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Living next to you is in some ways like sleeping with an elephant: No 

matter how friendly and even-tempered the beast, one is affected by 

every twitch and grunt. 

――Pierre Trudeau, Prime Minister of Canada, 1969 

 

Inside every Canadian, whether she or he knows it or not, there is, in fact, 

an American.  

――John Meisel, Chairman, Canadian Radio-Television and 

  Telecommunications Commission, 1986 

 

Most  Canadians l ive along an open,  6400-kilometer  border with 

the United States.  Canadians and Americans can pass more or  less 

freely across this border.  No visas are required;  no passports or  

ID cards need be flashed.  Andrew Malcolm tel ls  the s tory of a 

Quebec woman whose house si ts  on the border:  her ki tchen is  in  

the US and l iving room-bedroom in Canada.  No one seems to  care.  

Goods flow more or less  freely,  too.  In fact ,  no taxes apply to  

products  moving around the continent ,  making Canada,  the US, 



and Mexico the largest  f ree t rade zone in  the world.  American 

retai l  s tores and service outlets  (Sears,  Walmart ,  Starbucks,  

MacDonald 's)  have,  in  fact ,  long made Canada their  home,  while 

American music,  te levision,  and movies have been an important  

part  of  Canadians '  everyday l ives for  over half  a  century.  Yet  

somehow, despite al l  this ,  something cal led Canadian culture 

exists .  What  is  i t?  How has i t  been created and promoted? And 

what is  i ts  future?  

The re  h ave  a lways  been  a l a r ms  abou t  A mer i can  i n f l u ence  i n  

Canada ,  e spec i a l l y  fo r  Can ada ' s  Eng l i sh - speak ing  ma jo r i t y.  

Man y  Eng l i sh  Can ad ians  be l i ev ed  t h ey  were  p re se rv ing  t he  

Br i t i sh  E mpi re ,  a long  wi th  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  cu l tu r a l  t r a d i t i on s ,  

wh en  th e y  r e s i s t ed  t he  A me r i c an  Re vo lu t ion  in  t he  l a t e  18 th  

cen tu ry  an d  s e t t l ed  i n  t h e  no r th .  Even  though  Can ad ians '  

i den t i f i c a t i on  w i th  B r i t a i n  ha s  d ec l i ned ,  t h e  i de a  o f  r e s i s t i ng  

A mer i can  wa ys  r ema in s  s t rong  t oday.  Wh i l e  A mer i can  

i nva s io n  o r  an nex a t i on  we re  g r ave  co nce rns  i n  Can a da ' s  e a r l y  

h i s t o ry,  wo r r i e s  abou t  t h e  l o s s  o f  Canad ian  i den t i t y  an d  v a lu es  

occup y  the  mind s  o f  ma n y  peop le  t od a y.  D i s t i nc t i v e  wa ys  o f  

l i f e ,  po l i t i c a l  t r ad i t i o ns ,  and  so c i a l  v a lu es－ no t  t o  men t io n  th e  

econo mi ca l l y  bene f i c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  wr i t i ng  and  p u b l i sh in g ,  

mu s i c  an d  f i l m p ro duc t i on ,  and  pe r fo rmi n g  a r t s － a re  a l l  

endan ge red  b y  A mer i can  i n f lu e nce .  Of  co u r se ,  a  ve ry  b road  

de f in i t i o n  o f  cu l t u re  i s  p r e su me d  h e re ,  i nc lud ing  no t  on ly  t h e  

t r ad i t i on a l  a r t s  ( pa in t i n g ,  l i t e r a tu re ,  d ance )  bu t  a l so  a  

Canad i an  wa y  o f  l i f e  and  pa r t i cu l a r  i deo log i e s  o f  Canad i an  

po l i t i c a l  cu l t u r e  and  soc i a l  be long in g .  The  i mpo r t ance  o f  
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con t ro l  i n  t h i s  b roa d  sph e re  o f  cu l tu re  be ca me  c l ea r  ea r l y  i n  

t he  20 th  cen tu ry  a s  new t echn o log i e s  t r ans fo r me d  the  so c i a l  

l i f e  o f  peo p le  i n  Can ada  and  e l s ewh ere .  I ndeed ,  b eg inn ing  i n  

t he  1920 s ,  w i th  t he  r i s e  o f  ma ss  co mmu nica t i on  med ia ,  t he  

Canad ian  gove rn me n t  b egan  t o  t ake  a  l e ad ing  ro l e  i n  t h e  

p ro mo t io n  and  p ro t ec t i on  o f  Can ad i an  cu l tu re .  P o l i t i c a l  

l e ad e r s  i n  Canada  beca me  conv in ced  o f  t he  n eed  fo r  

i n t e rv en t io n i s t  cu l tu ra l  po l i c i e s .  Co mmo n  t o  t he  ma jo r  cu l t u ra l  

po l i c i e s ,  a cco rd ing  to  Mik e  Ga she r,  we re  t h re e  t h e me s :  

n a t i o n a l i s m,  an t i - c o m me r c i a l i s m,  an d  a n t i - A me r i c an i s m ( 1 5 ) .  

The  Canad ian  gove rn me n t  wo u ld  i n t e rven e  i n  t h e  sphe re  o f  

cu l tu re  i n  o rd e r  t o  en su re  a  s t ro ng  C anad ia n  na t ion a l  i den t i t y,  

t o  r e s cue  a r t i s t i c  exp re s s io n  f ro m th e  p r e s s u re s  o f  t he  

co mme rc i a l  ma rke t ,  a nd  to  s t e m the  t i d e  o f  A me r i c an  cu l tu ra l  

p ro duc t s  i n  Can ada .  

The start of radio broadcasting in the US in the 1920s made clear the 

threats to what later Canadians would call cultural sovereignty. At that time, 

programming from American radio stations flooded across the border. In 

response, the Aird Commission on Radio Broadcasting, issuing its report in 

1929, articulated the need for a national policy on mass media. The 

Broadcasting Act of 1936 established the Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation (CBC), which began with only six hours of programs a day.  

In  the following decade,  cal ls  for  state  support  of  the arts  were 

heard around the country.  But the notion of opening the public 

purse for  sustaining art is t ic  expression was unpopular.  War made 

i t  easier  to see that  taking hold of both art  and the mass media was 

very important  to projects of nat ional  concern.  The Canadian 
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government commissioned art is ts  to  record the experience of the  

wars  for  posteri ty,  and war was also the origin of  a now famous 

f i lm-making t radit ion in Canada.  Known especial ly for i ts  

animation and documentary f i lms,  the Nat ional  Film Board of 

Canada (NFB) was created in 1939.  Bri t ish f i lmmaker John 

Grierson penned a  report  that  led to  the passing of the National  

Fi lm Act  and the establishment  of  a  wart ime propaganda off ice.  

Grierson headed the NFB from which i t  grew and recruited the 

bri l l iant  Norman MacLaren to  oversee the Board 's  renowned 

animation section.  In  1950,  the act  was revised,  direct  government 

control  of the NFB was abolished, and the NFB was charged with 

interpret ing Canada to Canadians and the rest  of  the world.  

Eventually,  the NFB separated into English and French production 

units ,  and through the 1970s the NFB widened i ts  vision of  

Canada,  including women, aboriginal  and regional  points  of  view 

in i ts  productions.  Meanwhile ,  the arrival  of  television in the 

1940s put  further f inancial  s tra ins on the CBC and the public 

purse.  The CBC began television broadcasts  in 1952.  Unlike 

major American networks and even public broadcasters  in  the US, 

the CBC was and remains heavily subsidized by Canadians.  I ts  

mandate to serve the Canadian public  is  enshrined in the 

Broadcast ing Act  of  1991,  creat ing uniquely Canadian programs,  

developing a nat ional  identi ty,  reflect ing regional  and 

mult icultural  differences,  and providing informative and 

entertaining broadcasts .  

In the postwar era ,  the idea of  government patronage of the arts  

gained acceptance.  The single most  important  event  in  Canadian 
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cultural  policy was the Royal Commission on Nat ional  

Development in the Arts  and Letters and Science,  the Massey 

Commission,  which issued i ts  report  in 1951.  Canada,  the report  

noted,  had fared poorly in cultural  achievement compared with 

other  nat ions.  I t  was a big,  young country after  al l .  That  was the 

main cause.  But  then there was the problem of the country 's  

rel iance on a huge and generous neighbour”－ |meaning,  of  course,  

the United States .  The report  noted,  for  example,  that  funding for 

the arts  in  Canada had come primari ly from the south of the  

border,  a  total  of almost  20 mill ion from the Carnegie and 

Rockefel ler  Foundat ions.  Moreover,  the report  warned of  a  future  

American cultural  invasion in the form of f i lm, radio,  and 

magazines.  From the Commission came the National  Library of  

Canada (1953) and the Canada Council  (1957).  Modeled in  part  on 

the Bri t ish Arts  Council ,  the Canada Council  would encourage the 

development of the Arts ,  Humanit ies,  and Social  Sciences,  

specif ical ly by providing scholarships to students,  funding for 

musical  events  and composing,  and publicizing Canada through 

tours of  art ists .  

The last  decades of  the 20th century brought surprising  

successes and grave chal lenges to  the cultural  industr ies of  

Canada.  The establishment of Telefi lm Canada in  the 1980s aided 

a homegrown movie and television production industry,  which in  

the 90s brought American producers to Canada in  record numbers 

to take advantage of skil led crews,  tax incentives,  and a lower 

Canadian dollar.  The ci ty of  Vancouver earned the name 

Hollywood North because of  i ts  populari ty for  American TV and 
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f i lm productions.  Yet  at  the same t ime,  throughout the 1980s and 

1990s,  inst i tut ions promoting Canadian culture suffered cuts  in  

funding;  and as Canada pursued closer  economic t ies with the US,  

many in Canada feared that  i ts  homegrown culture would 

disappear.  The f iercest  debate about American cultural  influence 

in recent  history at tended the 1988 Free Trade Agreement  (FTA) 

between the US and Canada,  later  to  include Mexico under the 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in  1994.  Yet  

Canadians,  i t  was argued,  could rest  assured that  their  culture was 

safe.  According to defenders of the agreement,  cul ture  was to  be 

exempt from free t rade.  That  is ,  Canada's  culture  would not  be 

exposed to  the pressures  of  the open market .  The state  would 

continue i ts  act ive role in the promotion and protect ion of  

indigenous cultural  expression.  The defence was simply untrue 

and the debate superficial .  

 I f  i t  was technology that  had spurred the state 's  entry into the 

cultural  sphere in  the 1920s,  i t  is  technology again that  is  forcing 

Canadians to rethink the role of the state in  the promotion and 

protection of national  culture.  Despi te  denials,  American pressure 

on Canadian culture continues and arguments  to  bring i t  into the 

trading game are based on technological  f iat .  Canadians have for  

a long t ime believed that  nat ional  culture can be removed from the 

pressures of  the market ,  yet  as  cultural  his torian Graham Carr  

wri tes,  American policy-makers at tack the very defini t ion of  

culture,  tying i t  to  poli t ical  and economic concerns.  More 

specifical ly,  American negotiators insist  that  cul ture be 

considered as information and an aspect  of the service industry,  
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assert ing intel lectual  property r ights a t  the same t ime as the US 

pushes i ts  agenda of global  free-flow of information.  Television 

and radio networks such as  the CBC have for  decades fol lowed 

Canadian content  (CanCon) regulat ions,  guidelines that  ensure 

Canadian media professionals  are employed and Canadian themes 

are  available nat ionwide;  and while CanCon has i ts  own problems 

of defini t ion,  more serious is  the fact  that  new communication 

technologies make such state regulat ion almost  impossible.  In this  

context ,  i t  is  fa ir  to say that  the fate  of  Canadian culture mirrors 

that  of  other cul tures  around the world.  Consider why trade 

negotiators cont inue to argue over cultural  exemptions when 

foreign,  especial ly US,  control  of  Canadian cultural  markets for 

magazines,  music,  movies and books range from 70% to 98%. 

Dominance is  more or  less  complete,  and Canadian nat ional  

culture wil l  remain in a st ruggle for  survival .  As Carr  points  out ,  

the ongoing US-Canada debate about culture  and t rade wil l  serve 

to set  precedents in the larger global  arena,  in Europe and Asia.  

Meanwhile,  Canadians continue their  uneasy slumber with the 

elephant ,  dreaming American,  sometimes Canadian.   
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