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I. The Complaint 

The following complaint dated December 12, 1999 was sent via e-mail to the CBSC: 

I am concerned about the blatant bigoted, discriminatory title of the show "Gwai Lo".  Even at 
the website (www.gwailo.com), the definition of "foreign devil" is offered as an English 
translation of the show's title. 

"Gwai Lo" is (Cantonese) Chinese for "white devil/ghost" or "foreign devil".  In Chinese, this 
expression isn't too far removed from other racist English expressions like "honkey" for 
(western) Caucasians or "chink" for Chinese people.  This expression ("gwai lo"), however, is 
used most often against people of European/Western descent, in a derogatory fashion (I only use 
"chink" to show another racist expression in English–an expression, which should also be 
frowned upon). 

I'm not someone who's hung up about discrimination, sexism, etc. (I am not offended at the drop 
of a hat).  But even if this show (Gwai Lo) is self-mocking of its own title–because the show 
depicts Western/European recipes as good and yummy, the racist slur, "gwai lo" should not be 
bandied about as though it's cool (people should change their views to accept people of all 
cultural backgrounds anyway–not just because a show's title is self-mocking). 

I doubt the Chinese community in Toronto would find it amusing to watch a chef cook Chinese 
dishes on a show called "Chinkyboy's Homestyle Cookin'". 

If this show is attempting to offer the Chinese community in Toronto an introduction to 
Western/European cooking, I commend this effort.  But the show should not use a bigoted slogan 
for a title. 

  

II. The Broadcaster’s Response 

The Executive Vice-President Television, CFMT Television, responded to the complaint with 
the following letter, dated January 5th: 



Your complaint to the CBSC has been forwarded to us for response.  We have reviewed your 
concerns regarding the title of a cooking show which we offer in the Cantonese dialect, "Gwai 
Lo Cooking".  This title is meant in fun and was self-titled by the producer/host who is not of 
Chinese descent. 

It is the opinion of many Chinese viewers that this title is used as a self-deprecating, term of 
endearment.  Although the show was not titled by Chinese people but by the host, the title 
underwent extensive research through our advisory board and focus groups. 

If television were concerned with 100% political correctness you may have a point that this 
particular title would not be 100% politically correct.  Having said that, it is a creative, 
provocative title that actually has been embraced by many viewers as outreaching and certainly 
unusual.  We all have spent years witnessing the use of such self-deprecating or "tongue in 
cheek" titles on record albums, movies and literature.  It is our opinion that it is part of the 
creative process.  Although there are many I shall forward one example: "White Men Can't 
Jump", a very popular motion picture that shows the genuine relationship between interracial 
friends. 

We feel the producer has not breached any codes and support his somewhat controversial title for 
the show. 

We are sorry that you find it offensive, it was certainly not our intent.  Thank you for taking the 
time to write. 

  

III.  Additional Correspondence 

The complainant was unsatisfied with the broadcaster's response and requested, on January 7, 
2000, that the CBSC refer the matter to the Ontario Regional Council for adjudication.   In 
addition to returning the Ruling Request form via e-mail, the complainant sent in the following 
correspondence. 

I wish that I didn't have to be so formal.  This issue should be void of bureaucracy as much as 
possible, I feel.  Anyway, if you do require me to actually physically sign the formal request in 
ink, please give me a mailing address to send my ruling request. 

Please, read the following (I beg of you) with an open mind (and do not consider the formal 
methods with which you normally judge things).  Feel free to forward what I write here to CFMT 
(since they don't provide me with an email address to reply to).  Obviously, that part can come 
later.  I am just asking, in this email, to be listened to, in an unconvoluted manner, which I'm 
sure permeates much of the normal complaints you receive. 

This is the response I received from CFMT (my response follows the quotations; my response 
lacks quotes): 



"Your complaint to the CBSC has been forwarded to us for response.  We have reviewed your 
concerns regarding the title of a cooking show which we offer in the Cantonese dialect, "Gwai 
Lo Cooking".  This title is meant in fun and was self-titled by the producer/host who is not of 
Chinese descent". 

I reply: I have no doubt that this title is meant in fun, and I am aware that the host of this show is 
not of Chinese descent.  I, too, have many friends who joke abut their ethnic origins, and even 
refer to themselves as "Chinks", and "gooks", in jest and in private–even though they are proud 
of their ethnic backgrounds and take pride in them; in private these same people joke about their 
cultural backgrounds on occasion.  However, they would not stand on a stage in public and 
promote this type of racist diction, even in jest–because they are aware of the history of bigotry 
and discrimination associated with these words. 

There's a conception in North America, that it's cool/fun/witty to discriminate against "whitey", 
because he/she is in the majority.  However, in China, the expression "Gwai Lo" (meaning 
"white devil/ghost" or "foreign devil" or literally "ghost person") is often used in the exact same 
manner and contempt as the words, "nigger", "frog", "chink", "jap", "heeb", "krout", "slope", 
"wop", etc. are used in North America.  "Gwai Lo" is an expression often used by the Chinese to 
describe the "lazy" North American "white worker", who is stupid and useless... 

The first defense to [the] Vice-President of CFMT is that the title is meant in fun.  So, I suppose 
if I were to point at an African-American (person of colour) cooking and say, "ha ha, look at the 
cool nigger cookin' great lookin' food....he he.... that's so funny: a black guy callin' himself 
nigger", and create a television series called "Nigger cookin'", that this show's title would be 
acceptable?  C'mon. 

To return to [the Executive Vice-President of CFMT]'s response: 

"It is the opinion of many Chinese viewers that this title is used as a self-deprecating, term of 
endearment." 

I reply: Oh, I see.  So, if a show were called "Chinky-boy's cookin'" or "Nigger cookin'", the 
"chinky-boy" and "nigger" would be the equivalent of "honey" or "sweetie".  I am not aware of 
too many self deprecating terms of endearment.  Regardless, I don't think "nigger" and "chink" 
are the equivalent of "my sweet stinky lover".  Also, public, popular opinion is often wrong (I 
remember when "New Kids on  the Block" were at #1 on pop charts–so I must then conclude 
their music was great???), and I suspect the "many Chinese viewers" make up the fan-base of the 
Gwai-Lo cooking show, which hardly makes for an unbiased viewing audience or selection for a 
poll (especially since the term "Gwai Lo" is only offensive to caucasian and those who are 
generally offended by bigotry). 

[The Executive Vice-President of CFMT] continues: 

"If television were concerned with 100% political correctness you may have a point that this 
particular title would not be 100% politically correct." 



I respond: Would the title "Nigger cookin'" be any more acceptable if an African-American or 
person of colour were a cook on this (imaginary) show?  Please.  How about "heeb cookin'"?  Or 
"Camel jockey cookin'"?  Nope, that doesn't sound much better now, does it (rhetorical 
question)?  

Political correctness aside (why not just call it bigotry and/or discrimination and be done with it; 
why cave in to this philistine diction...but that's another debate), the show's title is simply brutal.  
I have no doubts that the host of "Gwai Lo cooking" is NOT racist.  I'm sure he isn't.  For all I 
know, he's a great guy.  But this doesn't change the fact that "Nigger cookin'" or "heeb cookin'" 
or "jap cookin'" or "frog cookin'" would also be inappropriate television show titles.  You and I 
both know that if the show were called any of the above titles, that CFMT would have the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission riding CFMT like a policeman after a cocaine-drug dealer. 

[The Executive Vice-President of CFMT] continues: 

"Having said that, it is a creative, provocative title that actually has been embraced by many 
viewers as outreaching and certainly unusual." 

Again, I reply: "Outreaching" and "unusual" as defined/confirmed by Chinese viewers (and [the 
Executive Vice-President of CFMT]) who are fans of the show....Big thrill.  By the way, art (like 
beauty) is subjective.  So the attempt to objectify the title as ‘creative' and ‘provocative' is merely 
an attempt made in vain by [the Executive Vice-President of CFMT] and/or those who do find 
the show's title "creative" and "provocative".  These same people, I can only conclude, would 
also find a show title of "nigger cooking" to be just as creative and provocative.  I merely find it 
low-brow, obvious, and in fact, bigoted, regardless of intention. 

[The Executive Vice-President of CFMT] continues: 

"We all have spent years witnessing the use of such self-deprecating or "tongue in cheek" titles 
on record albums, movies and literature.  It is our opinion that it is part of the creative process.  
Although there are many I shall forward one example: "White Men Can't Jump", a very popular 
motion picture that shows the genuine relationship between interracial friends." 

I reply: Oddly enough, this movie wasn't called "Nigger men can jump", which would be a far 
better comparison to the title "Gwai Lo cooking".  Again, popularity does not make something 
great (unless one is merely attempting to sell something, which no doubt [the Vice President of 
CFMT] probably attempts to do on a daily basis, sell television shows to a niche market) or 
‘genuine' or even good; all popularity does is appeal to the lowest common denominator. 

Agatha Christie once wrote a book called "Ten Little Niggers" (then, later "Ten Little Indians").  
The title has been changed and is now studied in some grade nine English classes.  Nothing 
within the book is terribly bigoted.  But the publishers eventually changed the title.  I wonder 
how many (since [the Vice President of CFMT] is interested in popular opinion) found that title 
to be part of the "creative process"... 

[The Executive Vice-President of CFMT] ends the letter, 



"We feel the producer has not breached any codes and support his somewhat controversial title 
for the show. 

We are sorry that you find it offensive, it was certainly not our intent.  Thank you for taking the 
time to write. 

I sincerely thank [the Executive Vice-President of CFMT] for his or her response.  But my 
concern clearly hasn't been addressed.  My concern is that this show's title will have a negative 
affect–that it will actually promote racism, because it's now accepted that Caucasian should be 
referred to fondly as "gwai lo"s (as though Chinese people would want to be referred to fondly as 
"Chinks"... unlikely).  The show's title is bandied about as though the phrase "Gwai Lo" is 
acceptable and cool; it's not; it's bigoted. 

  

One must ask why "chinky-slopeyed man's cooking" would be an unacceptable show title and 
why "Gwai Lo cooking" is an acceptable show title.  Both are unacceptable.  My girlfriend, by 
the way, is Chinese, and she agrees wholeheartedly with me.  Not that this makes me any more 
right, of course.  I'm merely suggesting there are many Chinese (especially the HKs [sic]) who 
would agree with me. 

 


