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Sharing the Continent

NORTHRON Fliyvi:

Practically all Canadians have friends or relatives in the United States, and
have spent a good deal of time there. Hence it is generally assumed, in both
countries, that English-speaking Canadians, at least, cannot be told apart from
Americans. This was a view that I held myself until T spent a couple of years
in England as a student. Then 1 realized that there was a difference, but I
found it hard to put the difference into words, and because our civilization
is tied up in words, we are apt to think that whatever we can't verbalize is
unreal. Afier thar, 1 hegan an academic eareer, and have taught briefly
several American universities. My American students often ask me if [ notice
much difference between teaching them and teaching Canadians in Toronto.
They usually expect the answer 10 be no, but my answer is yes. Here is,
perhaps, something that it is possible to put into words, American students
have been conditioned frgm infancy to think of themselves as citizens of one
of the world's great powers. Canadians are conditioned from infancy to think
of themselves as citizens ¢f a country of uncertain identity, a confusing past
and a hazardous future, Nipe-tenths of the time the responses of my American’
students are identicul with those of Canadian students, but the tenth time 1
know that I'm in a foreign country and have no idea what the next move is.
The sensation must be rather similar to that of a Dane in Germany or a Finn
in Russia; or, on a smaller scale, of a Welshman In England. What I should
like to try to do here is to define the areas of likeness and of difference a
litle more precisely. The history and the geography of the two countries
have been so different that the cultura! response to them has to be different
100. '

[ begin with the geographical differences. Some years ago I first saw
Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man in a bookshop, and what came
into my mind was a quite irrelevant reflection: “I wonder what he'd say if
he had to live in a one-dimensional country?” For Canada, through most of
its history, has been a strip of territary as narrow as Chile, besides being
longer and more broken up. In the United-States, the general historical pattern
has been based on a north-south axis with a western frontier that moved
gradually across mountains and rivers and prairies to the Pacific. In Canada
there is a single giguntic east-west thrust down the St. Lawrence, up the Great
Lakes, and across the prairies, then through whatever holes a surveyor could
find in the Rockies to the west coast. Consider the emotional difference
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between coming to the United States by ship from Englund und coming te
Canada. The United States presents a fairly symmetricul codstline, with rela-
tively few islands, apart from a minor group in the mouth of the Hudson,
and one is reminded of the old remark about Columbus’ discovering America:
“How could he have missed it?” One enters Canada through the Strait of

_Belle Isle into the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where five Canadian provinces sur-

round us, with enormous islands and glimpses of a mysterious mainland in
the distance, but in the foreground only sea and sky. Then we go down the
waterway of the St. Lawrence, which in itself is only the end of a chain of
rivers and lakes that starts in the Rockies. The United States confronts the
European visitor; Canada surrounds and engulfs him, or did until the coming
of the airplane.

In the United States, the frontier has been, imaginatively. an apen-ended
horizon in the west in Canada, wherever one s, the frontier is o cireumfer-
ence. Every part of Canada is shut off by its geography, British Columbia from
the. prairies by the Rockies, the prairies from the Canadas by the immense
hinterland of northern Ontario, Quebec from the Maritimes by the upthrust
of Maine, the Maritimes from Newfoundland by the sea. A generation 4go,
Huge MacLennan took a phrase from Rilke, "two solituces,” as the title for a
novel about the mutual isolation of English and French in Montreal. But
everywhere in Canada we find solitudes touching other solitudes: evury part
of Canada has strong separatist feelings, because every part of it is in facta
separation. And behind all these separations lles the silent north, full of vast
rivers, lakes and islands that, even yét, very few Canadians have ever seen.
The Mississippi, running north to south through the middle of the country,
is a symbol of the American frontier and its steady advance into the sunset.
The largest river in Canada, the Mackenzie, pouring slightly into the Arctic
Ocean at what seems the end of the earth, is a symbol of the rerra incognita
in Canadian consciousness, or what Rupert Brooke called the “unseizable
virginity" of the Canadian landscape. Or, as another British visitor, Wyndham
Lewis, remarked: “this monstrous, empty habitat must continue to dominate
this nation psychologically, and so culturally.”

In looking at two countries as closely related to Canada and the United
States, no difference is unique or exclusive: we can point to nothing in Canada
that does not have a counterpart, or many counterparts, south of its border.
What is different is a matter of emphasis and of degree. In the United States
exploration and the building of railways have naturally been of central im-
portance in the imagination of the country. In Canada they have been ob-
sessive, The Confederation of 1867 depended on the building of a railway
from one ocean to the other: the political necessity to keep the CPR entirely
within Canada meant that the rdilway had to be built in the face of almost
unimaginable natural obstacles. The cer remained a private corporation, but
the great difficulty of establishing communication in Canada meant that Can-
ada became accustomed very soon to nationalized railways, broadcasting



corporativns, il bourds, uir lnes, and similar ellors of delici linancing,
Canadian culture hgg vellected the same preoceupations, The fir :
exploration wag mainly religious ang cconomic, carried on by mission
and royagerrs and fur-tradlers, along with the explorers who worke
interests. The second wave was technological and scientific, an age of railway
building and geological surveys. The third wave was cultural, and wag speeu:-
headed by pPainters, from the carliest travelling and military artists of the
nineteenth century, Krieghoff, Payl Kane, Thomas Davies, to the Group of
Seven and their contemporaries 2 generation 4go.

A strong documentary interest in painting, in films, even in literature, is
an obvious and distinctive feature of Canadian culture, and it follows the
tradition of the early explorers and missionaries, of the Jesuit Relations and
the reports of the Hudson's Bay Company. But it s Painting in particular tha
expresses this interest: painting, the ar tha began in the deep caves of
paleolithic times, has always had something of an unborn world about it, the
projecting on nature of colours in the dark, this [ast phrase being the title of
2 Canadian play by James Reaney. Painting is in the front line of imaginative

dries
d in their

A fascination with landscape is the dominant feature of Canadian painting
down to about 1930, Even in later and more abstrict painters, Riopelle, for
example, it seems to me that there is a strong busis of Eandsca;ﬁe in the
underlying vision. The exploring and Pioneering aspect of this js clearest in
Tom Thomson, Emily Carr, and the Group of Seven, where we are still very
largely in the Canada of the blazed trail and the canoe. The painter keeps
shifting our eye from the foreground into the Opening in the woods, the
bend of the river, the break through the distan hills. The use of expressionist
and fauve techniques, with powerful colour-

another, suggests a natural world that is unconscious of man and s absorbed

ings. Just as, in a crowded country like Great Britain, the practice of archae-
ology is a mauer of keeping one Jump ahead of the bulldozer, so these
precious records of nature in her “unspoiled” loveliness of snow and rock
.and red sumach and maple seem to be hastily jotted notes of 2 hunted refugee
setdown before civilization arrives and turns the scene into one more garbagé
dump,

Literature during this period did not fare so well a8 painting, because
this long-range Perspective in literature s Very apt to turn rhetorical, in 2
‘rather bad sense. Thus Charles G.D. Roberts:

Awake, my country, the hour s greal with changet
Under this gloom which vet obscures the land,

SUwave of

From ice-blue suuit wind siern Laarentian range

To where giant peaks our western bounds command,
A deep voice stirs . .

("An Ode for the Canadian Confederacy™),

I quote this because it is typical of what made so much Canadian poetry of

"a century ago immature and colonial. The poet is not expressing his feelings
but talking about the feelings he thinks he ought to have, and the clue 10 his
poetic insincerity is the remote surveying vision that is really focussed on
nothing but a map. In other contexts this kind of rhetoric turns didactic, as
in Bliss Carman's rather forced praises of the strenuous life, No poets of this
period gave us the sense of an inward struggling nawre that Thomson and
Emily Carr do, except for some brilliant flashes in one writer, Isabella Craw-
ford, who died unknown at 37. English-Canadian poetry had w wait for £,
Pratt to convey the real sense of this centrifugal and linear rhythm in Canadian
life. His themes are those that are most closely connected with this rhythn;
the martyrdom of the Jesuit missionaries, the building of the cpr, the stories
of whale hunts and shipwrecks that bring out the sense of 4 heleaguered and
surrounded garrison.

I have been speaking of one direction in the Canadian imagination: the
direction that followed the €ast-west Laurentian movement and responded
emotionally (o the national motto a mar usque ad mare. This was both a
romantic and a conservative movement: romantic because it sought the new
and the unknown, conservative because its original impetus was in Europe.
The Confederation that took shape around a transcontinental railway was part
of a global chain of communication that started in London and linked together
all the pieces of an empire on which the sun never set. But as settlement in
the country advanced, a more longitudinal and north-south consciousness
developed. This perspective focussed on the American connection rather

~than the British Empire, and tended to see the country as a series of northern
spurs of the United States. When I was growing up in the Maritime Provinces
during the nineteen-twenties, there was a strong political lovalty to Confed.
eration, but an even stronger sense that Boston was our real capital, and that
the Maritimes formed the periphery of New England, or what was ofien called
“the Boston sttes.” In the nineteenth century, at least, the Liberal party
reflected the north:south North American outlook, as the Conservative party
reflected the Laurentian one, '

Once again it is painting that gives us the clearest sense of the contrast,
If we twrn from the Group of Seven to the Quebec landscape painters, to
Maurice Cullen, Suzor-Coté, Clarence Gagnon and the very little of Morrice
that was done in Canada, we are in a world of softer and gentler outlines

. where the sense of being lived in shows through. The painter's eye is more
- restricted and at the same time more precise. The landscape is receding from
a human eye, not absorbed in itself, Quebec is the only part of Canada which



_ has been settled long enough for a sense of imaginative digestion, so to speak,
10 emerge. When EJ. pray spoke of a kind of poetry he disapproved of, a
Poetry that avoided socig| issues and cultivated an easy self—indulger{ce, he
described it in the pictorial metaphor of "g] life.” In his use of this phrase
there s, perhaps, something of that odd fear of catching nature’s eye that is
very characteristic of that Stage in Canadian development, It is significant,
first, that the begt stiil-life painter in the carlier period, Ozias Leduc, lived
and died in Quebec, and, second, that the still-life Perspective, where the
imagination has completely surrounded the subject, begins to emerge rather
later than the Group of Seven, with David Milne, and further west, Lemoine
Fitzgerald.
What has been gradually revealed in this development s the fact that
cultural movements are different in direction and rhythm from political and
ceonomic unes, Politicaily ang ceonomically, the current ol history is wward
greater unity, and unity in this context includes uniformity, Technology is

ingly needs to Brow from roots, something that demands a small region and
4 restricted locale, The fifty states of the Union are not, in themselves, a

about 1960. Since then there has been 2 tremendous cultural explosion, in

literature and painting Particularly, which has produced a mood that is often
called cultural nationalism.

Beesmerha. Linitad. States hveshin (rom England and coming e

by

This is a most misleading phrase, and for two reasons, First nationalism
suggests something aggressive, like o nineteenth-century jingoist waliting for
the next war to start, or 1 twentieth-century third-world revolutionan. But
culture in itself seeks only its own identity, not an enemy: hostility anly
confuses it, Second, contemporary Canadian culture, being a culture, is not
a national development but a series of regional ones, what is happening in
British Columbia being very different from what is happening in New Bruns.
wick or Ontario. Even there we find an increasing decentralization: ane reason
why Montreal has been so lively a cultural centre is thar there are a good
many Montreals, each one with its own complexities and inner conllicts. Then
again, while a certain amount of protection may be needed for Canadian
writers and artists, cultural products are export products. If we look at, say,
the literature thar has come out of Ireland during the last century, we ¢an
see that culture, like a grain or wine crop, s produced in a locul arca but is
not necessarily consumed there. :

Politically, economically and technologically, the world is uni ting; Canada
i$ in the American orbit and will remain so for the foreseeable future. Ca.
nadians could not resist. that even if they wanted to, and not many of them
do want to, Culturally, both nations should run their own show, and the wily
'O run a cultural show is to let a thousand flowers bloom, in Mao's phrase.
Things go wrong when cultural developments are hitched on 1o economic
or technological ones, That 8ives us, on this continent, a sub-culture domi-
nated by advertising and distributed through the mass media, The influence
of this in our lives is often spoken of, both inside and outside the United
States, as an Americanizing influence. Ten Years ago, during the centenary of
Confederation, a sour little joke was circulating in Canada to the effect that
what had been aimed ar jn Canada was a combination of British political
Institutions, American economic buoyancy and French culture, and that what
we had, after.a century, was French politics, British economic buoyancy, and

-American culture, However, the growth of an anonymous, mass-produced,

mindless sub-culture is American only to the extent that the United States is
the world's most highly industrialized society. Its effect on genuine American
culture is quite as lethal as jts effect everywhere else, and its main features
are as Japanese or German or Russian as they are American.

Things go wrong in the Opposite direction when economic or political
developments are hitched on to cultural ones, as has happened in the Quebec
separatist movement, It is a part of M. Levesque's sales pitch to speak of
Separation as inevitable, and 10 compare it with the American Revolution. It
S€Ems 1o me a retrograde and counter-historical movement, both in its neo-
colonlal attitude to France and in its arrogant attitude to French Canadiang
outside Quebec. As for the American analogy, what was of permanent impor-
tance there was not the Separation from Britain but the principle of e pluribus
unum: politically and gconomically, the colonies had to unite, though cul-
turally there was no reason why Massachuseus and Virzinia should ner e



"; SR PN QQUEDE 15 1) ntellectuals’ movement, a rabison
des clercs: it has dominated the communications media for some years, and
by-passes economic issues with a simple emotional construct in which Con-
federation equals bondage and Separation freedom. As an intellectuals’ move-
ment, even a revolutionary one, jt May settle for a purely symbolic separation:
if it goes beyond that, whatever is distinctive in the culture of Quebec will be
its first casualty,

My reasons for thinking so take me into the second group of conditioning
differences from the United States, the historical ones, The pattern of Canadian
history has been almogt the Opposite of the pattern of American history. The
United States had a War of Independence against a European power in the
eighteenth century, and a civil war on its own soil a century later. Canada
had a civil war of European powers on its own soilin the elghteenth century,
and a movement of independence against its American partner in the nine-
teenth. This started witl) the invasion of 1775 and continued in the war of
1812, which had very little point as a war with Britain, but was in many
respects a war of independence for Canada, 1 discover that Americans, while
they know about the bombardment of Washington and the battle of New
Orleans, are often hardly aware that this war involved Canada at all, much

border that could be brought into being only by some kind of political unity.

Another historical conrrast s €Ven more important. The United States
reached its peak of articulateness in the larter part of the eighteenth century,
the age when it became a nation, the age of Washington, Adams, Jefferson,
and Franklin. The United States Is today the oldest country in the world: that
is, no other nation has lasted so long with so relatively little social change,
The party now in power is the world's oldest political party, and the American
flag is one of the world's oldest flags. Canada, by contrast, had no eighteenth
century. It started with the €xpansion of French Canada in the seventeenth
century, and started again with the influx of defeated Tories into Ontario and
the Maritimes after the Revolution, going directly from Baroque to Romantic
expansion, but never achieving the moment of self-definition that the United
States achieved,

It would be a grea mistake to exaggerate the strength of the British
connexion in Canada, even in the nineteenth century, There was a great dea]
of superficial loyalty, or at least a good many expressions of it, but there was
also much resentment, and a feeling that colonials would have been treated
with more respect in London if, like Americans, they had represented an

independent nation, Some years ago a book appeared in Quebec called White
Niggers of Arnerica, meaning the French Canadians, an expression of strong
separatist feelings in Quebec, bur the same metaphor had been used over a
century earlier by the deeply conservative Haliburton of Nova Scotia, who
makes his Sam Slick remark that a colonial and a freed black slave differed
in nothing but calour: they had theoretical rights but no power to enforce
them.

It would, I think, make for a clearer sense of Canada if we thought of
it, not as British North America, but as a country that grew out of a Tory
Opposition to the Whig victory in the American Revolution, thus forming, in
a sense, something complementary to the United States itself. This may sound
like a very English-based view of Canadian history, but I am not sure that it
is. Not long after the British conquest came the French Revolution with its
strongly anti-clerical bias, The clergy remained the ideologically dominant
group in Quebec down to a generation ago, and the clergy wanted no part
of the French Revolution or anything it stood for, Quebec still flies the pre-
revolutionary flag of lilies, Nor, from that clergy’s point of view, was the
American Revolution really so different from the French one. But apart from
the clerical influence, French Canada had excellent and foresighted reasons
for accepting a conservative modus vivendi which, from the Quebec Act in
the eighteenth century to Confederation in the nineteenth, had as its central
idea the uniting of a French and an English community on a basis thar
guaranteed some cultural integrity for both.

Historically, the Tories stood for the supremacy of the crown and the
established church, and for 2 society closely connected with the land. Con-
servatives in both Britain and Canada are called Tories, but the real Tories
were pre-Conservative: they revolved around a domestic economy and a
personal relationship to the working class that was destroyed by the Industrial
Revolution. Expressions of Canadian opposition to American ideology, all
through the nineteenth century, attack from the left quite as often as from
the right. One writer, in 1841, spoke of “the United States, where from the
great mixture of races, British feelings and British connexion have given way
before a flood of undefinable notions about liberty and equality, mixed with
aristrocratic wealth, slavery, and bigotry in religion.” I quote this not because
it is profound but because it is commonplace; and we notice that what the
writer dislikes is not only American democracy but American oligarchy, the
inequalities of wealth and Opportunity. It is not surprising, then, that so many
of Canada's intellectuals, both English and French, should be one form or
another of Tory radical, One of these, and also one of the ablest cemmentators
on the Canadian scene, George Grant, writes near the end of his Lament for
a Nation:

The impossibility of conservatism in our era is the impossibility of Canada, As

Canadians we attempted a ridiculous task in trying to build a conservative nation
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in the age of progress, on a continent we share with the most dynamic nation
on earth. The current of modern history was against us.

Yet before we write off Canada as an abortive and quixotic culture that
has failed to break through the heavy snow-crust of a technological world, it
might be worth asking what there is, in this Tory devotion to crown and
church and land, that can be translated into terms of the nineteen-seventies.
Human ideas have an extraordinary power of metamorphosis, and many
things that are outdated or absurd in their original context may reappear
later in a very different aspect. For instance, no church has ever been estab-
lished in Canada, but there has been a much closer connexion between
church and state, especially in education, which has given Canadian culture
a distinctive colouring. Again, there may be advantages in having the personal
symbol of the Queen instead of the impersonal one of the flag, which Canada
did not have until recently, and would hardly miss if it still did not. But 1
think something rather different is involved here, which I shall illustrate by
an example. When 1 first came to Toronto, in 1929, it was a homogeneous
Scotch-Irish town, dominated by the Orange Order, and greatly derided by
the rest of Canada for its smugness, its snobbery, and its sterility. The public
food in restaurants and hotels was of very indifferent quality, as it is in all
right-thinking Anglo-Saxon communities. After the war, Toronto took in im-
migrants to the extent of nearly a quarter of its population, and large Greek,
Italian, Portuguese, Ceniral European, West Indian communities grew up
within it, The public food improved dramatically. More important, these
communities all seemed to find their own place in the larger community

~ with 2 minimum of violence and tension, preserving much of their own

cultures and yet taking part in the total one. It has always seemed to me that
this very relaxed absorption of minorities, where there is no concerted effort
at a "melting pot,” has something to do with what the Queen symbolizes, the
separation of the head of state from the head of government. Because Canada
was founded by wo peoples, nobody could ever know what a hundred per
cent Canadian was, and hence the decentralizing rhythm that is so essential
to culture had room to expand.

Still more important is the Canadian sense of the close relation of the
people to the land, Everywhere we turn in Canadian literature and painting,
we are haunted by the natural world, and even the most sophisticated Ca-
nadian artists can hardly keep something very primitive and archaic out of
their imaginations. This sense is not that of the possession of the land, but
precisely the absence of possession, a feeling that here is a nature that man
has polluted and imprisoned and viclated but has never really lived with.

Canada does not have quite so heavy a burden of guilt toward red and
black peoples as the United States, and the French record with the Indians
was rather better than the British or Spanish record. Even so there is little
to be proud of; in Newfoundland, for instance, a gentle and inoffensive people,

the Beothuks, were exterminated as casually as though they were mosquuoes.
But still the main focus of guilt in Canada seems to fall on the rape of nature.
The deaths of animals seems to have an extraordinary resonance in Canadian
literature, as though the screams of all the trapped and torwred creatures
who built up the Canadian fur trade were still echoing in our minds. One
of the silliest of Tory fetishes, the preserving of game, seems to be taking a
very different role in the Canadian imagination.

The seventeenth-century invaders of both countries brought with them
the Cartesian ego, the sense of man as a perceiving subject, totally different
from everything else in nature by virtue of his consciousness. It was a long
time before the philosophers got around t© realizing that egocentric con-
sciousness is primarily a consciousness of death, but the poets had always
known that: even the nineteenth-century rhetorical poets 1 spoke of wrote
their best poetry in elegiac or nostalgic or other moods that were close to
the sense of death, The narrative poets gave us stories of death in log jams,
on glaciers, in hunting expeditions where the hunter seems to identify with
his victim. This was not of course confined to Canada: one thinks of Whitman,
who also wrote his best poetry about death and his worst rhetoric about
democracy. But it was so strong in Canada as to give most of its serious
literature, especially its poetry, a very sombre cast.

In 1948 a group of Quebec artists, headed by Paul-Emile Borduas, pro-
duced a surrealist manifesto called Refus Global, which seems to me a most
important break-through in Canadian culture, not because of what it said,
which was naive and confused enough, but because it was a sign that the old
antithesis between a conscious mind and an unconscious nature was breaking
down. For Borduas, the human mind conrtained an It as well as an I or ego,
and this Tt was what he felt needed expression. [n more recent painting, in
the quasi-realism of Alex Colville and Christopher Pratt, in the ghostly figures
of Jean-Paul Lemieux, there is often a feeling of loneliness and emptiness, as
though the conscious mind were deliberately draining itself of its contents,
and waiting for something else to move in. Meanwhile an interest in Indian
and Eskimo art, with all their nature-spirits, has grown into a fascination, and
many of our younger poets — Susan Musgrave, John Newlove, Gwendolyn
MacEwen — write as though Indians and Eskimos were our direct cultural
ancestors whose traditions continue in them and In us. In fiction, there are
some curious stories, such as Margaret Atwood's Surfacing and Marian Engel's
Bear, of heroines turning away from their civilized heritage toward an identity
with nature. It seems clear that for Canadian culture the old imperialist phrase
“going native” has come home to roost. We are no longer an army of oc-
cupation, and the natives are ourselves.

The first half of the twentieth century saw a bitter dispute between
democratic and Marxist conceptions of the best way 10 minimize the ex-
ploitation of man by man. Nobody seemed to notice that both sides were
exploiting nature with equal recklessness. 1t seems to me that the capitalist-
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socialist controversy is out of date, and that 2 détente with an outraged nature
Is what is importan; now. Canada is stil] 3 Place of considerable natural
resources, but it is no longer simply a place to be looted, either by Canadians
or by non-Canadians, [t is of immense importance to the United States itself
that there should be ogher views of the human Occupation of this continent,

immense importance to the world that a country which used to be at the
edge of the earth and is now a kind of global Switzerland, surrounded by all
the world's 8reat powers, should have achieved the repatriating of its culture,
For this is €ssentially whar has happened in the last twenty years, in all parts
of Canada; and what Was an inarticulate space on 2 map is now responding
to the world with the tongues and eyes of a matured and disciplined imagination.
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