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... [T ]he question of Canadian identity, so far as it affects the creative 
imagination, is not a "Canadian" question at all, but a regional question. 
An environment turned outward to the sea, like so much of Newfoundland, 
and one turned towards inland seas, like so much of the Maritimes, are 
an imaginative contrast: anyone who has been conditioned by one in his 
earliest years can hardly become conditioned by the other in the same way. 
Anyone brought up on the urban plain of southern O ntario or the gentle 
pays farmland along the south shore of the St. Lawrence may become fas­
cinated by the great sprawling wilderness of Northern Ontario or Ungava, 
may move there and live with its people and become accepted as one of 
them, but if he paints or writes about it he will paint or write as an imagi­
native foreigner. And what can there be in common between an imagina­
tion nurtured on the prairies, where it is a centre of consciousness diffusing 
itself over a vast flat expanse stretching to the remote horizon, and one 
nurtured in British Columbia, where it is in the midst of gigantic trees and 
mountains leaping into the sky all around it, and obliterating the horizon 
everywhere? 

Thus when the CBC is instructed by Parliament to do what it can to 2 

promote Canadian unity and identity, it is not always realized that unity 
and identity are quite different things to be promoting, and that in Canada 
they are perhaps more different than they are anywhere else. Identity is local 
and regional, rooted in the imagination and in works of culture; unity is 
national in reference, international in perspective, and rooted in a political 
feeling. T here are, of course, containing imaginative forms which are com-
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mon to the whole country, even if not 
peculiar to Canada. I remember seeing 
an exhibition of undergraduate painting, 
mostly of landscapes, at a Maritime uni­
versity. The students had come from all 
over Canada, and one was from Ghana. 
The Ghana student had imaginative qual­
ities that the Canadians did not have, but 
they had something that he did not have, 
and it puzzled me to place it . I finally 
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realized what it was: he had lived, in his impressionable years, in a world 
where colour was a constant datum: he had never seen colour as a cycle that 
got born in spring, matured in a burst of autumn flame, and then died out 
into a largely abstract, black and white world. But that is a factor of!atitude 
rather than region, and most of the imaginative factors common to the 
country as a whole are negative influences. 

Negative, because in our world the sense of a specific environment as 3 

something that provides a circumference for an imagination has to con­
tend with a global civilization of jet planes, international hotels, and disap­
pearing landmarks-that is, an obliterated environment. The obliterated 
environment produces an imaginative dystrophy that one sees all over the 
world, most dramatically perhaps in architecture and town planning (as it 
is ironically called), but in the other arts as well. Canada, with its empty 
spaces, its largely unknown lakes and rivers and islands, its division of lan­
guage, its dependence on immense railways to hold it physically together, 
has had this peculiar problem of an obliterated environment throughout 
most of its history. The effects of this are clear in the curiously abortive cul­
tural developments of Canada, as is said later in this book. They are shown 
even more clearly in its present lack of will to resist its own disintegration, 
in the fact that it is practically the only country left in the world which is 
a pure colony, colonial in psychology as well as in mercantile economics. 

The essential element in the national sense of unity is the east-west 4 

feeling, developed historically along the St. Lawrence-Great Lakes axis, 
and expressed in the national motto, a mari usque ad mare. The tension 
between this political sense of unity and the imaginative sense of locality 
is the essence of whatever the word "Canadian" means. Once the tension 
is given up, and the two elements of unity and identity are confused or 
assimilated to each other, we get the two endemic diseases of Canadian 
life. Assimilating identity to unity produces the empty gestures of cultural 
nationalism; assimilating unity to identity produces the kind of provincial 
isolation which is now called separatism. 

The imaginative Canadian stance, so to speak, facing east and west, has 5 

on one side one of the most powerful nations in the world; on the other 
there is the vast hinterland of the north, with its sense of mystery and fear 
of the unknown, and the curious guilt feelings that its uninhabited loneli­
ness seems to inspire in this exploiting age. If the Canadian faces south, he 
becomes either hypnotized or repelled by the United States: either he tries 
to think up unconvincing reasons for being different and somehow superior 
to Americans, or he accepts being "swallowed up by" the United States 
as inevitable. What is resented in Canada about annexation to the United 
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States is not annexation itself, but the feeling that Canada would disap­
pear into a larger entity without having anything of any real distinctiveness 
to contribute to that entity: that, in short, if the United States did annex 
Canada it would notice nothing except an increase in natural resources. If 
we face north, much the same result evidently occurs: this happened to the 
Diefenbaker campaign of 1956, which has been chronicled in books with 
such words as "lament" and "renegade" in their titles. 1 

Whenever the east-west context of the Canadian outlook begins to 6 

weaken, separatism, which is always there, emerges as a political force . 
Every part of Canada has strong separatist feelings: there is a separatism of 
the Pacific Coast, of the Prairies, of the Mari times, of Newfoundland, as 
well as of Quebec. Ontario, of course, began with a separatist movement 
from the American Revolution. But since the rise of the great ideological 
revolutionary movements of our time, whether communist, fascist, impe­
rialist, Islamic or what not, separatism has been an almost wholly destruc­
tive force. The successful separatings, like that of Norway and Sweden in 
1905, took place before the rise of these movements. In India and Pakistan, 
in the Arab-Jewish world, and in many other centres divided by language, 
colour or religion, separatism has seldom if ever stabilized the prejudices 
which gave rise to it, but has steadily increased them. Even where there is 
no political affiliation, the separation of Cuba from the American sphere 
of influence, or of Yugoslavia from the Russian one, cannot be a politically 
neutral act. Quebec in particular has gone through an exhilarating and, for 
the most part, emancipating social revolution. Separatism is the reactionary 
side of this revolution: what it really aims at is a return to the introverted 
malaise in which it began, when Quebec's motto was je me souviens and 
its symbols were those of the habitant rooted to his land with his mother 
church over his head, and all the rest of the blood-and-soil bit. One cannot 
go back to the past historically, but the squalid neo-fascism of the FLQ2 

terrorists indicates that one can always do so psychologically .... 
I grew up in two towns, Sherbrooke and Moncton, where the popula- 7 

tion was half English and half French, divided by language, education and 
religion, and living in a state of more or less amiable Apartheid. In the 
Eastern Townships the English-speaking group formed a northern spur of 
New England, and had at a much earlier time almost annexed themselves to 
New England, feeling much more akin to it than to Quebec. The English­
speaking Maritimers, also, had most of their cultural and economic ties 
with New England, but their political connexion was with New France, 
so that culturally, from their point of view, Canada stopped at Fredericton 
and started again at Westmount. There were also a good many Maritime 
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French families whose native language was English, and so had the same 
cultural dislocation in reverse. 

As a student going to the University of Toronto, I would take the 8 

train to Montreal, sitting up overnight in the coach, and looking for­
ward to the moment in the early morning when the train came into Levis, 
on the south side of the St. Lawrence, and the great fortress of Quebec 
loomed out of the bleak dawn mists. I knew that much of the panorama 
was created by a modern railway hotel, but distance and fog lent enchant­
ment even to that. Here was one of the imaginative and emotional centres 
of my own country and my own people, yet a people with whom I found 
it difficult to identify, what was different being not so much language as 
cultural memory. But the effort of making the identification was crucial: 
it helped me to see that a sense of unity is the opposite of a sense of uni­
formity. Uniformity, where everyone "belongs, " uses the same cliches, 
thinks alike and behaves alike, produces a society which seems comfort­
able at first but is totally lacking in human dignity. Real unity tolerates 
dissent and rejoices in variety of outlook and tradition, recognizes that it 
is man's destiny to unite and not divide, and understands that creating 
proletariats and scapegoats and second-class citizens is a mean and con­
temptible activity. Unity, so understood, is the extra dimension that raises 
the sense of belonging into genuine human life. Nobody of any intel­
ligence has any business being loyal to an ideal of uniformity: what one 
owes one's loyalty to is an ideal of unity, and a distrust of such a loyalty is 
rooted in a distrust oflife itself. .. . 

NOTES 
1 Frye is refe rring to George S. G rant's lament for a Nation: The Defeat of Canadian N ationalism 

(1965) and Pete r C. Newman's Renegade in Power: The Diefenbaker Years (1963) . 

2 The FLQ stands for the Front de liberation du Quebec (Quebec Liberation Front). The FLQ was a 

terrorist group that claimed to support a sovereign Quebec. They were res ponsible for the O ctober 

Crisis in .1970 when they kidnapped two government officials. 

VOCABULARY 
a mari usque ad mare-a Larin phrase that translates as "from sea to sea" 

dystrophy-a wasting away, usuall y of organ or tissue 

je me souviens-the provincial motto of Quebec, which means "I remember" 

pays-Frye is using this French te rm in its historical sense, where the pays is a kind of com­

munity or counry that is controlled by a medieval count 


