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32.

“THE SHADOW OF CANADIAN CINEMA:
BRUCE ELDER’S IMMODEST PROPOSAL”

by Michael Dorland

Michael Dorland’s article gained a few precious yards of fresh
ground after first recapitulating the debate thus far, including
Elder’s response to the early counter-attacks. Dorland (born 1948)
has degrees in Soviet and Chinese studies and has published a
novel, The Double-Cross Circuit (Toronto: Lester & Orpen,
1978). He was associate editor of Cinema Canada from 1981 to
1986 and has taught cinema studies at Concordia and McGill
universities. He is now associated with the Festival of Festivals in
Toronto.

As individuals

The men lost their identity; as groups,

As gangs, they massed, divided, subdivided,
Like numerals only.

— E.J. Pratt,
Towards the Last Spike

“The problem is not writing stories set in Canada, but fully
and painfully assuming all the difficulties of its identity.”

— Hubert Aquin,
La fatigue culturelle au Canada frangais

It was the late French philosopher Michel Foucault who said

that our time exists in the shadow cast by Hegel and all we
have done since has been to futilely attempt to escape from
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that recognition. For Hegel, last of the Moderns, was the first
to recognize the impossibility of thinking against the system of
technique — and all art since Hegel has been a desperate
flight from the iron laws of technological closure. Nowhere,
perhaps, has this been more evidently the case than in ‘ques-
tions of cinema.’

As Walter Benjamin grasped at the height of the first
cinematic avant-garde, cinema (or, as one could add today,
television) had this unique propensity; it was the first ‘art
form’ that essentially managed to dispense with the artist in
having shifted the locus of the work as a manifestation of an
individual creation to within a collective system of produc-
tion/distribution/consumption. In the resulting Hegelian ‘in-
verted world’ the loss of the individual artwork’s ‘aura’ only
meant that it was the system itself that had been auratized,
and the heroic attempt to reinvest artistic notions into purely
technological forms such as cinema was hopelessly retrograde,
not to say mere idolatry. For cinema is post-Promethean in
the sense that it is the capturing of light by the machine, and
so the operative condition for its very existence was the
generalization of the surrounding darkness.

If cinema was the art-form that aestheticized the social
robotization of man, it also, as Benjamin suggested, dialecti-
cally implied the ethicization of the social. For the cinema sys-
tem in articulating simultaneously an aesthetic politic (the
masses are beautiful) and a political aesthetic (the romance of
technology) itself could never be a genuine (ethical) politics,
only its simulacrum: that is to say, an imposture.

Cinema, in other words, is inherently one moment of a
vaster propaganda system most obviously and primarily on be-
half of modern technique, and secondly for all forms of group-
activity (nation, industry, class, or filmmakers) and only some-
where far, far along the infinite combinations thereof, almost
as an afterthought, reaching the level of the sub-category of
the individual and his/her consciousness.
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Bruce Elder — most recently and explicitly in an article
entitted “The Cinema We Need” (Canadian Forum,
February, 1985) — invites to seriously consider what it means
to dwell within such a system, as individuals, but also as
Canadians. And perhaps more importantly as Canadians to
the extent that that level of generality is the only other thing
we potentially share in common beyond being simply
decentred individuals within the universal technical system.
For, as a Canadian, Elder still believes in the possibility of
there being other Canadians willing to participate in the ques-
tioning he has embarked upon both as a film-thinker and a
filmmaker. Nor is this assumption utterly utopian to the ex-
tent that Canada itself has marked intellectual and artistic
traditions of just this kind of questioning and also that, on
paper at least, Canada remains a distinct geographical entity.

Whether Canada, except perhaps in the most abstract
legal sense, constitutes a sovereign entity is, of course,
another question altogether. Certainly it is one of the tensions
of Canadian history, not to say its fundamental predicate, that
Canada is, if not yet a nation, at least a North American entity
existing alongside the other North American nations, the
United States of America and the United States of Mexico.
Vis-a-vis the other United States, Canada’s existence is thus
predicated upon some notion of similarity/difference that in
the official discourse of the central Canadian state is political,
economic, social, linguistic, and cultural. Yet despite the
hundred-odd years of Canada’s separate existence as a politi-
cal entity, it has only been three years since Canada has come
into being in the juridical sense of official sovereignty derived
from internally generated, agreed-upon principles. Thus the
following paradox: if the Canadian sense of self-consciousness
is formally extremely new, the originary, naturalistic sense of
Canadian difference has in the past century been profoundly
compromised by the American similarity. The erosion of
Canadian economic and social difference, along with the
Americanization of political and cultural difference, means
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that now, more than ever before, it devolves upon the
Canadian cultural project (as manifested by the Canadian ar-
tistic and intellectual imagination) to bear the entire burden
of not only reviving, but enlarging what is left of the sense of
Canadian difference. As Elder put it in “The Cinema We
Need”: “The task of achieving some clarity about our cultural
situation and of developing the means to deal with the present
cultural crisis is an urgent one — I believe the most important
one now demanded of Canadians ...” For a time that urgently
calls for manifestations of the Canadian imagination is, at the
very least, a time for manifestos — and a manifesto is, as Bart
Testa argues, what Elder has written in “The Cinema We
Need”.

One could say that the most incandescent moments of the
Canadian past — in which emerges what it means most fully
to be Canadian (with all the agony and tension that implies)
— are constituted by its manifestos: W.L. Mackenzie, the
1837 patriotes, the Canada First manifesto, George Grant’s
Lament For A Nation (or its predecessor, Goldwin Smith’s
Canada and the Canadian Question), the Regina Manifesto,
Refus global, the Waffle Manifesto, Expo ’67, or the FLQ
Manifesto.

Curiously, (English) Canadian cinema has never produced
a manifesto, at least until now, and one might well wonder:
why not? For a manifesto is the cry of an imagination in
search of a practice, often the precondition for that practice
itself. (Not that a manifesto alone is a sufficient condition for
an artistic practice, but it is at least a necessary condition and
it is precisely this kind of articulation of its own necessity that
Canadian cinema has never had, with the one exception,
Elder would argue since he has produced most of it, of the
Canadian avant-garde cinema.)

As both Testa and Piers Handling note, one has to go
back to Grierson in Canadian film history to find anything
resembling theoretical principles, and there’s the rub. For if
Grierson was the founder of a distinct Canadian cinematic
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realism (and not merely just another colonial administrator),
how does one account for the fact that the debate as to the
nature of that realism rages on 40 years later (and continues
in these pages)? Now it may well be as Testa sharply observes
that “Canadian critics have been passing a decade praising
mediocre Canadian feature films using the tools of an out-
worn auteurism while standing knee-deep in the ruins of a
realist theoretical scaffolding” — in which case the realism
debate is not only a false debate but a dead one. Or it may be
that the debate is not so much one between “realists” (Peter
Harcourt and Handling) and a “paranoid” (as Harcourt
characterizes Elder) as between three kinds of realists: the so-
cial realism of Harcourt, the political realism of Handling and
the abstract ethical realism of Elder. And what is being argued
over is far less a question of realism in Canadian cinema than
it is the perplexing reality of Canada itself: its bureaucratic in-
fallibility in the case of Harcourt, something similar but with a
politically critical pedagogy in the case of Handling, and
whether or not Canada can be conceptualized in the case of
Elder. Testa is right to discern behind the debate a politics
struggling to express itself, though one could specify in the
form of three strategies: a cultural pragmatics for Harcourt, a
culturally subversive entryism for Handling, and a cultural
ideology for Elder. In other words, within the arc of Canadian
cultural nationalism three political prescriptions for Canadian
cinema: liberal (Harcourt), social-democratic (Handling) and
radical (Elder).

Except that, in the case of Harcourt-Handling, their
cinematic politics only repeat the two dead-end subordina-
tions (to state and marketplace) in which Canadian cultural
discourse has been fatally entrapped, as Arthur Kroker
recently analyzed in his “Spitting on the TV: Insubordinating
Canadian broadcasting”. And Elder’s is less a politics than it is
an ethics because — and this for the first time — it grounds
the possibility of a Canadian cinema in a conception of Justice
(the Good) that is normative (and so prescriptive) only to the
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degree that it considers the existence of Canada (and so of
Canadian culture) a manifestation of the Good.

Now Canadian cinema has (so far) been nothing if not
political to the extent that the Canadian cultural project has
itself been politically bounded, and this has been both the
source of its few strengths as well as its limitations: its utter
dependency upon a state-defined politics on the one hand,
and a market-defined economics on the other, and the ac-
curate perception of it by the public as propaganda (which has
only reinforced that public’s desire to escape Canadian
propaganda by throwing itself into the welcoming arms of the
largest propaganda machine in the contemporary world). In
the context, then, of the disappearing Canadian public, a
state-apparatus whose commitment to Canadian cultural ob-
jectives has always been ambiguous, and a marketplace whose
commitment to American culture is its raison-d’etre, what is
left of Canadian cinema? If Harcourt can still remain vaguely
hopeful, Handling for his part is pretty much ready to sign the
death certificate and promptly revive the corpse in the form of
an “image industry”. (And explicitly for the likes of a Robin
Wood, Canadian cinema never amounted to anything much in
the first place, so nothing’s been lost — as nothing was there.)

Only Elder, it seems, would disagree — vehemently and
radically so. First, by wrenching away the state-monopoly on a
cultural politics, he anchors the Canadian cultural project in
the concept of the nation itself. For Elder, the very fact of
being Canadian, of being able to think about Canada, posits a
metaphysics of Canadian culture that is neither cramped not
defensive, but immense and at least at ease in its difference.
Secondly Elder, because he is comfortable within Canadian
metaphysical traditions therein encounters that bedrock of
the Canadian mind that is a profoundly ethical critique of the
American technological universe.! Thirdly, on the bases of
that critique which stems from the assumption that Canada of-
fers a different face to the universal technological system
(which means that the American appropriation is only a trope
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and not the thing itself), he absolutizes the Canadian critique
of American modernity into a conception of cinema from
within (as opposed to against or, in the case of importing U.S.
culture, from without) the technological closure. Righting the
Hegelian inverted world, the Elderian concept of Absolute
Cinema presents the phenomenological dissection of the will-
to-technique that results from the encounter of a spectator’s
consciousness with the unfolding (or coming into presence) of
the cinematic system. Unlike American art’s endless celebra-
tions of the disappearing subject, Canadian art (as I read
Elder) is a manifestation of the appearing subject-object as
the dialectic between place, person, and mind. His is a realism
in which Canada is not a perpetual becoming or vanishing, but
an integer. Nor is the analysis he is making based either on his
own behalf or to promote the kinds of films he himself makes,
but only as one Canadian mind thinking about what Canadian
cinema already has the capacity to be. For modest Canadians,
it’s an extraordinarily immodest claim — were it not that it is
no different from the literary claims made by a Hugh Mac-
Lennan in his epic conception of Canada, or the painterly
claims of a Paul-Emile Borduas, for it is nothing less than the
Canadian imagination manifesting itself.

If, as the debate here shows, there are other ways to ‘read’
Elder, including Elder’s own reading of himself, perhaps the
least that should be said for now might be, in a paraphrase of
Rimbaud: “Allons, messicurs, mesdames les cinéastes (les
professeurs, les gouvernants... ), encore un effort, car c’est de
votre Canada qu’il s’agit.”

Note

1. Arthur Kroker, Technology and the Canadian Mind: Grant | Mc-
Luhan [ Innis, Montreal, 1984, and New York, 1985.
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