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Multiculturalism is a way of life living together but appreciating cultural life of others. Canada 

became the first nation to adopt the multicultural policy during the Premiership of Pierre Elliott Trudeau in 

1970s. Undoubtedly, it is one of the prominent multicultural societies in the world. In the 1867 

Confederation, Canada consisted of mixed people, which has a striking pattern of more than half of the 

people of Toronto belonging to non-white minorities. Toronto is the second largest Parsee city in the world 

after Mumbai. It naturally leads to the diversity of vision, practice, belief values, etc. 

 French and English were the major groups in Canada, which led to bilingualism and biculturalism. 

Actually, the elements of bilingualism and biculturalism helped Canada to establish multicultural identity. 

Pierre Elliott Trudeau thought of providing funds for minority groups in Canada other than French and 

British, and he started a programme of multiculturalism. Certain festivals were celebrated and organizations 

established to protect and maintain their separate identities. This also gave an opportunity to minority groups 

to compete for social good on the basis of equality.  

 Multiculturalism can be analysed at three levels in Canada. At the first level, is the issue of the 

status of Quebec (a province with dominant French – speaking population) as a ‘distinct society’ with 

accompanying self-governing rights. At the second level the aboriginal groups, who can be further 

categorized as Indians (the First Nations) Inuit (Eskimos) and Metis (descendants of European trappers and 

aboriginal women). The issue of the ethnic immigrants from the various Asian and European nations 

constitutes the third level of analysis. 

Multiculturalism in Canadian Literature: The categorization of National Literature becomes more 

popular in mid-twentieth century literary criticism. The critics of this period try to formulate a national 

literature on the ground of similarity in thematic concerns, the artistic fabric and most importantly the social 
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and cultural milieu. But soon the critics start facing the problem in the wake of new terminologies like 

World Literature in the age of multiculturalism. The etymological evidences suggest that the term was used 

in the context of Canadian culture as Canada is the first nation in the history that adapts the liberal and the 

policy multiculturalism.  

Multiculturalism is a symbolic space where different cultures live side by side, encouraged to 

express the narratives that are important to them. This in turn, promotes negotiation as it recognizes that a 

national identity is not fixed, and can be flexible to invite others in.  Conservative, traditional and orthodox 

critics gave importance to the specific culture that becomes invalid. The void of the proper categorization 

underscores the requirement for the new categorical label that can comprise the multicultural literary 

expressions. Margaret Lawrence, Alice Munro, Margaret Atwood, Hugh McLennan, Ethel Davis Wilson and 

Ernest Buckler are the significant writers on the mission of creating a national literature that should have a 

test of regional culture. The literary motif of these authors is to depict a socio-cultural landscape of Canada. 

Their literary creations frequently visit history and attempt to glorify it. The cultural customs, social codes 

and religious beliefs are focused to reveal the characteristic features of Canada as a distant nation. The 

novels are the stories of a common Canadian man who by his living, contributes to sustain the great tradition 

of Canada. The phase has given masterpieces to literary history of Canada. The authors of the tradition have 

also become successful to secure most prestigious Nobel Prize for literature. 

Cultural Perspective in Alice Munro’s Boys and Girls 

 Alice Munro was born in 1931, in Wingham, Ontario, Canada. She grew up near the Great Lakes 

that border the United States and Canada, in rural environs which are featured in much of her early fiction 

and she is acclaimed as the most prominent Canadian feminist short story writer.  She is often called the 

regional writer because her fiction frequently centers on the culture of rural Ontario. Alice Munro published 

her first short story collection in 1968. Titled Dance of the Happy Shades, her debut book won Canada’s 

Governor General’s Award Four decades later with thirteen short story collections, Munro would be praised 

as ‘the master of the contemporary short story’ and awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2013. 

Munro was recognized by the Nobel Prize Academy for her extraordinary portrayals of 

ordinary people in an ordinary place. Her stories often span decades, moving forward and backward 

in time and focusing on the internal drama of an individual character and that character's life-long 
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exploration of self-deception, self-discovery, and self-assertion. In his presentation speech for the 

2013 Nobel Prize in Literature, Professor Peter Englund said,  

“Her short stories rely very little on external drama. They are an emotional chamber play, a 

world of silences and lies, waiting and longing.” 

Nothing is wasted. Nothing is irrelevant. Every word glows. Munro is able to capture the 

shape and mood, the flavour of a life in 30 pages. The present story “Boys and Girls” was 

published in Alice Munro’s first edition of short stories, Dance of the Happy Shades (1968). In this 

story Munro utilizes temporal and physical setting to elucidate the main character's struggle with 

her gender role in society where there is a traditional division of labour. The main character is a 

young girl who goes through a journey of self- discovery from a child to a young woman. Munro 

uses the house and the farm to depict the different stages of cultural transformation of the main 

charater. 

The present story, narrated by a young girl, details the time in her life when she leaves 

childhood and its freedoms behind and realizes that to be a “girl” is to be, eventually, a woman. 

The child begins to understand that being socially typed entails a host of serious implications. Thus 

becoming a “girl” on the way to womanhood is a time fraught with difficulties for the young 

protagonist because she senses that women are considered the social inferiors of men. Initially, she 

tries to prevent this from occurring by resisting her parents’ and grandparents’ attempts to train her 

in the likes, habits, behavior, and work of women. This resistance, however, proves to be useless. 

The girl ends the story clearly socially positioned as a girl, something wich she apprehends with 

some trepidation.  

The narrator had problems coming to terms with the role in life that she was expected to 

lead. Her father cultivates wild animals for the purpose of consumption. The father figure in the 

story seems a likable, decent and hardworking man. He humours his children, finding ways to 

praise them that pleases them a great deal. She wanted to work outside with her father doing the 

work that she deemed important.  The narrator’s mother seems to be an exemplary woman, one 

who fulfills the duties of a homemaker with energy and verve. The portion of the story that 

describes what goes on inside the farm house shows her putting in a day’s work that matches the 

energies of the men working outside.  
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It was an odd thing to see my mother down at the barn. She did not often come out of 

the house unless it was to do something – hang out the wash or dig potatoes in the 

garden. She looked out of place, with her bare lumpy legs, not touched by the sun, 

her apron still on and damp across the stomach from the supper dishes. “Dance of the 

Happy Shades and other stories” (Munro Alice). 

The mother tried to get the narrator to work inside doing work deemed appropriate for a 

lady; however it was not something she enjoyed. “I hated the hot dark kitchen in the 

summer”(117). The narrator was not considered of any consequential help to her father, simply 

because she was female. “Could have fooled me,” said the salesman. “I thought it was only a 

girl”(117). Even though the narrator could do more work than her younger brother, she was still 

under appreciated. “Wait till Laird gets a little bigger, then you’ll have a real help”(117). 

Narrator’s younger brother Laird, on the other hand, was able to go out and do the things that he 

enjoyed. When Flora, the family’s horse, runs away Laird is invited to join the father and his assistant to re-

capture the horse, while the narrator must stay at home. This shows how the parents were more concerned 

with their son and that he could do no wrong. This reflects society’s notion and culture at the time, how men 

were always right.  

What did she mean about Laird? He was no help to anybody. Where was he now? Swinging 

himself sick on the sing, going around in circles, or trying to catch caterpillars. He never 

once stayed with me till I was finished (117). 

In Boys and Girls, the grandmother is the best example of how women were thought of at the time. 

She is from a time when there were even stricter rules of conduct for girls. She voices what was taught to her 

when she was a child. At the time of the story, girls were expected to be dainty and quaint, while a man was 

expected to be the rough and tumble one. 

My grandmother came to stay with us for a few weeks and I heard other things. “Girls don’t 

slam doors like that.” “Girls keep their knees together when they sit down.” And worse still, 

when I asked some questions, “That’s none of girls’ business” (119). 

The narrator, however, did not keep herself free. Eventually, she began to change and to become a 

stereotypical female. She began to conform to society’s ideas about women. The end of the story, Laird 
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starts to realize his sex-determined superiority. He explains to his father and mother how Flora escaped from 

the yard and also starts listening to his father almost excitedly. 

“We shot old Flora,” he said, “and cut her up in fifty pieces.” “Well I don’t want to hear 

about it,” my mother said. “And don’t come to my table like that.” My father made him go 

and wash the blood off” (127). 

 In this story Laird washes the blood off only after his father tells him to do so. This shows the 

dominance of males in the society of the time. He watching his sister’s scandalous behavior, cannot 

comprehend why she disobeys her father. Laird may shield his mother’s complains, but only does something 

about it once his father tells him to do so. This shows how his father is the authority figure and that his 

mother is given secondary status next to his father. Even the daughter thinks lowly of the mother in 

comparison to the father.  

“It showed how little my mother knew about the way things really were”(118). 

The present story Boys and Girls takes place at a time where there is no such thing as equality 

between the sexes. Men in this society are the dominant, authoritarian heads of the house-hold whose work 

is done outside the home. Women are expected to look after the men and their work is done in the home. 

The narrator in this story slowly becomes accustomed with her role in the society. The narrator and her 

brother symbolize the roles of males and females in that society. The narrator is forced into doing jobs that 

she doesn’t enjoy doing, namely that associated with women’s work at the time. Laird is allowed to do what 

he pleases. Laird is the lord, as a male he is deemed as more important of the two, simply because of his sex, 

while the narrator cast into her womanly role, being of secondary importance. 

I wheeled the tank up to the barn, where it was kept, and I heard my mother saying, “Wait 

till Laird gets a little bigger, then you’ll have a real help.” (116) 

The name Boys and Girls, has symbolized how the male child was superior in the parent’s 

eyes and also in general. The time when this story took place was a time when men and women 

were not equal. Mothers had traditional roles, which usually left them in the house, while men also 

had their roles, outside of the house. The male is was the dominant figure in the house, while the 

woman is subservient. Munro in her Boys and Girls reflects the same culture. However she portrays 
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that conflict between attaining personal desire and conforming to one’s present environment can 

lead a person to take serious action that will affect the rest of their lives. People can suffer through 

great obstacles when fighting conformity, even if at first they do not succeed, they must not give up 

on what they truly believe in. 
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