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Saul: "I'm not making an academic argument - I'm making a human argument" 


Esteemed Canadian intellectual John Ralston Saul opens Writer's Fest with a bang

Have you ever asked yourself who you are? Where do you come from? What does that red and white flag stitched to your backpack really mean? Am I Canadian? Are you? Aside from awkward Molson beer commercials expounding on the merits of "eh" in conversation, pushing hockey and beer as the answer to all ills, these questions are rarely asked in public forums. It's as though their very existence is uncomfortable and stale - studiously avoided like the Radical Marijuana Party option on an electoral ballot. There is something tempting, and yet totally unsavoury, about indulging the point: what is a Canadian? 

Canada's national symbols and mottos, though treasured, are often hackneyed and lack any real application or force in the identity debate. What the hell can you do with a beaver? Can I build character with maple syrup? This past electoral season presented an excellent example of division: what do we have in common? What do we stand for? Who are we? Each political party has a different interpretation and so do most Canadians. 
In his recent book, A Fair Country, John Ralston Saul makes a persuasive argument as to how and why Canadian remains a conundrum. En masse, he maintains, we were tricked, deceived and hoodwinked by a carefully contrived rewrite of this country's history. 

"What I'm saying is that a large part of the inspiration for this country's civilization has these aboriginal roots. And that re-centres, it completely changes, the way of thinking of what we're doing, whether you've met 

	


someone who is first nations or not," explains Saul, reached over the telephone at his Toronto office. "The big missing conversation in Canada is the one between Aboriginals and new Canadians. The ones in between keep getting in the way." 

These "ones in between," according to Saul, are the colonialist settlers who began to dominate in the late 19th century, whose interpretation of Canadian history was entirely empire serving, and whose rewrite of history continues to dominate Canadian classrooms and suitably confuse the rest of us, to this day. It is the reason, he reveals, for a certain Canadian paralysis and inaction on the world stage and an identity disconnect at home. 

"Our capacity to explain what we're doing to ourselves, and for that matter the rest of the world, is limited by our inability to explain where it came from," adds Saul. 

"If you go back to the 16th, 17th, 18th centuries, what you find here is 2 million people living in a very interesting society based on non-monolithic principles," explains Saul. 

"These principles were based on the idea that minorities can live together; based on the idea that they can figure out ways to keep talking to each other so that if violence happens it is as little as possible; that you don't actually resolve problems of complexity but continue to live in a very complicated situation and that complexity is not bad." 

Sound like the country you live in? It should. Canada still houses a huge complexity: one of the most diverse populations on the face of the earth lives here. Put quite simply, "multi-cultural" and "peaceful" are two major touchstones in the bedrock of Canadian civilization. 

But Saul's most compelling arguments have to do with how these ideas are continually challenged by mention of "ethnic enclaves" and pan-Americanism; how their definition was muddied early on in our history by European empire builders; how ideas of well-being and fairness collided, and continue to butt heads, with such tenets as order and colonialism. 

"The way in which we live together in Canada, is not the way we would live together in Ireland, Italy, Holland etc...," explains Saul. "I'm not making an academic argument - I'm making a human argument. How is that we've managed to live together in this way and not in the European or U.S way? How is it that we've figured out that if we just keep talking and don't insist on clarifying everything that things won't fall apart and we won't resort to violence - how did we figure that out, where did that come from?" 

Saul's questions are ultimately rhetorical. A Fair Country purports to "tell truths about Canada" and Saul's careful study of history is based on one very important interpretation: early Canadian settlers learned these valuable secrets of civilization and survival from Aboriginals and Canada would benefit hugely from recognizing this fundamentally. 

In an excerpt from his book, Saul points directly at the source. 

We are a people of Aboriginal inspiration organized around a concept of peace, fairness and good government. That is what lies at the heart of our story; at the heart of Canadian mythology, whether Francophone or Anglophone. If we can embrace a language that expresses that story, we will feel a great release. We will discover a remarkable power to act and to do so in such a way that we will feel we are true to ourselves. 

Regardless of your personal opinion, Saul's In Fair Country offers a riveting read based on a very cogent argument. His talk at the Ottawa International Writer's Festival should be mandatory attendance for any Canadian looking to gain a better understanding of where they come from, of what they are - beyond the hockey stick and body politic.

From http://www.ottawaxpress.ca/books/books.aspx?iIDArticle=15825
April 26, 2002

Salute to a brave and modest nation
Kevin Myers
The Sunday Telegraph
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A photo of a Royal Canadian Air Force recruitment poster.




As our country honours the last of its four dead soldiers, we reprint a remarkable tribute to Canada's record of quiet valour in wartime that appeared in the Telegraph, one of Britain's largest circulation newspapers.

- - -

LONDON - Until the deaths last week of four Canadian soldiers accidentally killed by a U.S. warplane in Afghanistan, probably almost no one outside their home country had been aware that Canadian troops were deployed in the region. And as always, Canada will now bury its dead, just as the rest of the world as always will forget its sacrifice, just as it always forgets nearly everything Canada ever does.

It seems that Canada's historic mission is to come to the selfless aid both of its friends and of complete strangers, and then, once the crisis is over, to be well and truly ignored. Canada is the perpetual wallflower that stands on the edge of the hall, waiting for someone to come and ask her for a dance. A fire breaks out, she risks life and limb to rescue her fellow dance-goers, and suffers serious injuries. But when the hall is repaired and the dancing resumes, there is Canada, the wallflower still, while those she once helped glamorously cavort across the floor, blithely neglecting her yet again.

That is the price Canada pays for sharing the North American continent with the United States, and for being a selfless friend of Britain in two global conflicts. For much of the 20th century, Canada was torn in two different directions: It seemed to be a part of the old world, yet had an address in the new one, and that divided identity ensured that it never fully got the gratitude it deserved.

Yet its purely voluntary contribution to the cause of freedom in two world wars was perhaps the greatest of any democracy. Almost 10% of Canada's entire population of seven million people served in the armed forces during the First World War, and nearly 60,000 died. The great Allied victories of 1918 were spearheaded by Canadian troops, perhaps the most capable soldiers in the entire British order of battle.

Canada was repaid for its enormous sacrifice by downright neglect, its unique contribution to victory being absorbed into the popular memory as somehow or other the work of the "British." The Second World War provided a re-run. The Canadian navy began the war with a half dozen vessels, and ended up policing nearly half of the Atlantic against U-boat attack.

More than 120 Canadian warships participated in the Normandy landings, during which 15,000 Canadian soldiers went ashore on D-Day alone. Canada finished the war with the third-largest navy and the fourth-largest air force in the world.

The world thanked Canada with the same sublime indifference as it had the previous time. Canadian participation in the war was acknowledged in film only if it was necessary to give an American actor a part in a campaign in which the United States had clearly not participated -- a touching scrupulousness which, of course, Hollywood has since abandoned, as it has any notion of a separate Canadian identity.

So it is a general rule that actors and filmmakers arriving in Hollywood keep their nationality -- unless, that is, they are Canadian. Thus Mary Pickford, Walter Huston, Donald Sutherland, Michael J. Fox, William Shatner, Norman Jewison, David Cronenberg and Dan Aykroyd have in the popular perception become American, and Christopher Plummer, British. It is as if, in the very act of becoming famous, a Canadian ceases to be Canadian, unless she is Margaret Atwood, who is as unshakably Canadian as a moose, or Celine Dion, for whom Canada has proved quite unable to find any takers.

Moreover, Canada is every bit as querulously alert to the achievements of its sons and daughters as the rest of the world is completely unaware of them. The Canadians proudly say of themselves -- and are unheard by anyone else -- that 1% of the world's population has provided 10% of the world's peacekeeping forces. Canadian soldiers in the past half century have been the greatest peacekeepers on Earth -- in 39 missions on UN mandates, and six on non-UN peacekeeping duties, from Vietnam to East Timor, from Sinai to Bosnia.

Yet the only foreign engagement that has entered the popular non-Canadian imagination was the sorry affair in Somalia, in which out-of-control paratroopers murdered two Somali infiltrators. Their regiment was then disbanded in disgrace -- a uniquely Canadian act of self-abasement for which, naturally, the Canadians received no international credit.

So who today in the United States knows about the stoic and selfless friendship its northern neighbour has given it in Afghanistan?

Rather like Cyrano de Bergerac, Canada repeatedly does honourable things for honourable motives, but instead of being thanked for it, it remains something of a figure of fun.

It is the Canadian way, for which Canadians should be proud, yet such honour comes at a high cost.

This week, four more grieving Canadian families knew that cost all too tragically well.

From National Post On-line.  Accessed at http://beatles.ncf.ca/canada.html

