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Two writers in sear,ch of 
Canada's v'aniShing cultural identity 

The sorrow and pity 
of being Canadian 

C
anadians are used to being called 
Americans. particularly by foreigners. 
and so we seldom turn a hair when 

visitors tell us there is no visihle differ­
ence between English-speaking Canada 
and the USA. We are inured to hearing that 
Canada. always lumped in with the U.S .. 
has no identity, at home or ahroad. 

Th(: 191-l5 Genie Awards, so incisively 
described and analysed hy Michael Dor­
land in the May issue of Cinema Canada . 
were the ultimate expression of our loud 
and juvenile desire to prove how true this 
is. How well we have succeeded in imitat­
ing' and prostrating ourselves hefore our 
"great neighhour," right down to Mickey 
Mouse without the members of the 
Academy of Canadian Cinema (!) keling 
the slightest twinge of shame or consci­
ence, is exceptionally well stated by Dor­
land. 

But we would perhaps show under­
standing and feel some sympathy for the 
Academy when its activities arc set against 
the background of current affairs in 
.Canada. Should we expect the Academy to 
hehave any differently when we read. hear 
and sec what is going on these days in the 
soap-opera circles of our art. politiCS and 
entertainment? 

It is not surPrising to hear once again 
discussions ahout "free trade" with the 
U.S. ; that we arc again heing called the 
51st stat<:, or that we have in Ottawa a 
prime minister whose loY<: of Ronald 
Reagan and all things American has 
already kd to his heing duhhed "Reagan's 
vice-president in charge of Canada." 

Gerald Pratley is director Of the Ontario 
Film Institute. 

by Gerald PratJey 

It has even heen said that the Sight of 
the Stars and Stripes flying over us, along 
with our historical provincial flags. might 
give us a deeper sense of our British herit­
age. After aIL the Maple Leaf has no histor­
ical relevance, while the 13 stripes on the 
American flag at least represent the origi­
nal col(>nies. 

Yet secure inside us is the knowledge 
that we are indeed different from our rela­
tives south of the border, that we think, 
feel and behave differently in a numher of 
ways, that we arc less "showy" (even if we 
do these days, under exhortations from 
government, plaster everything with the 
Maple Leaf) and that we take our exis­
tence as Canadians quite seriously. living 
with the dispiriting fact that, hecause we 
arc 25 million compared to their 250 mil­
lion, it is only to be expected that, no mat­
ter what we do, the Americans will do it 
higger and sometimes hetter. 

In the meantime. as exp~rienced ohser­
vcrs of those things that betray us as Cana­
dians. we accept with resigned humour 
and despair the constant stream of state­
ments in the media and elsewhere 
together with the peculiar actions of 
politicians and husinessmen - we all 
know could never emanate from the U.S. 
These could only he Canadian: 
• The reporter on the CBC news, with 
that forced upheat brightness, telling us 
about Marcel Masse's "task force" on 
broadcasting, and ending hy saying that 
from this enquiry we would learn "how 
Canadian Canada's television should be." 
Should be? Really' In the minds of indi­
viduals such as this reporter, there ought 
not to be any doubts whatsoever (and cer­
tainly there is no need for such a commis­
sion). It is inconceivable that such an 
enquiry would take place in the U.S. Tbe)' 
know how American their TV should be: 

the three networks accept no foreign 
programs. 
• The organiser of the recent Dramalab 
(sic) in Edmonton quoted in Varie(v as 
saying "Our intention is to figure out how 
to make an identifiable Canadian film 
industry." Really' This is a matter that 
requires "figuring" out? 
• The reporters in a Toronto newspaper 
who disliked the ACTRA Awards and com­
plained loudly that this is a CDC show 
which excludes CTV and CFTO. They 
never tell their readers what program­
ming has been aired on CTV with our 
writers and actors that would qualify to 
win any award. The answer is. of course, 
that CTV. CFTO, CHCH and others, do 
almost nothing for Canadian program­
ming. In fact, it is well-known that the 
unofficial world at CTV is 'nothing Cana­
dian, nothing British, everything Amer­
ican.' 

And while the ACTRA Awards arc a 
splendid tribute to Canadian talent that 
make the Genies look cheap, who is it that 
makes them possible' Texaco. hardly a 
Canadian company. but performing spkn­
didly in the absence, shall we say, of Petro­
Canada. 

We were also told in the Toronto Star 
that CTV spent S24 million buying Amer­
ican TV programs. No one said a word 
about the amount CTV doesn't spend on 
Canadian drama. "We do news and sports" 
they say. and that is enough contrihution 
to being Canadian on our airways. 
• In what other city in the world but 
Toronto, would passengers step into a 
subway car to be confronted with adver­
tisements for a local televison station in 
which all the programs listed were Amer­
ican? 

• What other country but Canada would 
give an expensive testimonial dinner to a 

film producer who had unleashed upon 
the world three despicable Canadian 
movies which are all-American in con­
cept, location and work' 
• Outside the U.S .. in what other country 
but ours would newspapers run a regular 
series of columns on etiquette taken from 
an American news service and in which 
the writer talks of what to do when meet­
ing royalty from an American point oj 
vicw, hut presented as though it applied to 

us' 
• In what cities outside the U.S., other 
than in Canada. will you find newspaper 
boxes on the street loudly advertising USA 
Today. A city's cosmopolitan awareness is 
to he found in newsagents' shops which 
matter-of-factly sell newspapers and 
magazines from around the world - and 
of which we have too few. 
• In what country but ours would you 
find a leading newspaper running film 
reviews from an American wire service 
and which, as one would expect. reflect an 
American and not a Canadian pOint-of­
view; what newspapers ahroad would run 
articles about "our movie stars" which arc 
all American; what other transport system 
other than Ontario's GO would get its 
tickets printed in the USA; and where else 
hut in Canada would a city's radio stations 
huy its weather reports from an American 
company; in what other city outside the 
U.S. other than Toronto would visitors 
arriving at the airport find the exchange 
counters run by the Bank of America; and 
in what country would an Expo be 
created. as in Vancouver, huilt and run by 
Americans? Can we do nothing by our­
selves? 

The examples arc almost endless: it 's a 
game anyone can play; the results , how­
ever, arc not exhilarating, 

Only in Canada, you say. Small things, 
you say; but small things repeated over 
and over throughout the years become 
accepted facts of life and hleed from us 
our sense of heing Canadian. And they say 
there is no difference he tween us and the 
Yanks? Just try reversing all these situa­
tions ancl sec if they could ever happen 
south of the border if all the incidents 
mentioned involved Canadian manufac­
ture or participation. 

It is a paradox that in heing different 
from the Americans in allowing or want­
ing these things to happen to us. we arc 
doing just what others say we arc: becom­
ing more and more American. Docs it mat­
ter? Can we still assure ourselves we arc 
"quietly Canadian" in spite of the Genies, 
in spite of being willingly suhjugated hy 
the tide of things American, in spite of our 
continuing and shameful production of 
imitation-American feature-films? 

Perhaps we should take some satisfac­
tion from the realisation that we arc now 
that part of the United States which man­
aged to become American without a war 
of independence and still recognises the 
Crown! As the McKenzie Brothers used to 
say, "This is the life. eh?" 
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