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Two writers in search of
Canada’s vanishing cultural identity

Reflections
on a generic void

ecently while 1 was discussing the
H statc of film production in Canada

with some cinema ecnthusiasts, a
woman of native Canadian birth invited
herself to our table and pressed upon us
the question: What is Canadian Content?
However much my companions and I
tricd to respond in short phrases, her
insistent repetition let us know that she
was not about to leave without a satisfac-
tory answer. She was compulsive in her
questioning and often interrupted when,
in an obviously doomed attempt, we con-
tinued the conversation that we werce hav-
ing before she imposed. But she was not to
be ignored, and ncither was her justifiable

inquiry.

What is Canadian content?

One of the first available answers was
that Canadian Content is a program sct up
by the government to get more Canadian-
produccd programs into the airwaves.
That mcant any program with a ccrtain
amount of Canadian talent used in produc-
tion, or producced mainly within Canada
was said to have “Canadian Content.” This
was not the answer she had hoped for, nor
was the suggestion that if she, as a Native
Canadian, were to produce a film, or radio
program. then that would truly be Cana-
dian Content, and more so if it were about
Native Canadians. But she was not asking
this question as a means to retricve an

" cgo-raising responsc from a group of sec-
ond- or third-generation Canadian Anglos.

What is Canadian content?
I began to realize that the problem was
ncither with her nor us, but with a confu-
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sion of the meaning of the word ‘content”.
Part of the confusion about the exact
denotation of this word was  brought
about by the aforementioned government
program. Canadian Content regulation is
sct up to scrve two purposcs. First: it is
intended to ¢ncourage more Canadian
production by restricting broadcasters to
a certain percentage of programs with
‘Canadian  Content” about, by and for
Canadians. Sccondly: it is supposcd to
make Canadian viewers more aware of
their country and. by national relation,
themselves, creating a sense of identity
and unity in onc swift stroke. Canadian
Content, in this understanding, becomes
the assimilation of identity to unity. But, as
Northrop Fryce stated in the preface to his
book The Bush Garden: Essays on the
Canadian Imagination (1971) | “Itis not
always realized that unity and identity are
quite different things...”

Fryc corrcctly defines “unity” as being
“mational in rcference, international in
perspective, and rooted in political feel-
ing.” As such it has been the historical
concern of Canadian governments, Liberal
and Conscrvative, since Confederation,
Our first prime minister, Sir John A, Mac-
Donald. proposed the Canadian National
Railway as the anwer to the question of
unity, having identified the major con-
tributor to disunification as the vastness of
the sca-to-sca width of our country. But
the technology of the railroad did not
solve the problem. It in fact, magnified
the dichotomy between southern and
northern Canada. Similarly, the technol-
ogy of the media has failed to bring a sensce
of unification, not because of the way it is
uscd, but in the understanding of the
problem to which it is applicd.

Fryc makes the distinction between
unity, as political, and identity as “local
and regional, rooted in the imagination
and in works of culture” and thus defines

the foundations of “Regionalism™ which.
in turn, has heen confused with content
and has created Canada's alphabet soup.

Regionalist “content” has become as
mcchanical as government technology.,
though it has maintained the basic defini-
tion of the word itsclf. Content, being
what a work of culture is about, has
become, in the push for regional expres-
sion. confined to works that contain
scenes of Ontario when produced by
Ontario  creators, Qucebec when by
Qucbhec’s creators, and so on to all points
of the compass. Regionalist content loscs
that inhcrent influence of a “specific envi-
ronment... that provides a circumference
for an imagination” when it is force-fed
the flavour of that environment. The influ-
¢nce of the environment in which onc is
raised is natural and nceds no outside
push or it becomes too mechanically
aimed and acquires a characterless stag-
nancy. Having recognized the regional
nature of Canada, however, the central
state instruments of Culture decided to
usc it in its attempts to unify the nation.
thus: identity into unity cqualling, not
content, but Canadian Content.

The assimilation of these two “Cana-
dian” problems has produced the cffect
which Fryc predicted in 1971 “Identity to
unity producces the empty gestures of cul-
tural nationalism.” This cffect is, perhaps.
morc favourable than if the assimilation
were to be accomplished in the other
dircction; “Unity to identity produces the
kind of provincial isolation which is now
called scparatism.” The one places the
various identitics of each region before
the nation providing a sccurity in the ideal
that the people make the country while
still demanding pride in what the country
is: unity through individual association.
The other places the onus on the coun-
try’s position as provider and keeper of all
the various identitics which amounts to

unity through the generation of guilt: we
owe our country our lovalty hecause
without it we would falter. In the latter
instance. regional self-esteem is quelled
and the only way for it to risc is through
scparation and sclf-building. In Canada,
however,  the  “gestures  of  cultural
nationalism™ brought forth in the former.
remiain “empty’ because  the  regional
identitics in our contry are stronglyv main-
tained. It is possible to remove someone
from a region but not to take the influence
of a region in which onc is raised out of
the creative imagination of the individual

To add to the disparity berween reg:
ional identity and national unity is a grow-
ing sense of Canada as a nation containing
many nationalitics. Since the “70s when
Frye wrote his book. and Pierre Berton
wrote his ¢pic historical mythologics. The
Nattonal Dream and The Last Spike.
thousands of immigrants have poured into
Canada from all over the world. Being an
immigrant nation to begin with. plus the
presence of Native Canadians. the added
flux has increased the resplendency of our
divergence. If. like the United States. we
had tried to engulf these immigrants into
Canadian socicty, perhaps it would have
been possible to instill in future gencera-
tions a likened flavour for Truth, Justice
and the Canadian Way. But we have never
had anv unified idea as to what that “way’
could be. so even a latent application of
“the melting pot” is doomed. Now, more
than cver, it is possible to say that Canada
will never achieve the kind of national
unity that it is sceking,

Conrtent. as the assimilation of identity
to unity. cannot assimilate something that
will never truly exist. Content. then. is
cquivalent only to identity. When the
woman injected herself into our conversa:
tion. the question she was really asking
was: What is Canadian identity? We could
not give her a satisfactory answer because
we all pereeived a different identity: one
urhan, onc rural. big. city. small city, west-
crn. castern, and onc an immigrant from
Britain. The government's answer  of
bringing it all together under one roof
with a technologically induced idea of
oneness fails because cach room is differ-
¢nt. cach window looks out on a different
perspective, and cach television is tuned
to a different station, The mass-media
nationalist blitz has scrved to make
Canada a microcosm of McLuhan's Global
Village.

What is Canadian Content?

In the June 1985 Cinema Canadd
cditorial there is a picture of the poster
designed for the Canadian Conference of
the Arts. It shows a gilded frame with
nothing in it and the cditorial is called
“Framing Canadian Content.” The writer
of the picce sees the “absolute blank™ as a
“perfect metaphor for the present state of
Canadian cultural life.” The picce goes on
to explain this metaphor in relation to the
poster’s context: as a poster for the cons
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ference’s 40th anniversary. It clarifies the
hypocrisy of having Canadian Content
regulations when the government has
been “dismantling what precious  few
national institutions it posscsses.” The
criticism is justificd, but the reading of the
metaphor is far from accurate. The frame
contains a large white space — but it is
not cempty, it is full of pcople in a
snowstorm. The snow job has been pro-
vided by a government that wishes to pre-
sent a glittering, well-defined, and sclf-
contained nation where, as we have disco-
vered., one does not exist,

The multi-cultural, multi-lingual fact of
Canada makes alphabet soup a natural
state of being. Chaos has always been a
part of our cxistence from the time the
pioncers tried to tame the forests, We are
caught up in the blizzard and the govern-
ment is trying, as it always has, to over-
come  the blur of nothingness with
technology. Now, as the cditorial states,
the government is trying to ger Canada
onto  the  international  scene . —
technologically. But reaching out holding
the last golden spike and saying here we
arc, does not change the fact that Canada
is a generic void,

With the golden symbol, and the iden-
tity soup, the government presents
Canada as a whole. “In our world...," says
Frye, “the sensc of a specific environment
as somcthing that provides a circumfer-
ence for an imagination has to contend
with a global civilization of jet planes,
international hotels, and disappcaring
landmarks — that is, an obliterated envi-
ronment.”

The new technology is not rails, or plan-

¢s, or print, but mass popular media like
film, television, and radio. In this cultural
scheme, Canada is not a whole but a hole
into which outside stimuli arce dumped, or
out of which rich resources are dug. On
the international market, we can only
become more empty, more “no name” as

more ready access is given to our people,

not because of any action on the govern-
ment's part, but because that is the way
we have survived and will continue to sur-
vive,

National identity, like human identity,
can be determined by characteristics of
bchavior and attitude. Canada is all over
the place; international in population, yet
maintaining a hick-town back-fence chat-
tiness, We are like the sleeping giant off
the coast of Thunder Bay; we lic in a Jung-
ian drcam of sclf-discovery waiting for an
analoguc alarm to wake us into a digital
world. The confusion and chaos of our
inner self has the cffect of self-negation.
We remain  laid-back, relaxed and
grounded. But, in our inherent nothing-
ness, we have found being. In a strange
paradox, our very lack of identity has
become who we are: inert matter. In this
state we hold on to the greatest potential
for growth, because from zero, one can go
in any direction. So far, it has been a strug-
gle to stay where we are most comforta-
ble, somcthing we have become very
good at doing.

We are happy in our niche of a nameless
national culture. This, beureusement, is,
oddly enough, brought on by the same
predicament that transforms Canada into a
generic wasteland. The amount of push
and-pull we allow our international influ-

ences has made us a great balancing point
for indecision. Like the fulcrum in Mar-
garet Atwood’s poem A Place Fragmenls
“..where this trivial but/stringent inner
order/held its delicate balance/with the
random scattering or/clogged merging of/
things...,” our lack of identity holds a dcli-
cate balance between our sound sleep and
evaporation in the international macl-
strom. The paradox continues in that the
thing that gives us our “ordered abscence,”
as Atwood describes the wilderness in
Progressive Insanities of a Pioneer, is the
very thing that will annihilate us, but
slowly, like the “unnamed whale” at the
end of that poem.

International by nature, situated as we
are between the two superpowers, and
relying heavily on the world market, we
cannot afford to present a national identity
where none exists. To do so would place
a heavy reliance on the gencral feeling of
national unity which would swing the
onus around to assimilation of unity-to-
identity which would only serve to make
physical the cultural disparity of our reg-
ions. At that point the giant will disinteg-
rate, never to wake. We are still young and
a little spoiled by the benefits of European
industrialization, another revolution we
were not much a part of If we are to
develop a national identity, then let it
grow from the creative cfforts of the
people whose prerogative it is, when they
have the desire, to create, if not for
Canada, for other people. Until such time
as this identity emerges, let us be content
to survive, enjoy a beer and keep asking;:

“What is Canadian Content?

’85 Genies:
reaction

Like any text, Canadian content is open to strong of

weak readings. For many reasons, English Canadians -
tend to ward weak readings of their own texts. This
does not mean there aren't strong reactions — and

Cinema Canada’s reading of the '85 Genies elicited
some. Unfortunately, most of these reactions were

often misreadings, Comments like “the most racist

article the magazine has ever run” or “totally nega-

tive" or “yes it's true, but it's disloyal to tell tales out

of school.” Interestingly none of the more yociferous

reactions were articnlated in written form.

Onc of the rare written responses was the follow-
ing. from retired NFB producer Jacques Bobet, the
father of the Canadian feature film: '

“All my compliments (and thanks) for your article
on ‘The ‘85 Genies... etc.” in the May issue of Cinema

“If this lerter is late in reaching you, the article itself
is one that we'll remember for 4 long time to come”™
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Jacqueline Brodie

Aylmer, QC
J9J 1H7

An expert in the field of film promotion,
Jacqueline Brodie has been well-known for
the past eleven years as the Assistant Director
of the former Ottawa Film Festivals Bureau.
Before that, she spent seven years in promotion
at the National Film Board in Montreal.

In August 1984, Jacqueline Brodie founded
her own company, Maxipromo, which provides
a wide range of services.

A (819)771-1862

Its services:

— Specialized advice regarding participation

in film festivals

— production of promotional material
— French language creative and

promotional writing

— organization and coordination of
cinematographic events in Canada

and abroad

— creation of promotional campaigns
— national and international public relations

and media relations
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SOUND & POST PRODUCTION

Congratulates

NORMAN JEWISON

and

COLUMBIA PICTURES

For their fine production

“AGNES OF GOD”

We are proud to have participated in the
sound track with our Dolby Stereo System

A subsidiary of
Bellevue Pathé

BELLEVUE PATHE

Canada’s largest laboratory and post production organization

ANNOUNCES
THE OPENING OF
BELLEVUE PATHE
VIDEO DUPLICATION CENTER

A new fully integrated Video Post Production and Duplication Facility.

This new facility will provide an important extension of services
to producers and distributors in both Film and Video.

BELLEVUE PATHE BELLevui(/j(If/Lé

Labo, son et post-production

Centre de reproduction

2000 Northcliffe
Montréal, Québec H4A 3K5 VIDEO :
Duplication Center

(514) 484-1186
5588 Cote de Liesse, Montreal

ASTRAL BELLEVUE at/w

(Quebec) H4P 1A9 (514) 737-2777
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