
The Irony of the Peace Exhibition at the War Museum (it’s worse than you think) 
 
I went to the Peace Exhibition (running May 31 until January 6, 2014) at the War 
Museum in Ottawa with high expectations.   I left feeling disappointed, angry and 
sad.  If there was a tribute paid to the advocates of non-violence at this Exhibition it 
was a backhanded one.  Pacifism, it seems, is such a dangerous idea that only its 
weakest arguments can be mentioned in a government sponsored institution, and 
for every weak argument mentioned there needs to be a counterbalancing 
compelling argument for the need to use armed force. 
 
The first thing I encountered at the Exhibition was a collection of ribbons.  I was 
invited to choose which ribbon might represent peace for me.  Did I want stripes or 
polka dots or something else?  It was the first of a number of choices that did not 
seem like real choices at all.  Did I want this picture or that picture?  Should I choose 
this song or that song?  As if somehow this exhibit was all about me and what I 
wanted. 
 
 What I wanted was to see some mention of J.S. Woodsworth, arguably Canada’s 
most important pacifist parliamentarian.  What I got was a display of the Nobel 
Peace Prize won by Prime Minister Lester Pearson placed near stories of Pearson 
insisting that Canada must acquire nuclear weapons.  
 
What I wanted were stories about how American Viet Nam War draft resisters who 
immigrated to Canada have enriched the lives of all Canadians with their 
contributions to education, the arts, and the politics of our country.  What I got was 
a description of them as gutless “trash”.   The stated counter argument was an 
opinion that the situation did not warrant Canada’s changing its open door 
immigration policy. 
 
What I wanted was some understanding of what moved Buddhist monks in Viet 
Nam and non-violence advocates in the United States to end their lives by setting 
themselves on fire as a witness against prolonging the U.S. invasion of Viet Nam.  
What I got were pictures of John Lennon and Yoko Ono staging a bed-in in Montreal.  
Lennon himself indicated that the bed-in was intended to be part self mockery and 
part mockery of the media for being obsessed with the sex lives of celebrities while 
paying scant attention to the real issues of the day.  Thirty years later some people 
still have yet to get the joke. 
 
What I wanted was some thoughtful reflection on the efficacy of the Idle No More 
movement: the recent non-violent Native protests against our federal government 
and the policies that have led to many of our Native Peoples living in poverty.  What 
I got was a photograph of Stephen Harper being made an honorary chief of the 
Kainai Nation in Alberta.  The photo gave the impression that since Harper has been 
made Prime Minister all ill feelings of Native Peoples towards our federal 
government have vanished. 
 



The War Museum has given us many excellent exhibits.  It has given dignified and 
realistic tribute to Canadians who have served in wars.  I look forward to the day 
when it gives us an exhibit worthy of the sacrifices of the Canadians who have 
striven to end wars and promote social change through non-violent means.  I would 
have chosen to have such an exhibit this year.   I could wait many years before 
choosing if I want my peace ribbon to have stripes or polka dots.   
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