendered performance because 
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men, historically and contemporarily, constantly have to prove their masculinity, in particular to 

the men around them. In a similar way, users who defend Cherry brand those who disagree as 

emasculated. For example, some Twitter users responded to Sportsnet’s decision by saying,  

Grow a pair.  
 
So sports net has no balls. I get it. 
 

Consequently, emasculation is a failure to live up to the basic standards of masculinity and a way 

to mark those who disagree with Cherry as deficient and weak. Kimmel (2001) explains that this 

fear of emasculation reflects the fear that other men will unmask and demean them. This fear is 

persuasive because when a man is emasculated, he is revealed as not living up to the standards of 

hegemonic masculinity (as cited in Ravelli & Webber, 2016).  

The use of emasculating discourse as insult suggests that the fear of emasculation is a 

central driving tenet of masculinity. In particular, in homosocial spaces, the maintenance and 

policing of heterosexuality and hegemonic masculinity is foundational to the masculinity 

displayed in sport culture (Anderson, Macgrath, & Cleland, 2019, p. 58). While the policing of 

gender can occur anywhere, research suggests that sports are an arena where men are expected to 

demonstrate and ‘prove’ their masculinity (Hobbs & Rice, 2013; Messner, 2013). In Canada, 

men’s ice hockey is one of these homosocial spaces where Canadian men learn to negotiate their 

identities, and “police” each other to ensure they are maintaining heteronormative masculine 

standards (Robidoux, 2002). Miele (2020) found that as male hockey players spend time 

together, they construct shared ideals that often includes a hegemonic masculine worldview that 

emphasizes violence and aggression, misogynistic attitudes, and a lack of emotions aside from 

those related to competition, and success (Robidoux, 2001). We can see the policing of gender in 

these Tweets, as users subscribe to the fear of emasculation as a test of masculinity. For example, 
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one commenter used an emasculating insult to rebuke another commenter for supporting 

Sportsnet’s decision to fire Cherry, 

You’re a soft pussy bitch.  
 
Similarly, there are certain skills associated with contemporary masculinity, and the lack 

of them suggests a lack of masculine power. In response to someone defending Sportsnet’s 

decision, one user said,  

I bet you can[‘]t start a lawnmower.  
 
This insult is meant to suggest that a man who lacks the basic skills associated with masculinity - 

strength, knowledge of machines, toughness - cannot be a “real” man. The importance placed on 

heteronormative and cisgendered gender performance is another important aspect of who is a 

“real” Canadian. When these commenters attack those who disagree with Cherry’s firing, by 

attacking their gender performance, they are marking and mocking ‘deviance.’ In the eyes of 

Cherry’s Twitter supporters, those who agree with his firing fail to live up to the normative 

standards of masculinity and the nation.  

“Be a Man… a (white) Canadian man” 
Additionally, my Twitter analysis revealed that, in the Canadian context, whiteness, and a 

knowledge and appreciation for hockey are often mutually constitutive in representations of 

dominant masculinity (Allain, 2019). In response to CBC’s announcement of Cherry’s dismissal, 

the following exchange is illuminating:  

It’s about time.  
 
Another user responded by saying,  
 
You look like a big time hockey guy. Not. 
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I wondered why the second user would respond in such a way, so I looked into the profile of the 

first user. From his name and photo, he appears to be an Asian man. Hence I conclude that “big 

time hockey guy” was used as a racially based insult to imply that racialized men could not be 

legitimate hockey fans, or knowledgeable about the game. The second user was claiming 

ownership over hockey, and by extension, Canadian national identity. As I explored in my 

literature review, in the Canadian public sphere hockey is typically positioned as an important 

aspect of Canadian national identity. Allain (2019) argues that the ownership of hockey in 

national mythmaking has quintessentially been tied to white, middle-class, seemingly straight, 

and able-bodied men. This Twitter user relies upon and reproduces this image in order to exclude 

the ‘it’s about time’ Twitter user from the fraternity of real Canadians and real hockey fans. The 

privileging of masculinity and whiteness as integral to hockey allows for racialized men to be 

excluded from the sport, and by extension, the nation. This discourse reinforces the idea that 

hockey is for white Canadians who are real men, and anyone else trying to participate does not 

meet the standards of being a ‘real Canadian’.  

Finally, just as hockey knowledge is an important aspect of dominant Canadian 

masculinity, knowledge of and appreciation for the sport is an important aspect of Canadian 

culture. Hegemonic beliefs about hockey presume that all Canadians enjoy or participate in 

hockey culture in some way (Abdel-Shehid & Visano, 2000). This importance of hockey to 

Canadian national belonging was represented in Tweets that seem to suggest that those who are 

attacking Don Cherry do not appreciate Canada’s national game, for example,  

 Ppl that complained don’t even watch hockey.  
 
In response to someone critiquing Cherry on Coach’s Corner, another person replied,  
 

You obviously have never played a game in your life [if] you refuse to watch cause of 
@CoachsCornerDC hockey doesnt need you  



55 

 

 
Don Cherry’s Twitter handle is @CoachsCornerDC, and here, this user suggests that those who 

dislike or disagree with Cherry could not possibly be ‘real’ hockey enthusiasts. This statement is 

telling and suggests the importance Cherry seems to hold in Canadian hockey culture. Here, a 

dislike for Cherry is used to diminish and exclude. As the above Tweets suggest, lacking an 

appreciation for Cherry can result in being attacked for failing to live up to the expectations of 

Canadian national identity.  

Dornan (2010) explains that a lack of knowledge of the fundamentals of hockey is a sign 

of estrangement from Canadian culture. This belief in the importance of hockey ignores many 

issues, but I want to comment on class in particular. While the mid-20th century experience of 

hockey may have been shaped by pond hockey and community rinks, contemporary hockey is an 

expensive sport, with equipment, time, and energy making it costly to participate. The expensive 

nature of the sport privileges those who can afford to participate and disadvantages those who 

cannot. As an important aspect of Canada’s national identity, the costly nature of hockey ensures 

its participants are predominantly middle or upper-class white men and boys, and consequently 

this is a white, male-dominated space (Buma, 2008; Krebs, 2011).  

Dornan (2010) also explains that hockey is unique as a national symbol because no other 

nation has a national sport that is so dominant and widespread as hockey is in Canada. As an 

important aspect of Canada’s national identity, hockey positions the nation as a white, and male-

dominated space (Buma, 2008; Krebs, 2011). Buma (2008) argues that the pervasive belief that 

hockey is a foundational aspect of Canada’s national identity reinforces the idea that the sport, 

and those who dominate it- mainly white, middle-class men- are also the representation of 

Canada as a nation. In this context, those who disagreed with the consequences Cherry faced for 
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his final rant were attacked by his supporters as people (assumed to be men) who fail to live up 

to the standards of hegemonic masculinity, and therefore the standards of the nation.  

Cherry’s Starting Line: Masculinity and militarism  
Cherry has long been an advocate for the Canadian Armed Forces, and militarism in 

general (Allain, 2012; 2015; Buma, 2008; Hughes-Fuller, 2002; Krebs, 2011). As I argued in my 

literature review, Don Cherry’s public persona has functioned as a fetish object in the 

maintenance of narratives that celebrate militarism, patriotism, and a hegemonic narrative of 

Canada as a white, masculine nation.  

A fetish object is used to facilitate the creation of the imagined community, and in 

Cherry’s case, his public image is an integral part of contemporary Canadian national identity 

(Abdel-Sheid & Kalman-Lamb, 2011). Because of Cherry’s positioning as a fetish object, when 

he came ‘under attack’, this action was perceived by some as an assault on the front line of 

Canadian identity.  

Sportsnet… “you people” like to twist words and use them as y ou like. So, now he’s  
gone… which is what you wanted...happy now. How disrespectful can you get  
 

 This is ludicrous. Don cherry brings a real voice to this country. What we pride  
ourselves on.  

 
You wouldn’t know the right thing if it bit a chunk out of your ignorant arse  
 

Other comments suggest all that Cherry has done for Canada,  
 
 [Cherry’s] absolutely right. This man does a lot for our country including our vets and  

kids in hockey community.  
 
 Lots of people haven’t seen Don cry about every single military passed on, first  

responders, kids with cancer and promoting Canadians for the past 30 years,  
 
So sad. Thanks Don. Nobody supported the troop more than you 
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Additionally, many users Tweeted the hashtag #DonCherryIsRight. This Tweet groups this 

hashtag in with patriotic phrases  

 Boycot[t] Sportsnet. Pirate all their streams. Wear your poppies. Respect our troops. 
Honour your country. #DonCherryIsRight #LestWeForget  
 

Here we see how Twitter users assert Cherry’s importance to the imagined community of the 

nation when they write that those who critique Cherry are disrespectful, ungrateful, and fail to 

recognize all of the ways he has contributed to hockey culture, and therefore Canadian culture. 

The narrative Cherry promotes is that to be Canadian is to love hockey and support the 

Canadian Armed Forces (CAF). As co-host on “Hockey Night in Canada” Cherry often 

celebrated veterans and military leaders, and Cherry’s support for the military entwines with the 

ideals of hegemonic masculinity because sport, masculinity, and militarism all work together. As 

previously discussed, Abdel-Shehid & Kalman-Lamb (2011) argue that the celebration of 

military endeavours is an important link between the spheres of sport culture and nationalism. I 

had 151 Tweets coded as “pro-military”, and many of these Tweets discuss Cherry’s patriotism. 

As we have seen, militarism is strongly tied to ideas of masculinity, so when Cherry was fired, 

many supporters saw this as an attack on patriotism and the military.  

The focus of Cherry’s rant was ostensibly about red poppies. Cherry argued that wearing 

a poppy for Remembrance Day is a crucially important sign of respect for the military. However, 

he starts the rant with “You people… who come here.” This term ‘you people’ positioned 

newcomers (who are predominantly racialized) as those who are less likely to wear poppies. 

Consequently, he believes, they take advantage of the privileges of citizenship. First, it is 

important to note the obvious: there is no evidence that newcomers wear poppies less than 

people who are born in Canada, nor is there any evidence newcomers are less appreciative of the 

sacrifices of the military. When Cherry makes this assumption, he is employing a form of coded 
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language that stigmatizes racialized people as ungrateful and undeserving without naming them 

directly. This kind of racialized dog whistle hails his followers, who he is suggesting, by 

contrast, are like him, the real patriots. For example, users tweeted 

How shameful to fire a patriot and great Canadian such as Don Cherry on Remembrance  
Day! Less (sic) we forget! 
 
Congratulations Sportsnet. Real classy firing an advocate for veterans rights on  
remembrance day. 
 

I argue that Cherry’s celebration of the Canadian military masks the xenophobia embedded in his 

comments. Other scholars have documented Cherry’s history of making xenophobic, sexist, anti-

Francophone and anti-Indigenous comments over the course of his public career (Allain, 2010). I 

suggest his public image as a long-standing and passionate advocate for the Canadian military 

and traditional ideals of Canadian masculinity have provided political cover from critique. We 

see how this works in his supporter’s comments, as when Cherry was fired, this was seen as an 

attack on a recognized patriot who was defending important traditions and ideals of the nation.  

While masculinity did not at first appear to be a prominent component of Cherry’s 2019 

comments, and the ensuing public debate, I argue that hegemonic masculine discourse is intrinsic 

to this narrative. Dominant ideas of Canadian national identity depend on traditional notions of 

masculinity and Cherry embodies and preserves this old-school ideal. First, Cherry has long been 

seen as a passionate advocate for the Canadian military which is intrinsically masculinist. When 

Cherry was fired, this action was criticized by many of his supporters who saw Cherry’s firing as 

an attack on patriotism and the military which are seen as inherently glorious and worthy of 

respect. Second, Cherry’s supporters represented those who agreed with his firing as effeminate, 

weak, emasculated, and lacking the knowledge necessary to “be a man”. Here we saw many 

Tweets by Cherry supporters who equate femininity with weakness. Ultimately, throughout this 
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section, I have attempted to assess the crucial role of hegemonic masculinity in the Twitter 

debate as a foundation for unpacking the links between xenophobia and nationalism.  

Drop the Puck: The weaponization of political correctness and cancel culture 

The terms ‘political correctness’, ‘PC culture’, and ‘cancel culture’ are commonly used in 

contemporary debates about social justice. Frequently, they are used to suggest someone is being 

“hypersensitive” and this hypersensitivity is linked to weakness (Chow, 2016). At the same time, 

political correctness is also often positioned as a danger because it is assumed to stifle civil 

liberties like free speech. However, no one actually defines themselves as “politically correct” as 

there is no mutually agreed-upon definition of the term. Weigel (2016) compares the term to the 

Ancient Greek “exonym”, a word used by an opposing group to signal that the speaker does not 

belong to said group. In other words, the phrase can be understood as a diminutive, insulting 

catchall, used to diminish and shift attention away from issues of social justice. 

The term political correctness rose to prominence in the 1960s, when Black Power 

advocates and members of the New Left used it in mostly satirical ways (Chow, 2016; Weigel, 

2016). It was not until the 1990s that the phrase began to shift in meaning and be used as a 

weapon by the Right (Chow, 2016; Weigel, 2016). Weigel (2016) cites the example of the New 

York Times reporter Richard Bernstein, who in 1990 warned – under the headline “The Rising 

Hegemony of the Politically Correct” – that the country’s universities were threatened by “a 

growing intolerance, a closing of debate, a pressure to conform”.” (n.p.). In 1991 President 

George H.W. Bush gave a speech in which he argued that political correctness was a major 

danger to America, as a threat to free speech (Weigel, 2016).  

Fears of political correctness in the American landscape lost their currency after 9/11, as 

Islamophobia and xenophobia took center stage, but returned during the final years of Obama’s 
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presidency (Weigel, 2016) when political correctness was used largely by conservative voices to 

resist any challenge to traditional values. Trump took up the term and used it as a cudgel to incite 

fears about the nation’s shifting values, a controlling “left” power, and claimed the phenomenon 

was a deterrent to ‘truth’ (Weigel, 2016). During his campaign and his time in office, Trump 

repeatedly made outrageous racist, sexist, and homophobic statements and was able to sluff off 

critique by claiming his opponents were trying to enforce “political correctness” (Weigel, 2016). 

For example, Trump falsely blamed "political correctness" for the 2016 shootings at a gay 

nightclub in Orlando and stated that Obama and Clinton were more concerned about being 

politically correct than protecting Americans from terrorism (Chow, 2016).  

Ultimately, political correctness, and the resulting ‘PC culture’ or ‘cancel culture’, is 

largely a right-wing myth (Weigel, 2016). But the weaponization of the term has been effective 

in attempting to mask racism, xenophobia, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia and to dismiss 

advocates for equity and social juice. I saw this weaponization in my analysis. Numerous 

individuals claimed that Cherry’s firing is simply a consequence of political correctness and PC 

culture. Short and to the point, one user said  

Cancel culture strikes again. Ugh.  

Contradiction: Is political correctness a weakness or a muzzle? 
I found that in the public discussion of Cherry’s firing, political correctness and PC 

culture are positioned around a series of seemingly irreconcilable contradictions. On the one 

hand, political correctness is viewed as a weakness, similar to the insult ‘social justice warrior’ 

or ‘snowflake,’ which I will explore in the next section of my analysis. At the same time, 

however, political correctness is also positioned as controlling and totalitarian, and an 

impediment to citizens’ freedom. Additionally, political correctness is weaponized in 

conservative/right-leaning discourse to shut down critiques of hateful rhetoric and practices. 
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These contradictions come together, however, in their shared attempt to delegitimize and 

undermine movements for justice.  

First, I will highlight Tweets that suggest political correctness indicates weakness and 

inferiority.  

People are so soft these days. 
 
Nobody can say what they think, or whatever you don’t think is appropriate. This is the  
problem with today’s society and it’s your fault. 
 
Sick of this PC bullshit. 

 
As I explored in my previous analysis of masculinity and weakness, the use of weakness as an 

insult in these Tweets is powerful because it attempts to undermine and delegitimize Sportsnet’s 

decision to terminate Cherry. This rhetoric ignores the real issues in Cherry’s rant and instead 

suggests that Sportsnet’s decision was a result of the ‘hypersensitivity’ associated with political 

correctness and cancel culture.  

Second, in an interesting contradiction, just as Trump and other conservative voices have 

characterized political correctness and “cancel culture” as the sign of a deteriorating democratic 

society, due to the alleged loss of civil liberties like free speech, Cherry supporters also argued 

that citizens’ rights are being threatened with a controlling and totalitarian regime caused by 

political correctness. Some of the Tweets in line with this narrative include:  

It's a disgrace, shame on Sportsnet and all the supposed do gooders holding pitch forks,  
who are publicly shaming and hating him… Perhaps a public hanging will satisfy all the  
haters. Shame on all the hateful people, go buy some poppies.  
 
No opinions, for fear of being different and no free speech, for fear of censorship. Great  
minds think alike, but fools seldom differ. Totalitarian state of humanity, very sad.  
Therefore no will talk as you will offend someone, cant say a joke cant address someone  
as Mr or Mrs 
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Not only did this user suggest political correctness causes a “totalitarian state of humanity”, but 

they have also linked Cherry’s firing to other issues of “identity politics”, in suggesting that 

heteronormative gender norms are under attack as well.  

Another user employed the language of victimization to describe those that face the wrath 

of political correctness.  

[Viewings] will sky rocket for the first week or two as all the keyboard activists virtue  
signal. Then they will move on to the next victim and outrage porn and reality will set in  
for the network.  
 

Others suggest that Canada would be better off without political correctness, by saying, 
 

It’s too bad #Canada can’t cut ties with the intolerant Trudea[u] Liberals  
 
Finally, one user suggested that political correctness has gone too far,  

 
#doncherry is no stranger to controversy I'm sure he knew what he was about to say 
would cause waves. Freedom of speech includes expressing your opinion. Political 
correctness has gone way too far. Looks like we are heading to the place where you too 
can be fired for an opinion.  

 
Another interesting contradiction is that while some claim PC culture is weak, and at the 

same time controlling and threatening, others weaponize PC culture by comparing Cherry’s 

xenophobic rant to Prime Minister Trudeau wearing blackface. In September of 2019, 

approximately two months before Cherry’s final rant, images of Prime Minister Trudeau wearing 

blackface for a Halloween costume in 2001 spread through the media (CBC News, 2019). 

Shortly after this, it was revealed Trudeau also wore blackface for a costume when he was in 

high school. Throughout the Twitter debate about Cherry’s firing, many Twitter users brought up 

Trudeau’s blackface incidents. For example, Twitter users said,  

 This is why people hate leftist boomers and gen x. Cancel culture is garbage our pm wore  
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blackface multiple times and zero outrage from those generations. the hypocrisy is 
beyond laughable. PC culture rips people apart more than one old dude saying 
something bad.  

 
Only in Canada-USA can you get fired for saying people who like our milk & honey  
should buy a poppy; but if you dress in blackface you’re the PM…  

 
It is interesting that these incidents of Trudeau wearing blackface were brought up in this debate, 

as they are seemingly irrelevant to Cherry’s rant and dismissal. However, I would argue the 

relevance is in the weaponization of so-called political correctness and cancel culture, as this 

tactic is used to suggest that conservative voices are being singled out by cancel culture, while 

liberal voices, like Trudeau, get a free pass. In fact, Cherry and Trudeau were both rebuked by 

people on the left in these incidents, but the two responded very differently to their critiques.  

Finally, amongst Cherry’s supporters, there was the claim that identity politics only 

benefit certain groups. As one user said,  

It’s the culture of the offended which makes you an automatic victim which gives you  
special rights, powers and protections!  
 

This user is suggesting that acting offended in “today’s society” provides automatic rights. This 

is in line with the fear-mongering discourses about political correctness that PC culture will be 

“taken too far” until no one is left with rights. For example, one user said  

Honestly how would you all respond if he said “you people who don’t attend the pride  
para[d]e…”? you wouldn’t be calling for his job. That’s how I know this has nothing to  
do with you actually caring about immigrants, it’s purely identity politics.  
 

In response to this Tweet, someone else added,  
 

I’m pretty sure the people cheering for this, are the same people who are willing to  
excuse Justin Trudeau in blackface.  
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Again, this comment suggests that members of the left do not face the same repercussions from 

cancel culture, whereas conservative voices, like Cherry’s, are more harshly targeted and 

silenced.   

 In my analysis of the Twitter debate on political correctness and cancel culture I found 

that most commentators believe that adhering to political correctness is a sign of weakness and 

hypersensitivity. Contrarily, political correctness and cancel culture are represented as 

dangerous, because they are seen as powerful weapons for stifling free speech. Finally, political 

correctness is also weaponized in conservative discourse. Ultimately my analysis demonstrates 

that political correctness is not a concrete threat but is rather a strategic tool used in multiple and 

contradictory ways to delegitimize calls for racial and gender justice.  

Grapes’ Wrath: ‘Not about race’ 
As I have already discussed, one of the implications of the weaponization of political 

correctness is that this rhetoric is often used to mask violence. Many commenters vehemently 

argued that Cherry’s rant was not racist, and in fact, had nothing to do with race at all. This 

‘colourblind’ approach ignores the issues of racism and xenophobia at play in his statement “you 

people... who come here…” evidently referencing newcomers, who for the past fifty years, have 

been overwhelmingly racialized.  

Despite this context, some people who Tweeted in support of Cherry said,  
 

I don’t believe Mr. Cherry was being racist when he said those words. I believe he was 
talking about all people who don’t support the troops. He has always been very 
supportive of our troops and police. I always loved that about him.  

 
Breaking news! “You people” is now a racist term.  

 
When did he say ‘immigrants ‘?  
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My dad was born in Wales, he is ‘you guys’ but he’s not offended by Don. The people 
who are outraged aren’t including ‘white’ immigrants are they? It’s not racist when the 
victim is white isn’t that correct?  
 
Im an immigrant, and I don’t wear a #Poppy, but @CaochsCornerDC shouldn’t be 
kicked off for an opinion. We all need to grow some thick skin and not be #Triggered by 
every social justice agenda. It is racist? I don’t think so.  
 
… Cherry[‘s] comments were not racist. He focused on TO downtown crowd…  

 
My kids are American immigrants… They are “you” people. I was and am not offended 
by what Don said. I believe it came out wrong. He was trying to be patriotic  
 
Don did nothing wrong! 
 
Cherry never mentioned "colour" or even implied it. SJWs get on a bandwagon and they 
can read whatever they want into anything. Goodbye freedom of thought or speech!  

 
This refusal to unpack the xenophobia and racism in Cherry’s rant is a particularly effective 

weaponization of political correctness. These comments defend Cherry by positioning 

Sportsnet’s decision as an example of hypersensitivity, weakness, and adherence to the ‘mob 

mentality’ of cancel culture. Naming political correctness, and those who are ‘too easily 

offended’ as culpable for Cherry’s firing, ignores and erases the very real implications of 

Cherry’s rant.  

The ‘MVPs’: Snowflakes and social justice warriors 

Two of the most important actors demonized in the debate about political correctness are 

the social justice warrior, and the snowflake. The term “snowflake” has become popular in the 

last few years, particularly in the wake of the 2016 US election and Brexit, however, it was 

coined almost 20 years ago (Nicholson, 2016) by members of the alt-right as a pejorative way to 

describe someone with left-leaning political beliefs (Phelan, 2019). The term is also used as a 

general insult against young people (Nicholson, 2016) and is closely connected to the term 
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“social justice warrior”, which is also used to describe young left-wing activists. Social Justice 

Warrior (SJW) grew in popularity in alt-right internet culture in the early 2010s, partly as a 

backlash to online movements like #MeToo (Massanari & Chess, 2018).  

The Social Justice Warrior, and the snowflake are often positioned as advocates for 

political correctness. Snowflakes and SJWs are perceived as being easily offended and thin-

skinned (Nicholson, 2016); similarly, the SJW is seen as self-interested, inherently antagonistic, 

and believes they are morally superior (Phelan, 2019). Massanari & Chess (2018) found that in 

internet memes SJWs are represented as antagonists with non-normative bodies, who are ruled 

by emotion rather than logic and have monstrous characteristics. Massanari and Chess (2018) 

also illuminated the connection to gender, as the SJW is often portrayed as a raging feminist or a 

monstrous feminine figure. In memes, SJWs are preoccupied with nonsensical, trivial causes. A 

SJW is also depicted as unattractive, spoiled, a communist, queer - or clearly lacking hegemonic 

traits of femininity or masculinity (Massanari & Chess, 2018). They are emotionally weak and 

incapable of logic or reason (Massanari & Chess, 2018). In public discourse, both the terms 

snowflake and SJW, are used in overwhelmingly negative ways (Phelan, 2019).  

In the contemporary political climate, the social justice warrior/snowflake insult is used 

to mock or critique “the left”. In other words, people seeking to challenge police brutality, settler 

colonialism, and systemic racism, are typically labelled as SJW/snowflakes by right-leaning 

individuals who oppose them. In the case of Cherry’s xenophobic rant, I argue that those 

defending Cherry use terms like SJW and snowflake in two ways: a) as an insult to imply 

weakness; and b) to imply that those labelled SJW’s and snowflakes are a threat to normative 

ideas of Canadian identity.  
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Consistent with that broader analysis, when the insult SJW or snowflake was used to 

stigmatize those who agreed with Cherry’s firing, these insults aimed to signify weakness. In 

particular, the idea was that SJW/snowflakes didn’t live up to dominant narratives of Canadian 

identity, which signify (masculine) strength, bravery and resilience. As I noted above, the 

SJW/snowflake is seen as emotionally weak, and incapable of logic or reason (Massanari & 

Chess, 2018).  

I used the code SJW/Snowflake 97 times in my coding process. This is the third most 

common code after pro-military, and freedom of speech. It is telling that the idea of the SJW or 

the snowflake is so prevalent within this debate. Although some of the Tweets I am highlighting 

in this section do not explicitly use the words social justice warrior or snowflake, they represent 

the perception of SJWs and snowflakes that I noted above. So, as I was coding my data I grouped 

the codes, “Liberal/Hipster/Millennial/Vegan”, “Shame/Embarrassment/weak/pathetic”, and 

“Crying” in the same category as SJWs and snowflakes, because as the literature demonstrates, 

these are commonly perceived to be characteristics of SJWs and snowflakes. Some of the Tweets 

related to this analysis include:  

Soft 
 

Snowflakes 
 

Guess that makes you a snowflake p#ssy #DonCherryIsRight 
 

Snowflake loser 
 

you are a snowflake 
 

Snowflake 
 

Snowflake 
 

Welcome to the snowflake era where everyone loves to be offended  
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Shame on Sportsnet for for siding the “always offended crowd”  
 

You seriously have to stop being so soft. It doesn’t offend ANYONE!!  
 

It’s unfortunate that “you people” have no back bones and have caved to the hurt feeling 
culture Canada is breeding. I will be cancelling my subscription to @Sportsnet tomorrow 
morning.  
 
The take away is Sportsnet are COWARDS 
 
That’s because another person had their poor feelings hurt. It’s pathetic how this world 
is turning into a bunch of crybabies.  

 
Recall my analysis on masculinity, and my exploration of the use of femininity as an insult, to 

emasculate and diminish. Similar rhetoric of weakness is used in the Tweets above. This is 

coupled with the perception that those who embody the characteristics of a SJW or a snowflake 

also lack normative traits of masculinity.  

Another user responded similarly by saying  
 

...good for [Cherry] not being like a lot of the sniffling cowards that say what they think  
and then start right away apologizing and backing down, crying and whimpering.  

 
This comment implies that Cherry was brave for continuing to advocate for traditional views of 

masculinity and patriotism. It seems the sport of hockey is a particularly hard-fought arena as it 

is such an important symbol of Canadian identity. For example, one user said 

  I agree what Sportsnet did was shameful Don… was speaking as a true Canadian… 
 
As I explored in my literature review, hockey as a symbol of Canadian identity does not reflect a 

multiplicity of Canadian identities, proportionate to the diversity of Canada, instead, hockey as a 

symbol of Canada reflects a white, masculine Canadian ideal.  The suggestion that Cherry is a 

“true Canadian” reinforces the narrative of this white masculine Canadian archetype.  Those 

labelled ‘Snowflakes’ and ‘social justice warriors’, on the other hand, are represented as posing a 

threat to this idea of the nation, by shining light on systemic oppression and violence.  Therefore, 
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these efforts are frequently met with white nostalgic longing for ‘the good old days’.  As this 

tweet user said,  

 This generation is so freaking soft 

Similar to discourses which reflect the crises in masculinity, and the nostalgic longing for a 

national identity that centres whiteness and masculinity, the suggestion that ‘this generation’ is 

soft, is another example of nostalgic longing for ‘the good old days’.  This is a tactic of white 

racial nostalgia, in an attempt to maintain the dominant ideal of the Canadian nation.  As I have 

argued, the condemnation of political correctness, cancel culture, and their star players, the 

snowflake and social justice warrior, is a strategic tool to delegitimize calls for racial and gender 

justice, while maintaining the dominant national identity.  

Cancel Culture: Two can play at that game 
 
Cherry’s firing was met with a loud and public response by many on Twitter who 

threatened to boycott Sportsnet for their decision. Public boycott, also known as political 

consumerism, is a type of social movement where consumers choose to boycott a company or 

business, based on their political ideology (Endres, 2017; Hirsch, 2017). Endres (2017) found in 

their nationally representative survey that the engagement of Americans in boycotts [m1] in 

response to political or social issues is widespread. However, political knowledge, political 

interest, and ideological intensity were significant factors in those participating in political 

consumerism. In fact, those who identified as having more politically extreme views, either 

conservative or liberal, were more likely to have engaged in political consumerism. These 

patterns of political consumerism are consistent in other Western countries, including Canada 

(Endres, 2017). 
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While the public perception is that those who engage in ‘cancel culture’ have left leaning 

political and social views, people from all ends of the political spectrum use political 

consumerism. Ironically, in the Cherry debate users blamed ‘PC culture’ and cancel culture, yet 

simultaneously ‘cancelled’ Sportsnet by declaring a boycott against their platform. 

Cancel Culture stikes again! Two can play at game #BoycottSportsnet 
  
Sick of this PC bullshit. Fired for having a go at not wearing Poppy's is wrong. Fuck 
Sportsnet time to cancel my subscription. 

  
I will not be watching hockey night in Canada anymore. The far left fascist have gone too 
far. Never once did he refer to immigrants… 
  

One of my research questions seeks to explore the way the public responses to Don Cherry’s 

dismissal from “Hockey Night in Canada”, reflect the construction of an ideal Canadian. In the 

Twitter commentary and calls to boycott Sportsnet, we see that many Canadians believe what 

Cherry said was acceptable and that his firing merits public fury and outrage. 

Participation in political consumerism is also significantly correlated to social media use. 

In my analysis of the Twitter debate the threat of a public boycott was constant throughout the 

debate. Some of the Tweets calling for a boycott include, 

I’ve now cut ties with SportNet, Hockey Night in Canada, Hockey and all advertisers 
whostill spend their money there. 
  
…we will find a way to end @Sportsnet broadcast by going after their advertisers. 
#BoycottSportsnet #DonCherryIsRight 
  
Blocked and cancelled 
  
Dear Bart Yabsley and Sportsnet. Please be advised that due to your gross misconduct on 
the Don Cherry issue, I will be tuning out your network during all commercial breaks, as 
will many others. good luck to your sponsors. 
  
Full boycott on @sportsnet 
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I’m cancelling this shit. 
  
Biggest mistake sportsnet will have made. Today I will be canceling my sportsnet 
subscription. #boycottsportsnet 

  
Then Hockey Night in Canada must be boycotted until he is reinstated and the people 
who fired Mr. Cherry are fired themselves. This is a free country and sports Net is 
against freedom of speech. 

  
These Tweets demonstrate that individuals are aware of, and are, harnessing their purchasing 

power as consumers to harm a company. 

Boycot Sportsnet. Pirate all their streams. Wear your poppies. Respect our troops. 
Honour your contry. #DonCherryIsRight #LestWeForget 
  
Sorry fellas , use[d] to enjoy your show , but I will b[e] cancelling my sportsnet channels 
and never watching HNIC again! How shamewful (sic) to fire a patriot and great 
Canadian such as Don Cherry on Remembrance Day! Less (sic) we forget! 

  
Similarly, 
  

Great no more hockey night in Canada, now what do Canadians do on Saturday nights 
  
This user suggests that they must cancel Sportsnet, but are now wondering what else Canadians 

will do on Saturday nights, as if all Canadians actually watch “Hockey Night in Canada” every 

Saturday night. 

Endres (2017) explains that the use of social media to create widespread boycotts is 

powerful, because it extends an individual's interpersonal networks and impact, more than would 

have been possible prior to social media. For example, hashtags in support of Cherry were 

trending on Twitter for months after his firing. This network allows social media users to find 

others who share their opinion and aids in the continued maintenance and creation of the 
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‘imagined national community’. And in this case, the narrative presented is a furious critique of 

Sportsnet and in support of Cherry as a valued national icon.  

A Command Performance: Respect, gratitude, and assimilation  

Some of the more troubling sentiments expressed in the public Twitter debate on 

Cherry’s firing suggest that immigrants who do not wear poppies are disrespectful, and 

ungrateful, are refusing assimilation, and are therefore undeserving of the privileges of 

citizenship. These sentiments reflect racist and xenophobic ideas about what it means to be a 

“real Canadian”. Here rhetoric of racial nationalism and the logic of pure exclusion are used to 

justify racism and xenophobia.  

“You people that come here”: Logics of exclusion and racial nationalism  
As I discussed in my literature review, Park (2013) defines racial nationalism as a 

combination of cultural racism and expulsion, or the logic of pure exclusion (Hage, 2006). The 

logic of pure exclusion operates by labelling some citizens as fraudulent, undeserving of 

citizenship, or as threats to the nation (Park, 2013). These figures are seen as threatening, and 

dangerous, and a “threat from within” (Park, 2013). As a result of these constructions, racialized 

Canadians, including Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, are constructed as dangerous 

internal foreigners, and Canada’s cultural identity is understood to be under siege by “you and 

your kind” (Park, 2013, p. 596). Remember what Cherry said in his rant: “you and your people 

come here and enjoy our milk and honey”. I argue that contemporary public discourses about the 

importance of hockey to Canadians, are often organized around a logic of exclusion, and 

perpetuate racial nationalism (Park, 2013). Canada as a white dominant colonial nation has 

depended on the racial exclusion of first, Indigenous people, and later racialized people through 

racially exclusive immigration laws. This legacy continues in the contemporary dualistic 
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representation of ‘real’ Canadians versus the multicultural ‘other’. Riley (2009) explains that this 

dichotomy is essential to the creation of Canada’s national identity.  

“Our milk and honey”: Unworthy of citizenship 
One of the key allegorical figures in Park’s (2013) illustration of the logic of pure 

exclusion is the “citizen of convenience”, an unassimilable alien, and a cultural other, who 

exploits the democratic society but are not “real Canadians” who deserve taxpayer money. I 

observed this rhetoric in the public response to Cherry’s firing through the ways his supporters 

used the idea of ‘respect’. In particular, Cherry’s supporters positioned those who agreed with his 

firing as ungrateful, disrespectful, and entitled, and therefore not worthy of the benefits of 

citizenship. This rhetoric can be seen throughout the Twitter debates. For example, one user said,  

This is ludicrous. Don cherry brings a real voice to this country. What we pride  
ourselves on. Being free to speak. Showing real appreciation for things that people don’t  
even care about. This is a sad day in the hockey world. This is sad day for Canada. Lest  
we forget.  

 
This Tweet is a powerful example of the way traditional ideals of national identity weave 

together. This user is implying that Cherry is an advocate for things that “we” as Canadians pride 

ourselves on, such as freedom of speech, and the connection between hockey, Canada, and 

honouring veterans (Lest we forget). But who does the term “we”, as used in this Tweet, include 

and exclude? Another user said something similar,  

Shame on Sportnset (sic)! What is that saying to our Canadian Vets and Soldiers! NO 
Repsect! I agree that every single Canadian should wear a poppy at this time and anyone 
who doesn’t-doesn’t have the decency with a very simple gesture (a poppy) to show them 
the respect they deserve! 

 
This user argues that those who do not wear poppies, or show respect to veterans are lacking 

“decency”. Another commenter slyly asks if immigrants are excused of the expected behaviour 

of ‘real’ citizens,  
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So immigrants don’t need to buy a poppy for Remembrance Day? What else are they 
excused of?  

 
Again, there is an assumption about a lack of respect and gratitude for Canada. Finally, another 

user said, 

Cowards….. Don is a straight shooter and called it as it is and anyone that is offended 
has no respect for our veterans that stood up for you and me to live in freedom and our 
true Canadian values  

 
The idea that the military and veterans are inherently good and worthy of respect, makes it clear 

why there is such fury against those who seemingly disrespect them. Those who critique 

traditional narratives, like honouring veterans, are positioned as disrespectful, and also 

ungrateful. One Twitter commenter said,  

 I agree with Don Cherry. Our soldiers and families paid a heavy price for all our  
freedom. Pay respects to those who served and will serve. How ungreatful (sic)! 

 
Moulin’s (2012) analysis on the expectation of constant gratitude from Palestinian 

refugees to Brazil, their host nation, can shed light on the narrative of gratitude I see in my 

analysis. She found that refugees and migrants are expected to demonstrate gratitude for the 

“gift” of protection they receive from their host nation and calls this the “logic of gratitude” 

(2012). I see a similar expectation in the commentary on Cherry’s dismissal where the 

assumption is that when (racialized) immigrants enter the Canadian body politic, they must be 

grateful. Importantly, not only does this narrative reinscribe ideas about the inherent goodness 

and benevolence of Canada as a white, Western nation, it also reflects the naturalization of 

ongoing settler-colonial claims over Turtle Island and Indigenous peoples by the Canadian nation 

state. 

Nayeri (2017) explains that as a refugee she felt that she had to constantly prove to 

Americans that she was grateful to be in their country. In her reflection on the hostility she 
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experienced, Nayeri (2017) articulated a sense of fear that, “if I failed to stir up in myself enough 

gratefulness, or if I failed to properly display it, I would lose all that I had gained, this western 

freedom…” (n.p.). Mehta (2019), an author and associate professor at New York University, 

expressed a similar sentiment when he opposed the dominant expectation that immigrants and 

refugees must be eternally grateful, saying, 

I take my place in America… and I make it my own; there’s a Constitution that protects  
my right to do so. I will not genuflect at the white American altar. I will not bow and  
scrape before my supposed benefactors. (n.p.).  

  
Mehta (2019) also points out the irony in the expectation that migrants and refugees must 

be eternally grateful to their Western hosts, as Western nations like The United States and 

Canada have played major roles in causing displacement and the resulting waves of mass 

migration. Mehta (2019) questions,  

Should today’s migrants be “grateful” to the countries that caused them to move in the  
first place, the ones that despoiled their homelands and made them unsafe and  
unlivable? (Mehta, 2019, n.p.).  

 
In Canada, both our economic, and population growth are driven by immigration. In 2019, 

immigrants accounted for approximately 82% of Canadian population growth, and new births 

accounted for only 18% (Statistics Canada, 2019). So, is it ironic that Canadians would expect 

immigrants to be ‘grateful’ for having the privilege of living in Canada, or in fact should we be 

grateful to immigrants for sustaining our economy and ageing population? Once again, I point 

out the irony in the “logic of gratitude” when we recognize that Canada only exists because of 

ongoing settler colonialism.  

Cherry as the moral enforcer to the “good” immigrant 

Finally, these narratives about respect and gratitude work together with narratives about 

assimilation. In particular, the figure of the grateful immigrant is closely related to constructions 
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of the “good refugee” or the assimilated immigrant or the model minority (Vinh Nguyen, 2013). 

Vinh Nguyen (2013) explains that the “good refugee” is often perceived as being hardworking, 

resourceful, highly educated, and wealthy - and achieving all of this without state assistance.  

Park (2013) describes another allegorical figure in the logic of pure exclusion, this is the 

“the recalcitrant alien”, an outsider, a cultural other who refuses to assimilate, such as a woman 

wearing a religious head or face covering. In my Twitter data, I found the rhetoric that 

immigrants must assimilate to white and colonial Canadian culture. For example,  

This type of diversity with no Cdn values and the devaluation of cdn citizenship will  
destroy the Canada we love. If you don't share cdn values , go home. Too many here for  
the free handouts and healthcare and living like the are still at home.  
 
Divisiveness and all the new PHOBIA buzzwords only came to be since 2015. Diversity is 
NOT our strength when YOUR FREE SPEECH IS BEING RIPPED AWAY BY THE 
NWO. Racism is being tossed out like it is actually happening. If they come to be free 
from their own homeland adopt here! To our way of life, values, and LOVE of our 
Country! You are welcomed in, but we should not have to change who we are in OUR 
OWN Country to cater to those not from here. This is getting out of hand, and people 
calling us racists, white supremacists, etc. etc. etc. IT’S BS 
 

In an interesting link, one user connects immigrants who refuse to assimilate with ‘snowflakes’,  
 

There are great immigrants that assimilate & others less great that refuse assimilation. 
And those SJWs & snowflakes & Antifas…  

 
Historical analyses of Canadian immigration policies, laws, and media discourses reveal how 

some Canadian citizens are deemed ‘legitimate’ whereas others are excluded. We often see 

narratives of the “good” vs. “bad” immigrants, i.e., those who are willing to assimilate, and those 

who are not (Kwak, 2018). In these discourses, not only is assimilation expected, but it is 

important to respect Canadian culture, for example,  

Grow a pair. Don Cherry made an observation. I agree with him wholeheartedly… The 
immigrants of today, do not respect Canadian culture.  
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@SportsnetPR shame on you, Don is opinionated and wears his heart on his sleeve, this 
country and its companies like yours is bending over backwards for anyone who doesn’t 
want to RESPECT the values and traditions of Canadian life. Free speech!!!  
 

These Tweets suggest a sense of fury and anxiety about the changing nation, which seem to 

quickly spill over into racism and xenophobia, along with expectations for new immigrants to be 

‘grateful’, to appreciate Canada, and to assimilate to dominant Canadian culture.  

For the last several decades Cherry has been a vocal and public “moral enforcer” 

(Elcombe, 2010) of what it means to be a good Canadian, an advocate for veterans, 

Remembrance Day, and the CAF in general. I suggest this taken for granted role needs to be 

evaluated. When Cherry positions himself as a moral enforcer, on the front line of attacks to 

preserve Canadian values he is taking up the hero’s role in a way that assumes that white men are 

the natural and sole defenders of the national honour. These ideas are tangled up in white racial 

nostalgia, the crisis of masculinity discourse, and a deep sense of fear and anger that white men’s 

racial and gendered privileges might actually have to be shared equitably with others in a future 

nation that is unfolding right before our eyes.  

Masking Political Agendas through Freedom of Speech Rhetoric 

Tweets that reference SJWs/snowflakes work in tandem with ideas about political 

correctness and both are positioned as threats to the nation and national ideals. The idea of free 

speech came up regularly during my Twitter analysis, from users who were defending Cherry’s 

“right to free speech” -- despite the fact that Cherry was working for Sportsnet at the time he 

made these comments, and most people have limits on their expression of opinion in the context 

of employment. Yet, many Twitter users assumed the critique of Cherry was a result of the 

influence of political correctness, ‘cancel culture’, ‘snowflakes’ and ‘social justice warriors’, as I 

explored previously. 
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Many Twitter comments made links between political correctness, cancel culture, and 

freedom of speech. In fact, I used the code “freedom of speech” 41 times. For example, Twitter 

commenters said: 

And so continues the deat[h] of free speech.  
 

This is ludicrous. Don cherry brings a real voice to this country. What we pride ourselves 
on. Being free to speak. Showing real appreciation for things that people don’t even care 
about. This is a sad day in the hockey world. This is a sad day for Canada. Lest we 
forget.  
 
Cancel culture strikes again and with it another blow to free speech. I don’t agree with 
what he said but, just as those in WW1 & WW2, I’d fight to the death for his right to say 
it. 

 
Then Hockey Night in Canada must be boycotted until he is reinstated and the people  
who fired Mr. Cherry are fired themselves. This is a free country and sports Net is  
against freedom of speech. 
 

In response to Sportsnet’s Tweet that stated Cherry’s words were divisive, someone responded,  
 

They weren’t divisive. The intent was to UNITE.you feel prey to the mob that’s destroying 
our freedoms and our values. A huge disservice to all Canadians, even those that escaped 
tyranny only to find it in Canada.  
 

Similarly, another user suggested that free speech is an essential component to Canadian life and 
values.  
 

@SportsnetPR shame on you, Don is opinionated and wears his heart on his sleeve, this 
country and its companies like yours is bending over backwards for anyone who doesn't 
want to RESPECT the values and traditions of Canadian life. Free speech!!!  
 

Ultimately, I suggest the public commentary on Cherry’s dismissal reflects hegemonic narratives 

about the Canadian nation. In particular, the debate illuminates the way the “crisis of political 

correctness”, and the supposed silencing of conservative voices, is used to dismiss claims for 

racial justice.  
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Straight Shooter: “Common sense and the truth”  

Cherry was in a position of power and influence in the Canadian public sphere, and in the 

Twitter responses to the news of his dismissal, he was still touted as an advocate for “common 

sense” and “truth”, and as someone who ‘tells it like it is’. This makes it particularly problematic 

if many people think his speech is being ‘stifled’. For example, one Twitter user said,  

Sportsnet is an embarrassment. Ron Maclean is an embarrassment for not siding with 
Don Cherry. The Canadian mainstream media is an embarrassment for their treatment of 
Don Cherry. COMMON SENSE CANADIANS SIDE WITH DON CHERRY! 
#DonCherryIsRight #DonCherry (emphasis original).  
 

Another user said 
 
Pussies! Can’t handle the truth. 
 

Yet another user claimed  
 

This is a disaster. Sports is now a political hot potato. Sad! He should NOT have been  
fired , he was speaking truth! 
 

Finally, yet another user said  
 

Pathetic decision. The lefties take out a conservative for speaking the truth. Could he  
have said it nicer? Yes but that’s not who he is. What a joke our society is today. When he  
says “you people” he’s not talking about every single person. 
 

Other commenters said,  
 

Everyone is falling all over themselves to apologize for Don Cherry’s remarks what  
happened to freedom of speech ??? I myself have noticed a lot of people not wearing  
poppies which is despicable, maybe he is right and telling it like it is.  
 
I have witnessed what he's talking about. New Canadians, no poppie moment of silence 
while shopping.They were the only ones that kept talking and shopping. ZERO 
RESPECT. He is correct I have witnessed it. But he gets canned for saying what we are 
all thinking and seeing!  
 
… Don is a straight shooter and called it as it is…  
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An important aspect of Cherry’s public persona is that he “tells it like it is”, and he has always 

claimed to be a “straight shooter” (Allain, 2010). Cherry has long been regarded as an advocate 

for old school masculinity, and traditional values, and consequently when his Twitter followers 

claim his free speech is “stifled” by political correctness, this narrative can work to turn him into 

a martyr. Similarly, many Tweets suggest that Cherry was speaking “the truth”, or “common 

sense”.  

Donald Trump has also been aggressively challenging the “attack against free speech” 

(Chow, 2016). Interestingly, one Twitter commenter drew parallels between Don Cherry and 

Donald Trump by saying,  

One Donald down, one more to go.  
 
In my Twitter analysis, I did find that some commenters agreed that Cherry’s firing was 

not an attack on his right to freedom of speech, but it was rather a consequence of inaccurate, 

unsupported and divisive speech. For example, someone commented  

Free speech has never been free speech without consequences. Its called being  
accountable for what you say. 
 

Another said,  
 
Repeat after me: “Freedom of speech does not imply freedom from consequences.” 
 

To this, another user responded,  
 

Well said. Very true. I have the freedom to tell my co worker they are imbeciles and won't  
be arrested. But the consequence is I will be fired.  

 
Someone else said,  
 

Cherry is “free to say whatever he wants on his own time but just like the guy at  
Footlocker you say that racist stuff at work, there are consequences. 
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However, these sentiments were not widely supported by those engaging in this Twitter 

discussion, for whom ‘rights’ are clearly more important than ‘accountability’.  

Speech has never been ‘more free’  
Although conservative voices often argue that free speech is being stifled, there has never 

been a time with more platforms and spaces for people to express their opinions (Malik, 2019). 

As Malik (2019) argues, anyone with an internet connection has a platform to share their views. 

As I explored in my section on the use of the terms snowflake and social justice warrior, and 

political correctness, somehow conservatives view any limits on freedom of speech as 

simultaneously an example of liberal totalitarianism and weakness (Malik, 2019). Malik (2019) 

describes the paradox well when he says,  

The impulse is allegedly at once both fascist in its brutal inclinations to silence the  
individual, and protective of the weak, easily wounded and coddled. This is the myth of  
the free speech crisis. (n.p.)  

 
Malik (2019) argues that this myth of the free speech crisis is an extension of the political 

correctness myth. And ultimately, the purpose of this myth is not to protect free speech but 

rather, “to secure the licence to speak with impunity; not freedom of expression, but rather 

freedom from the consequences of that expression.” (Malik, 2019) Arguably the advent of the 

internet era with multiple platforms for people to freely express their opinions and algorithms 

that move views that previously would have been in the fringes into the mainstream have shifted 

the context for free speech profoundly (Malik, 2019). In this context, the claim that free speech is 

under attack is often used, successfully, to mask other political agendas and fears (Davies, 2018). 

We certainly see this in the Twitter commenter below who uses the freedom of speech rhetoric to 

make a xenophobic statement.  

What a crock of crap. So much for Canadian Freedom of Speech. It hurts when  
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you have to follow the rules of other countries and not your own. Remember they moved  
here. Kudos that the Veterans support Don Cherry. 
 

The implication here is that ‘other people’ are invading Canada, refusing to assimilate to 

Canadian norms and values, and ultimately changing our public discourse. This fear of the attack 

on Canadian norms and values is an important element of racial nationalism and cultural racism. 

As I explored in my literature review, and in my analysis on SJWs and snowflakes, racial 

nationalism as a combination of cultural racism and the logic of pure exclusion (Hage, 2006, as 

cited in Park, 2013). The logic of pure exclusion operates by labelling some citizens as 

fraudulent, undeserving of citizenship, or as threats to the nation (Park, 2013).  

In Tweets like the one above, which suggest that immigrants chose to move to Canada, 

and therefore must respect the rules of our country Park’s (2013) allegorical figure of the 

“recalcitrant alien” is an important tool of racism and xenophobia. Park (2013) describes this 

symbolic figure as someone who refuses to assimilate to the dominant white culture in Canada, 

suggesting “ultimately, her presumed cultural obstinacy bars her from membership in the 

Canadian polity, and thus she must be expelled.” (p. 586). This is one of the most important 

aspects of this figure - not only is she positioned as a cultural other, the public demand is that her 

refusal of assimilation justifies the demand for her expulsion.  

In my analysis, racialized newcomers who are imagined as refusing to wear a poppy are 

the targets for this logic of exclusion and expulsion. Park (2013) found the common response to 

the recalcitrant alien is the demand that they “assimilate or leave” (p. 589). It is this response that 

is important in my analysis of Twitter commentary, this explicit xenophobia. Ultimately, these 

outsiders are positioned as a threat to the imagined Canadian society, and the response is to “sort 

out” and expel these outsiders from the national community (Park, 2013).  
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The racist and xenophobic narratives we see at play here work with the myth of the “free 

speech crisis” to push nationalistnarratives (Malik, 2019; Smith, 2020). As Malik (2019) argues,  

 Our alleged free speech crisis was never really about free speech. The backdrop to the  
myth is rising anti-immigration sentiment and Islamophobia. Free-speech-crisis  
advocates always seem to have an agenda. They overwhelmingly wanted to exercise their  
freedom of speech in order to agitate against minorities, women, immigrants and  
Muslims (n.p.).  
 

I end this section with Judith Butler, who similarly argues: 
 

If free speech does take precedence over every other constitutional principle and every 
other community principle, then perhaps we should no longer claim to be weighing or 
balancing competing principles or values. We should perhaps frankly admit that we have 
agreed in advance to have our community sundered, racial and sexual minorities 
demeaned, the dignity of trans people denied, that we are, in effect, willing to be wrecked 
by this principle of free speech (as cited in Malik, 2019). 

The Apolitical Arena 

In this section I begin by exploring the dominant contemporary narrative that sports and 

politics should remain separate, as sport is often seen as a type of “escape” from reality. 

However, it seems that links between conservative politics and sports are generally not 

questioned, while liberal politics are named as ‘political’ and then contested. I argue that sports 

is not “becoming” more political, but rather it is inherently political as are all aspects of public 

life. Don Cherry’s valorization of military service and military masculinity are obvious examples 

of this nexus. Interestingly, even within the Tweets I examined, commenters were critical of the 

xenophobia in Cherry’s rant, but Cherry’s patriotism, and the overwhelming importance of 

militarism in hockey culture was not questioned.   

Game Misconduct: Sport and politics should be separate  
One of the narratives emerging from the Twitter commentary that was actually critical of 

Cherry highlighted that in his position as sports commentator, he should not, in fact, have been 
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spouting political opinions in the first place. This belief that sports should be apolitical, and 

sports figures should not speak about politics is pervasive in the world of sports (Tien-Dana, 

2020). Many of the Twitter responses to Cherry’s rant indicate that many believe that sports and 

sports figures should be apolitical. I found this suggestion in Tweets like: 

[Cherry] should’ve left the politics at home.  
 
He is paid to talk about hockey not spout outdated political nonsense! Politics have no  
place in sports. 
 
Don is hired in coaches 9(sic) corner to talk hockey. Had he stayed to task, this (sic) not 
have happened. 
 
He should have stuck to sports.  
 

These Tweets demonstrate the dominant narrative that sports, and sports figures, are expected to 

remain apolitical (Thiel, et al., 2016). One of the reasons for this, perhaps, is that sport is often 

considered an escape from reality (Brainer, Kelly, & Lee, 2017). As one commenter suggested,  

Don Cherry is correct. Minorities don’t wear a poppy. However, I just wished he didn’t  
say it during Coaces (sic) Corner. I just want to watch my hockey game in peace.  
 

As this commenter suggests, sports is often considered a reprieve from reality or from politics 

(Bairner, Kelly, & Lee, 2017).  However, most sports scholars agree that sport is inherently 

political, and has always been (Bairner, 2017) As Bairner, Kelly, & Lee (2017) explain,  

Sport is frequently considered to be an aspect of popular culture that is, or should be,  
untainted by the political. However, there is a broad consensus among academics that  
sport is often at the heart of the political and the political is often central to sport 
(abstract).  

 
Sport has historically been and is still used to bolster political causes, and political ideologies 

(Bairner, Kelly, & Lee, 2017). Politics and sports cannot be separated, because all institutions 

and systems are “political”. However, a certain type of political ideology has been normalized in 
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sport culture (Bairner, 2017). This is largely because traditionally conservative values like 

hierarchy, competition, respecting authority, and social order are foundational components of 

Western sports culture.  

Tien-Dana (2020) argues that in sports it is traditionally only liberals who are told to 

‘stick to sports’. For example, sports fans are typically not opposed to standing to honour 

military personnel, nor do they oppose singing the anthem before watching their favourite sports 

teams. It is often members of left leaning political movements who are accused of ruining sports 

with their politics (Tien-Dana, 2020). When sports and left leaning politics do mix, it is often 

met with extraordinary anger, particularly when individual athletes express a left leaning position 

(Bairner, 2017). For example, when US players kneel during the anthem to protest police 

brutality, or when Lebron James speaks about social issues, or when Michael Sam simply made 

public his existence as a gay NFL player, these players were all told to leave their politics at 

home and to stick to sports (Tien-Dana, 2020). One of the most poignant examples is the 

treatment of Colin Kaepernick, an NFL player who was one of the first professional sports 

players to sit, and then kneel during the American national anthem, in protest against racial 

injustice and police brutality. Kaepernick’s protest was met with a polarized response: where 

some praised his activism, others denounced his actions and he has faced professional and 

financial consequences as he still remains an unsigned player in the NFL. Interestingly, in the 

response to Cherry’s dismissal, one Twitter user said,  

I’m fairly certain the same people screaming about Cherry’s right to free speech have  
also been screaming that Kaepernick should just shut up and play. 
 

Indeed, some critics of Kaepernick argue that it is not the job of professional athletes to express 

their political opinions or political agenda and they should stick to sports (Thiel, et al., 2016). 

Here we can see that the tactic of attempting to silence sports figures by telling them to ‘stick to 
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sports’ is a powerful strategy, because “the sociological function of these ‘killer phrases’ is to 

stabilize established structures by relocating the discussion about the necessity of a change to an 

undefined space and time” (Thiel, et al., 2016) which rarely actually arrives.  

Contradictions: What was political in Cherry’s rant?  
An interesting contradiction throughout my analysis of Cherry’s firing is that some 

Twitter commenters suggested that Cherry brought politics into sports when he criticized 

immigrants for not wearing a poppy. At the same time, other commenters argue that Cherry’s 

dismissal, as a result of “cancel culture”, was the way politics intruded on this supposedly 

apolitical sphere of sports.  

We can chart these contradictions through Tweets which position his comments on 

immigrants who do not wear poppies as political. One Twitter commenter asked, 

Speaking what truth? Plenty of immigrants wear poppies. And even if they don't, our  
veterans fought to protect our freedoms which include the ability to decide whether or not  
to wear a poppy. He should have just stuck to talking about hockey, but he couldn't help  
himself.  
 

This rhetoric that he should have “stuck to hockey” was a common narrative throughout the 

Tweets. Similarly, others said,  

He was there to talk hockey, not his opinion. 
 

Bye!!!!! Should have stayed in his lane talking hockey or other sports. He opened the  
door to talk politics for which he has no clue. 

 
All he had to do was talk about hockey, but couldn’t. 
 

Do these suggestions that Cherry should stick to sports contradict the argument that only those 

with liberal leaning views, like kneeling during the anthem, are told to remain apolitical? 

Another user followed in saying that Cherry’s words about immigrants were political by saying,  
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And let’s be fair - Cherry was not fired because of this outburst. He was fired because he  
has a long history of going on non-hockey related tangents for years. His job is to  
commentate hockey, not chew out an entire subset of the population for not adhering to  
his idea of properly respecting the vets. I mean, any one us who, instead of doing our jobs  
chose to use our platform within that job to espouse our personal political views to the  
nation as what is ‘rigth’ (sic), any of us would eventually get fired if it would bring harm  
to the company. And just so we’re clear, not choosing to wear a poppy means diddly  
squat about whether or not you’re ‘assimilating’. There are plenty of Canadians, born  
and bred who choose not to wear poppies, for their own reasons. This is not an 
‘immigrant’ problem. 
 

Ultimately as this Tweet suggests, there was some acknowledgement that Cherry’s rant about 

immigrants was indeed, very political.  

However, in an interesting paradox, others view the backlash against Cherry as itself 

political, while his commentary was not. For example, one Twitter user asked  

What was political about the poppy?  
 

This question ignores Cherry’s racially coded language and points out that in sport culture, and 

the Canadian public sphere at large, wearing a poppy is not seen as itself a political act. Another 

user said  

This is a disaster. Sports is now a political hot potato. Sad! He should NOT have been  
fired , he was speaking truth! 

 
 This is an interesting one  
 

What a stupid comment! He is paid to talk about hockey not spout outdated political  
nonsense! Politicas have no place in sports. 

 
And in response,  
 

You think honouring Canada’s fallen soldiers on Remembrance Day is ‘outdate[d] 
political nonsense’?  
 

Ultimately these Twitter commenters rarely acknowledged that Cherry telling people to wear 

poppies was indeed deeply political. Instead wearing a poppy is represented as a “normal” part of 
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Canadian life. Some people even suggested that if he had just said “all” Canadians should wear 

poppies his comments would be appropriate. For example, one Twitter user said,  

Don on most hockey topics was very interesting and insightful. He should never have  
been allowed to be a social commentator. All Canadians should support veterans but  
don’t blame one group sheesh. 
 

Although there is a contradiction in this analysis over what qualifies as political in Cherry’s rant, 

many of the commenters still fell in line with the dominant narrative that politics should stay out 

of sports. Whether it was people suggesting Cherry should not have called out immigrants or 

those defending Cherry and saying that political correctness is ruining sports, by and large, the 

dominant narrative presented was that politics and sports should be mutually exclusive.  

Drop the Gloves: Sport is inherently political 

Nevertheless, in the Canadian context, there is clear evidence of politics in the origins of 

sport. As I highlighted in my literature review, hockey has been a particularly powerful site of 

nation building since confederation (Allain, 2010). Sports culture and narratives about sports are 

used to disseminate ideas about the nation, and what it means to be Canadian (Allain, 2010). 

Indeed, for this reason alone one could argue sports are inherently political (Thiel, et al., 2016). 

However, dominant ideas and narratives, like those about sport have become naturalized and 

therefore are seen as apolitical.  

For example, the relationship between breast cancer awareness and sports is rarely 

questioned. Nearly every men’s professional sports league at some point has their players don 

the symbolic breast cancer colour of pink. Here I am not attempting to question whether raising 

awareness for breast cancer is a worthy cause or not, rather, I want to draw attention to the fact 

that most mainstream sports partnerships are considered apolitical. Robinson (2016) cites the 

example of the NFL’s Crucial Catch Campaign, held every October. This is a national campaign 
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led by the NFL, where players, coaches, referees and fans don the colour pink, and donate 

millions of dollars to support breast cancer research (Robinson, 2016). Robinson (2016) argues 

that the normalization of breast cancer fundraising, and its partnership with sports institutions, is 

permeated by neoliberal ideology and dominant ideas of gender that foreground individual 

responsibility but omit any critique of the corporate toxification of the environment which causes 

cancer, as well as contributing to climate change.  

Gordie Howe Hat Trick: Militarism, hockey, and national Identity  

Bairner, Kelly, and Lee (2017) argue that although sports are often used to promote 

political views and ideological causes, only some institutions or causes can be considered “non-

political” and thus are never challenged. The military has always retained a privileged position as 

an inherently apolitical organization and consequently worthy of celebration in sports (Kelly, 

2017). In Canada, hockey culture maintains and reproduces hegemonic narratives of national 

identity through, for example, public tributes to the military at sporting events, injured military 

personnel becoming athletes, sports uniforms becoming militarized, and sponsors using sport to 

support the military (Kelly, 2017). Further, both athletes and military personnel participate in 

glorifying and appreciating the military. Military personnel are celebrated at sports games, and 

American and Canadian athletes participate in propaganda activities (Kelly, 2017) such as the 

Tickets for Troops NHL games. These examples illuminate how militarism and sport are 

considered “apolitical” while normalizing a clear ideological cause: militarism (Kelly, 2017). 

However, it’s because militarism is so foundational to nationalism, that it is not recognized as 

“political”. As I know from my own long years of playing and attending hockey games, it is not 

considered political to go to a hockey game and stand and clap for the military personnel being 
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honoured that night. However, to not stand and clap would be viewed as rude at best, and 

unpatriotic and disruptive at worst.  

These taken-for-granted links between militarism and hockey have naturalized the idea 

that militarism is apolitical and neutral, an expected aspect of Canadian identity. In this context, 

Cherry’s advocacy for the military ‘made sense’ and was a key aspect of his public persona. 

Much of the Twitter commentary on his firing highlighted these links as inherently honourable 

so that even those who criticized Cherry for his xenophobic rant, did not problematize the 

ongoing intersection of militarism in hockey culture.  

Militarism still a natural and apolitical aspect of hockey culture 
I would have assumed that those critiquing Cherry would also critique militarism and the 

glorification of the Canadian military through symbols like the poppy and Remembrance Day, 

but there was a noticeable lack of anti-military critique. Indeed, my coding suggested a 

consistent pro-military sentiment even from those who condemn the racism in Cherry’s rant. For 

example, one user said, 

 This was the perfect day to do it & send a message loud & clear. #LestWeForget 
#RemembranceDay 
 

Another user said,  
 

He definitely wasn't saying what we were all thinking. Had he said "everyone should buy  
a poppy" no one would have disagreed. Instead, he targeted immigrants. Good riddance!  
 

This exchange demonstrates the contradiction in the Twitter response. Some certainly argue that 

Cherry’s words were problematic, however, overall the Twitter hashtags largely supported 

Cherry, as we can see from those trending after his dismissal such as #IStandWithDonCherry, 

and #DonCherryisRight. Even those who do not explicitly critique Cherry’s rant, recognize that 

he has been a prominent advocate for the Canadian military. For example,  
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Fire him on Remembrance Day when he’s done more on national television to support 
the Canadian military and first responders than anyone is quite classless. I disagreed a 
lot with Don, but this right here is classless.  

 
Another user said,  
 

Classless, you fire him on Remembrance Day, something he is clearly passionate about.  
No matter what side you’re on, could this not have waited a day?  

 
These Tweets imply that Cherry’s passion for the military should be more important than facing 

the consequences of his actions. In response, I wonder: why does respecting the military give 

him a free pass to make racist comments? Another user said,  

Could have waited a day. Firing the guy on Remembrance Day after all he’s done for the  
veterans is pathetic. 

 
In contrast, another person Tweeted:  

 
Thank you so much for doing the right thing! I find it horrifying that today on  
Remembrance Day of all days, there are well known white supremacist supporting Don’s  
rant. That in itself tells us just how very wrong he was. Today you have actually  
honoured our Vet’s by firing him.  

 
 Ultimately, I argue that Remembrance Day is still normalized as a neutral and apolitical 

event, and its history is rarely questioned. This is interesting because although some of these 

individuals appear to agree that Cherry’s words were problematic, they do not problematize the 

Canadian military itself. Many Canadians see the Canadian military as inherently positive with 

an unproblematic history, and rarely do public discussions highlight the links between 

colonization, racism, dominant masculinity and the military.  

The failure to critique the intersection of sport and militarism was not just apparent in the 

Twitter discussion. Other activists also critiqued Cherry but clearly do not see a problem with the 

links between militarism and sport. For example, Canadian sportswriter and racial justice activist 

Shireen Ahmed criticized Cherry for his racist and xenophobic comments, while also tartly 
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chiding him for assuming that immigrant communities have not themselves sacrificed in military 

service.  

For Mr. Cherry to point at immigrant communities and blame them for a perceived lack 
of respect is disgusting and unacceptable. This, too, from a man who has never served a 
day in his life… We don’t need to be lectured on how to respect veterans and remember 
sacrifices – and certainly not by Don Cherry. Hockey deserves far more. Hockey is for 
everyone.” (Ahmed, 2020).  

 
Here we see Ahmed (2020) argue that Cherry's words were xenophobic but at the same time 

express their support of the military.  

Conclusion 

 
It is clear from the Twitter response that Don Cherry’s firing from Sportsnet was a 

significant event. However, the implications of his rant, and his subsequent firing require critical 

analysis. Throughout my research I focus on tweets that reflect fury and outrage over Cherry’s 

firing, however it is important to note that there was also public support for Cherry’s removal.  

My decision to focus on the public commentary that disagreed with Sportsnet’s decision was 

intentional because it helped me answer my research questions. These tweets allow me to 

explore how hockey cultures discursive power maintains and reproduces racism, xenophobia, 

hegemonic masculinity, nationalism, and militarism. In this chapter I explored the way Cherry’s 

public personification of old school masculinity is emblematic of the gender roles valorized in 

contemporary Canadian culture, and explore how these norms are linked to whiteness, settler 

colonialism and nationalism, cementing Cherry’s position as a national fetish object. Cherry’s 

importance as an icon of traditional values accounts for the public outrage in response to his 

firing. This outrage is also closely related to ‘crisis’ discourses such as the crisis of masculinity, 

fears about the death of hockey, and the crisis of free speech, which work together in ways that 
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normalize sexism, racism and xenophobia. Similarly the use of discourses of political 

correctness, cancel culture, and freedom of speech have justified the logic of expulsion so that 

certain immigrants can be seen as “good”, while others are stigmatized as threatening and/or 

ungrateful. Finally, I found that discourses about sports and politics work to invisibilize the 

symbiotic relationship between sport, militarism, narratives of national identity, and hegemonic 

masculinity. 
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Chapter 6: Bringing it Home 

The incident that sparked this research was Don Cherry’s xenophobic rant on the show 

“Hockey Night in Canada”. Talking about poppies and Remembrance Day, Cherry used coded 

language to suggest that new Canadians disrespect important aspects of Canadian culture, like 

wearing a poppy to honour veterans, and are therefore undeserving of the privileges of Canadian 

citizenship.    

My work is led by the idea that “studying up” can provide a generative and illuminating 

context for examining dominant systems and narratives, like masculinity, sports, and whiteness 

(Messner, 2013). My research contributes to the larger body of feminist sports literature insofar 

as I demonstrate the way normalized ideas about the nation can perpetuate discursive violence. 

Similarly, my commitment to the Two Row Wampum treaty is to address oppressive institutions 

and systems by directing my research questions to critically explore the normalization of 

inequitable settler – Indigenous relationships. I have sought to do this by examining how taken-

for-granted ideas of Canadian identity circulate through gendered, racial, and nationalist 

discourses in sports culture. My analysis reveals theoretical links between systems of oppression 

and demonstrates the way these systems maintain and uphold each other.  

At the beginning of this project, I aimed to establish a theoretical link between the broad 

concepts of xenophobia and Canada’s contemporary colonial project. To guide this line of 

inquiry I asked; How do racism and xenophobia, and Canadian settler colonialism uphold and 

maintain each other? As I identified in Chapter 1, this theoretical link is not commonly studied 

although scholars such as Lawrence and Dua (2005) have started this process.  

One theme that continued to emerge in the Twitter commentary was the constant 

assertion of Canadian national identity through the calls for racial ‘others’ to assimilate. As I 
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explored in Chapter 5, immigrants were most often positioned as disrespectful, ungrateful, and 

“recalcitrant aliens” (Park, 2013). In particular, immigrants who supposedly reject wearing a 

poppy were assumed to be refusing assimilation into dominant Canadian society. This othering 

of immigrants is one of the most effective tools of racism and xenophobia. However, this is also 

a tool of settler colonialism. Settler colonialism demands assimilation. Through policies like the 

Indian Act and other forms of violence, assimilation has become a “bedrock” of the Canadian 

nation-building project (Simpson, 2017, p. 104). Colonialism is based on assimilation, because 

Indigenous sovereignty, i.e.the refusal of assimilation, is a direct threat to the Canadian nation 

(Simpson, 2017). Similarly, the supposed refusal of assimilation by immigrants is also seen as a 

threat to the Canadian nation. It is here that the link between racism, xenophobia, and Canada’s 

settler colonial project is found.  

It has become clear to me that Don Cherry himself illustrated this link between 

xenophobia, racism, and settler colonialism in another way when he said, “you come here and 

enjoy our milk and honey...”. Cherry demonstrates the ultimate settler entitlement, and the 

ultimate goal of settler colonialism, which is to cast out outsiders and simultaneously maintain 

control and power over the land they believe is their own. Cherry’s words are significant because 

he draws on the Biblical archetype of “the promised land” - a land flowing with milk and honey 

and promised to the Jewish people by God as their birthright. Cherry’s use of this visual is a 

potent act of settler colonialism because it implies that for white settlers, Turtle Island is our 

birthright. Not only does this ignore the 500-year history of European and Canadian settler 

violence and conquest, but it also underscores why Cherry retains such a following – and reflects 

his status as a fetish object of the nation. His rant implies that racialized others do not deserve the 
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benefits of Canadian citizenship, while simultaneously refusing to acknowledge that white 

settlers are also immigrants, who have claimed Indigenous territory as their own promised land.  

My analysis reveals the way discourses can powerfully inform public perceptions and 

legitimate dangerous myths of nation building. As I illustrated, myths about the crisis of free 

speech, political correctness, and the myth that conservative voices are being silenced continues 

to be relevant in Canadian sports culture. When the myth of the crisis of free speech is employed, 

it legitimates the protection of free speech above all else. In the case of Cherry, this discourse 

prioritizes his so-called free speech over xenophobia and racism.  

Similarly, my analysis revealed the prevalence of the crisis of masculinity discourse. As 

Gourarier (2019) states, this fear is not new, in fact “(h)istorical research shows us how difficult 

it is to find a historical period in which masculinity has not felt threatened” (p. 186). Cherry’s 

personification of the crisis of masculinity discourse is just another example of this crisis 

narrative, and of the constant anxiety generated by pressure to live up to hegemonic masculinist 

norms. As Gourarier (2019) states, “masculinity exists and persists in the idea of a crisis” 

(emphasis original, p. 187). The crisis legitimates men’s rights and freedoms (Gourarier, 2019), 

through spokesmen like Cherry, who have consistently espoused anti-feminist rhetoric. The 

power of this crisis is more than just men policing each other in homosocial spaces, like sport, as 

these discourses of crisis justify and legitimate deeply hierarchical ideas and institutions.  

These myths are dangerous, because as I found in my analysis, they often have wide-

spread support. We see the dangers of this in the context of the current COVID-19 pandemic, 

where misinformation about the origins of the virus, the safety of the vaccines, and about 

restrictions to other civil liberties has taken hold (Agley & Xiao, 2021). This “infodemic” has 

had deadly consequences (Graham-Harrison & Hern, 2020). My analysis of hockey discourse 
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also illustrates the way social myths, like the myth of the crisis of free speech and political 

correctness, are baseless, yet the employment of these myths results in real consequences.  

Future Research  

Although I briefly looked at the “boycott” aspect of the Twitter commentary, I did not 

delve into the significance of one of the most taken-for-granted aspects of Canadian nationhood: 

capitalism. Capitalism remains one of the driving institutions fueling contemporary expressions 

of patriarchy, masculinity, racism, and settler colonialism. As Leanne Simpson (2017) describes 

it, capitalism is a lynchpin in the relationship between Indigenous people and the nation. “The 

driving force of capitalism in our dispossession cannot be denied” (Simpson, 2017, p. 13). 

Studying the ways hockey has been shaped by capitalism and the relationship between these 

economic systems and xenophobia, hegemonic masculinity and settler colonialism would be a 

very productive area of future research.  

Ambivalence and Joy  

I end with a question posed by my committee early in my research: how can I address the 

racial, national, and gendered exclusions in hockey culture while still acknowledging the real joy 

that many different people experience from hockey - and sport more broadly? One way to reflect 

on this puzzle is through the lens of alternative hockey histories. While hockey was first used as 

a colonialist, masculine tool of nation building, it has also been a site of resistance and 

empowerment. As Simpson (2017) argues, resistance to assimilation can happen in many 

different forms. Wagamese’s (2012) famous novel Indian Horse, explores the tensions between 

the use of hockey in the making of Canadian nationalism and the maintenance of settler 

colonialism, and the joy and transformation that his main character Saul experiences through 

hockey. As McKegney and Phillips (2018) illustrate, Wagamese’s (2012) exploration of the joy 
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found in hockey parallels the real-life examples of Indigenous children in residential schools 

who co-opted sport, like lacrosse and hockey, to create their own sense of community, to speak 

their language, and to escape from the often violent reality of the schools (see also Downey, 

2018).  Although hockey remains a white, masculine sport, real joy and community can be found 

through the sport.  I believe that hockey can sometimes be re-made by those who play it. This 

resistance entails co-opting the sport for the benefit of those who it was not built to include or 

protect.  

This re-making of sport, and hockey, does not come without struggle, and I cannot cite 

examples of resistance and joy without also addressing the exclusion Indigenous hockey players 

experience. As I write this in May of 2021, Edmonton Oilers defenceman Ethan Bear, a Cree 

man from Ochapowace First Nation, was recently subjected to racist harassment following a 

playoff game. As Wagamese (2012) explored in his novel, Indigenous hockey players face this 

kind of racism and gatekeeping at all levels of hockey. These tensions between exclusion and 

fulfilment also exist for other hockey players like women and girls, and people of colour, 

because hockey remains a white, masculine sport.   

To think about these tensions, I return to Gayatri Spivak’s concept of “critical intimacy”: 

that to love and know something deeply, also allows us a position to effectively deconstruct it. 

Hockey continues to be a sport dominated by white men, and the sport itself upholds dominant 

narratives about the white, colonial, masculine Canadian nation. Canadian hockey culture is a 

homosocial space where hegemonic masculinity thrives and is also a site of violence. Female 

hockey players face discrimination, and a lack of appreciation as athletes, and racialized hockey 

players face racism and oppression. However, as I have also explored, hockey and team sports 

can be used for other purposes, resisting dominant norms, and becoming sites of joy, athleticism, 
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and friendship building. I hope my research might contribute to the long, slow and complicated 

process of imagining hockey otherwise.  
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