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Is the Canadian Political Cutiure Becoming Americanized?

o YES
Canadian Political Culture:

The Problem of Americanization
PAUL NESBITT-LARKING

Living next to you is in some ways like sleeping with an elephant; no
matter how friendly and even-tempered the beast, if I may call it that, one is
affected by every twitch and grunt. Even a friendly nuzzling can sometimes

lead to frightening consequences.

_Pierre Trudeau, speech to the National Press Club,
Washington, D.C., March 25, 1969

For a very long time, and certainly since the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence in 1776, the destiny of Canada has been shaped through its complex
interconnections with the political words and deeds of those other European
descendants who live to the south of us. Canada is, and always has been, an
American nation. Carved and crafted from a process of “defensive expansionism”
in which the harsh wilderness of this northern part of the American continent
was stitched together in easi-to-west chains of settlement, often “in defiance
of geogr::-qmy,"2 Canada, in its very existence and Jongevity, is a major North
American achievement. Less obviously, political and governmental life in Canada
reflects two centuries of an ambivalent relationship with Americans and their
way of life during which Canadians have alternately incorporated and rejected
American influences. Americans are a self-confident people who share a common
heritage grounded in an evolving covenant to sustain the most perfect political
system of freedom and opportunity. Through their enterprise and determination,
Americans have translated the ideals of their founders into enormous economic,
cultural, military, and political achievements. It is no idle boast to claim that the
United States of America is the greatest nation on Earth.

When Americans are asked to name their “best friends” in the international
community, most name the British; when they are asked with whom they
conduct the most international trade, Japan is mentioned most often. These
responses strike many Canadians as curious. Canada is in fact America’s largest
single trading partner,® and, when probed, a majority of Americans express a
strong and genuine affinity toward Canadians. What these findings reveal is
best expressed by former prime minister Pierre Trudeau in the above quotatior:
a combination of benign ignorance and careless presumption. Americans do not
think much about Canada or Canadians at all, and when they do, they think of
Canadians as Americans, with some curious characteristics, who happen to live

S
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in another place. Over the past two hundred years, Americans have made gra-

cious and consistent overtures to Canadians to join them in their great republic

an(? they have never been able to understand the apparent stubbornness with
which a succession of Canadian leaders has resisted. American leaders have fre-
quen.tly regarded Canada as-an odd little anomaly with its monarchical tradition
and its chronic French-English tensions. Such Americans approximate Trudeau’z
elephants; they do not know their own strength and therefore are often unable
to appreciate the damage or the offence they cause. Trudeau’s tone is mild in its
mockery, and it is possible to argue that his choice of animal attributes too much
benevol_ence to the Americans. The American approach to Canada, as the U.S. has
crafted its independent foreign policy throughout the past eigh‘,cy years m1 ht
b.ette.r b.e described as “bearlike” in its angry malevolence rather than efe h§n~
tine in its passive tolerance. Whenever it is hungry, hurt, or under a pergeived
thl’ﬁ:’:l’[, jthe bear is prone to attack, lashing out against all who offend it or merel
get in 1ts. way. While the Americans have uttered no serious threats to invad{
Canada since the late nineteenth century, they have interfered aggressively in
our dom.estxc and foreign affairs and, in so doing, have acted in ways thaty ar
alt best. insulting and undiplomatic and at worse in contravention of estab?
!1shed international law and precedent. An egregious instance of undiplomatic
interference was the ambassadorship of Paul Cellucci. Appointed by President
Gleorge W. Bush, Cellucci was ambassador to Canada from 2001 to 2005, Usin
lgl:fvzrmnbass:dt;rialﬂlrole as a partisan bully pulpit, Cellucci lambasted Ca'nadiaﬁ
ments fo . . h - o
governme: normz : d?;ﬁoﬁ;n;;tlc and foreign policy positions, far exceeding the
While it is possible to argue about the extent to which the American impact on
Canada has been elephantine, bearlike, or both, it is indisputable that it has been
0?‘ greallt magnitude. Our economy is dominated by American capital. American
direct 1n'vestment in Canada is currently about US$306 hillion, and .U S.-based
corporatlo}ls own many of Canada’s most profitable industries.’Over 56 -ercent
01'° all foreign direct investment in Canada comes from American corporgtions 4
..Slnce .the 1950s, Canada’s military strategy and structure have been sha e.d
in df:hberate synchronization with those of the United States through a se?ies
Of: bilateral and multilateral agreements, Military and geopolitical cooperation
folth the q.S.A. }.1a_s Intensified since 2006 under the Conservative adnll)inistra—
g;)en“gitP;;H}e MlIllS.tEI’ Steplll,en Harper. Whether we refer to it as “culture” or
oo % 1riammfe_nt mdus.try, Canada is dominated by American material. The
throughj Oﬂty. 0 tth_e movies or TV shows we watch or the magazines we browse
e En alsgu;a e in the United States. In political terms, the American influ-
e DSheendprofound. M?ny of ourlmajor political institutions have been
terparte | gl d:fpe to ref:lect, if not entirely replicate, their American coun-
y Righ:cs a(;I :11 1;ng federalism, tht? .Senate, the Supreme Court, and the Charter
o and | reedoms. Qur political practices and processes have also come
pproximate the American pattern in certain ways. In the early twentieth
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century, Canada adopted the American practice of selecting political leaders
through holding large-scale party conventions; in recent decades, commenta-
tors have referred to ithe “presidentialization” of the role of Canada’s prime
minister. Political campaigning and party financing have become more profession-
alized and Americanized in recent decades, notably under the prime ministership
of Stephen Harper. At the deepest level, many Canadians have been enthusiastic
followers of the American way of political life and have come to admire American
political values and beliefs. These Canadians have attempted to convince other
Canadians of the supetiority of the American way and to encourage them io incor-
porate American values into Canadian political parties, institutions, and practices.
The struggle between those who value American political ideals and those who
wish to preserve a distinctive Canadian set of ideals has been raging since the
Declaration of Independence in 1776. In presenting the principal features of this
ideological conflict throughout this paper, 1 shall explain why I believe American-
ization is potentially so damaging to Canada and Canadians, and how eternal—or
at least periodic—vigilance is the price of remaining Canadian.

| POLITICAL CULTURE AND IDEOLOGY

M‘\ Unlike most concepts in political science, “political culture” has a clear and
nl definite beginning. The term was invented by Gabriel Almond and first used in
M‘ ‘ an article in 1956.5 Like other American political scientists of his era, Almond
L was determined to develop political analysis into a more rigorous and scientific
I |‘ : discipline than it had been in the early decades of the century. The United States
| had emerged from the Second World War as the leading military, moral, and
| economic power in the world, with associated opportunities and dangers. In order
‘ i ? to exert a meaningful influence on an unstable and rapidly changing environ-
ment, the American state required detailed and accurate analyses of political
character in other paris of the world. Aware of the imprecision of existing
I accounts of political life in other countries, Almond adapted the “structural-
o functionalist” sociological framework of Talcott Parsons as a basis for developing
a systematic understanding of political characteristics. In introducing political

culture, he said: “Every political system is embedded in a particular pattern

of orientations to political action. I have found it useful to refer to this as the

political culture.”® By this, he meant that it is possible to identify coherent and

1 distinctive patterns of beliefs, values, and attitudes toward political institutions
. and practices among each of the world’s political communities. Almond and his
I colleague Sidney Verba attempted to identify such political orientations among
i the citizens of England, Mexico, Germany, the United States of America, and
P Ttaly in The Civic Culture.” On the basis of their analyses of responses to survey
I data, Almond and Verba produced porirayals of the distinctive political cultures
I, of each country based upon rigorous methodological techniques and consistent

guantified measures,
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Alimond and Verba's study generated great interest and admiration and gave rise to
over a decade of research based upon their model. The systematic study of political
culture was undertaken in many countries, including Canada.® Despite its widespread
success e!nd acceptability, the approach also attracted its critics. Prominent among
the. criticisms were the following: that in its assumption of the civic perfection of the
United States of America, the political culture approach provided an arrogant, partial
and distorted image of political values, beliefs, and attitudes in other coun‘uie& tha‘;
there were serious methodelogical flaws inherent in attempting to capture some:Lbng
as _deep, nebutous, and “holistic” as culture merely through adding up a series of
gulck {esponses to questions by individuals; and, perhaps most damning of all, that
in the increasingly turbulent and conflictual years of the 1960s and early 1970; the
approach could offer littte to explain mass discontent, institutional paralysis suo’lden
change, or socioeconomic breakdown. By the mid-1970s, the huge research }ndusny
genlerated by Almond had dwindled to almost nothing, and political scholars turned
'.thEII‘ attention to other matters. In the Canadian case, the decline of interest in poit-
ical culture was marked by a series of influential anti-American articles, reflecting a
more general pro-Canadian assertiveness that was prominent at the tim,e &

Regrettably, in turning away from the “Americanized” version c;f political
culture, the Canadian political science community abandoned a very important
subfield of enquiry. With all its faults, the path-breaking work of Almond had
alerted us to the importance of how people feel about political issues and how
they make sense of their political experiences. In criticizing Almond and others
for their failure to achieve the exacting standards of full scientific rigour, it
is easy to overlook the obscurity of the concept of culture and the difﬁc;ﬂ—
ties inherent in working with it. Raymond Williams referred to culture as one
of the two or three most difficult words in the English language.!® Ongoing
disputes at the core of political science over the very meaning of politics itself
att;st to the continued controversies surrounding this concept. When politics
Z:ie ISEEI;]?E?;E put together in a composite concept, definitional difficulties

Despite these challenges, it is possible to adapt the core of meaning inherent in
Almond’s approach, adding to it insights derived from other scholars in the feld
The central criticisms of Almond pertain to the manner in which the concept wa:";
[ab]us.ed.—boﬂl methoﬂblqgically and ethically—rather than to the concept itself.
In bul%dmg on Almond, my own definition of political culture incorporates the:
following additional insights. First, political cultures should be seen as events as
Well.as states of affairs; political cultures are generated, produced, reproduced
modified, and even transformed by people in their daily activities; a;ld people arf;
i:lrongly conditione_d through their socialization to the symbolic w;)rlds into which
toet}{mare b01c‘1n ar.1d in which they grlow up, but they also, in their turn, contribute
e :ﬁpro uction of those symbolic o.rcliers. Second, political cultures are literaily
o e or everyday; many of the political values, beliefs, attitudes, and symbols

at we hold most dear are so taken for granted and unquestioned that we are
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often niot aware of them. Third, I define politics more broadly than Almond, as the
manner in which people come to decide on the appropriate distribution of valued
resources, as well as on the making of those rules that govern us. The processes
of politics are both cooperative and conflictual; politics happens everywhere there
are things to be distributed and rules to be made. To summarize, political cultures
happen as people, operating in an already constituted symbolic field of political
cultural concepts and practices, convey to each other conceptions of the distribu-
tion and uses of valued resources and of the making of decisions and rules.

As T conceptualize them, political cultures are vague, nebulous, and shifting
phenomena, and they are difficult to measure in any precise way. One of the most
promising ways in which to explore political cultures is through the employ-
ment of the related concept of ideology. Political cultures consist of loose and
semi-formed ideas, beliefs, and feelings about political institutions and practices.
Ideologies are partial appropriations from political cultures, arising from the con-
scious and deliberate attempts of the intellectual leadership of particular social
groups (known as ideologues) to achieve a definitional monopoly of the political
world that will be accepted by as many people as possible and that accords with
the particular interests of their group. Ignoring the complexities and subtleties of
political cultures and focusing on a narrow and self-interested band of values and
beliefs, ideologues seck to convince others of the way things are, the way they
ought to be, and, less obviously, the way it is possible for them to be. In so doing,
ideologues hope that their “construction of reality” will convince others to effect
political change in their favour. Ideologues employ a range of political movements
and associations to achieve their ends, including political parties, political institu-
tions, interest groups, the media, the bureaucracy, and the educational system.

Canadian political culture has provided fertile “clay” for a broad range of ideo-
logues who have attempted to mould and shape it according to their particular
interests. Arguably the most important ideological struggle over the past two
hundred years has been that between “ipdividualism” and “communitarianism.”
Canadian political culture, in contradistinction to the American political culture,
has managed to sustain a balance between these two principal ideological tenden-
cies. As will become clear in the next section, another way of saying that commu-
nitarianism continues to be part of the Canadian equation is to say that Canadians
have been consistently seduced by the promise of the American dream but have
periodically drawn back in order to develop and sustain distinctive institutions
and practices that counter American values.!!

INDIVIDUALISM AND COMMUNITARIANISM

The guantitative approach to political culture, developed by Almond and his fol-
lowers, did not recognize the importance of the ideological opposition between
individualism and communitarianism. The reason for this is readily apparent: the
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mlodel of political reality devised by Almond came from an ideological individu-
ahsm.so profoundly entrenched and successful that it had come to dominate the
American political culture. It rarely occurred to American studenis of palitical
culture to think beyond the limits of their individualistic premises. The entire
ap.para‘rus of methodology, questions, and comparisons among nations was pre-
mised upon this unquestioned individualism. It seems hardly surprising that when
Almond and his colleagues applied their benchmarks, the United States routinely
emerged as the most “perfect” political culiure.

Students of political culture in Canada, however, have enjoyed full access to
three other approaches to the study of political culture that have enabled them to
reflect upon the Canadian experience of individualism versus communitarianism
These are the “fragments” approach, associated with Louis Hartz, Kenneth McRae-
rand Gad Horowitz;"? the “historical-developmental” approach, best expressed ini
the synthesis offered by Seymour Martin Lipset;'? and the more recent empirical
attitudinal surveys of Michael Adams, Matthew Mendelsohn, and Edward Grabb
and James Curtis, among others.!* There are large-scale differences between the
three‘ approaches with respect to their theoretical presuppositions and method-
ological approaches. What unites them, however, is their propensity to portray
the e\.folution of Canadian political culture as an ongoing struggle between the
American forces of possessive individualism on the one hand and the European
forces of conservative order and socialist collectivism on the other hand. Pos-
sessive individualism, a phrase originating in the work of C.B. Macphersox-l isa
distillation of the essence of the pure ideology of individual property right:“: and
freedom from interference, first developed in the work of John Locke.t® The term
communitarianism best combines the anti-individualistic impulses of traditional
conservatism and socialism. As its name implies, communitarianism is a belief
sysjtem that stresses both the logical and the moral necessity of thinking about
political life in terms of the requirements of the community or the collectivity,
rather than in terms of the isolated and abstracted individual. In considering,
those distinctively Canadian forces that have opposed possessive individualism
throughout the past two centuries, communitarianism is best able to convey the
alternating right-wing and left-wing critiques of American liberalism.!®

T,l‘le fr.ag.ments approach to political culture argues that the principal “white set-
tler” societies were estiblished by ideologically homogeneous and cohesive colonies
of Europeans, whose founding characteristics established the ideological parameters
of those societies throughout the succeeding generations. Louis Hartz describes the
powerfui ;ind pervasive force of liberal individualism in the United States, arguing
$at, evenin the twentie‘fh century, its domination of the political culture can explain

e early death of American socialism, the reluctant collectivism and populist char-
acter of the New Deal era, and the anticommunist vehemence of McCarthyism.!?
If(renneth McRae illuminates the importance of feudalism in the French-Canadian

agment, as well as loyalty to the British Crown among the English-Canadian
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fragment, in the establishment of a society in Canada that, while fundamentally
sharing in the liberal individualistic ethos of the American political culiure, exhibited
elements of a political culture of cautiousness, moderation, gradualism, compromise,
and order.'® McRae also makes reference to the incursion of modest doses of left-
wing culture with the settlement of parts of the Canadian west by later European
fragments ideologically committed to socialism.!® These themes are further amplified
by Gad Horowitz in his seminal account of the development of ideologies in Canada.
Horowitz goes much further than Hartz and McRae in pointing out the critical
importance of the communitarian elements in Canada's historical development.*®
Horowitz also moves his analysis away from the Hartzian notion that the founding
ideologies of the fragments “congealed” early and remained unchanged.

The manner in which historical developments, notably major events, shape the
emergence of a political culture was explored in detail in the work of Seymour
Martin Lipset. Over a thirty-year academic career from the 1960s to the 1990s,
Lipset developed a comparative analysis of the political cultures of Canada and
the United States. On the basis of his understanding of comparative patterns of
settlement, formative historical events, such as the American Revolution and
the Canadian “counterrevolution,” and a broad array of sociological data on
such matters as crime rates, divorce rates, and church attendance, Lipset came
to concur with Iorowitz that differences between the Canadian and American

political cultures are profound indeed?!:

My ceniral argument is that the two couniries differ in their basic orga-
nizing principles. Canada has been and is a more class-aware, elitist, law-
abiding, statist, collectivity-oriented, and particularistic (group-oriented)
society than the Unjted States....The United States remained throughout
the 19th and early 20th centuries the extreme example of a classically lib-
eral or Lockean society, one that rejected the assumptions of the alliance of
throne and altar, of ascriptive elitism, of mercantilism, of noblesse oblige,

of communitarianism.??

While Lipset stressed the fundamentally liberal individualist character of both
Canada and the United States and argued that, in the global context, “the two
resemble each other more than either resembles any other nation,”*? his frame-
work of comparison, like mine, was between the two countries, and the distine-
tions are substantial enough to be noteworthy.

Recent empirical surveys of Canadian and American attitudes sustain the view
that Canada is a more communitarian polity. Michael Adams’s data reveal that,
over the past decade, both Canadians and Americans have been shifting their atti-
tudes away from support for traditional authorities toward greater individualism.
However, Americans have moved strongly in the direction of possessive individu-
alism, competitiveness, patriarchy, and exclusionary defensiveness. For their part,
Canadians have diverged from the American path and shifted strongly toward
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socially oriented individualism, self-expression, and fulfillment through altruism
and .inclusiveness.m Both Adams and Edward Grabb and James Curtis highlight
the important point that, while the American South skews the United States
toward. its characteristic values of possessive individualism and exclusionary
defensiveness, Quebec skews Canada toward secially inclusive individualism and
a co'n{fort with statism, secularism, and communitarianism. In a key table sum-
marizing measures of individualism, Grabb and Curtis’s data show that for three
out of the four variables that achieve significant national differences, the United
States is more individualistic. Moreover, the pattern of American indixjn'dualism is
as strong in the north as it is in the south.?> Matthew Mendelsohn, in a summary
of his. findings, remarks that at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Canada
.remams “more collectivistic, more open to diversity, more supportive of state
intervention, more deferential, and more prepared to find solidarity with people in
?ther countries than its southern neighbour.”?® This is despite a decade of global-
ization, continental economic integration, federal and provincial neoliberal fiscai
policies, and the consequent erosion of the Canadian welfare state.

Despite the historical pervasiveness of communitarian elements in Canada’s
political culture, and the eloquent passion of many of its supporters, possessive
individualistic ideology is currently in global ascendancy.?? If theré is a com-
munitarian response ito these trends, it is to be found in the reactionary and
defensively hostile impulses of religious and nationalistic fundamentalisms. Such
social forces have grown in panic response to the rapid onset of a global economy
and culture seemingly bereft of morality and meaning. Canadians have worked
hard to sustain a more balanced and inclusive communitarian polity that cel-
ehrates diversity, openness, and polyethnic traditions. Given the current political
landscape in the United States and beyond, such a balance seems increasingly
challenging to sustain. In the next section, I turn my attention to the dangers
for Canada associated with incorporating too much possessive individualism and
narrow defensiveness: the problem of Americanization.

THE PROBLEM OF AMERICANIZATION

To §peak of Americanization as a problem is not to adopt a narrowly ethnocentric
anti-American pointaf view. A large majority of Canadians were horrified at the:.
attacks of September 11, 2001, in which thousands of innocent lives were lost
and clfose to express their solidarity in empathetic support and acts of kindness,
Cana.ldlalns continue to express strong bonds of affection for Americans and ari
ad.n%lranon for many aspects of the American way of life, notably the exuberant
spirit of entrepreneurship. There is even a small minority of Canadians who would
welcom.e a }1111011 of the two countries. Equally, not all Americans are defensive
gossesswe individualists. American scholars, notably Robert Bellah and Roberé

utnam, have _adopted a critical perspective regarding the consequences of the
early and monopolistic domination of individualist liberalism as the American
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creed and its continuing effects on the American polity. Equating individualism
and libertarian freedom with “Americanism” itself has permitted the ideological
intolerances of authoritarian populism and “witch hunts” and has discouraged
forms of state-led and communitarian solutions to America’s problems that have
been made possible elsewhere. Globalization, in its economic, cultural, and milita-
ristic forms, represents the universalization of Americanism in the form of global
capitalism, global media, and American military presence overseas.

Americanism is rapidly becoming so dominant that communitarian ideological
perspectives are in jeopardy. Ideologies in themselves do not die, but given the
will and the opportunity, ideologues can so determine and shape political culture
that a given people come to believe that only one ideological position is desirable
or possible. A political culture can be so imbued with a particular ideological ori-
entation that all others dwindle and fade. Once this is in process, political support
for previously existing institutions, practices, and discourses that run counter to
the interests of the prevailing ideclogy falls away. The institutions and practices
of the Canadian nation-state have been built on the basis of a political culture
characterized by some degree of communitarianism. Once these diminish beyond
a certain point, Canada itself is in question. This point was grasped, in a work of
brilliant insight, by conservative scholar George Grant in 1965. In his Lament for
a Nation, Grant understood that the uncritical adoption of Ametrican technocratic
politics and economics, as well as the culture of populist consumerism, would
undermine Canada to the point where its continued existence ceased to be rel-
evant. He noted, “The impossibility of conservatism in our era is the impossibility
of Canada.”?® Put simply, Grant was arguing that if nobody loves the country
or regards the relationship between the generations as a communitarian trust,
then the nation-state itself will become little more than a practical container. The
subtitle of Grant’s book is “The Defeat of Canadian Nationalism.” There has never
been a massive Canadian nationalism—at least not in English Canada—but there
have been assertive moments of resistance to Americanization. The continued
viability of Canada depends upon the capacity and willingness of Canadians to
recognize those economic, cultural, and political signs of the eroding Canadian
balance, and to work tirelessly in order to redress the imbalances.

For two decades, Canada’s principal political parties and political leaders have
been actively promoting economic policies of Americanized possessive individu-
alism. At the federal level, with the marginal exception of the early 1980s when
the Liberal Party attempted to forge a limited new “national policy,” both Liberal
and Progressive Conservative governments have driven the ideological agenda
toward free-market solutions. As with the construction of any ideological per-
spective, the politicians have argued that their proposals are not merely sound
but that they “have no choice.” In the 1970s, the Liberals argued that too many
demands had been made on the federal system and that it was impossible to
continue to provide the kind of extensive and responsive public service that had
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been developed throughout the 1950s and 1960s. They promoted monetary and
fiscal policies that increased unemployment, facilitated a decrease in the public
sector, and squeezed middle-class incomes through higher interest rates and taxes.
In the 1980s, the Progressive Conservative Party pointed out that Canadians had
been victims of fiscal irresponsibility, and they began to talk of the need to cut the
national deficit. They continued the trend against communitarianism in Canada
through their modest attempts at public sector cutbacks, their privatizations and
deregulations, but mostly through their two free trade agreements and the intro-
duction of the regressive goods and services tax. The Progressive Conservative
government hoped that these policies would stimulate noninflationary growth in
the economy. In the 1990s, the emphasis on the national deficit intensified, and
the Liberal Party perpetuated the trend toward Americanization with its massive
cuts to the federal public sector as well as cuts in transfer payments to the prov-
inces. The radical downsizing of the federal government inevitably had an impact
on the provinces. In some of them, notably Alberta and Ontario, right-wing gov-
ernments went even further than the federal Liberal Party in radical reductions
to the size and scope of the public sector on the basis of American-style populist
individualism, promoting a generalized distrust of government and large-scale
tax cuts designed to curtail redistributional policies.

In the 1990s, two new major parties came onto the federal scene. One of them,
the Reform Party, which became the Canadian Alliance, was a strong proponent of
possessive individualism and committed to further radical cuts in public spending,.
It advocated reductions in transfers to individuals and regions, large-scale tax
cuts, and the diminution of the power of the federal state to enforce national
standards. The Canadian Alliance and the Progressive Conservative Party united
in 2003 to form the Conservative Party of Canada. Its new platform continued
thegeneral thrust of Canadian Alliance policies, calling for tax cuts, deregula-
tion, and greater powers to the provinces. Of all the political parties and politi-
cians in contemporary Canada, very few have heen active promoters of policies
to enhance the communitarian essence of Canada, or even to slow its decline.
The Liberal Party under Prime Minister Paul Martin redressed the balance to
some extent, restoring funds to public services, such as health, education, and
social assistance; Can@dian culture; Aboriginal peoples; and foreign aid. Despite
these trends, however, the fiscal strategy of the Martin government simultane-
f)usly transferred massive resources and fiscal authority to the provinces while
increasing military expenditure and cutting personal and corporate taxes. The
combined impact of these measures was to jeopardize the longer-term revenue
potential of the federal state, rendering it decreasingly able to act on behalf of
Canadians and to devise renewed programs of national scope. Since the Canadian
federal election of 2006, the Conservative government has accelerated these
trends toward tax cuts, deregulation, and devolution of powers to the provinces.
Moreover, the Harper administration has integrated Canada more directly into the
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in Quebec in the 2011 federal election, represents a continuation of the commu-
nitarian option, even as the party attempts to moderate its “socialist” image to
appeal to a broader constituency. Current political discourse in Canada is punctu-
ated by the claims and counterclaims of single-interest groups to which citizens
are encouraged to adhere on the basis of their narrowly defined personal and

individual desires. Among the most recent crop of such groups are gun owners

angry about gun control, victims of crime angry about the lack of compensation
in the criminal justice system, and religious traditionalists angry at the right of
civil marriage being extended to gays and lesbians. At present there is litile to
unite the various single-issue groups other than a shared belief in entitlement
based on a conception of the state as a repository of goods and legal precedents
that are “up for grabs.”

The impact of the changing composition of Canada’s political culture, as well
as of the ideologues of possessive individualism, has been acutely felt. Despite the
efforts of small Canadian nationalist groups, such as the Council of Canadians,
and an assortment of individuals, including some prominent politicians and jour-
nalists, the federal state has been radically Americanized in the past few decades:
NAFTA and the GST are accomplished fact; Air Canada, Canadian National
Railway, and Petro-Canada, corporations designed with explicit public and
nation-building purposes, have been partially or totally privatized; major regula-
tory agencies, such as the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications
Commission, have lost much of their regulatory powers; federal Crown corpora-
tions, notably the CBC, have suffered enormous budget cuts; and there have been
radical Teductions in the size and scope of the state, with more to come. The
effects of these cuts have reverberated in the quality of life at the provincial level:
the “social safety net” has been lowered; universal provision of social services,
which nurtures a communitarian ethos, has been rapidly replaced with “means-
tested” and limited provision of social services, which targets and stigmatizes the
‘poor; public systems of health care and education are being eroded to the point
where partial privatization of so-called core or essential services seems highly
probable; the gap between the rich and the poor is increasing as the middle class,
which carried much of the burden of redistribution in the 1980s, becomes increas-
ingly reluctant to share.

In furtherance of these trends, the liberal-individualistic message of radical
decentralization is currently being hotly promoted by Canada’s richest and most
influential special interest group, the Canadian Council of Chief Executives. The
Canadian Council of Chief Executives and the Conservative Party are both pro-
moting a new Canada in which principal socioeconomic and political control
is devolved to the provinces and in which there is little more than some vague
sentiment and occasional sports and entertainment extravaganzas to hold the
country together. If there is radical decentralization in the future, those ties of
common citizenship that bind us will fall away, and the already weak pro-Canada
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voices will become even weaker. There is growing evidence of parochial assertive-
ness and a “beggar-thy-neighbour” attitude ambng opinion leaders in Canada's
more affluent provinces, British Columbia and Alberta. As the voices for a pan-
Canadian vision diminish, the logic of an independent Quebec state will increase.
Once Quebec has gone, the remaining nine provinces and the territories will
have very little left to hold them together. As they enter further into the liberal-
individualistic ethos of free trade in the North American continent, an ethos
buttressed by new World Trade Organization agreements that severely restrict
the scope of sovereign states in controlling capital flows, so the patent absurdity
of continued independence for a culturally fractured, sociceconomically divided,

and geographically split Canada will become increasingly clear. We will have
rationalized Canada out of existence.

CONCLUSION

Given the ideological assault of Americanizing possessive individualism on Can-
ada’s political culture, and the efficacy of that assault in terms of major changes
in public policy, what is the prognosis for Canada? The spirit of self-centred
individualism and defensive exclusionism does not bode well for the continued
existence of Canada. Traditional conservatives would argue that any nation that
has lost its sense of organic connectedness is in poor health. When the sentence
“The West wants in” became the rallying cry for the foundation of the Reform
Party, it was taken to mean that the western provinces wished to partake of the
benefits and burdens of full and equitable citizenship. Regrettably, the sentence
has come to be associated instead with a narrowly focused acquisitiveness, oppor-
tunistic rent-seeking, and an unwillingness to share natural advantages with those
persons and regions less fortunate in the country. Under such circumstances, it
seems improbable that the wealthier provinces, such as British Columbia and
Alberta, will be able to see much sense in sustaining Canada as a unified nation-
state. The deficit-cutting and public sector-gutting economic policies of the Lib-
eral Party and the Conservative Party are actively promoting this fragmentation.
And yet some modest signs of Canadian distinctiveness remain. As mentioned
earlier, public opinion research reveals Canadians in the late 1990s to be more
communitarian, statist; committed to social order, and supportive of public health
care .than Americans.?” Moreover, it is always possible that the decline of public
pr.owsion, the growing inequality, and the increasing immiseration of the poor
will so offend the communitarian impulses of our political culture that Canadians
will reject further trends toward possessive individualism.3®

On the cultural front, there seems little evidence of patriotism or spontaneous
love of country. There are occasional glimpses of nationalistic pride, such as
when Canada won two hockey gold medals in the 2002 Winter Olympics. But
other than in these infrequent moments, it simply appears that few Canadians
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care very much. Over a century ago, the French intellectual Ernst de Renan
referred to a nation as an act of will, as “a daily plebiscite.” There seems to be
very little active will to nurture Canada. While it is possible to be reserved in
one’s patriotism, our continued silence in the context of accelerated American-
ization is deafening. Not only is there an atmosphere of listless apathy about
the nation, but also increasing numbers of English Canadians have exhibited an
unwillingness to accept the claim of Quebec to be a nation within Canada. Such
an uncompromising stance would be welcomed in the radically individualistic
melting-pot homogeneity of the United States, but it makes little sense in Canada.
It is possible that there are sufficient numbers of French (Quebeckers who could be
persuaded to remain in a Canada of “two solitudes” united through mutual and
distanced respect. The ultimate consequence of the logic of hard-line opposition
to distinctive status is to drive those moderate Quebeckers into the welcoming
arms of the separatists.

Canada is in jeopardy. Our neighbours to the south have consistently stated
that they would welcome Canada as a part of their great country. Such a solu-
tion might make sense. Here we might recall the sarcastic and self-pitying vitriol
of George Grant, who said: “Perhaps we should rejoice in the disappearance of
Canada. We leave the narrow provincialism and our backwoods culture; we enter
the excitement of the United States where all the great things are done.”*® Such
an eventuality would be a tragic loss to a world that desperately needs the model
of polyethnic and multicultural tolerance provided by Canada. Perhaps, given
the newfound assertive and anti-elite rebelliousness of Canadians, we will simply
reinvent the country and craft something new, authentic, and beautiful. Perhaps,
in this globalized, postmodern age in which Canada’s greatest claim to interna-
tional distinctiveness is to be a country that is so tolerant of pluralities of differ-
ences among its own citizens that it really has no substantive core, Canada will
actually become the first “post-nation”: an address with no fixed identity, whose
very openness will be an exemplar to the remainder of the world whose new soft
tribalisms will gradually infiltrate the remainder of the planei, including America,
imbuing them with Canadianism and creating the ultimate global village.
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Canada’s history has been dominated by three great themes: building a nation and
holding it togethet, providing a growing list of services to the Canadian people,
and managing our relations with the United States.

At the time of the American Revolution, Canada was a collection of British
colonies that remained under the protection of the British crown rather than join
the republican experiment launched by the thirteen colonies to the south. Thanks
to that revolution, we even inherited some American Tories who stood loyal to
the British Empire and migrated north,

To put it in a social values context, the American colonists rejected the tra-
ditional authority of the British crown while the Canadian colonists deferred
to it, or, in the case of Quebec, fashioned a pragmatic compromise between the
authority the British won on the Plains of Abraham in 1759 and that of the Roman
Catholic Church.

From the late eighteenth century until 1867, the northern colonies remained
under Britisk rule, although increasing numbers of colonists demanded that their
governments be more responsible to them than to the colonial administrators in
Britain and their agents here. Some firebrands even instigated rebellions—one in
Upper Canada (Ontario} in 1837 and another in Lower Canada (Quebec) in 1837
and 1838. These were revolts against an elite of appointed officials, not revolutions
against the British regime, and in neither case was there significant loss of life.
Early Canadians valued a liberty based on order over a freedom derived from the
chaos of mob rule, which they believed prevailed in the new republic to the south.

Whereas America was conceived in viclent revolution, the Canadian colonists
were counter-revolutionaries whose cautious leaders were unable to negotiate the
compromises necessary for their reluctant Confederation until 1867, nearly a cen-
tury after the American colonies broke from Britain. While the Canadian colonies
were slowly and laboriously brokering a larger union, America was deadlocked
over slavery, lurchitg unrelentingly toward—and ultimately embroiled in—a
bloody civil war that took the lives of 620,000 soldiers representing 2 percent of
the population at that time, or nearly 6 million Americans in today’s terms.

In his Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson dedicated his country to
the ideals of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Not to be outdone in the
evocative slogan department, a century later Canada’s Fathers of Confederation
could see no higher pursuits than peace, order, and good government.

From Fire and Ice by Michael Adams, Copyright ® Michael Adams, 2603, Reprinted by permission of Penguin Group
(Canada), "
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